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Dangerous Liaisons deals with representations of class in painting and film. Cinema offers a framework for a critique of 

class division in society that that is widely felt to be irrelevant or non-existent in cultural theory today, yet contemporary 

cinema continues to explore and uphold class distinctions. Looking intently at a handful of recent films, it is clear that 

the substance of a good movie is the main character’s inner conflict. They might be ensnared in the vanity of upper-class 

boredom as in Dangerous Liaisons, or hell-bent on home improvement like the Kerrigan family in The Castle. Each of the 

characters from the movies included in this exhibition is embroiled in a circumstance of individual class struggle. With 

a wing-backed chair and fleur-de-lys curtains, Dangerous Liaisons recreates an aristocratic salon that is the stage for the 

unfolding of a dramatic scene.From the corners of the room conversations can be heard, and the voices are familiar. These 

are excerpts from seven contemporary films, including Dangerous Liaisons, The Castle, Brassed Off, Ghost Dog, Billy 

Elliot, Adaptation and American Beauty. A social construct is essential to forming an edgy situation for the key player, 

and as the plot of a film evolves the conflict is created through the character’s struggle with their situation in society, 

and the dialogues voice the dissatisfactions of status attainment. Seven paintings are props in the scene, each being a 

miniature work on mirror from the seven films. The following texts have been generously contributed by various, talented 

members of my family for your entertainment. 



Back in the early 80s there was this guy named Michael Dewhurst. I can name him because I know he’d never read 

this or go near anyone who has. I’d go as far as to say that he may even be dead. The reason I begin my analysis 

of a few Aussie films with a reference to Dewy, is because he sums up everything a particular genre of Australian 

film sets out to explore. Dewy wasn’t a classy type of guy. He wore the cheap Adidas tracksuit pants made from 

that brushed satin fabric no one wears anymore. He always had a shaved head and would spit at you if you looked 

at him (or were in his ever-expanding salival reach). Dewy could have been the character study for any number of 

actors over the years. There’s Jimmy Loughnan in Chopper, Brett Sprague in The Boys or Ray Shoesmith in The 

Magician. All of these films portray the type of person Dewy was. He was a lying, cheating bastard of a person, who 

you wouldn’t let into your house (he’d probably know the inside of your house better than you anyway). Australian 

films depicting the underbelly of society (the Dewy’s of our world) are ten-to-the-dozen and it’s any wonder that the 

only class we are associated with is the underclass. Adding to this lineage of films that revel in the shady dealings 

of the Australian drug world is The Magician. Directed, written and starring Scott Ryan, The Magician follows Ray 

Shoesmith (a hit man) around Melbourne and interstate, cleaning the streets of those who owe his boss money. Ray 

exists within a class of people who are willing to do what it takes to uphold their own amoral code. In the same 

way that Chopper can’t stand the thought of his prostitute girlfriend being with an ememy, or Brett Sprague (David 

Wenham) from The Boys feels he must visit the owner of a bottleshop who put him away in jail for fingering him 

in court, Ray Shoesmith doesn’t know any better than the life he has chosen for himself. The class they belong to is 

one of the prodigal anti-hero. Who’ll spit in your eye and tell you that you’re lucky to still be alive. If they ask you 

for a dollar, consider it doing your part for the local film industry.

Brendan Lee

Can a man rise from the class in which he is embedded, to that which he despises and aspires?  

Combining medieval and modern, myth and mirth, romance and revenge, A Knight’s Tale 

would have it so, inspiring all who would follow their star to greater heights than deemed 

possible.  But alas, after all his heroic strivings have won him a place in the nobility, it would 

seem that the answer may have been in his genes!

Jocelyn Hibberd
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Midnight Cowboy (1969) is the story of two unlikely companions, Joe Buck 

and ‘Ratso’ Enrico Rizzo, allies bound together by extreme circumstance 

and dire poverty, despite their abundant incompatibility. Mired at the grimy 

low end of the food chain in New York City, Joe and ‘Ratso’ conspire to 

get ahead, but actually struggle to survive, in a ‘rags to rags to rags’ plot 

line that serves as an antidote for and lurks below the American dream of 

escape from penury and toil to wealth and leisure. Joe Buck (Jon Voight), a 

genial and cretinous Texan, flees rural poverty. He reverses the traditional 

American paradigm: the man from the Wild West heads east, to New York 

City, which he hopes will be his very own Babylon. Handsome Joe Buck 

hits the sidewalks dressed as a ranching cowboy, aiming to become a 

professional stallion to the moneyed ladies of the city: “Well, I ain’t a for-

real cowboy.  But I am one helluva stud.”

As an exercise in free enterprise and social mobility, Joe is on to something.  

