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Is Lynette Wallworth our most influential
filmmaker?

By Caroline Baum

August 6, 2020 — 12.00pm

There is a gentle irony to the fact that film director Lynette Wallworth would rather not talk
via Zoom. Instead, we conduct this conversation by phone.

After weeks of back-to-back video meetings, Wallworth confesses that she is suffering from
visual overload. A confirmed introvert, she’s in no hurry to rush out into the world as we
knew it, although her work as an acclaimed documentary maker has made her something of
a nomad, taking her to remote corners of the planet for extended periods.

Meanwhile, the world is calling her at home in Sydney, at all hours. An Australian festival
has commissioned a series of talks. A British billionaire wants to know if she would be
interested in collaborating on a virtual reality (VR) tool for meditation. A hospital in Victoria
has asked her to develop a pilot program to help families combat isolation in palliative care
wards. And now her second VR work, Awavena has today been nominated for an Emmy in
Outstanding New Approaches to Documentary category.

She is also scripting a podcast called Engineering Consciousness, which will explore the
unique blend of culture, science and cutting-edge technology that is the hallmark of her
film-making, with a focus on the rituals of death and what we think happens next. She's also
writing a memoir while undertaking a residency at the Australian Human Rights Institute at
UNSW.

Wallworth is something of a paradox. Although she does not have an Oscar, she does already
have an Emmy, and those in the know consider her perhaps our most influential film maker.
Not in the bubble of Hollywood but in an even more exclusive, if less unlikely and glamorous
elite: the World Economic Forum (WEF) at Davos.

Culture Art & design Spectrum

https://www.smh.com.au/
https://www.smh.com.au/culture
https://www.smh.com.au/culture/art-and-design
https://www.smh.com.au/topic/spectrum-smh-hog


21/4/21, 7:02 pmIs Lynette Wallworth our most influential filmmaker?

Page 2 of 9https://www.smh.com.au/culture/art-and-design/is-lynette-wallworth-our-most-influential-filmmaker-20200721-p55e3h.html

She’s been a regular presence there since 2013, when her film Coral was screened as a fringe
event at its summer event in China. To Wallworth’s amazement, heads of multi-national
corporations were happy to lie back on beanbags and immerse themselves in an underwater
world of bioluminescent creatures at each session.

"I didn’t even have a business card with me, I was so unprepared for their reaction," she
chuckles.

"The film doesn’t tell you anything — it contains no facts, no information. You could not take
any light-emitting devices into the screening, which some people found very stressful
complying with."

The turning point came when the head of one of the world’s largest oil and gas companies
showed up. Subsequently, he went to talk to other CEOs about climate and the ocean. Within
a day, there were long lines of delegates queuing for admission.

"Why did the film speak to them? Because it opened them up to experience. The heart opens
a different channel," says Wallworth, who has always projected a slightly other-worldly
persona, as if accessing a parallel consciousness.

Growing up in suburban Kingsgrove in southern Sydney as the daughter of a bank manager

Artist Lynette Wallworth LAUREN ORRELL
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and educated by what she describes as
‘radical nuns’, she credits this feeling of
being "like an asteroid from another galaxy"
partly to seizures she had during illness as a
child: "I had an out-of-body, near-death
experience, a sensation of other realities
that has never left me."

Since her first screening, Wallworth has seen
the cultural program at the WEF expand to
become a significant part of the program
rather than a sideshow. Sessions are
attended by heavy-hitters such as Christine
Lagarde, former head of the IMF
(International Monetary Fund) and now
president of the European Central Bank.

"It’s a good fit," says Wallworth of her
relationship with one of the world’s most
influential groups of decision-makers.

"It has evolved organically, thanks to being
championed by Nico Daswani, the head of
[arts and culture for] the WEF. He gave me
the chance to put my work in dialogue with
those whose hands are on the levers of
power. He opened the door.

‘My films offer people proximity without discomfort.’
Lynette Wallworth

"Nico realised that there are more ways of knowing and understanding things, through the
body, the senses and the act of feeling something," says Wallworth. "My films offer people
proximity without discomfort and give them the sensation that they are being addressed
directly."

As a result, the forum commissioned a short documentary from Wallworth. Collisions is a
virtual reality (VR) film about the experience of an elder of the Martu people of the Pilbara
in Western Australia witnessing the atomic tests of the 1950s.

It not only screened at the forum in 2016 and won an Emmy in 2017 but was shown at the
United Nations in a series to coincide with high-level talks on nuclear non-proliferation. "I
was in the room doing mechanical things like helping weapons inspector Hans Blix put on

Artist Lynette Wallworth won an Emmy Award for
Collision in 2017.
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the headgear," says Wallworth modestly.

After seeing Collisions at the Skoll World
Forum in Oxford (a gathering of social
entrepreneurs committed to tackling the
world’s most pressing problems), Tashka, the
chief of the Yawanawa people, a remote
Amazonian tribe, met fellow attendee
Wallworth.

He told her that the tribe’s 100-year-old
shaman Tata, who was nearing death, had
recently made the radical decision to secure
the future of his community, whose culture
was being eroded by centuries of colonial
and industrial incursion, by appointing the
first female shaman in the tribe’s history,
Hushahu. Would Wallworth be interested in
documenting her apprenticeship?

"Very early in life I learned that fear should
never stop you from doing something," she
says. "Even as a child, I practised testing
myself with feats of endurance. I understood
the difference between bravery and courage
and that while I might not be the former, I
could learn the latter.

