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Dead Heart (1996)
DIRECTOR: Nick Parsons 
WRITER: Nick Parsons 
PRODUCER: Bryan Brown, Helen Watts 
CINEMATOGRAPHER: James Barle 
EDITOR: Henry Dangar 
ORIGINAL MUSIC: Stephen Rae 
CAST: Bryan Brown, Ernie Dingo, Angie Milliken, Aaron 
Pedersen, Lewis Fitz-Gerald, Gnarnayarrahe Waitaire, 
Djunawong Stanley Mirindo 
PRODUCTION COMPANY: Dead Heart Productins 
YEAR OF RELEASE: 1996 
RUNNING TIME: 104 
FORMAT: 35mm  
 
RECOMMENDED LINKS: 
www.australianscreen.com.au/titles/dead-heart 
 

  
 

 

Winning the Australian Film Critics award in 1997 for Best Screenplay Ð Adapted, writer and director Nick ParsonÕs 
Dead Heart is a mature film dealing with the divide between black and white cultures. Originally conceived as a film 
Dead Heart manifested first as a play in Sydney in 1993.  

Within the tradition of such films as Jedda and The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith, Dead Heart utilizes the outback as 
the realm in which the conflict between white and indigenous culture is played out. Avoiding the operatic tendencies 
of Jedda and the gothic tendencies of The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith, Dead Heart is able to portray a more 
credible portrait of the dialectic between white and indigenous Australian cultures, showing the complexity involved 
in this exchange.  

The story starts narrated from the perspective of Aboriginal Elder, Poppy (Gnarnayarrahe Waitaire). A young 
Aboriginal man is found hanging in a police cell in the town of Wala Wala. In an attempt to reconcile Aboriginal 
traditional justice and white law, Senior Constable Ray Larkin (Bryan Brown) allows ÔpaybackÕ to the dead 
prisonerÕs father. The aboriginal deputy (Lafe Charlton) is to be speared. The narrative continues to follow LarkinÕs 
plight as further racial tensions erupt in the community. A young Aboriginal man is killed for desecrating sacred 
ground after taking his white lover there. Larkin suspects Poppy. As the tensions rise, Aboriginal  Lutheran pastor, 
David (Ernie Dingo) is forced to choose allegiance. 

Indigenous curator Romaine Moreton has said of Dead Heart, ÒWestern characters are very much central to this 
narrative, and the Indigenous characters personify and or symbolize the white angst of living in the desert region Ð 
depicted as a formidable and inhospitable place. The spiritual and mystical component of indigenous culture literally 
haunts the white characters, and the dark mystery of the land itself Ð being uninhabitable and uncivilized Ð is 
extended to include the indigenous people.Ó It is also pointed out that the title ÔDead HeartÕ belies the attitude of the 
white culture to the land.   

Whilst Dead Heart offers no solutions Ð it does offer a more sober examination of the relationship between 
Aboriginal and white Australia, and does so in the context of accomplished performances in this much underrated 
film. AFI nominated for Best Achievement in sound (Ian McLaughlan, Tim Jordan, John Penders, Phil Tipene), Best 
Original Music Score (Stephen Rae), Best Screenplay Ð Adapted (Nick Parsons).  
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DIRECTOR: Haskell Wexler 
WRITER: Haskell Wexler 
PRODUCERS: Haskell Wexler, Jerrold Wexler, Tully 
Friedman 
CINEMATOGRAPHER: Haskell Wexler 
EDITORS: Verna Fields, Paul Golding 
ORIGINAL MUSIC: Mike Bloomfield 
CAST: Robert Forster, Verna Bloom, Peter Bonerz, 
Marianna Hill, Harold Blakenship 
DISTRIBUTED BY: Paramount 
YEAR OF RELEASE: 1969 
RUNNING TIME: 111 min 
FORMAT: 35mm 
AWARDS: Grand Prize in Mannheim-Heidelberg 
International Film Festival 
TAGLINE: Beyond the age of innocence... into the age 
of awareness 

  

 

According to an international Cinematographers Guild survey, Haskell Wexler is one of the top ten most influential 
cinematographers in movie history. Medium Cool is the second of eleven films Wexler directed, with some sixty other films 
under his belt as a cinematographer. He won an Oscar for best cinematography for WhoÕs Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966) and 
again ten years later in Bound for Glory (1976). A documentary about him was made by his son, Mark Wexler in 2004 entitled 
Tell Them Who You Are. He still practices today at the ripe old age of 86, currently shooting Tropic of Angels, due for release 
next year. 

Wexler has maintained long associations with a number of directors including, most notably to Adelaide Cinematheque 
members, John Sayles who was the subject of a retrospective earlier in the year. Wexler was also the cinematographer on the 
The Loved One, a savage satire on the funerary business based on the novel by Evelyn Waugh. 

Shot during the events of the 1968 American Democratic Convention in Chicago, Medium Cool paints the picture of a turbulent 
time. Robert Forster plays John Cassellis in one of his first seminal roles. Cassellis is the toughest news reporter in town (see 
picture), getting all the best scoops from dangerous areas about racial tensions in the ghetto and picking up chicks along the 
way. He finds out that his boss is allowing the FBI to view his tapes so they can find suspects and dutifully protests, only to be 
sacked. Jetting off to the Democratic Convention, Cassellis smells tension in the air and prepares to make the scoop. 

Medium Cool is halfway between a documentary and a drama, juggling a mixture of real live footage and purpose written 
material. Wexler uses footage of an actual military training camp in Illinois training for prevention of potential riots, as well as 
footage from the now famous student riots at the Convention. Wexler actually planned the bulk of his shooting around the 
convention, expecting a riot to take place, which of course it did. It was a time of political upheaval in America, with issues such 
as gender and race equality dominating the media. The late sixties were largely responsible for transforming conservative right 
wing 1950s America into hippie left wing 1970s America. In 1968 when the film was shot race riots ravaged the country and 
Martin Luther King and President Kennedy were both assassinated. Understandably, this made Medium Cool very controversial 
at the time, and upon its initial release it received an X rating, very rarely deployed at the time. 

Haskell WexlerÕs cousin the famous blues performer Mike Bloomfield is responsible for most of the music in the film. His music 
combines with some of rock musician Frank ZappaÕs best work to create a seriously funky soundtrack. This coupled with the 
seamless blending of real and ÒunrealÓ footage helps Medium Cool to suck its audience in and make you feel like you were part 
of the events of the time. 

Medium Cool gets its name from the work of Canadian educator and philosopher Marshall McLuhan who was heavily involved in 
a range of rhetorics concerning media. He described Television as the ÒcoolestÓ medium, or the Òcool mediumÓ for short, 
theorising that the ÒcoolerÓ the medium the more one has to uncover and investigate its media in order to compile the real facts. 
The film is concerned with the mediaÕs role in society and honest depiction in media, hence the name Medium Cool. 

 

                                                                         
 

             


