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“Antipodean” Propositions
The opening sequences of Michael’s Powell’s 
1966 film They’re a Weird Mob make two 
signifi cant propositions with regard to Euro-
pean Cinema. Firstly they propose, through 
cinematic form, a clash between a European 
and a non-European ideal of space and place. 
Secondly, they propose grounds for a much 
wider, and much more detailed examination 
of European-ness in fi lm, fi lmmaking and fi lm 
criticism. The significance of the proposals 
made in They’re a Weird Mob might well re-
quire us to critically revisit much of the work 
by twentieth century film scholars offering 
socio-historical or socio-economic readings 
of world cinema. 

While these proposals should not be seen 
as criticisms of European-ness—such an ap-
proach would not be informative but merely 
reactionary—they do ask us to consider 
whether full attention has yet been given to 
the filmic manifestations of a European 
world view; that is, of an outlook endowed 
with ideas we might with confi dence label as 
distinctively “European”, an outlook which 
supports these ideas both within and beyond 
the geographic region known as “Europe.” 

The fi rst of Powell’s sequences is a spoof 
“informational” pointer to the nature of 
Australia: children stand in front of a world 
globe, backs to the camera, the globe spins 
and reveals Australia, the voice-over describes 
Australians as living “down under” and then 
goes on to suggest that this is like being “fl ies 
on a ceiling.” The shot flips and we get an 
upside down series of frames: the fl y on the 
ceiling viewpoint. The frames then return to 
European “normality” and we cover what 

are described as some key cultural pointers: 
Australians being a nation of sportsmen, 
defi nitions of “doing ya block”, “a schooner” 
“sheilas or beaut sorts” and, ultimately, exam-
ples of the English language Australian-style.

The second sequence is more obviously a 
romanticised travelogue, but not a real one. 
A spoof  travel sequence. A vista opens up: an 
extreme high shot of a stark white cruise ship 
entering the sunny expanse of Sydney Har-
bour, and a musical number starts, the chorus 
beginning as follows: “It’s a big big country . . 
.”  This ends at the words “a life you’ll under-
stand”, pausing the music and inserting the 
exclamation: “And you’re so bloody wrong!”

From there on, the title sequence overtakes 
the images, but the backdrop is the fi rst part of 
the central character’s arrival-from-Italy emi-
gration narrative, and the musical number at 
this point contains such lines as “a man’s got 
to prove he’s a man. . .” and  “an Antipodean 
man must be . . .”  and “it’s a man’s country, 
sweetheart.” This, of course, is all tongue-
in-cheek—at least on the surface of the 
fi lm’s discourse. 

Powell’s They’re a Weird Mob is a fi lm adap-
tation of the eponymous 1957 book, by Nino 
Culotta, the Italian pseudonym of Australian 
writer John O’Grady.1 O’Grady’s book is a 
comic consideration of the nature of European 
emigration, and an equally comic investiga-
tion of European expatriate society—with 
an emphasis on the misunderstandings 
generated in translating meaning from one 
European language to another, made more 
difficult by a colonial transference to non-
European space and place.

They’re a Weird Mob
European Cinema Beyond Europe
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And yet, to treat Powell’s fi lm as a straight-
forward adaptation of O’Grady’s book would 
be to miss a number of key points. The fi lm 
varies the thrust of the book and actively 
highlights similarities between resident Eu-
ropeans and their Antipodean cousins; not 
least, those similarities are engendered in a 
shared socio-economic and political world 
view connected to identifi able European ide-
als about the character and role of work, social 
status and cultural integrity. In effect, They’re 
a Weird Mob calls into play the technologies 
and aesthetics of fi lm in order to assert a dis-
tinctive European politics of space and place 
that are merely presented on the surface of the 
discourse of O’Grady’s book.

