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In Hollywood, filmmaking is dominated by a number of large production studios 

tbat have placed increasing emphasis upon contract and freelance labor since the end 
of the studio era. 1 Feature film production in 1nany other countries and cities relies 

even more extensively on iinperinancnt self-employed freelance workers that are 

less integrated into the long-range business plans of the major studios/ distributors. 

American economist Jeremy Rifkin remarks, ((every filrn production brings together 

a tean1 of 1;pecialised production companies and independent contractors, each 

with its own expertise, along with the talent. 2 Together, these disparate parties 
constitute a short-lived network enterprise whose lifespan will be limited to the 

duration ?J'the project."3 The project-based nature of einployment in this industry is 

hence comprehensive, with very few large film producing firms, formulating what 
has been coined a "cottage econoiny. '14 

Noting this mode of production, this chapter will show, through a project-based 
case study of Three Dollars (an Australian feature film directed by Robert Connolly) 

how Actor-Network Theory (ANT) can be employed to describe this project-based 
mode of film production that is sensitive to the freelance workers enrolled within 
it. The development of ANT in the social sciences literatures has offered scholars an 

alternative to Marxist approaches of media industry analysis. That is, ANT describes 
and prioritizes action of production work activities and relationships over structure 

of the industry's institutions and economies. This chapter therefore explores the 

potential of ANT as a research language for the film industry by highlighting how 

some of the nuances of ANT emerge through the case study of Three Dollars; and, 
by noting the research on this according to several key authors, how ANT differs 
from other theoretical approaches to media production. 

Essentially, employing ANT frees the researcher I author from the conceptual 

straightjacket i1npose<l by top-do\vn, grand, detertnining metanarratives (such as 

capitalism, economy, culture, globalization and so on), and helps detail the processes 
which construct and 1naintain the dynan1ic behaviors of the production networks 

in ciuestion. ANT is therefore often articulated as a "flat" or"horizontal" concept, in 
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opposition to "top-dovvr/' approaches that have been utilized traditionally in fields 

such as cultural geography. Hence, the case study presented in this chapter will 

highlight the actions and practices of those people (and in so1nc cases, the things) 

involved in the production of the filn1. In this way, \VC vvill he able to uncover 

what it is that is done in these projects, how they are 1naintained over a given 

time period, and which of them are (un)productive. In other words, to quote one 

of the "godfathers" of ANT, the French anthropologist and social theorist Bruno 

Latour, ANT"lead(s) you backstage and introduce(s) you to the skills and knacks of 

practitioners, it also provides a rare gli1npse of what it is for a thing to emerge out of 

existence by adding to any existing entity its tirne dirnension.))5 As a result, the case 

study will provide the c1ualitative data in rich, descriptive detail, and throughout 

these discussions, AN'f will be used as a language to highlight how a focus on action 

over structure allows us to explore project-based film production in an alternative, 

more "horizontalized" way than has previously been offered by other approaches to 

1ncdia industry analysis. 

ANT Terminology 

In order to proceed, it is necessary to first highlight four key ter1ns used in ANT 

and AN'J:inspired research, and they must be clearly defined as they relate to media 

production studies: actant, enrolment, black-boxing) and practice. While this is 

in no way an exhaustive list of the key ANrr vernacular, these terrns provide the 

funclan1cntal concepts that are deployed in the Three Dollars case study that follows, 

and provide the basics of understanding of the "actor,, and "nctvvork'1 (and the 

hyphen) in Actor-Network theory. 

Actant(s) 

I~Iu1nans in ANl~ arc con11nonly referred to as actors (and so frorn henceforth in 

this chapter, I shall use the ter1n "actor') in the ANT tneaning of the word, not 

to denote a clra1natic actor on filn1 or television). Actant is the collective ter1n 

for either a hun1an or nonhurnan entity that can be involved in the network. For 

exa1nple 1 the povver inherent in a ca1nera or piece of the set can be just as forceful 

or power-inherent as the verbal or gestural directions fron1 a director (vvhich 

vvould the1nsclves not be possible \Vithout inhun1an actants, na1nely the can1era, 

video-assist rnonitor1 n1egaphone or even the directo1»s chair). If we follow Latour, 

every action in the production of 1nedia that is carried out by a hu1nan actor 

(the director, lJP, gaffer, editor) therefore "ends up in the action of a nonhu1nan" 

(ca1nera n1ove1nent, lighting sche1nes, digitized footage). For this reason, Bruno 

Latour argues that the responsibility for any given action in production lies vvith 

both hu1nan and nonhun1an actants. 6 rrhe ability that an actant ha.s to"opcrationalize" 
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this kind of network on the set is known as agency, \vhich, said in another way, is 

the "force'' used to create the netvvork as the actants in it act. 

