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Playing Against Type

After making several well-regarded art films, director BILL MOUSOULIS has turned his hand to the genre of vampire film, with stunning results.  He speaks to TONY McMAHON about screening A Nocturne at Opening Night of this year’s MUFF.
Local independent cinema visionary Bill Mousoulis is opening this year’s Melbourne Underground Film Festival with his new feature, A Nocturne, perhaps the most wildly original and stunningly beautiful vampire film I have ever seen.  This is Melbourne indie cinema’s own very answer to Kathryn Bigelow’s 1987 masterpiece Near Dark, for its radical reworking of the rules of the genre, but closer in style to Jean Rollin’s Fascination or The Living Dead Girl for its poetically haunting imagery.  And A Nocturne is quite a departure from Bill’s usual work.

“Yeah,” he says. “It's pretty odd in a way.  I've been known for years and years for making ‘meditative’ films about ‘ordinary people’, so making a horror film of all things is a bit of a leap.  But lately, last few years, I've just been interested in outsiders, people on the edge, people in crisis, that kind of thing. 
And is Bill a fan of the genre?  “I guess everyone loves vampire films, but I myself am pretty much an art cinema devotee, I've tended to avoid genre films, especially Hollywood mainstream ones.  I’ve seen some vampire films over the years, and the key one that struck me a few years ago was Abel Ferrara's The Addiction, and my film is clearly in line with that one, as a ‘philosophical vampire’ film.

There’s very little in A Nocturne in the way of vampire film conventions.  Was this a deliberate strategy on Bill’s part?  “Pretty much.  Obviously there are some things in my film that are generic, conventional, but there are a whole stack of other things that are highly unusual for a vampire film.  I guess firstly there's the setting -- modern, realistic, recognisable.  And the two lead vampires are a couple, so it's almost like a relationship study.  And then there's a cannibal, who's a major character, next to our two anti-heroes - it surprises me that cannibalism and vampirism haven't been paired much in horror films. 

The (mostly) lack of stakes through the heart, crucifixes, deadly daylight etc made me watch A Nocturne more as 'serious' cinema than as entertainment, which is the prism through which one sees many genre films. Again, was this intentional?

“Oh yeah,” says Mousoulis. “It's definitely ‘serious’ cinema, art cinema -- but obviously a hybrid.  I think cinema should always be evolving, creating new forms.  Obviously my film is far from trashy, but it's still a film about scungy vampires.  And just generally my style is very unconventional - I really hate normal dialogue scenes, I go more for mood and texture.  So A Nocturne is pretty abstract in a way, very moody, and also very musical.  There's still some gory and disturbing stuff in there, but it's a film about certain ‘ideas’, the value of life, etc.
Famously, Mousoulis has made a virtue of low budgets throughout his career. Is there a philosophy behind that?  “The big upside of not having proper funds to make a film is that you can make something really really distinctive, really edgy.  I had no pressure to cast ‘stars’ for example.  The poet-cannibal is played by a real poet, Patrick Boyle, the lead female is played by an up-and-coming actress Vanessa de Largie, who is just magnetic, and the lead male, Alex Spears, he'd done practically no acting before, and he's just brilliant.”

How does it feel to be opening MUFF?  “It's pretty cool to be on Opening Night actually.  I've had films in MUFF in other years, but I haven't been in line with the exploitational / genre mode the festival is generally in, so this time I've got more of a MUFF type film.  Actually, MUFF has all types of indie / underground films these days – it’s just a great festival, especially with MIFF getting more conservative.”