There can be little doubt that this degree of 
oppositional sub-strata in the fi lm of They’re 
a Weird Mob  was unplanned; rather, that it 
came about naturally through Powell’s own 
British-ness, connected explicitly with the 
background of his collaborator, the Hungar-
ian-born screenwriter Emeric Pressburger, 
in this case writing under one of his pseud-
onyms, Richard Imrie.

While the book They’re a Weird Mob was 
a bestseller in its home Australian market, 
it remained virtually unknown outside its 
borders and had no cultural currency beyond 
that narrow and, indeed, minor English-lan-
guage film market. It was, in that sense, a 
“clean” property and its option was acquired 

largely because the “option-taker”, 
the American film actor Gregory 
Peck, had a passing connection 
with what might be broadly called 
“Antipodean adventure fi lms.”

Peck had previously starred 
in the 1959 adaptation of Nevil 
Shute’s novel On the Beach 
in which nuclear war wipes 
out humanity in the Northern 
Hemisphere, and an American 
submarine fi nds safety in Austra-
lia, only to come face-to-face with 
a growing post-war angst. And 
yet, despite Peck’s enthusiasm 
for They’re a Weird Mob the prop-

erty was passed from its original backers 
to British director Michael Powell when 

the American interests balked at the idea of 
making what Peck thought could well end 
up a very fi ne “Ealing comedy”—a comment 
that is less unifying than it seems, given that 
Ealing comedies were not entirely generic, 
but refl ecting on the fact that what Peck was 
considering was, to his mind, identifi ably a 
British fi lm. As James Howard points out in 
his book on Powell, Peck had hoped that such 
a comedy would be capable of “winning a 
medal at the Cannes Film Festival.”2 

Whether the failure of Peck and his Ameri-
can associates to pursue the option related 
to the backers’ dislike of Ealing’s comedies, 
or whether it was because the material in 
O’Grady’s book offered very little scope for 
a “world market” fi lm, is diffi cult to tell. But 
certainly They’re a Weird Mob remains even 
today one of the least likely prospects for a 
blockbuster fi lm in either the American or the 
European markets. 

Intriguingly, the film’s subsequent lack 
of international success did not prevent 
Powell from maintaining his interest in “Eu-
ropean” Australia. Powell went on to work 
there with another international leading man 
of not dissimilar stature to Peck, the British 
actor James Mason, who both starred in and 
co-produced Powell’s film Age of Consent 
(1969). In that fi lm, adapted from a book by 
Norman Lindsay, an Australian artist with a 

Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger
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reputation for flamboyantly erotic subject 
matter, Mason plays an aging disgruntled 
painter who moves to an island in order to 
recapture his artistic vigor, and does so with 
the assistance of a young girl—a scenario that 
picks up neatly on Mason’s role as Humbert 
Humbert in Stanley Kubrick’s earlier adapta-
tion of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1962). 

The striking thematic similarity between Age 
of Consent and They’re a Weird Mob⎯something 
akin to the theme of “a second coming-of-age 
in uncharted colonial territory” or  “Go South, 
Young European!”⎯suggests this thematic in-
terest might well have been Powell’s  since his 
eldest son was also looking to move to Aus-
tralia to work in that country’s infant media 
industry.

The Australian media industry in the mid-
1960s was little more than an offshoot of 
the British media industry. As Bill Rout has 
pointed out: 

From 1946 to 1969 an average of just over two 
fi lms a year were made in Australia – and none 
at all in 1948 and 1963-4. More than a third of 
these were “foreign” productions. Increasingly, 
“Australian fi lms” came to mean fi lms made in 
Australia – by Britain (Rank and Korda, among 
others), by Hollywood (including On the Beach 
and The Sundowners), by France, and even, 
briefl y, by Japan.3

Thus the making of They’re a Weird Mob af-
forded a personal Antipodean opportunity 
for British director, Powell; at the same time 
it maintained a well established tradition 
of European productions being undertaken 
in the Southern Hemisphere. Herein lies 
the dilemma.

