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Making waves 

The Netherlands' 
feature film boom 
by Patricia B. Rozema 

If Alvin Toffl e r is r ight, po liti ca l and 
cu ltura l dwarfs like Canada w ill eve n
tu a lly be a ble to s top stru gg li ng aga in st 
th e wave of homoge niza tio n a nd re lax 
in to a distin c tive a nd secure se nse of 
se lf. Whe n the globa l vill age breaks u p 
into discre te cu ltura l communit ies aga in, 
all th e fus s a bou t our e le p ha nt in e ne igh
bour should cease s ince our ne igh bour 
w ill a lso und ergo the process of decen
tra liza ti o n of power a nd fragm e nt a ti on 
of influen ce. Th is "Third Wave" wi ll, it 
can be inferred, was h away the fil m 
community's fixati on o n strictly Ca na-

Patricia B. Rozema is a free lance jour
nalis t and fi lmmak er in Toronto . 
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dian conte nt and le t us ge t on with th e 
busin ess of m aking film s w e like, film s 
th a t speak to us. 

Lookin g a t th e d evelopme nt s in a 
progr essive little country like the Neth er
la nds, Toffl e r's s peculatio ns may ho ld 
som e wa te r. Like us, the Dutch fail ed for 
yea rs to carve out a n a rtis tic nic he for 
th e m se lves, le t a lone leave a m ark on 
th e in te rna tiona l conscious ness . Ha ns 
Br inker, the boy w ho p ut hi s fi nge r in 
th e dyke, is co ns ide red by m a ny to be 
th e quintessen ti a l Dutch sto l-Y. It was, 
ironica lly, the co ncoct ion of a born- a nd
bred Ame rica n, Ma ry Eliza be th Dodge, 
in 1866. Whil e centuri es of shipping 
trad e a nd po li ti ca l to le rance crea ted 
fe rtil e ground for the ideas a nd la n
guages of othe r cultu res, few visitors to 
Ho ll a nd brought back a nyth ing more 
in te resting th an images of w indmill s 

and wood en shoes . There was once 
Rembrandt and Van Gogh, but how long 
ago was that? 

Twe ntieth-ce ntury popular culture 
w as large ly de riva tive . Pop musicians 
a lmost a lw ays sang in English. Television 
broadcast the subtit led dramas of France, 
Germ a ny, Britian, Ita ly, Swed en a nd, of 
co urse, the U.S. e lepha nt. Although crafts
m e n like Be rt Haa nstra a nd Fons Radde
m akke r m a naged to build up a respec t
ab le docume ntary traditi o n, m yths a nd 
m a tt e rs of the heart w e re le ft to the 
drea m-make rs of o th e r la nds. 

Th is w e ll -hee led, high ly soc ial ized 
de mocracy provid es a m p le support to 
its visu al ar tis ts - a gu a ra nteed wage. 
Theat re a nd mus ic a lso fa re w e ll. Bu t 
un til rece ntly fea ture film w as sti ll con
sid e red too frivo lous fO I- the Ca lvinist 
m entality that he ld sway. The sorry 
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state of affairs in features prompted 
Remco Cam pert, the Dutch author, to 
declare at the end of the '60s: "The 
Dutch feature film situation is like a 
monk' s self-immolation. It is noble, it is 
terribl e to behold, and it leaves nothing 
behind." 

Ironica lly, one of Remco Campert's 
nove ls is sch eduled to be produced and 
directed next year by Rob Houwer, the 
m a n oft en credited w ith launching Hol
lalld 's fi lm boom in the early '70s and 
still re fe rred to by "Va ri e ty" as the back
bon e of Dutch cine m a . In the course of 
littl e more th a n a d ecad e, feature film in 
the Ne the rlands has evo lved from laugh
a ble lIladequacy to th e po int w he re the 
1982 Be rlin fes tival se lects no less than 
mne Dutch producti on s as repr t _ 
. f I "0 h esen a live 0 t 1e utc New Wave " W . k ' , a rner 

Bros. pIC s up Dick Maas' firs t feature 
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The Lift for world distribution and the 
Toronto Festival of Festival's bestows 
the 1983 International Critics Award on 
Paul Verhoeven's The Fourth Man (pro
duced by Rob Houwer). 