Enrolment 

·rhis process of "enrolrnenf' is funda1nental to AN'f as the term refers to hovv 

the web of actants, or netv·.rork, in a given production is lengthened or extended. 

Enrohnent in the network involves actants who use their agency in two particular 

\vays-~as "intermediaries'' and "rnediators.,, The difference between the two functions 

is slight, but iinportant in terms of understanding the 1nechanics of the network. An 

intermediary transports meaning without deformation (e.g., a DVD), so identifying 

its inputs on the nct'''ork equates to identifying its outputs. Mediators, on the other 

hand, cannot be identified this singularly, as they might count for one, for nothing, 
for several, or for infinite outputs. Indeed, for n1ediators in a network, "their input 

is never a good predictor of their output; their specificity has to be taken into 

account every tiine. ,,7 'fhcrefore, 111ediators are, rnore often than not, the people 

in the network, but they could be an intricate piece of 111achinery which requires 

constant "tinkering,)) such as the can1era or postprocluction software. The ter1ns 

"intcrn1cdiary" and "1nediatorn arc therefore tcr111s signifying the relative effect of 

actants over the project. They can enrol other actants into their network, and this 

is ho\v 11povver" is therefore achieved. 8 

Black-boxing 

In research, AN'r considers all aspects of the nct\vork that can affect the direction, 

characteristics, and behavior of the network. When a part of the network becomes 

self-contained and ineffectual then it can be considered "black-boxed."The classic 
example offered in many ANT texts is that of the human body-in that the inner 
goings-on of the human body are only considered when it breaks down. To "black

boxn is to effectively convert the inner vvorkings of a human into an interinediary, 

in that its overall agency has no effect on the network. "Black-boxing" facilitates 

the studying and description of networks as it allows the researcher or author to 
gloss over certain aspects of the network without having to detail the n1any nuances 

inside the black box. However, if that "black box" is to break down, then it will 
change the development of the network (and become akin to a mediator described 
above) and hence will require description. 

Practice 

ANT takes scholarship past the constraints of ontologically established spatial 
boundaries and viev-.rs the \vorld as a construction n1adc up of connections 
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established by the "doing'1 of actants. Practice, therefore, is essentially that "doing" 

that makes up the construction. Space is hence constructed through the practices of 

actor-networks. Within this scheme, the "spatial variation" is what Michael Serres 

and Latour9 talk of when they offer the analogy of the handkerchief; when spread 

out, you can see certain fixed distances, but when crumpled up these two distances 

are suddenly close, even superimposed. This"crumpling" forms a mesh of networks 

(much like the production of a feature film), and the production would incorpo

rate many actants from differing locations, \'\'hose actions constitute the timing 

and spacing of the network, all folded in with the others to produce not simply 

one time and space, but a 1nultitude of contemporaneous space-time topologies. 10 

Practice is often used in conjunction with other different yet related terms such as 

performance, action, behavior, or doing. 

* * * * 
Armed with knowledge of the fundamental language of ANT, it can therefore 

be highlighted throughout the discussion of the production and distribution of 

Three Dollars. In this way, the practices of the actants will be explored through the 

qualitative data presented, and the project itself can "tell the story" of project-based 

production, rather than reverting to a "top~down" n1ctanarrative articulation which, 

as we have seen, ANT offers an alternative to. 

Three Dollars Case Study 

Arena Films, which is based in the Surry Hills area of Sydney, Australia, produced 

the film Three Doll ors in 2005. Three Dollars, originally a novel by Elliot Perlman 

published in 1998, tells the story of one man's downward spiral to homelessness. 

Juxtaposed with his material vagrancy, his fluctuating personal relationships give 

him a feeling of hope and satisfaction at the finale. As well as my own personal 

interviews with Robert Connolly and other key actors in the filmmaking process, 

my research involved accessing a plethora of published work on Three Dollars, 

including newspaper and magazine articles, websites, radio and television programs 

that could be used as data sources, as well as \vatching the film itself. 

Three Dollars is directed by Robert Connolly, who is a Sydney-based feature film 

director and producer, co-founder of Arena films and Footprint films, a graduate 

from a Sydney film school and an Australian Film Institute (AF!) award winner. 