The book They’re a Weird Mob is a comic inves-
tigation of a colonial society populated largely 
by those of European descent—those of Anglo-
British background being the largest group.  It is 
not an argument with, or for, the nineteenth-cen-
tury concept of European nation-state, nor is it 
a particularly concerted vehicle for the aesthetic 
foundations of a European worldview: that 
is, of an outlook in which European ideals of 
beauty and taste are strongly promoted. And 
yet, Powell and Pressburger’s treatment alters 
the book’s themes to favor exactly such a nation 
state premise and to promote more strongly a 
European aesthetic—if not a “pan-European” 
one, then certainly cross-continental in the 
meeting of Hungarian screenwriter and British 
director. From its outset in its spoof travelogue 
and glossy high shot, the fi lm illustrates Ananda 
Mitra’s point, made in relation to the Western 
lens and Indian cinema that the “image attempts 
to produce a geographical space that is simul-
taneously splendid in appearance and hostile 
in nature.”4 For example, while the fi lm makes 
some specifi c references to the Pacifi c climate of 
Australia, and to the environment’s brown, gold 
and red colorings, it does so negatively, placing 
these either as diffi culties to be overcome, or as 
part of a contrast with “civilized” European life. 
Likewise, while the film is based on a comic 
clash between Anglo-Australians and “New 
Australians”—that is, between Britons and 
recently emigrated Mediterranean Europeans, 
represented by the Italian Nino Culotta—it 
shows this confrontation to be of much smaller 
consequence than that created by the Pacifi c’s 
“alien” geography.

They’re a Weird Mob focuses on the econom-
ic imperatives of Nino Culotta, presenting not 
only a certain style of mercantilist mentality, 
which might identifiably be labeled “Euro-
pean”, but also a vision in which work is both 
fi ne fi lmic spectacle and a moral imperative. 

Michael Powell
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In this way Powell’s film shifts monologic 
European economic orthodoxies to the fore-
front, sidelining the original text’s focus on 
the dialogic—not only in the Bakhtinian 
sense, in which the original text involves the 
clash and formation of new languages, but 
also at the level of style: the book is heavily 
conversation based whereas the fi lm is more 
evenly balanced between set visual pieces 
and dialogue. The “weird mob”, in that way, 
becomes not Europeans transported to non-
European environments —as is the case in 
O’Grady’s book—but non-European space 
and place itself, a far more pathetic fallacy 
than O’Grady himself ever intended and a 
much more revealing premise than the book 
presents. In Powell’s They’re a Weird Mob, the 
Asia-Pacifi c region is in effect portrayed not 
as another, non-European region, but as the 
Europe made disconcertingly weird.  While 
the clash between the emigrant Italian and the 
settler Briton certainly remains, such comical 
clashes are presented as evidence of a bond 
of European-ness, suggesting that such a no-
tion of a “pan-European” association, far from 
being a tool for denying the national identity 

of individual European nation states—in this 
case, Italy and Great Britain—is actually a 
deep felt and enduring association.5 

Weird or Not? A Typology 
Australia, of course, represents just one exam-
ple of a predominantly European population 
emigrated, or transported, to a non-European 
space and place, largely under the auspices 
of colonialism.  Suffice it to say, such widely 
read post-colonialist theorists as Bill Ashcroft, 
Gareth Griffi ths and Helen Tiffi n consider the 
United States a colonial society now in a latter 
stage of “post-colonialism.” As the films and 
fi lm-making of Europe are frequently discussed 
in relation to the impact of US fi lm and fi lm-
making on Europe—specifi cally Hollywood’s 
impact—it is imperative that a new view of 
European-ness in fi lm consider whether Hol-
lywood and European films are, in fact, ever 
properly placed in direct opposition.