The world of sex transcends class roles and signifiers (clothes, colour, 

speech), which – as is well known – are imperceptible (race aside) and 

irrelevant once one gets down to business. Despite some hits and near 

misses, Mr Buck’s considerable potential does not lead to a great deal 

of fulfilment: Joe is simply too slow witted to get a firm handle on the 

target market. Enter Ratso (Dustin Hoffman), a scabrous bum, who after 

initially ripping Joe off, belatedly becomes his ‘manager’ and partner in 

misadventure. Gambits ensue with ladies of night and day, miscellaneous 

opportunists, furtive gays and somehow, a psychedelic party (a la The 

Factory), episodes which ultimately ram home the futility of their efforts 

to exceed themselves. The two lead a perilous existence, sharing Ratso’s 

squat, living by opportunism, eaten by hunger. Joe’s New York dream 

having proven a mirage, Ratso leads them into a new Exodus for a different 

kind of Promised Land: Florida.

“The two basic items necessary to sustain human life are sunshine and 

coconut milk. Did you know that? That’s a fact. In Florida, they got a 

terrific amount of coconut trees there. In fact, I think they even got ‘em in 

the, uh, gas stations over there. And ladies? You know that in Miami, you 

got, uh, you listenin’ to me? You got more ladies in Miami than in any resort 

area of the country there. I think per capita on a given day, there’s probably, 

uh, three hundred of ‘em on the beach. In fact, you can’t even, uh, scratch 

yourself without getting’ a belly-button, uh, up the old kazoo there.”

While the USA has no formal class system, it most definitely has social strata. 

At first glance contradictory, the contrasting myth/reality that anyone can 

‘make it’ ($$$) and the evident extremes of personnel wealth, are actually 

mutually complementary. The economic system in question, freewheeling 

enterprise capitalism, rewards effort and business innovation (sometimes), 

facilitating social mobility upwards and downwards, dissolving any rigid 

class system. The consequences of this dynamic economic individualism 

on those that have little to offer and no traction in mainstream (let alone 

affluent) society are boldly and ruthlessly depicted in this movie.  

Midnight Cowboy was directed by John Schelsinger, a north London Jew, 

and is the first and only X rated move to win the Best Picture Oscar.

James Hibberd



“We (writers) all come from beneath The Overcoat,” asserted Dostoevsky a few decades after 

Nikolay Gogol authored his masterly novella of the same name. Why? Because Gogol had pioneered 

a prose which mingles the real with the surreal, fact with fantasy, the comic with the tragic. Because 

the authorial tone is very modern – that of the unreliable narrator. The Overcoat attracts filmmakers 

owing to its intensely visual and sensual style. It also appeals because the dynamic narrative is 

ultimately one of personal and political revenge: revenge of the poor and impotent non-hero, 

Akaky Akakyevich, upon the rich and powerful. Akaky, a wretched and grovelling clerk from the 

Lower Depths of the Russian civil service, has one ambition in life: to save up his precious kopecks 

in order to have a bespoke overcoat with an astrakhan collar especially tailored for him, so he can 

feel enfranchised socially, and strut among the quality.

In brief, Akaky obtains his overcoat, is robbed of it and bashed up, fails to secure help, even 

from the Most Important Person, who snubs him brutally. Revenge is then enacted with the 

eerie vanishing of the latter’s posh coat, and other fantastic torments. Not surprisingly, the finest 

version of The Overcoat is Russian – that directed by Alexi Batalov in 1959. There have been 

various responses by, or on behalf of, the serving classes to their masters: the servility of the serf 

in Czarist Russia; the amicable acceptance overall evident in Britain; the violent revolt in venal 

and autocratic France; the rebellion of conscience typified by the ethical existentialism of Albert 

Camus; and, finally, Gogol’s psychic strategy of cursing and haunting those who have lorded it 

over his crushed clerk.

Jack Hibberd

The Time Machine (1960) uses the division of land 

(above and below ground) to separate classes in the 

distant future. This stratification of classes is clearly 

contrasted through their economic and social status. 

Subterranean communities are exploited in factories, 

working long hours for starvation wages and living 

in poor housing conditions. At the same time, the 

wealthy industrialists and leisure classes live a 

life of pleasure and comfort. This social division 

is seen to implode with the use of a time machine, 

which provides a view into the future – a forecast 

of the earth’s fate. The movie’s message‚ is far more 

watered-down and friendly than the original novel yet 

the way the two races are represented in this movie 

is quite intriguing, because the use of science fiction 

as a vehicle to make subtle political statements is 

both interesting and humorous. The underground 

working classes, with their rugged appearance and 

uneducated tone, threaten to eat the scientist (a good 

guy or neutral character), while the mild and gentle 

upper-class race enjoy the fruits of life on the earth’s 

surface, appearing orderly and fairly comfortable. 

Personally, I feel sorry for the beasts.

Spike Hibberd
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