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Now celebrating its 50th year, the Sydney Film Festival (SFF) has a long history of presenting quality 
selections of world cinema to Australian cinephiles and filmmakers. Since the very first festival in 1954 at the 
University of Sydney’s inner-city campus, the event has shown around 6,000 titles, covering every filmmaking 
corner of the globe. 

Documentary filmmaker and Australian film historian Graeme Shirley was involved in recording an oral 
history for the festival’s 40th anniversary. ‘I see the festival as having played a crucial nurturing role for 
Australian filmmakers,’ he affirms.

‘The Sydney Film Festival has been of value, I think, not only for showcasing international cinema, but for 
quite often keeping alive the notion of what Australian cinema is, or should be... There wasn’t really an 
Australian feature film industry in the fifties and sixties... Although we had a prolific industry in terms of 
cinema and TV commercials and sponsored documentaries, we didn’t have a film industry churning out films.’

‘We had quite a strong film culture in terms of film appreciation. In fact, a lot of the new generation of 
filmmakers came out of familiarity with international film culture, which they got from the Sydney and 
Melbourne film festivals.’

It was the major state festivals, such as the SFF, that took the greatest risks in importing the latest and greatest 
in international cinema, Shirley continues: ‘[They were] importing the kinds of films that weren’t going to 
screen in Hoyts or Greater Union theatres.’ 

‘And you have to understand that this was before minority interest films really took off. There were some art 
cinemas in Sydney and Melbourne, particularly, but not many. So for Sydney film buffs and filmmakers that 
wanted to keep abreast of the latest film trends in international cinema, the SFF was it.’

The history of the SFF is one of six themes to be explored at a special symposium to commemorate the 
festival’s 50th anniversary. Called ‘The Persistence of Vision’, the Symposium will be jointly convened by the 
SFF and the University of Sydney’s School of English, Art History, Film and Media, Research Institute for 
Humanities and Social Sciences (RIHSS) and the Department of History.

Beginning just prior to the SFF opening, the symposium will be accompanied by an exhibition of SFF 
photographs and posters. Discussion panels will consist of local and international filmmakers, industry 
representatives, critics and academics, who will explore likely influences on films, filmmakers and audiences 
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in the future, and examine changes in the world of film, film culture and film festivals since 1954.

Dr Judith Keene from the Department of History, University of Sydney, will convene the Symposium's 
‘Retrospective on the Sydney Film Festival and Cinema in Australia'. Panellists include Ross Tzannes, Mischa 
Barr and Sylvia Lawson.

Film festivals and their changing roles will also be explored in ‘The Business of Festivals,’ with panellists such 
as cultural theorist B Ruby Rich, SBS Programmer Rod Webb, SFF Director Gayle Lake and and Alessio 
Cavallaro from the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI).

Other symposium sessions include ‘Breaking in, Breaking Out: How Film Schools Shape Screen Culture' with 
Gillian Armstrong, John Maynard, Porchlight Film’s Liz Watts and Jane Roscoe from the Australian Film, 
Television and Radio School. 

The significant role of Eastern Asian cinema in the SFF’s history is also to be discussed, in the session, 
'Aspects of Asian Cinema: Perspectives Past and Present'. Meanwhile, Tom Zubrycki will be on the panel of 
'Speaking in Tongues: the Voice of the Documentary Filmmaker'; and 'On Cinephilia', the sixth subject up for 
discussion, will include film writer and critic Adrian Martin on the panel.

An additional 50th anniversary event of the SFF is ‘Perspectives 54-03’, which includes a program of films 
selected by past festival directors, who will introduce some of the one-off screenings to be held at Dendy 
Opera Quays. 

The Persistence of Vision Symposium is on June 3-4. More details are available online
at: www.arts.usyd.edu.au/departs/rihss/sff50.html

The Sydney Film Festival opens on June 6. Full program details are available online
at: www.sydneyfilmfestival.org 
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