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Sunday, February 13, 7:00 p.m.
1979, 100 mins.
35mm print restored by the National Film and Sound Archive, Australia

Restoration made possible by Kodak and Atlab Australia
Directed by Gillian Armstrong. Written by Eleanor Witcombe. Produced by Margaret Fink. Photographed by Donald McAlpine. Music by Nathan Waks. Edited by Nicholas Beauman. Production design by Luciana Arrighi. Basen on the novel by Miles Franklin.

Principal cast: Judy Davis (as Sybylla Melvyn), Sam Niell (as Harry Beecham), Wendy Hughes (as Aunt Helen), Robert Grubb (Frank Hawdon), Max Cullen (Mr. McSwatt).  

Review by Joan M. West, Cineaste, Spring 2007:

Watching Gillian Armstrong's My Brilliant Career again is a stroll down memory lane to the golden years of the 1970s New Australian Cinema and the heady fermentation of the same period's international feminism. The film's place in the pantheon of well-crafted, handsomely shot movies that brought fame to the Australian industry remains assured, not least of all for its distinction as a project that recuperates and celebrates women's contribution to the country's history. Other movies of this generation told women's stories, such as Peter Weir's 1975 Picnic at Hanging Rock. However My Brilliant Career's main crew—director, producer, screenwriter, and production designer—were women intensely dedicated to creating a cinematic version of the 1901 novel by revered Australian author and feminist Miles Franklin. Their rendition successfully left most of the original intact while adding their own, contemporary layers of nuance. Indeed, the rich interplay of innuendo that results from a character who simultaneously speaks to both past and present is the film's most significant feature.

My Brilliant Career offers an example of the subversive creativity (amply researched by scholars since) that women artists deployed in the service of feminist issues during the Seventies and Eighties. Fairytales, for example, were rewritten and reformatted to represent women characters in a more positive light. In the new versions Red Riding Hood no longer fell prey to the Wolf and women acted rather than were acted upon. The beginning of Career contains echoes of the Cinderella story, but such that the audience immediately grasps that this will not be the standard version: Cinderella Sybylla, summoned to the castle of her (fairy) grandmother, arrives in front of the apparent 'prince' Frank (charming and rich but ridiculously effete), throws him her bag, and energetically hops down from the driver's seat of a mail coach.

In an interview, producer Margaret Fink explained how she was the first of the eventual film team to read Miles Franklin's novel and to be struck by the coincidence of concerns between her time and Franklin's. Seventies' women were themselves facing the same conundrums as the novel's protagonist: is being a wife the only possible way for a woman to live? Must she always find fulfillment in a husband and children? Couldn't she do something else, experience life on her own terms, have a career? Must relationships between 
women and men always be defined in terms of marriage? Franklin raises these issues in the guise of a heroine whose antisocial manners and attitudes strongly recall, even more than Cinderella, the naughty characters of Victorian-era exemplary tales. Families used such literature to teach their children the difference between 'good' and 'bad' behavior.

Although the novelist's rebellious heroine behaves brazenly, in a twist to the tales' traditional genre expectations, she successfully challenges the authority of society to dictate the path her life must take and neither perishes in some sad way nor contracts a disfiguring disease when she refuses to compliantly accept marriage as 'good' behavior. Franklin, then, offered the modern filmmakers both the example of a fore-mother who had faced the same life issues and one who had reformatted stories to offer women other patterns for conducting their lives.

Sybylla Melvyn, the aspirant careerist of the title, is an 'uppity woman.' Her high spirits, her attitudes towards marriage, equality, and careerism, and her tomboyish actions mark her historically as an independent New Woman. The film's handling of certain motifs, while remaining faithful to a portrayal of life circa 1900, encourages viewers to see Sybylla as sharing traits and concerns with the activist woman of the 1970's. Armstrong uses cinema's visual power, for instance, to suggest the timeless influence social forces exercise in controlling women's lives. When Sybylla appears under a mosquito netting, her face covered by a grotesque and all too modern appearing facial treatment, playfully gesturing like a cat, all women 
can relate to the entrapping tyranny exercised by the pressure women feel to make themselves beautiful. The unforgettable pillow fight between Harry and Sybylla is an incident that in Victorian terms illustrates inappropriate, but innocent, tomboyish behavior. The manner in which this sequence is photographed and played out by the actors, however, clearly reveals pent-up sexual tensions erupting into a friendly battle of the sexes. And feminists of the Seventies derived vicarious delight from the fact that Sybylla was forward enough to strike the first blow and determined enough to land the last one.

At the end of the film Sybylla becomes a true, self-possessed heroine by setting aside the childish worldview she held at the beginning—the exasperating pronouncements, the unpredictable, often contradictory actions, her spoiled brat behavior. Thanks to the humanistic education she gained during her "walkabout" among family situations of differing levels of privilege, class, and wealth, she has matured into her determination to remain single and have a career. When she refused Harry Beecham's first proposal, it was out of egotistic, youthful bravado. When she definitively declines him, it is from the strength of her self-knowledge.

Sybylla's decision comes from a maturity carefully prepared over the course of the film. Even so, the note Armstrong adds at the end that Sybylla's book, My Brilliant Career, was published in Edinburgh, Scotland in 1901 is a device that contrives to reassure and convince disappointed viewers that Sybylla's career as a writer turned out positively and was not just another immature, girlish whim. And, furthermore, that it really was acceptable to say no to marriage…
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