When writing the screenplay for the film, he sought the help of the novel's author 

Perlman, and together they wrote the screenplay, for which they won the AF! award 

in 2005. As Connolly explains, the screenplay differs in chronology from the novel, 

hut still retains all the critical narrative and character ele1nents: 

I think Three Dollars was a different, tougher nut to crack [than his previous 

film Tlie Bank] in that respect, because the politics of Elliot's novel are much 
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clearer and we were very keen not to be didactic. So there was a corn1non level 

of discussion a1nongst the entire creative ensc1nble I \vork with about hovv \Ve 

v,rere going to sneak this one under the radar. 11 

The story of Three Dollars revolves around a single character, Eddie, played by 

David Wenham, and v,ras fihned in Melbourne, despite Arena filn1s being based in 

Sydney. Perlman, vvho lives in Melbourne, explains ho'"' he becan1e enrolled into 

cl1e production network by visiting Sydney: 

They flew me to Sydney for a while and we had a series of meetings over four 
days, this was the beginning of it. And I \valked into the room \Vi th a document 

that I'd prepared. I'd essentially condensed 380-something pages of the novel 

into around 40 or 50 pages, so that every single thing that happened was there 
in point forn1, cross-referenced to the page in the novel ... And Robert walked 

into the roon1 with a series of cards) I think they were different coloured cards, 

and he divided the story into three acts, a different colour for each act. And 
although I had met him before, I didn't know him all that well and it was 

the first time we'd actually talked about the work and how we were going to 
structure the film. 12 

This process shows hovv the script is an inter1nediary, coining to existence through 

the association of Connolly, Perlman, and the novel. Also, it could be argued that 

Perlman has had to reopen the black box of the novel, to revisit the structure and 
content of the story. As the film differs in chronology to the book, there has been 
a revvorking of the narrative in order to becon1e a feature fihn. When there is a 

screen adaptation of a novel) there remain very fe""' instances where the story in 

the novel is not changed in some way, but the degree to which this happens can be 
seen as the degree to which the original novel is the opening of a black box. In this 
case, it was Connolly and Pcrhnan in conjunction that completely re\!\1orked the 

novel itself, adapting the narrative to suit the big screen. 

Once the script had been finalized, there then began a process of pitching the 
script to various institutions to acquire financing. Connolly explains: 

So in the development stage, networks would involve dealing with agents, 
negotiating, our lawyers, funding bodies to raise finance, with a video 

distribution---\\'e \vork \Vith the con1pany in Melbourne called Madhouse-·····

although having said that \VC doubled our n1oney with a special progran1 at 

the Australian Film Council (AFC), so we deal with the AFC and the Film 

and TV office (FTO). Because we were shooting in Melbourne and Victoria, 

we contacted Filn1 Victoria as well. l)uring that development stage 1 acquiring 

the rights for the project ... often 1nay involve international communication, 
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son1eone like })avid [Wenharnj had an A1nerican agent, and when we arc in 

the financing stage vve have our relationships directly with financiers, the Filn1 

Finance Corporation (FFC), state agencies, video distribution 1 Dendy (~ine1nas 

to secure a theatrical release, and l)endy \VCrc involved in the release of the 

film internationally, kind of broadening out. 13 

The enrolment of various institutions in both Sydney and Melbourne can be viewed 

as a process of lengthening the actor~netvvork, enrolling actants from other cities 1 

thereby associating the cities together through the project---in this case the <level· 

opment of finances for the film. When a Sydney-based filmmaker is looking to 

n1ake a film, the financing provides a com1non stu1nbling block, with 1nany firms 

struggling to obtain sufficient funds to make the film that they have in mind. 

So the differing amounts of institutions and distribution firms that were con

tacted (enrolled) by Robert Connolly show that he had applied for a multitude of 

financing options. He contacted the AFC, the FFC, video distributors, and Dendy 

Cinc1nas and each contributed capital tovvar<l the production of the fihn. Once the 

money had been raised, the process of recruiting the filmmakers began. Connolly 

follows, "l'hen in production, we set up a vvhole J1C\'I/ set of con1plcx relationships, 

casting agents, you really end up broadening your production and postproduction 
networks."14 

The enrolling of key crew members and actors in this type of production (actor· 

network) is 111ore reliant on the relationships that Connolly had than in a production 

\vi th a larger budget, as he had ahnost cornplctc creative control over the final film. 

For instance, he used l)avid Wenhan1 for the 111ain role, an actor he has vvorked 

with on all three of his previous films-~-The Bmik in 2001, The Boys in 1998, and 

Roses are Red in 199$ .. -..... as they have a strong \vorking relationship. rrhe cast and 

crew nurnbers are sn1all and there are fewer departn1cnts than on l·Iollywood fihns, 

which is in part due to the intimacy required by the director, but also due to 

the lack of finance with which to employ a lar·gcr crew. For many films made by 

Sydney-based filmmakers (and indeed in other cities around the world where the 

budgets for their films arc relatively small), there is an ethos, a general filmmaking 

philosophy of subsistence filmmaking. The small crew means that the production of 

the filrn is 1nore inti1nate, with a greater degree of creative control at the hands of 

the director than there would be on a production vvith 1nore executive producers. 