We might, perhaps, begin to question Jean-
Luc Godard’s comment that:

If World War I enabled American cinema to ruin 
French cinema, World War II, together with the 
advent of television, enabled it to fi nance, that is 
to say ruin all the cinemas of Europe.6

The fact may be that American cinema, far 
from ruining the cinemas of Europe, repre-
sents an extension of European-ness into the 
geography of the New World, a mechanical 
reinvention of non-European space, and the 
most forceful example of the reinterpretation 
of space and place undertaken in the twenti-
eth century. It is important to note that such 
an argument does not represent a European-
izing of Hollywood cinema; rather, it simply 
gives due recognition to the enduring cultural 
heritage of the vast majority of the American 
population and suggests that such a heritage 
identifiably carries with it aesthetic, ideo-
logical and economic history that cannot be 
ignored, and should not be denied.

To use a descriptive metaphor, in this very 
important sense the Hollywood camera lens 
is not a pair of eyes—a common critical de-
scription—but rather this lens is the external 
portal of a refractive mirror. As Europeans, 
we see what we mechanically reproduce in 

Nino Culotta (Walter Chiari) in They’re a Weird Mob (Michael  
Powell, 1966)
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our own image. Such a suggestion goes to the 
very heart of theories of both European and 
Hollywood cinema.

There is not room here to separate the 
aesthetics of literature from that of film, 
but it is simple enough to relate that the 
United States developed more quickly an 
indigenous European literature to replace the 
imported European literature of its past than 
other countries like Canada, New Zealand 
and Australia. Continued economic, social 
and political dependency, a lack of a key point 
of revolutionary zeal, and a fundamental 
problem of space and place—that is, distance 
and/or geographic size—kept these countries 
for a long time as net importers of European 
cultural artifacts rather than as successful 
settler-creators. In many ways, they remain 
exactly that today.

In fi lm terms, the United States matched its 
own interest in technological, economic and 
indeed artistic independence from Europe 
with an ability to draw on its largely Euro-
pean heritage, and a willingness to both adopt 
and adapt European models. It is certainly no 
coincidence that many of Hollywood’s earliest 
and most successful directors and producers 
were recently transplanted Europeans, fuel-
ling a Hollywood fi lm culture which left no 
room for an alternative Amer-Indian eco-po-
litical agenda or, indeed, a transported African 
aesthetic—to name just two 
possible alternative histories 
of cinematic dominance in 
the United States. 

It is worth recalling that, 
as an art-form film came 
into being at the time of the 
modern European Age of 
Imperialism, broadly dating 
from the early 1890s to the 
period of severe world fi nan-
cial crises in the late 1920s. In 
fact, fi lm developed through 
one of the key periods of 
imperialist activity by Euro-
pean and European fuelled 
societies. If the United States 
today continues to reflect 

largely a European “New World,” its popula-
tion still mostly descendent from Europeans, 
then even more so the artistic, political and 
cultural framework in which fi lm has oper-
ated has been decidedly about maintaining 
its Euro-origins. Godard’s disgust at the infl u-
ence of a neo-Imperialist Hollywood becomes, 
in effect, little more than a parent’s frustration 
with the independence of its child. 

Of course, to broaden out the argument, 
exchanges between Western fi lmmakers and 
non-Western fi lmmakers have not always op-
erated in one direction. To take a well-known 
example: Japanese director Akira Kurosawa’s 
work has been identified as influencing 
Western form as much as being influenced 
by it. Kurosawa himself protested any no-
tion that he had been Westernized, saying “I 
don’t think I’m Western at all . . . I feel among 
Japanese directors today I must be the most 
Japanese.”7 Kurosawa’s own influence on 
American and European directors such as 
Sam Peckinpah and Sergio Leone is well doc-
umented, and his homage to Sergei Eisenstein 
in The Hidden Fortress is equally undeniable. 
Contestation between Kurosawa and his Japa-
nese contemporary directors—such as Nagisa 
Oshima—further complicate the discussion. 
The question of who is more Westernized, Os-
hima or Kurosawa, revolves largely around 
whether Oshima independently adopted a 

Michael Powell (center) with directors Akira Kurosawa (left) and Senkichi Taniguchi in 
Japan in 1952. Astounded  by Kurosawa’s Rashomon, Powell made the trip to meet its 
director.
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European political use of fi lm, not to mention 
a general artistic interest in Brechtian distanc-
ing devices or whether Kurosawa’s interest in 
a Western fi lm aesthetic constitutes an abroga-
tion of an indigenous Japanese temperament.  
One or other of these directors is taken to 
be a net receiver of European influence. 
This argument is largely rhetorical, and a 
Western construct.