With the help of relatively handsome 
government subsidies, the Netherlands 
has managed to build a foundation for a 
spirited and enduring film culture. 
Things are a little shaky at the mom e nt 
since the viewing peak in the home 
market has been reached and the 
funding system is undergoing an over
haul, but the foundation seems solid 
enough to allow the graduates of Hol
land's subsidy system to make a confi
dent leap into the international market 
while the well-nurtured makers of 
smaller, more artistic films have never 
had it so good. 

"When I began making films here in 
the early '70s," says producer Rob Hou
wer, " I couldn't believe that the Dutch 
wouldn't be interested in films in their 
own language and about themselves." 
And he was right. The appetite for 
indigenous product was and is voracious. 
As Peter Cowie writes in his book, 
"Dutch Cinema": "Dutch audiences 
h a:d always ass umed that films , like cars 
and watches, were best imported from 
abroad. They were, quite literally, un
accustomed to hearing their own lan
guage on the screen." But after over
coming the shock of having the camou
flage of a foreign tongue stripped away, 
they came out in hordes. On the average, 
Dutch-made films comprise a mere two 
to three percent of the total number of 
films shown annually ~ yet they draw 
between 10 and 15 percent of the total 
audience, even rising as high as a re
markable 18.3 percent. In 1980, for in
stance, Spetters by Paul Verhoeven 
quickly rose to the top of the box-office 
list and surpassed such English-language 
giants as Kramer vs. Kramer, Apocalypse 
NOW, Being There and Manhattan. The 
Dutch love to see their own film s. 

Although language is an important 
factor, the interest seems to be more 
than linguistic. The nove lty has long 
since worn off but Dutch films still 
attract a huge portion oftotal audiences. 
"Eve n though we aren't a terribly' natio
nalistic' country," says Dorothee Ver
daasdonk, professor of Dutch film and 
board member on the new Film Fund, 
"we are just curious about each other 
and interested by national issues ~ in 
fact, the more typically Dutch a film is, 
the more su ccessful the film is on the 
domestic market." She doesn' t see thi s 
introversion as typically Dutch: "It's 
typically European to concentrate on 
your own country." By contrast, she 
claims, Australian films are as interna
tionally popular as they are, not because 
they are aimed at the Australian men
tality, but because they imitate the Ame
ricans. Until recently, however, film
makers in the Netherlands didn't concern 
them selves with international sales 
since, as producer/ directorWilIem Thijs
sen explains, "the biggest producers 
made films mainly for the Dutch market 
since they could m;:tke back their inves t
ment here at home ~ exports were 
cream." Although he's referring to private 
investment and not government invest
ment (which is paid back last) the Dutch 
are still in an enviable position com
pared to Canada's average home pay
back of about 30 percent of the budget 
for independent productions. 

Reasons for the boom vary. Frans 
Westra, director of Film House in Gro
ningen, speculates that "we are wit
nessing a reaction to the repression, it's 
a creative explosion after years of Calvi-

nist restraint." Others point to the estab
lishment of a national film school, the 
Netherlands Film Academy in 1958, 
which has brought a generation of well
trained filmmakers to maturity. Rob 
Houwer, the pioneer of the feature 
industry, claims he made a personal 
decision in 1970 to build a market in the 
Netherlands. 

Even Houver, a man not prone to exces
sive modesty, admits that h e couldn't 
have done it without the government 
subsidies. The unique system in Holland 
does seem to create a hospitable climate 
for native producers and directors. 
Almost all films ~ from the most com
mercial to the most exotic ~ are made 
with the assistance of one of the govern
ment's two granting organizations: the 
Production Fund or the Film Fund. (In an 
effort to streamline th e system, the Film 
Fund was set up in January this year to 
take over the administration of gran ts for 
features classified as "artistic" from the 
Production Fund and a direct subs idy for 
shorts, documentaries and experimental 
films formerly operated by the ministry 
of Cu lture.) 

Th e Production Fund supplies up to 60 
percent of the budget of regular commer
cial films. The Film Fund will contribute 
up to 90 percent for aI-t ist ic, non-com
mercial pictures. If a film turns a profit 
the producer must pay back 120 percent 
of the loan. The extra 20 percent is then 
rechannelled into the Fund to assist 
other films. Some say the 20 percent is too 
high , others say it's too low, but most 
agree that it's a sensible system. If, an the 
other hand, a film does not make a profit, 
the government contribution takes the 
form of a grant. Even after the most 
abysmal flop, a producer can approach 
th e Production Fund on another project 
with no debts hanging over his or h er 
head. 