I-Iowevcr) this increased creative control is n1alleablc, as proved to Connolly by the 

10-year-old actor playing Eddie's daughter Abby in the film. 

I reme1nbcr on set thcre)s a scene \vhere she [Abby] has co1ne back fron1 

hospital and she says) "I was on a bed \vi th \Vhccls on it in the hospital,)' and her 

grandmother says, "l~hat tnust have been fun," and Johanna says, "No, everyone 

had them." And on set I said to Johanna [who plays Abby], "Look maybe in 
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this next take could you show a bit more attitude towards your grandmother, 

you know, that you're a bit frustrated she'd ask you such a dumb question." 

And Johanna thought about it and she turned to me and said, "I don't think my 

character would be rude to her grandmother." And I felt this crew of 40 people 

looking at n1e going, "1~he kid's right, how's the director going to handle this?n 

It was quite daunting. 15 

It could be said in ANT terms, then, that Johanna is a mediator, changing the 

outcome of the product through her practice. This effect is opposed to (for example) 

the light used to illurninate her during a shot, since the light as an intern1cdiary 

rarely changes its outputs beyond off and on (unless of course it n1alfunctions, in 

which case the light becomes an actor-network of electrical parts .. --the black box 

of the light is opened up). 

Once the shooting period \Vas con1pleted on T11ree Dollars, the fihn and record

ings fro1n the production sets and locations \vere transferred and for,varded to 

the image and sound editors so that the next phase, editing or postproduction 

could begin. On this project, postproduction was conducted not in Sydney but in 

Melbourne because) as Connolly explains, '(It's not done on a cost basis, it is done 

on a relationship basis. Nearly everyone that I have n1entioned, it is an ongoing 

relationship. "16 Again, the nature of the connections is portrayed as a relationship, 

not simply a question of which firm will be the cheapest, and the work was con

ducted by a company that Connolly trusted and knew could do the job that was 

up to the standards that he required. In ANT terms, his gambit short-circuits the 

network when Connolly contacts people he trusts, thereby cutting out the practice 

of finding the cheapest, best, 1nost reliable postproduction provider. This process 

of trust is crucial vvhen casting; indeed, one of the actors in the fihn, Sarah Wynter, 

working on an Australian film for the first time suggested "they work in a way that's 

very collaborative, but not to the point where I felt like an outsider. I was very 

welcomed. "17 

Three Dollars initially received limited distribution throughout Australia, and was 

released in an arthouse cineina chain) Dendy Cinemas (as one of the original 

financers of the film, Dendy secured cinematic distribution rights to the film). 

The other areas of distribution (regional and international markets, as well as the 

various TV and electronic media outlets) arc owned by the original firm. Arena 

films produced the film, and Footprint films, which has ancillary markets for video 

and pay-TV, provided the Australian distribution rights. Many films produced by 

domestic film1nakers open in arthouse cinen1as such as the l)endy cine1na chain, 

which has locations in Sydney (Newtown and Circular Quay areas), Melbourne, 

Brisbane, and Byron Bay (all of \Vhich are nonhun1an actants, essential to the 

success of the filn1). There arc very fev1' national cine1na chains (the largest being 

Village Roadshow, Hoyts, and Greater Union) that will screen Australian-made 



210 Oli Mould 

films because the fees charged by the larger cinema chains arc unaffordable to 

local filmmakers. With fees upward of AU$ I million, Australian independent films 

have to rely on ratings in the preliminary weeks in the arthouse cine1nas. If strong 

enough, the larger cinen1a chains will then start to show these filrns. l~he arthouse 

cinema chains arc thus very important to the distribution of the films made by 

Sydney filmmakers, and as such, their importance to the network of not only this 

production, but also most independently produced films in Australia, is crucial. 

This is why Connolly embarked on a vigorous marketing campaign which saw him 

visit Darwin, Cairns, and Byron Bay in three consecutive days in order to promote 

the film to local cinemas, to the local press, and to television stations. 18 If a film is 

successful enough to 1nake the transition to national release (as was the case with 

Three Dollars) the arthouse cinemas lose out on their exclusive rights. 19 The Dendy 

cinema in Nevvtown (an inner-city suburb of Sydney) was the first cine1na to show 

11lree Dollars as it suited the particular rnarket that the rnanager was looking for. 