The question remains: in what sense have 
the origins of fi lm, and of fi lmic culture and 
fi lmic discourse, been driven by European ide-
als and objectives—of which space and place 
are primary tools, as well as important goals? 
This is not to accuse Europeans of unprec-
edented and unyielding imperialism. To use 
historiography in that way; namely, to slice 
off periods of history and make them defi ni-
tional falsifi es the fl uidity of time; or, as Henri 
Bergson might have put it, calls into relief the 
true nature of matter. 8 Certainly the term 
“Euro-centrism” seems to offer little if any as-
sistance in locating the aesthetic motivations 
behind film’s success, the socio-cultural or 
economic imperatives which have developed 
around it, or the possible challenges that are 
arising to it. But, equally, there are gaps in the 
critical record of fi lm which bare evidence of 
a link between cinema’s historical “roll out” 
worldwide and the history and infl uence of 
Europe and Europeans. 

The Refractive Mirror
Classical colonialist theory, particularly in 
relation to literature, tells us that “One of the 
main features of imperial oppression is control 
over language.”9 Whether cinema is purely a 
language remains a quaestio vexata. Still there 
is enough evidence to suggest that a version 
of such a linguistic metaphor works, and that 
treating fi lm as a language, however discur-
sive, multi-dimensional and multi-faceted, is 
a useful way of coming to understand it.

The language of fi lm, composed as it is of 
icons, mechanical duplications of reality, fi gu-
rative and non-fi gurative images, dialogue, 
music and sounds, with all the attendant as-
pects of movement, color, and shape, shares 
a great deal with the naturally generative 

languages of the photographic, painting and 
aural arts, and less with the language of the 
writing arts. Imbued as it is with such ar-
tistic generativity, fi lm offers its consumers 
a particularly strong aesthetic experience, 
utilizing and appealing to the physiology 
of the eye and ear, to the processing capaci-
ties of the right hemisphere of the brain, and 
to the fluid, non-linear activities of the left 
hemisphere (memory and the imagination). 
Its strength therefore is not simply the result 
of the mechanical preferences of the twentieth 
century, which for half the period Europe also 
dominated, but a mature manifestation of an 
intricate matrix of production, representation 
and response. 

Imperialist/colonialist relations bring up 
several modes of interaction, which can be 
broken down, for ease of discussion, into a 
number of binaries, all of which are useful 
but none of which are hermetically sealed. 
Some key examples of such binaries include: 
the dominating and the dominated, place and 
displacement, privilege and disadvantage, the 
indigenous and the imported, colonized and 
colonizer, powerless and powerful. 

Film’s complex language has often made 
such binaries more diffi cult to isolate within 
its text, and fi lm scholars have not yet entirely 
addressed the question of how the continua-
tion of a European-derived fi lmic discourse 
has displaced non-Western and non-European 
cultures from fi lm itself, both in terms of ac-
cess to the means of production and access to 
useful modes of criticism. 