The requirements are fairly straight
forward. All applications must be repre
sented by a producer ~ even if o nly to get 
scrip t development money (65% of these 
requests are filled) All app lications 
must have a distribution guarantee, pre· 
ferrably with a distributor willing to 
invest between 10 and 30 percent of the 
b ud get. The Council for th e Arts then 
eva luates th e project on the basis of its 
financial, artistic, a nd technica l solidity. 
About 71 percent of of requests for 
con tribution are approved. 

Un like in Canada, where the CFDC 
demands first recoupment position, the 
Dutch put the government last. Recoup
ment structures do vary, but genera lly 
the distribu tor gets the re lease costs and 
advance investment back first. The pro
ducer and private investors are next in 
line a nd finally the Production Fund or 
Film Fund. When 120 percent of the 
Fund's investment is paid the remainder 
goes to the producer. The se t-up in 
Holland ensures that the film will actual
ly be seen and limits the risk for pro
ducers and private investors. 

The total budge t of th e two funds 
amouts to about 9.2 million guilders with 
the Production Fund handling about 6 
million and the Film F und 3.2 million 
(total in dollars: $4 million ). The minis
try of Culture contributes the lionshare 
but the Netherlands Biscop Bond (NBB), a 
powerful association of priva te pro
ducers, distributors and exhibitors main
tain s the majority of vot ing m e mbers on 
th e Production Fu nd's board. The com
position of the Film Fund's board sti ll 
remains to be determined. At the time of 
writing rumour suggested the board 
would also have a strong, if not domina
ting, private presence. 

Four million dollars may seem 

like a measely amount, and compared 
to Germany and France it is. (As .a 
rough point of comparison, Canadian 
grants to indepe ndent filmmakers for 
'82-83 amounted to $565,000 from the 
Canada Council, and, for Ontario only, 
$400,000 from the the Ontario Arts Coun
cil.) When making any comparison, 
however, it is important to realize that 
the average Dutch commercial feature, 
thanks to an absence of unions, has a 
total budget of about 1 million guilders 
($270,000 .) The largest budget in Dutch 
film history was 7 million guilders 
($2.9m) 

Both necessity and design have kept 
Dutch film budgets lean . Until recently 
film just wasn't considered a valid art 
form . Orchestras, for instance, receive 
almost 80 guilders per seat from the 
government while film currently gets 
just over one guilder per seat. But there 
also seems to be a deliberate effort to 
concentrate on less extravagant features. 
"We don't want to make action extra
vaganzas, leave that to the Americans," 
says Maarten Muller, policy advisor for 
the Ministry of Culture, 

More money is, in fact, on the horizon. 
At th e opening of the third annual Dutch 
Film Days fest ival in September '83, E.H. 
Brinkman, minister of Culture, announ
ced an additional 9 million guilders 
($3.8m) to be divided between the Pro
duction Fund a nd the Film Fund. In 
light of the drastic cuts planned for the 
other a rts and much s lashing of civil 
servan ts wages this year, the new 
money relects a solid com mittmen t to 
the dream-makers in the twentieth 
century art form. 

But not everyone is optimistic about 
the future. Despite the large number of 
films being produced 119 in '83), the 
market for them is shrinking. Total 
admissions have been dropping steadily 
s ince the '50s but they have been drop
ping especially quickly in the last few 
years: from 30.5 million viewers in 1978 
to 22 million in 1982. Although Dutch
made features pu ll in a relatively large 
portion of the audience pie, the pie itself 
is getting smaller. 