"I also understood how to manage pain. I’m
good at the unknown, so I often feel at home
in places I have never been."

Travelling with her state-of-the-art technology into the jungle by canoe, accompanied by her
crew, producer, a scientist, her best friend and a nurse, Wallworth spent about 10 days in the
community of Mutum at Acre in Brazil, filming the rituals and ceremonies of shamanistic
practice.

The film, Awavena, subsequently screened at the Sundance Film Festival, where Wallworth
has been a pioneering VR presence since 2009 when she screened her installation Evolution
of Fearlessness in its New Frontier program (and her mum was thrilled to meet founder
Robert Redford). Last year, she was appointed to the board of trustees.

An image from 'Collisions' at the National
Museum of Australia in 2017. ANIMATION ARTWORK BY

JOSSIE MALIS / SPIRIT CLOUD IMAGERY LYNETTE WALLWORTH
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Awavena also had a brief season in 2018 at Sydney's Carriageworks, where visitors had to
book in for individual sessions that involved wearing a headset and walking with a short
version of a light sabre in one hand that acted like a magic wand, triggering dazzling effects
to give viewers an experience of other dimensions of consciousness without the physical
effects of taking ayahuasca, the psychotropic brew, which Wallworth tried at the end of the
shoot. She describes the effect as "mild, but carrying a revelation".

Why did the tribe, its chief and shaman, trust Wallworth with their precious knowledge?
"When I had seizures, I saw ultraviolet. They can see that in me. No explanation was
necessary. That capacity, that channel was open," says Wallworth, matter-of-factly and
without a trace of woo-woo pseudo-spirituality.

The Mutum community where Awavena was shot.
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"Tashka’s instincts were right: I did know how to convey a transcendent vision. That is my
wheelhouse. I am comfortable there.

"The thing about VR that is so powerful is that it leaves a different memory from
conventional film. It feels closer to something that has happened to us, and it registers in
the same part of the brain as dreams. It has a very powerful pathway to the subconscious."

Wallworth freely admits that seeing the impact of these VIP, invitation-only screenings
radically altered her conception of who her audiences were.

"I had never contemplated that it might be world leaders and heads of industry. Suddenly I
had access outside my art bubble. That realisation was a real lightbulb moment.

"Although I had always contemplated the intended impact of my films first and not at the
end of the process, I had to ask myself what my belief in art was to change minds and why I
was not attempting to put my work in front of change makers. I had never met people with
this kind of influence and I had stereotypical views about them.

"I had to learn to navigate conversations with them, to be authentically myself and not
second- guess their responses. I learned that powerful work works powerfully for anyone, no
matter what their status is. It made me less reticent."

Hushahu, the female sharman who stars in Awavena, at its Venice Film Festival premiere in 2018.
LABOTIV
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It sure did. On the opening day of the 2020 WEF in January, Wallworth became only the
second Australian recipient of the Crystal Award, which celebrates leadership and
sustainable change. Her speech on receiving this singular honor (previously bestowed on
David Attenborough, Margaret Atwood, Elton John and Cate Blanchett) was delivered as
Australia was in the throes of a national catastrophe.

"I am standing here," she began, "as a traveller from a new reality: a burning Australia."
Always an eloquent speaker, she conveyed a message of unequivocal urgency in a measured,
calm delivery that heightened the impact of every word, defusing her explicit political
criticism (she called Scott Morrison a dinosaur and reminded him that the coal he had held
up in parliament was a fossil) in a spellbinding performance that was more like that of a poet
or a priestess. It went viral in moments.

Now Wallworth is Artistic Director of a cultural leadership mentoring scheme called the New
Narraitves Lab run by WEF and supported bythe Ford Foundation: "I started to imagine how
to support other artists with the same goals of using their work as change makers."

An image from Lynette Wallworth’s Awavena.
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The mentors are performer Angelique Kidjo, photographer Platon and former male ballet
dancer and army colonel-turned-female choreographer and media personality Jin Xing. The
mentees are from South Africa, Azerbaijan and Kenya.

"Too often artists are treated like star-filled children removed from reality. We are
entertaining but we are not invited to the grown-ups table or we are asked to speak about
our work but rarely about anything else. Yet we are in the world; we are not from nowhere or
somewhere else.

"My work is not a distraction, it is a lens on the stuff of reality.’

Despite international prestige and the currently dire situation for the arts in Australia,
Wallworth remains firmly committed to living here.

"I don’t do well in LA. The necessity for me is the landscape. I need space, and besides, I feel
a loyalty to this place. I want to stay and try to shake the tree," she says, with a characteristic
giggle.

"Ever since I first went on a pilgrimage to Florence in my 20s, I’ve always wanted to go and
see for myself, but I always come home like a migratory bird. Right now, I am appreciating
the pause that the virus has imposed on all of us."

Fuelled by an inner resilience that is a feature of all work, she refuses to surrender to a sense
of hopelessness or despondency. "The arts in Australia are treated like the middle child, who
can get by without much care. I think Australians love the arts but don’t know how to talk

Lynette Wallworth, far right, at the Collisions' premiere, Eqyptian Theatre, Sundance Film Festival.
GETTY
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about culture or the process of making. We
want the thing, but not the people who make
it."

Except that right now, everyone wants to
collaborate with Wallworth as the navigator
into a different dimension of awareness.

Collisions presentation at Australian Centre for
Moving Image in Melbourne. RENEE STAMATIS
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