To offer a suggestion for a new, future 
study: what is now the world’s largest fi lm-
producing nation, India, might well stand as 
a primary subject for a consideration of just 
how far a colonial situation operated in the 
cinema, even prior to any “neo-colonialism” 
inherent in the more general economic hege-
mony of the United States. A “new” study, in 
that, not yet has enough been done to deter-
mine the role of indigenous aesthetics and 
local arts in appropriating fi lm form for the 
maintenance of non-European ideals. Such 
a new study would need not to be solely 
based on cultural comparisons, nor solely on 
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semiological or aesthetic analysis but should 
adopt the same multi-dimensional approach 
that film itself adopts. To borrow Anthony 
Giddens’ term: it would need to be “struc-
turationist” 10 in approach, include aspects of 
the economic and social structures inherent 
in fi lm and fi lm-making, relate the role of in-
stitutions and societal and individual human 
agency to the product itself, and give such an 
analysis historical and comparative spatial 
scope. Few fi lm scholars would currently be 
capable, or indeed interested, in undertaking 
such an important but surely massive study. 
Without such a reassessment fi lm criticism to-
day remains an essentially European activity, 
re-confi rming its own value judgements, and 
given over to judgements of genre, form and 
response that unfortunately pay very little at-
tention to the notion of an alternative world 
view.

Living Weird
To return then to fi lm They’re a Weird Mob. The 
fi lm was realized in 1966, having been partly 
funded by Australian sources and partly 
by the National Film Finance Corporation, 
London, and by the Rank Organization, the 
fi lm’s original British distributors. In Europe, 
the fi lm was greeted with what can only be 
described as disinterest. Even British crit-
ics, according to Powell, received “the film 
in dead silence.”11

Well-known Powell and Pressburger critic 
Ian Christie has suggested that the fi lm con-
tains an “affectionate mockery of Australian 
customs and the poignancy of the migrant’s 
experience.”12 In part, this is true—at least 
on the surface of the filmic discourse and 
at least in relation to Christie’s own British 
perspective. But satire, like metaphor, often 
underplays any complexity in the sub-strata 
of its meaning in order to allow the viewer or 
reader to more readily follow its primary shift 
in plane of reference. That is, like metaphor, 
it both recreates and reinforces meaning. The 
“joke” contained in satire depends on this, 
and Powell’s film manages this shift much 
less broadly than does O’Grady’s book. Pow-
ell concentrates on the visual clash of Culotta 

and his environment, using the verbal clashes 
between the central character’s Italian and 
the other characters’ English to provide 
points of simple slapstick. He even reduces 
one moment, in which the heat of the Antipo-
dean environment turns Culotta’s camera-eye 
viewpoint to a whirling, blurred shot of ce-
ment in a cement mixer, to an expressionist 
transition. Interestingly, the transition works 
structurally but fails to work on the level of 
visual coherence. It appears crudely televisual 
and roughly cut and the viewer is left wonder-
ing if the joke is not a little on the fi lmmakers 
themselves in that the comedy of the moment 
is lost in the foregrounding of such technical 
diffi culties. 

Logistically, in adapting O’Grady’s book 
screenwriter Pressburger ignores the first 7 
pages and picks up on a small paragraph on 
page 14 describing Culotta’s ship entering 
Sydney Harbor. Yet, in the missing 7 pages, 
the references are explicit and hardly super-
fl uous to the book’s meaning. In relation to the 
“author’s” wife: 

… she’s a nice wife. She’s an Australian. Not a 
black one. The ordinary kind, with one Irish an-
cestor and one French ancestor and some other 
kinds further back. 13

In relation to the “author ’s” European 
background: 

Many foreigners came to Milano, and I couldn’t 
fi nd out much about them, because I couldn’t 
understand them. So I studied languages very 
diligently . . . I also got a job with a big publish-
ing house, interviewing foreigners and writing 

They’re a Weird Mob (Michael Powell, 1966)
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stories about them in the magazines. The French 
people were troublesome because they said so 
much in answer to a question that much had to 
be left out of the articles; and the English people 
were troublesome because they said so little 
that I had to fi ll up from my imagination. What 
I imagined was not always true, and some of 
the English people could read Italian, and my 
troubles were plentiful.14

And this in relation to translation: 