The one faction of the industry that is 
most distressed by th e current situation 
is the commercial producers ~ the 
makers of films that need a large au
dience to break even. Rflb Houwer, for 
instance, the mos t successful proctucer 
in Holland Ithough recently riva led by 
Matthijs van He ijningen of The Lifll 
says, " For me to think I could cont inue 
to draw out 3.5 million people ill a land 
of 14 million as I have done ~ well, it's 
foolish, it was an aberrat ion that cou ldn't 
last." In littl e more than a decade he has 
put four films on "Variety' ''s list of 50 
top-grossing films (Turkish Delight, 
Soldier of Orange, Cathy Tippel, and 
Business is Business). In 1983 he went 
on to produce three more features (a 
record in Holland) . All his films were 
s hot in Dutch, with Dutch actors and 
primarily on Dutch soi l. "Nex t year, I'm 
going to produce films in English and 
shoot foreign ac tors in locations outside 
of the Netherlands." He savs he's reach
ed the limits of expansi~n within his 
native country, which isn ' t surprising 
given his as tounding success rate and 
virtual dominance of the commercial 
market for a decade. "We've reached the 
saturation point ~ people just aren' t 
coming to th e cinema anvmore ~ for 
Dutch films or foreign filn{s ... It makes 
me sad to leave m~' national borders but 
it' s a matter of survival. " 

Whether Houv,e r's financial survival 
is actually at stake is highly debatable. 

• director Annette Apon 

But in order to continue his remarkable 
expansion he has made the, some say 
inevitable, decision (fam iliar to Cana
dians) to leave his national nest and 
compete on the world stage ' ~ using the 
language, actors and loca tions of the 
bigtime. He leaves the government's 
support be hind but he a<;lm it s th a t his 
real goal has always been bigger than 
Holland a lone could give him : " I reallv 
want to get at least one film on th e inte~
nati o nal hitli st before I quit. " 

FOI- otheI' commercial filmmakers, 
inte rnational expansion is necessary for 
survival. Some are adding great chunks 
to th eir b ud gets for dubbing, others are 
attempting to sell their features to te le
vision as mini-series. Not on ly do th ey 
have a. sh rinking home market to deal 

• producer Rob Houwer 
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with, but extensive video piracy, the 
imminent introduction of pay-cable and 
rela tively little money available from 
televis ion has several of the producers 
of commercial fare looking outs ide 
Dutch borders. 

It is important to remember that these 
bigger players not only wouldn't have 
been able to for tify their positions when 
the view ership peaked but they w ouldn't 
have e xisted at all without the govern
ment subs idy system. The government 
has provided a nd continues to provide a 

secure environment for the smaller 
filmmakers, the filmmakers who can't, 
for instance, choose to forfeit govern
ment assistance in order to make a 
picture with foreign actors on foreign 
soil. This policy has smaller, non-com
mercial filmmakers thriving. 

Not only is the art circuit healthy but 
it's growing. Distributors for both local 
and international art films are by and 
large safe from video piracy. Exhibitors 
find that the largely student, film buff 
and intellectual crowds are not only 

continuing to come out to the 70 art
circuit screens around the country but 
they're coming out more often. Over half 
of box-office business emanates from 
bijou halls of between 100 and 300 seats. 
The third annual Dutch Film Days fes
tival in Vtr-echt has heightened the con
sciousness of Holland's " New Wave" 
and provided a good opportunity for 
sales to other countries. These film
makers are obviously happy about 
the new Film Fund designed to assist 
artistic, commercially non-viable films 

presenting ideas and issues from a dis
tinctly Dutch point of view. The govern
ment seems intent on cultivating a bank 
of filmmakers who wouldn't or couldn't 
make it on the commercial circuit. Al
though the Houwers and van Heijnin
gens can still get funding, they are seen 
as the industry'S adults who are now 
more than able to fend for themselves. 

Obviously, some of the more establish
ed commercial filmmakers are less than 
thrilled with the government's focus on 
more "difficult" films. Wim Verstappen, 

Producer I director George Sluiz,er 
by Gordon Martin 

Like their Ca nadian colleagues, 
Dutch filmmakers are not elf-empt 
from the increasing pressures of a 
g loba/marketplace and the demands 
ofte/evision for standardized prod
ucts to meet mass commercial 
requirements. Their response, like 
that of direc tors in rl;is coun try, has 
been val'jed. S'ome works, destined 
for domestic consumption only, are 
tinged with parochialism and are 
semi'professional at best. Others 
such as Ate de Jong's Burning Love, 
made for well under a million dol
lars -. strive for acceptance in the 
world commercia.l arena, but, 
lacking the so-called production 
values of their Hollywood models, 
fall between two stools. Productions 
of genuine international interest 
such as The Lift by Dick Maas, made. 
for less than $500,000 are excellent 
e,~amples of another option which 
brings artistic integrity together 
with talent and the realistic accep
ta.nce of the limitations of low 
budgets. 

