
The online home for Australian screen professionals. 

by Kaye Blum
Philippe Mora's St Kilda connection

Friday, May 23, 2003
Screen Hub

This year’s St Kilda Film Festival Retrospective delves into ScreenSound 
Australia’s archives to present some rarely seen early films from two 
Australian directors, Nigel Buesst and Philippe Mora. While the choice of 
Buesst may seem obvious in light of his role as the first St Kilda Film 
Festival Director, Mora’s link is more subtle. A tiny alley called Mirka 
Lane is a clue, but it leads to one of St Kilda’s more notorious streets… 
Kaye Blum spoke to Festival Director Paul Harris, ScreenSound 
Australia’s Helen Tully and Philippe Mora himself to explore his 
Retrospective connection.

‘I grew up at 42 Fitzroy Street [St Kilda] – Tolarno’s,’ says Mora over the 
phone from his base in Los Angeles. ‘My Dad bought the Tolarno 
[building] in the sixties, and we moved there. My father and mother started 
the French bistro, which is still there.’

Philippe Mora is the son of Georges and Mirka Mora, who migrated from 
France to Melbourne in 1951. The Mora family owned and operated three 
cafés in Melbourne, the third being Tolarno’s in Fitzroy Street, St Kilda, 
which opened in 1966. Mirka is one of Australia’s most renowned artists, while Georges founded one of the 
first commercial galleries in Melbourne, at Tolarno. 

Growing up in such an artistic environment obviously had a great influence on the young Philippe, and he 
started experimenting with cameras and short films at a very young age. With much of his childhood spent 
around Fitzroy Street, it’s no surprise that one of the films featured in the retrospective – a silent short film shot 
on 16mm black and white, called  – was filmed in that very street, just outside Leo’s restaurant.

‘In those days – in 1967 – Leo’s was a bit further down the street, directly opposite Tolarno’s,’ explains 
Festival Director Paul Harris. ‘It was kind of a reaction against the Vietnam War. It stars [Philippe’s] younger 
brother, Tiriel, [as well as] Don Watson, who is probably best known now as Paul Keating’s biographer, and 
Sweeney Reed... Philippe’s friend and the son of [artist] Joy Hester. [The film is] about someone getting 
beaten up in the street, and people just walking past and not wanting to get involved.’ 

The festival program describes Mora as a ‘true maverick and pioneering independent filmmaker with a diverse 
body of work.’ Harris supports this claim, saying: ‘I think he is a very important person in the industry, who 
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Still from , directed by 
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courtesy of ScreenSound 
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maybe hasn’t gotten his dues.’ Mora’s directorial credits include over 20 features, many of which are in the 
horror or science fiction genres. He was also one of the founders of  magazine, which he 
started in Australia with his friend Peter Beilby in 1974.

Harris adds that Mora is a genuine cinephile who, at a young age, was inspired by Hollywood classics 
like  and . ‘He had a curiosity about cinema and was influenced by what was going 
on internationally,’ Harris continues. ‘He was part of that generation that was saying, “Why aren’t we doing 
this in Australia?”... Because, at the time, there was no industry and he basically had to go overseas to actually 
get work and start making films beyond just the home movies.’

Mora moved to swinging London in 1967, and then made his first feature, a musical called 
 – with help from his friends and compatriots. Made on a budget of around £6,000 thanks to Arthur 

Boyd and Eric Clapton, the cast included the likes of Germaine Greer, Jenny Kee and Martin Sharp. 

‘[It] was inspired by Hollywood musicals, gangster movies, comic strips, Bertolt Brecht’s 
,’ Mora begins. ‘Those days were a little bit more experimental. We just thought: “What the hell, we’ll 

just make film”. So we did. We didn’t have all the money when we started, so we raised it as we went. It was 
shot over about four weeks by [cinematographer] Tom Cowan, who directed films later on... The music was 
done by Tony Cahill from a group called the Easybeats. Basically anyone who was Australian was dragged 
into the epic!’

 is screening in the retrospective, as is the award-winning documentary, 
, plus  – both which Mora wrote and directed, with David Puttnam producing.

Made in 1975,  is a fascinating montage of archive footage from the 1930s, 
with a trailer and promotional radio spot written and produced by Orson Welles. According to Mora, Welles 
was impressed by the film when he saw it, and volunteered to do the theatrical trailer and radio spots. 

The archive footage came from a wide variety of sources, Mora explains. ‘It was sourced from newsreel 
collections in New York, London and Los Angeles, and a number of libraries and archives from all over the 
place. Home-movies as well. It’s really the history of America in that decade.’

 (1973) documents Hitler’s rise to power from 1918 to 1933, using a variety of archive footage, 
including rarely seen colour home-movies found in Washington. 

Helen Tully from ScreenSound Australia’s Melbourne office says Mora has a long association with using 
archival materials in his films. And now, his own work is part of an extensive archival collection. Tully has 
been working with Mora over the years to ensure his broad range of films – from those early childhood 
explorations of the camera to some of his latest international successes – are carefully preserved in the 
ScreenSound vaults. 
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The Australian Screen Directors Association (ASDA) in association with the St Kilda Film Festival is holding 
a forum featuring Philippe Mora and Nigel Buesst at the White Bar, 129 Fitzroy Street, St Kilda, on May 28 at 
6.30 pm.

The St Kilda Film Festival opens on May 27. The full program and festival retrospective details are available 
online at: www.stkildafilmfestival.com.au
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Kaye Blum

Kaye E Blum has juggled various filmmaking projects with a professional writing 
career for more years than she’d care to admit, working both in Australia and the UK. 
She has a Post Graduate Diploma of Arts – Film and Television (Documentary) from 
the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA) and an Associate Diploma in Professional 
Writing and Editing from RMIT University.

kayablum@hotmail.com
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