Suppose you were writing about one of your 
friends, and what you wrote had to be translated 
into a foreign language, you could describe his 
physical peculiarities, his dress, where he lived, 
where he worked, what he ate. But unless he 
spoke correct grammatical English, you could 
not translate what he said. Some colloquialisms 
you could manage, but in general, the conver-
sations people have with each other cannot be 
produced in another language.15

Adaptations, of course, are filled with 
questions related to textual fi delity and, at the 
level of the narrative, questions can rightly 
be raised about why Pressburger changed 
the story structure of the original work. The 
answer seems plain: that Pressburger chose 
what would suit his primary British market, 
an adaptation which strikingly ignores the 
possibility of a more European-versus-Eu-
ropean themed film in favor of creating a 
scenario focussed on the clash of Europeans 
with a non-European environment. Interest-
ingly, Pressburger was not the fi rst screenwriter 
to attempt the adaptation. Powell and 
O’Grady both tried to adapt the book, but 
failed to do so. 

Of course, fi lm relies not only on narrative 
but also on mechanical duplications of reality, 
fi gurative and non-fi gurative images, music 
and sounds, the attendant aspects of move-
ment, color, and shape. The opening sequences 
of Powell’s They’re a Weird Mob further exploit 
these to set up a text which so diligently reiter-
ates that “the pioneers of cinema as we know 
it . . . were Europeans.”16 From the outset the 
European viewer enters a weird and yet fa-
miliar world. People—no “black ones,” to use 
O’Grady’s tongue-in-cheek phrase—battle 
unfamiliar heat, diffi cult soil, strange insects, 
a warm but wild ocean, and a light which 

blinds as much as it reveals. Established Eu-
ropean media genres are referenced: media 
forms and functions that made up none of the 
basis of O’Grady’s original text. These can be 
broadly described as: the neatly sequenced 
informational slot, the glossy travelogue, the 
fi nely honed character acting, the continuity 
style, the camera positions and the move-
ments untouched by non-European narrative 
shapes, story-telling styles or, indeed, versions 
of non-European notions of beauty. Even the 
indigenous characters in Powell’s film are 
European pioneers whereas, in O’Grady’s 
book they are settler-creators, willing to 
adopt Nino Culotta, but contemptuous, as is 
Culotta, of those who “are still mentally living 
in their homelands, who mix with people of 
their own nationality, and try to retain their 
own language and customs.”17 The language 
and customs of Powell’s They’re a Weird Mob 
are indeed pan-European, oppositional and 
intentional. What use the fi lm makes of the 
indigenous resources of the Southern Hemi-
sphere is merely to reinforce the refractive 
image the fi lmmakers bring to the set.  

The close artistic proximity of They’re a 
Weird Mob to the British-ness of Powell and 
Pressburger ’s other films is evident. But 
likewise is the similarity to the less revolu-
tionary European films of the same period, 
and the place of British fi lm culture compara-
tive to that of continental European cinema. 
They’re a Weird Mob is not imbued with any 
strong sense of the artistic experiment or 
intention but there is at least some minor 
connection with the French “New Wave” 
and British “Kitchen Sink” fi lms of the period 
in the obvious determination to place the 
central character in the heart of a European 
metropolitan experience—however displaced, 
spatially unfamiliar and experientially alarm-
ing that European metropolis might be. There 
is equally something about it of the exuber-
ance of the British pop groups films of the 
period such as A Hard Day’s Night (1965), 
Help! (1965), or John Boorman’s debut, Catch 
Us If You Can (1965). And, perhaps alarmingly, 
it is not so far removed from the slapstick of 
Gerald Thomas’s Carry On fi lms. In fact, 1966, 



20 FALL 2003

THEY’RE A WEIRD MOB: EUROPEAN CINEMA BEYOND EUROPE

the year in which They’re a Weird Mob was re-
leased, was the year following the release of 
Carry on Cowboy, another fi lm that took Brit-
ish comedy out of Britain, in that case to the 
American west.

