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A Nocturne

Winner of Best Film at the Melbourne Underground Film Festival Awards.

Check the film’s website for future screenings

Review by Lesley Chow

What kind of madness is it to sit chatting in an urban café, or to stand loitering on a city street? In A Nocturne, Bill Mousoulis takes on the difficult project of creating a mythic Melbourne: one whose everyday actions and circumstances matter to movies as well as real life. The opening scenes show commuters rushing to work, as metal music piles on top of them: corporate daylight Melbourne, it seems, is about to get its comeuppance. When a goth couple in a warehouse wake up to “another day in hell”, it becomes apparent that this sensible, “cosmopolitan” city contains a number of underground networks: hubs of vampires, graphic artists and addicts, with designs on the rest of us.

One of these is a young woman, Vee (HaHa Le), whose goth underside is explored through a series of disturbing drawings, as well as a blood-sucking episode. However, this girl - who lives with her pleasant, not particularly repressive Vietnamese family - has a delicate, fawn-like intelligence; Le is dignified throughout her vampiric scenes, and mesmerizing as she idly stirs a spoon through a bowl of blood. Mousoulis uses the gothic theme to underwrite the everyday and the subcultural: for instance, to link the middle-aged drunkenness of a poet with a pre-existing youth culture, or to re-animate the characters and residents of Melbourne. Inner-city Melbourne is full of “familiars”: people who register each other knowingly, through patterns of eye contact, and seem to form a plan of action. These people may come in a recognized “alternative” mode, such as the fox-eyed goth bride, X (Vanessa de Largie); they can be card-carrying members of a graffiti or heroin scene; or they can be as quiet and exquisitely individual as Vee.

Melbourne is instantly invigorated by being tracked under these genre circumstances; ordinary desperation is read as a gothic condition as well as a symptom of drug abuse or poverty. In addition, Mousoulis regards the city’s café culture with some bewilderment. Whether it’s hanging out at the bus stop or lounging with a drink in Fitzroy, it seems like insanity for people to stand around calmly, while vampirism and hunger rage at night. Female city workers in bars, socializing after hours, seem ready to be “taken”, or purloined: removed from the run of comfortable, senseless activity.

As its title indicates, this film is a night movement; the serene, disquieting piano opening - reminiscent of the start of Murnau’s Journey into Night - presents the film as a dark, even surface which immerses us. Even at the end, when the pianist (Magda Zappi) re-appears in a sunlit conservatorium, we’re still in an evening mood. Zappi is seen dozing off as her hands work the keys; the gallant goth couple marches off as the dreaming artist is left to play.