What m;'ght be described as a 
fourth option is personified infilm
maker George Sluizer. Sfuizer 
embodies a style of working and a 
commitment to film which would be 
the en vy ofCa nad ian colleagues who 
truly wish to follow an independent 
path. His ' approach to the medium 
also demonstrates a different 
definition of internationalism than 
that which is current in co-produc
tion ahd made-for-elf-port thinking, 
The cultural integrity in Sluizer's 
work is based more on the fulfill
m ent of his pers'onal passions 
rather (han simply in the themes 
and locations which he chooses to 
illuminate. _ 

Sluizer has direc ted 23 films in· 
cluding the experimental Clair 
Obscur (1963), the f eature J01io and 
the Kn ife (1972), and a trio offilms 
about Palestinians which cul
minated in Adios Beir ut (1983). He 

Cinema Canada: Why do you 
accept projects which tak e y ou away 
from your ow n films ? 
George Sluizel': U's very pleasant 
to sh are your knowledge . a lthough 
you really can' t pass on expe l"ience. I 
have a pedagogica l side vvhich 
draw m e in to teaching and produ
cing. 1 fee l obliged particul a rly 10 

Gordon I"Jartin is a Montrea/journal
' ist an d filmm aker and a regular 

contributor to Cinema Ca nada. 

has written screenplays, is a highly
skilled editor, and has produced 
numerous features and ~ shorts. As 
well, he has colla. borated on produc
tians as diverse as Mike Todd's 
classic Eighty Days Around the 
World (assistant director), and. 
Werner Herzog's fitzcarraldo 
(which Siuizer produced in 8razil). 

Endowed with international roots 
and a childhood history which has 
left him sensitive to the margins of 
society, Sluizer was born in Paris in 
the early '30s where he lived until 
the Nazi occupation forceg him to 
flee with his Dutch father and Nor
wegian mother. Vine moves a.nd as 
mallY years later, he left Portugal 
and England behind and settled in 
Holland. After completing secon
dary schoo~ he worked at a variety 
of jobs rangingfrom tram conductor 
in Oslo to a year in the Dutch mer
chant navy. 

During this period he began to 
write, driven by an in trinsic respon
se to the new experiences in which 
he was immersed. Deciding that he 
"could play better with images than 
vvords'~ Sluizer was dl'ilwn to film
making. 

Following this decision h makq 
jUm his means of elf-pression he 
worked briefly in a Dutch studio, 
studied at the Paris Film School 
(JDHEC), and subsequeqtly appren
ticed with director Bert Haanstra. 

Although much of his work re
mains little-known in Canada, his 
Hold B.ack the Sea (1961), a short 
documentary which has a record 
15,000 prints ill worldwide distribu
tion : Yankee Sails Across Europe 
(1966), The Lonely Doryme n (1967), 
and Sibe ria, the Endless Horizon 
(1968) were highly-acclaimed CBS 
telecas ts; and his feature Twice a 
Woma n was shown in competition 
at th e 1 9 79 A;[ontreal World Film 
Festival. 

help the younge r gen erations. I 
ca n not make social films with social 
commen,ts if r don' t try to aCt m y life 
accoi'din gly. 

That's wh y I produce for othe r s. r 
work mos tly with young people or 
those w ho a re considered impos
sible . l can do it because I know what 
craziness is. It doesn't repulse me. 

Bei ng on the Cou ncil of Arts for 
seven years was part of this thinking. 
If it took away one o r two films so 
what ! Much of it was not w ha t I like 

to do committees, drafting 
proposals, reading thousands of 
project outlines. Bu t i t was my time 
to be a social person as weB as an 
individual artist It's so easy to say 
that the world should be reformed 
ye t tu l'n your back on efforts to deal 
with the situation, 

Cinema Can ada: Have you no urge 
to "make it big" ? What molivates 
your filmmaking? 
George Sluizer: My films spring 
from passions. I never really had the 
need to become a ' big name or to 
m ake it. There were mome nts when 
I w as tempted, but soon one realizes 
that it's much more intel'esting to be 
o nese lf than to be a copy of Mr. Hitch· 
cock or Mr . Renoir ! . 