11owever, once the film '\vent national,,' the audiences then began to watch the 

show at the larger cinema chains rather than the Dendy cine1na in the Newtown 

inner-city suburb of Sydney. 

The type of distribution a particular film receives can also play an important role 

in the financial and critical success of a film. The Cinema Release Calendar (CRC) 

is an iinportant force in the distribution business as it largely detcrn1ines vvhen a 

particular film is going to be released. Studios that make a film for a particular 

audience, for exa1nple a Pixar ani1nated fihn airned predorninantly at fa1nilics, may 

decide to hold off release to the next school holiday as a distribution strategy. 

I-Iollywood majors, vvith their integrated production and distribution facilities, 

can ''date du1np," 1ncaning that they can release a nu1nber of their own filrns on a 

particular date in order to reduce con1pctition. 20 'fhc CH.C can be used as another 

exarnplc of the in1portance of nonhuman actors in the networks offiln1 distribution, 

so incorporating and accounting for the CRC in the ethnography again highlights the 

role that nonhu1nan actants (in this case, an industry-wide scheduling protocol) can 

perform in the spacing and tin1ing of the filin industry 1s distribution and exhibition 

practices. 

()nee the filn1 had been released and run its course of shcnv ti1nes in the various 

cinen1a chains that Connolly n1anaged to secure) it was released as a [)Vl), its rights 

sold to television networks to air it. In general) once this practice is underway, it 

could be argued that the film itself is an intermediary. While it may be experienced as 

a different product depending on where it is vic\ved (an arthouse cinc1na, nlultiplex, 

or on a DVD player at home), the actual product itself (i.e., the frame-by-frame 

procession ofilnages) rarely changes for1n as it is passed around the network (unless 

there are director's cuts or different versions of the same fihn). While the rnecliun1 

is altered by the technological differences involved in the transfer of content, unless 

the film is subtitled or dubbed, then the DVD version is essentially the same film that 
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might air on television. Then, the translation would occur through the enrolment 
of the fihn into other('areas," such as the sound syste1n or quality of television used 

to view it, the purpose for which it is being viewed, and the social, cultural and 

personal tnakeup of the audience. 

Hence, the final filn1 product functions as an actant-network. The filn1 is also 

a black box of associations that has been "opened-up" through this case study, 

something that an ANT approach to a case study has allowed. There are obviously 
many other interrelated actors and institutions that could have been articulated 

in this project-based case study. The network would extend, for example, to the 

locales used for shooting, the extras, the lavvyers, the agents, the projectionists 

who work at the cinemas. The list could be literally endless. Opening up the 
black box of Three Dollars in this way shows how, as researchers, we can gain a 

better insight into those practices that are successful, and those that are not so 
successful. Describing the action of the hun1ans and nonhun1ans in the network 

allov .. '_S for this, as it provides the reader \Vith a better and more nuanced under

standing of the processes involved that develop and maintain the film production 

networks. 

That's a Wrap 

This chapter has argued that production research using an ANT-inspired methodol
ogy can serve as a crucial tool for analyzing and understanding the more intricate, 

project-based and temporary aspects of the film industry. This is because ANT tics 
together and considers the differing n1oments, tin1es, and spaces of a specific pro

duction in a single study, as a neln1orked whole. Succeeding at this sort of"project 

ecology'' in the context of production studies, Latour asks us to "tell a story" 

through empirical description and ethnographic research. 21 This project-based 
research methodology allows researchers to examine the film industry through 

various techniques, including photographic ethnographies, filmic ethnographies, 
tiine-space budget diaries and so on. Such techniques are relevant because they 

deliberately highlight the "messiness" and complexities of the actor-networks of 
film production.22 Using ethnographies as a methodological technique resonates 

with ANT, as they allow for more relational data to be gathered,23 more descriptive 

accounts of practice, and therefore n1ore information regarding how spaces (and 

timings) of networks are created. 
ANl~, \vhile being criticized in son1e quarters for dovvnplaying particular htn11an 

traits (such as emotion and fcelings 24 ) can provide a crucial methodological lan

guage for not just researching the film industry, but for studying project-based 
industrial organization as a \vhole. Moreover, the creative industries in general, 

unlike other heavy industries, are characterized by project-based labor25 and as 
ANT provides a 1nore functional "vvay in" to researching this n1ode of operation, 
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the coupling of the two (i.e., AN'f research into the cultural industries) pro1nises 

to become increasingly productive in social science and humanities inquiry. 
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