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'Bruce Springsteen once said that the first time he could stand to look at himself in the mirror was when he did it with a guitar in his hands. For me, the moment of revelation and pride came when I bought my film equipment,'' says film maker Bill Mousoulis.
``It had cost a grand, all brand new, and I remember clearly the first day I had it. I had set up the camera on a tripod in my room, and as I stood there looking at it, I realised that not only did it look impressive, but it would probably be the centre of my life.''
Mousoulis made this crucial purchase almost 20 years ago and the realisation about the importance of the camera (which he recalled, five years later, in the voiceover of his short film, A Question of Faith) turned out to have been utterly right.
Since 1982, he has made scores of films on tiny budgets, on Super8 and 16mm, with the rare small injection of funding from film bodies, and festival screenings here and overseas: in all, more than 60 shorts and four features.
Growing up in Melbourne, he didn't often go to the cinema. He was heavily into comic books, and saw a few of the mainstream releases as a teenager in the era of Rocky and Star Wars. It wasn't until the end of high school, when he found himself with plenty of time on his hands, that he had a dramatic, selfimposed immersion in cinema.
``In that year,'' he recalls, ``I saw about 600 films. (It was) a period where there would be early Capras on Channel Nine, late Bergmans on Channel Seven, and Bunuel and Godard double bills at the Valhalla.
``Three things in particular I loved: the sense of a particular world created in each film; the way each film's narrative would build and create layers over the course of the film; and the emotional releases the films created, for the characters, and me. These things made cinema special.''
They also made him want to make films. ``In mid'82, I saw an image in my head, of a man sitting up in bed late at night, head quietly bowed. I knew it was the last image of my first film, and I built a narrative to get to that point. That image was instinctual, and the need to recreate it, or express its existential meaning, practically compulsive.''
He has experimented with various film forms, but his commitment is to ``realism, formalism, humanism''. His four features have been made on miraculously small, halfashoestring budgets: his most recent example, Desire, was shot in black-and-white 16mm for $8000. It's a quiet, evocative and distinctive film about intersecting relationships, in which the setting (St Kilda) and the music (from Shane O'Mara and Bill McDonald) play an important part.
Mousoulis doesn't feel particularly connected with many other Australian film makers, although he mentions Sue Brooks, Ray Argall, Brian McKenzie, Rowan Woods ``and maybe one or two others''. ``But,'' he says, ``there's quite a few who haven't made any features, who I share cinematic and aesthetic concerns with, and it's great to bounce ideas and critiques off them.''
`THIS IS one of the main values a community of film makers has, along with the fact that they can support and encourage each other. But it seems a lot of film makers are isolated in Australia - there are many disparate concerns.
``And there's competitiveness. I may have once dreamt of a `New Wave', like the French one, existing here in Melbourne that I could be a part of, but I let that dream go about 10 years ago.''
Independence, for him, has always been necessary. He has never wanted to be a directorforhire : ``It's the same industry, but a different world.''
Mousoulis admits that independence is ``quite easy in the writing stage - but what do you do when the script's written and the funding bodies and investors don't back it? My response to this has been to go out and make the film with my own money, with the full knowledge that the very limited production values will create flaws in the film. But, for me, this is far better than not making the film at all. And it can create interesting results, like the peculiar acting to be found in Desire.''
Independence has never meant setting himself apart: he's above all a fervent advocate of cinema, of works that he loves and values.
``As a film maker I'm partaking of an activity that is so large and full of history, that I am simply one more extension of it. I tap into the emotions and ideas of the films I'm watching. Some of them influence my own work. And if viewers can get some kind of buzz from my work, then that's great. I believe I'm simply `transmitting' the `stuff of cinema': stories, pictures, sounds, emotions.''
At the end of 1999, he founded Senses of Cinema, an eclectic, passionate and inclusive online publication that has attracted pieces from eminent international critics. Once again, it has been a labor of love. But it has taken him away from film making, and he wants to get back. While the journal continues, under editor Fiona Villella, his involvement has ceased. He has a couple of scripts to work on.
``I can go on making films the way that I have, with minimal funds. But I want to push for investment now for my features - there's only so far a film maker can go without support.''
* Writer and Age film reviewer Adrian Martin will introduce a screening of Desire, at the Nova at 7pm tonight, followed by a Q & A with Bill Mousoulis. 