I had m y "Oscars" with my first 
film (Hold Back The Sea, 1961, re
ceived 18 awards including a Silve r 
Bear at Berlin and a First Prize a t 
Cork) and got it over with. I realized 
they meant no more than passing 
and little pleasures . Also I never 
aspired to money. The only ambition 
was to make a.nother film and not 
necessati ly a more expensive one. 

In 1967 or '68 I broke with the clas
sical approach that bigger is bette r. 
When you've h ad a success people 
ask you to make anotherfilm iust like 
it But a success for m e is important 
as a basis to go on and make some
thing diffe rent. I've had to explain 
that the reason someone liked what I 
did was that it differed from my 
previous film. Films are interesting 
because they are discove ries. 

Cinema Canada.: Do you reject 
film as a commercia l obJect? 
George S luizer : I don't believe in 
polarizin g art and commerce. The 
whole range is valid, the most exper
imental and the most commercial. 
Commercial to m e means that many 
people want to see a film. Is there 
anything wrong with that ? If twenty 
million people wan t to se e an exper
imental film then it becomes a com
mercial film .. The Lonely Dorymen 
is both. 

Some commerCially-or ie nted 
people ask why money should go to 
fi lms which no one sees. Those a re 
the forerunner's of the commercial 
cinem a. For eXaJTIple Last Year at 
l'vlarienbad and Hiroshima Man 
Amour w ere difficult films which 
d idn' t bring in huge box offices . Bu t if 
you examine the m, the techniques of 
filmmaking w hich are u sed, eve n the 
nash forward s, found their way ten 
years late r into Am erican commer-

cial successes. Even Runuel's "stU'
realism is absorbed forty years latj'l,r 
and l1sed in horror films by de P.i\In1a; 
or whoever. If you cut out the diffivult 
film from thtl commercial svccess 
will not go for ward. , " 

Films like Porkys should be aC-.k 

cepted by the film community b& 
cause they may blaze a trail w hich 
may make othe~ films possible- one s 
in which I personally would be more 
interested. 

Cinema Can ada: Wh.at was so spe
cial about Brazil, wher e you produ
ced Fitzcarraldo ? 
George Sluizer : I fe ll in love with 
Latin America, with Brazil. I liked the 
sparkle in the eyes of the peop le. 
Th ey are poor and seem to have no 
future, yet there is life and music in 
their faces. There is poet ry and 
music. The poorer people are> the 
less money-minded they seem to be. 

Cin ema Canada: You speak eight 
languages. Is your understanding of 
languages crucial to y our film
making? 
George Sluizer : My sense 'of per
fection was partly responsible for my 
learning languages. When 1 was 
going to make Siberi~ the Endless 
Horizon r decided to learn some 
Russian. Very quickly I exce~ded the 
minimal level I was pushed to learn 
enough to read Dostoevsky, Toist-oy, 
and Pushkin in the original and have 
the full feeling. I don't w ant to miss 
anyrping of the b'est ' 

In the same way I learned Portu
guese. I wanted to make a fibn in 
Brazil based 011 Od ylo Costa's book, A 
Faca e 0 Rio. The attraction was so 
stron g. 

When I started making ' films in 
Lebanon in 1975 I leamed Arab ic so I 
could talk directly- with .peop le. I 
don' t want interpreters. One of m y 
talents is to get something from peo
ple because I can commu nicat e. If I 
can't, why am I going there? Yo u can 
send an ABC team into Beir ut for 
three days and th ev can ask all the 
questions ... But the'd ifference w hen 
you speak the la nguage is that they 
confide in you and that they look in a 
certain w ay has to do with the fact 
that they can talk to you. 

Cin e ma Canada : With only a quar
ter of your fil m s set .In Holland, 
~ou've been criticized for not makil1§ 
Dutch films because you workaway 
from home. What's your idea ofeul
tural identity? 
George Sluizf;lr : Where do you p ut 
your defini.tions ? I make Du tch film s 
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director of Blue Movie, Pastorale 1943, 
and The Forbidden Bacchanal, writes 
that " ... the majority of upcoming pic
tures are unlikely bets for general 
cinemas. Most are intended for tiny 
art houses and are aimed at a small 
but influential section of Dutch 
society, a cultural, political elite." These 
cognoscenti, he claims, control the all~ 
cation of subsidies but don' t concern 
themselves with the bread and butter of 
the industry- commercial film. Verstap
pen also complains that art films are 

actually putting up stiff competition 
with commercial releases for media 
attention. In a country where the media 
are the primary method of promotion 
for films and in a month like last Septem
ber when four Dutch films were released 
simultaneously, the fight for print and 
television attention is fierce . Although 
this situation wasn't orchestrated by the 
government it could be seen as a testa
ment to its success at building up the 
non-commercial films to a position of 
prominence. 