The connection between the two films is 
not as tenuous at it first appears, though it 
is indeed largely based on the kind of com-
edy brought about by a European clash with 
“alien” environments. Joel S. Kahn’s observa-
tion that travellers in the service of Empire 
often viewed themselves as time travellers 
has relevance in that both fi lms present places 
seemingly in earlier, less-developed, stages 
of their socio-cultural histories.18 In Carry on 
Cowboy, Stodge City, in the grip of the Rumpo 
Kid, and poorly protected by Marshal P. Knutt 
is only one small step removed from the ram-
bunctious imperial Sydney of They’re a Weird 
Mob, though Carry on Cowboy is much closer 
to a music-hall farce and never approaches 
the penetration of satire. Both films appear 
as if their settings and circumstances are “out 
of time and place,” steps backward to a less 
“civilised” and less sophisticated world. In 
They’re a Weird Mob the message is more pow-
erful and complex and its satirical turn even 
employs the tenets of melodrama. Take for ex-
ample the love story of Nino Culotta and Kay, 
and the stock characterisations of moral defi -
ciency: Tony Bonner as an irate lifeguard, not 
so much saving Nino from drowning as sink-
ing him with browbeating; Keith Petersen as 
a drunken jingoist holing up “foreigners” on 
a ferry; Jack Allen as a fat man in a bar insist-
ing Nino match him drink for drink. Whereas 
O’Grady’s book ends with a call to “learn the 
language” of the European Antipodes and to 
“thank God for letting us be here,”19 Powell 
and Pressburger’s fi lm returns the audience to 
the rollicking choruses and comedic challeng-
es of its opening sequence, leaving the viewer 
with the suggestion that this European trip to 
the Southern Hemisphere has been little more 
than a break in time and place, its European 
aesthetic, politics and socio-economic rela-
tions unchanged. Ironically, it would appear 
to be Powell and Pressburger who are “still 
mentally living in their homelands . . . (retain-

ing) their own language and customs.” 20

And thus the challenge for the future. The 
problem of grounding Powell’s They’re a Weird 
Mob is more complex than it at first seems. 
Grounding it at all depends on matching a 
textual and cultural analysis, which initially 
is revealing in part, with an analysis of the 
institutionalized relations, social practices 
and human agency that also produced and 
received it.  The fi lm’s undeclared ironic twist 
that it is the “weirdness” of contemporary Eu-
ropean-ness when shifted to the Pacifi c, and 
thus displaced from contemporary Europe, is 
well matched by the fi lm’s poor reception in 
Britain. Similarly, this must be tempered by 
the observation that the fi lm’s poor reception 
might well be specifi c to the subject matter of 
the fi lm itself, and that this does not negate the 
idea that it could well be the familiarity of con-
temporary Hollywood which draws European 
audiences to it. Europe shifted westward not 
necessarily in economic relations or, indeed, 
methods of producing of fi lm, but certainly in 
the way in which fi lm has for over a century 
largely promoted/encouraged a European 
view of beauty, an aesthetic sense, and how 
this has fed ideas about the uses of fi gurative 
and non-fi gurative images, dialogue, music 
and sounds, and all fi lm’s attendant aspects 
of movement, color, and shape, carrying along 
with it at least some, if not a great many, ele-
ments of story, theme and subject. 

Perhaps it will take the decidedly global 
reach of fi lm made for, and streamed on, the 
Internet to offer one fi nal irony. That is, that 
the digital, web-based fi lm industries of the 
twenty-first century might well be built on 
two new global propositions: a challenge 
to the capital rich mass entertainment of 
modern Hollywood, and an appeal to the 
localized market for culturally diverse fi lmic 
neighborhoods whose space and place is that 
of the communities created by its viewers—a 
situation which is traceable back to the cen-
tury-long determination of the “descendents” 
of Europe’s early cine-pioneers in making fi lm 
the most pervasive and popular art form of 
the twentieth century.
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