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The right stuff at MUFF

  
Vanessa de Largie and Alex Spears star in Bill Mousoulis' film A Nocturne, which screened last week at the Melbourne Underground Film Festival.

From vampires to hitchhiking - Manny Tsigas speaks to two Greek Australian filmmakers behind the 2007 Melbourne Underground Film Festival.

DIRECTOR Bill Mousoulis didn't bother contacting any Greek Australian news services to cover the premier of his new film A Nocturne, which screened last week as the Opening Night feature for MUFF - the Melbourne Underground Film Festival.

"I thought of NKEE a couple of weeks back, but I thought maybe your readers wouldn't be interested in MUFF as an event," he said.

It's a tragic situation - especially since Greek Australians seemed to be dominating the weird and wonderful idiosyncrasies one can only witness at MUFF.

Last week alone saw the festival play host to three Greek Australian filmmakers. Mousoulis screened his hauntingly macabre tale of two "philosophical" vampires living in inner city Melbourne. Timothy Spanos proudly unveiled Moonlight and Magic, a spin-off from his last film Nancy Nancy. And Aleksi Vellis, the director of The Wog Boy, hosted his own actor's workshop.

But luckily all's not lost on the Greek Australian MUFF contingent. Just as it opened, the festival will also close this week with a Hellenic influence. Filmmaker Greg Pakis will premier his latest film Garth Goes Hitchhiking for the first time - but more on that later.

It's events like MUFF that bring all sorts of characters out of the woodwork, which is what excites Mousoulis the most.

"It's actually really cool being the Opening Night film, which gives it some profile," he said. "The Melbourne Underground Film Festival is not a high-profile festival like the Melbourne International Film Festival, but it still showcases a lot of films by independent filmmakers that MIFF doesn't play. In that sense it's a crucial festival."

Many share Mousoulis' view, along with an almost childlike excitement to hear he was shooting vampires in Melbourne.

A Nocturne tells the story of Z (played by Alex Spears) and X (Vanessa de Largie), a vampire couple who are rattled by an encounter with a mysterious woman (Jennifer Levy).

"People are always delighted. There's some kind of childish impulse in us, craving certain things and vampires are such a metaphor for sexuality and forbidden desires," Mousoulis said.

"Yes, Australia hasn't made vampire films. We obviously can't convincingly create any old, Transylvanian type of thing. But in the US, certain "modern vampire" films like Near Dark have been made, so it's a genre that can be explored."

Mousoulis explains the way his film explores vampirism is more metaphorical. Can humans transform into higher beings? Can life be valued in a different way?

But it all may be lost on the select few who cower at the site of "bite" scenes - including one where a cannibalistic poet recites odes while carving up the flesh of his victims. Mousoulis found that out the hard way at a screening for the cast and crew.

"I knew I was making a horror film, but I had no idea that people would be so nauseated they would walk out," he laughed. "There were about 15 walkouts from an audience of 300, and a lot were closing their eyes as they were watching.

"My film is very moody and unusual. It isn't stylised like Hollywood ones. It's very realistic, so there's kind of no escape. It's all there."

But like a vampire's need for the darkness, Mousoulis wouldn't trade his experiences behind A Nocturne for anything.

"It was all shot at night and with no money practically. Everyone was working for free, but we had a hoot," he remembered. "Staying up till 3am, getting high on the experience.

"It was a great film for me to make, as I'd never done anything before resembling a horror film. It was a bit of a release."

Filmmaker Greg Pakis was also looking to try something different.

In 2004 he wrote, directed and starred in The Garth Method, about an out-of-work actor who abducts people to star in his independent film.

While he wanted to make a sequel, he was also itching to quell his curiosity surrounding the lost art of hitchhiking.

Garth Goes Hitchhiking sees Pakis play his title character once again, this time as part of a real-life documentary where he flags down total strangers to help him travel from Melbourne to Cairns.

"I thought to make a doco about that would be interesting because no-one does it anymore," he said. "Hitchhiking is an outdated way to travel. It's actually cheaper to fly because when you hitchhike you have to set yourself up in a hotel here and there and it builds up.

"There's this really bad sort of bad perception of hitchhiking ever since Ivan Milat. Everyone thinks it's a stupid thing to do, but back in the 60s it was common."

Pakis aimed to present an entertaining collage of stories from the people who stopped to pick him up.

While most drivers raced off once realising his equipment wasn't a speed camera, there was no shortage of people who were happy to oblige.

"I was picked up by this guy hauling oranges who was driving to servos selling fruit. He looked like Oliver Reed from Gladiator, and very spiritual loner type bloke with a dog who said some interesting things about life," Pakis remembered.

"That's why you do it; for the adventure. I hate it when things are too easy. Buses and planes are boring and predictable. But with hitchhiking, the fun is actually getting there.

"Then you get to the location and it gets a bit boring again and you ask yourself 'when am I gonna hit the road again?'"

But it didn't all go cruisingly for Pakis, who also covered his own struggle while trying to reach his destination.

"I was stuck in Rockhampton for seven hours where I went a bit out of my mind," he said. "I was caught in the rain and I had to sleep by the side of he road. Once I slept on a pile of sand in a T intersection in the middle of nowhere.

"You're on the side of the road the whole time just seeing what happens. It's definitely got some good moments that (the audience) will appreciate it.

"It's for people who like the idea of hitchhiking and travelling in a way that's less about getting there and what you actually do getting there."

For more information visit www.muff.com.au

Greg Pakis' films The Garth Method and Garth Goes Hitchhiking are also available for charity screenings. Visit www.thegarthmethod.com

For more information on future screenings for A Nocturne, visit www.anocturne.com

