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In 1988.' Australian Johp Hillcoat directeq
one of hls‘country's greatest films: Ghosts. .
of. the Civil Dead, a painfully graphic

with gang rape and breakoy

t riots. Ghosts
also marked the first foray into cinema for

music iconoclast Nick Cave, a haunting
presence at the centre of the film as actor
and screenwriter,
Cave and Hillcoat reunite for The Proposition,
a film that harnesses the same angry power
as Ghoststo dissect the outback romanticism
of colonial Australia, Unflinching, Darwin-
ian brutality is moderated by moments of
lyrical introspection; silence and isolation
form the inner worlds of frightened charac-
ters, making their bloody encounters all the
more painful and exhilaratingly dramatic.
The Proposition is an anti-Western, a
profane genre that resurfaces when society
is weary of war and violence to interrogate
the intentions of the Cowboy and the
nobility of the Savage. Late in the nineteeth
century, newly appointed lawman Ca.lpta¥n
Stanley (Ray Winstone) does eve.rythmg in
his power to protect his dainty wife Martba
(Emily Watson) from the wicked frontier
culture surrounding their village. When h'e
captures Charlie Burns (Guy Pearce) and his
psychologically unsound younger bro;her,
Mikey (Richard Wilson) - Irish qutlaws wi 95e
family is linked to atrocities m't'he regpn
- Stanley makes Charlie a proposmon: b:}llr;%
his psychotic, poetry-spewing o}der. bro 3
Arthur (Danny Huston) to justice an

Mikey will ljve, Thi
violent maelstrom
inits path.

It is hard to overemphasize the dramatic
tension of this film or the excellence of jts

s “deal” plays out in 3
that consumes everything

cast. Winstone is at his thundering best,
vulnerable and headstrong, embodying the
contradictions of colonja duty. Huston’s mad
poet and Watson'’s delicate ersatz princess
are also extraordinarily well realized. John
Hurt, playing a kind of dark sentinel drunk
who pushes the story to its logical con-
clusion, is also wonderful, but it is Pearce’s
deceptively wistful ambivalence that fuels
the film’s mind-blowing tonal shifts and
that forms its veiled moral core.

B Noah Cowan

John Hillcoat and Nick Cave present their earlier collaboration

Ghosts... of the Civil Dead in the Festival's Dialogues: Talking
with Pictures series this year.

John Hillcoat was born in Brisbane, Australia. He stud-
ied at the Swinburne Film School in Melbourne, where he
directed the short films The Blonde’s Date with Death (81)
and Frankie and Johnny (82). He has directed three feature
films: Ghosts.... of the Civil Dead (88), To Have and to Hold
(96) and The Proposition (05).
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