<I 

Although all the factions of the film 
community aren' t equally pleased at the 
moment, the Dutch seem to have devised 
a basically equitable subsidy system: a 
little money for those who can make a 
lot, more for those who can't but some 
for almost everyone. And it seems to 
work. The commercial filmmakers have 
acquired enough expertise to satisfy the 
home audiences and can now make a 
confident leap into the international 
film world. The makers of more daring 
and thoughtful non-commercial films 

continue to be nurtured at home. If their 
uniquely Dutch vision happens to trans
late w ell onto foreign screens - so much 
the better, but world approval isn' t 
critical to their survival. It is hoped that 
at some point they too can stand on their 
own at the box-office. Ifnot, the expense 
will be tolerated because, as film p~ 
fessor Dorothee Verdaasdonk puts it, 
"The government in the Netherlands 
isn't in the business of funding a film 
industry but of nurturing a film-culture." 

• 
, ., .. 

"I ntirdatlonallSt with. a difference 
eve.n if Fm filming in Brazil. My m ind 
has. been shaped by Dutch or at least 
l\Jortb European circumstances. Wben 
I go abroad I take that element with 
me- If you were to ask me if J OflO ... is 
Brazilian or Dutch I'd say it is Dutch. I 
think you always keep your basic cul
tural background wherever you go. 
Certainly that's valid for anyone with 
a minimum of personality and back
Dound. 

Most of my professional influences 
come from the Dutch even if I try to 
push them away. In fact that's just 
another way of acknowledging them. 

Your cultural identity is very per
sonal.. It's being in Jove with what 
surrounds you. When I'm in some 
parts of Europe I feel that this is 
where my bQdy should be, with this 
air, these flowers, and these hills 
which are my hills, I don't say that 
other hills are not as beautiful, but 
there is" a fit." It must have a lot to do 
with childhood, with the first images 
one has, the first memories ... those 
are the ones you are very close to. 

Cinema Canad a: From 1974 to 
1980 you served on the Dutch Minis
try of Culture's Council of Arts. Do 
you fav()ur government intervention 
in cinema and nationalfi lm policies? 
Geo r ge Slu izer: Feeling is one 
thing, the politics of fiIm is another. 
I've been in this aspect for seven 
years in HoUa,nd. We had to think 
about w hat was Dutch film and what 
was not, .and if we should give ~;ub
sidies. I've had many problems my
self because of making films abroad 

which we weren't "supposed" to do 
if we wanted financial support. 

On a policy level one must encour
age national culture. But one should 
not b e as strict as many'coimtries are. 
I don't think it matters whether the 
crew members are Dutch or whether 
they're eanadian, The barriers be
come so rigid th'lt there are no open
ings for the exceptions. I believe in 
exceptions. Perhaps 80% of the rules 
should be protective. But to protect it 
you must open the door at least 20% 
otherwise you are killing your culture 
through the narrowness of your 
policy. 

Every country needs a unique 
policy to deal with its own situation . 
It's part of the duty of government to 
support film just as it is to support 
medical and social needs. I favour 
governments creating structu res 
which encourage film to be made 
and seen without too much of their 
participation in operational details. 
Working through intermediary orga
nizations which could be freer of 
political influence arid bureaucratic 
intransigence than the civil service. 
And funding d ecisions must include 
both artistic and commercial criteria. 

Cinema Canada: You've made two 
'American' films to date, Sweetwater 
Junction a nd The Dutch Connection. 
Now you've working on a feature 
film to be shot in Te((as this summer. 
What attracts you to America ? 
George Sluizer: America pulls me 
for two reasons. One is my general 
interest, curiosity, if you like, for a 

new place. The other, as banal as it 
may seem, is. that it's the hea.rt of 
show business, of the world I work 
in, 

There's another attraction too. 
Individuals there can make deci
sions more quickly and readily on 
their own. In Europe we are too 
democratic and socialized in some 
ways. We have to go through many 
committees to make a decision. It's 
s low and boring and people are often 
timid. 

Cinema Canada: You've often 
made films with the sponsorship of 
a broadcaster or with television 
audiences in mind. This includes a 
series of three for Nationa l Geogra
phic made in the mid '60s and broad
cast by CBS, as well as your most 
recent films, Tepito Si, and Adios 
Beirut. Do vou fit easily into the 
demands of tele\rision ? 
George Sluizer: I'm a. cinema per
son which means that I work with 
one camera, choose my angles before
hand. and structure my story ahead. 
There is a fundamental difference 
with televi sion. You tend with it to 
set up a situation and hope you' ll get 
something from the choices which 
come up on the monitors. 

Fo::' me, I don' t need that kind of 
choice if I have something to say. My 
basic concept directs me into invent
ing numerous cameJ'a positions. 
Similar consequences are found in 
style, actors, and artistic "messages" 
... Film is more .. elated to an au thor'S 
situation. 

Of course with ,he films for Natio
nal Geographic I had to observe cer· 
tain rules of broadcast. I had to com
pete with Dean Martin and Sammy 
Davis Jr. who came on the other 
channels part way through my 
shows. And I succeeded in holding 
the audience with The Lonely Dory
men for example. I was very popular 
for that! 

Although it was a challenge, I didn't 
really like it. I'm a purist and it was 
tough adjusting. 

Cinema Canada: Which aspect of 
filmmaking attracts you the most ? 
George Sluizer: Ed iting is the most 
enjoyable and rewarding part of the 
process for me. You 're rid of all the 
extraneo us problems and you're 
a lone in a littl e room where you can 
concentrate on all that went before 
When shots c lick a nd culs ,-,,,ork it's 
like innumerable orgasms. That'i' 
where it all comes together .. . comes 
to life . Both sides ... the images you 
knew you planned for and those 

-things whic\1 y.ou had put there with
out knowing it. 

As a \"II"iter my two forms are basi
cally poetry and essays, not novels .. 
Feature films are more novel-type. 
That's why I collaborate on them 
with people who are good storytellers. 
I know what I want and can see 
images and situations. But I often 
need the help of someone who can 
express them well in words. 

I have a musicaJeye. Rhythm and 
tension are among the main things 
I'm after. I'm always very aware of 
the tensions between images. 

Producing has taken its toll on 
Sluizer and he sometimes feels like 
retreating from the fray to write 
poetry. But his wife and business 
partner Anne Lardon has shouldered 
many of the business burdens -
burdens exacerbated by his pen
chantfor working outside the main
stream. 

The distribution of his films isfar 
from easy. Twice a Woman,·afeature 
produced in 1979 starring Bibi An
dersson and Anthony Perkins, re
mains in relative obscurity because 
of legal-technical problems. 

But he is already involved in new 
ventures. This summer he hopes to 
shoot Red Desert Penitentiary, a fea 
turebased ona story by Tim Krabbe, 
iffinancing can be arranged in time, 
It is a marvellous satire about free
dom and justice and illusion, set in 
Te((as. Not content with the conven
tional cha llenges inherent in such a 
project, SluLzer is approaching it as 
a participational low -budget pro
duction with a high level ofimprovi
sation. It has already been adopted 
as a community project in the town 
where it will be shot. 

Two otherfilm ideas remain to be 
e((orcised. He has alreadv in ves ted 
much time and money in them. They 
are difficult undertakings. But he 
expects a lot of both himselfand his 
'wo rld. His colleague, Dutcll novelist 
AJa ,\( Vendermonde who worked 
with Stuizer on th e screenplay Rage, 
said of him, "He will /lot sett le for 
less than the highest standard of 
truth in every scene. He avoids all 
tricks, all cliches, an d is con lent 
with the ultimate simplicit.v. £1 ery 
mOl emellt, every 1I'00'd, has to be 
tru n, and permeated with a vital 
lensioll . " 

TIl(" option 10 filmmaking repre
sented by George Sluizer finds cui
lural integrity coincidental with 
pe rsolla l inlegrity and relegates 
s uch words as commerce, art, and 
policy 10 secondary r-oles. Sure(I' an 
option worth conSidering. • 




