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Cinétracts - cinematic cartography in the
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Goldsmiths, University of London

Figure 1 Victoria. Department of Crown Lands Survey. (1883).
The blur is an intentional part of the work. The marks I made were done on tracing paper, which I
made sit away from the base map to create depth and distance.'author]

The map with which I begin does not mark the destination that I want to reach. Pinned to my
studio wall, the map, dated from 1883, shows the proposed subdivision of the Mallee in the
State of Victoria, south-east Australia. To understand the logic behind this map, I trace over
its lines, as if this gesture would enable me to later remove the lines from the map
altogether. In tracing the outlines, I want to emphasise the subdivided allotments that
government surveyors made and that characterise the gridded view customary on cadastral
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maps of this kind.1 The small boxes or frames that sequence the landscape correspond to a
certain logic, that of the colonial survey. It is a grid-coordinated viewpoint that attempts to
regulate land for ordering and administrating.
The cadastral map was used as an instrument of control, orchestrated by those who
commissioned it in the aim of constructing a specific kind of geography.2 The map of the
Mallee pinned to my wall designates this land as property to be sold or taxed. The space of
empire and colonial enterprise traced in its dominating line. The map is based on the
designation of terra nullius (“nobody’s land”) a legal fiction used by the British to justify
territorial acquisition in Australia, effacing Aboriginal people and culture.3 Maps like these,
based on a spatial politics of measuring and surveying, depended on viewing the land as
empty, therefore available for agricultural development by pastoralists and settler societies.
As Paul Carter puts it in The Road to Botany Bay, ‘the survey, with its triple artillery of map,
sketches and journal, was a strategy for translating space into a conceivable object, an
object that the mind could possess…’.4 The results were catastrophic violence for the
Indigenous population and the destruction of native ecology in much of Australia.5
Evidence of the attempts to transpose the graphic marks of the cadastral grid from the paper
map onto the physical terrain of the Mallee is visible from the air. The marks of order and
control are seen in the fenced boundary lines that break up the geological flow of the
landscape, demarcating areas of ownership and agricultural use. The topographical form of
the Mallee, however, exceeds such types of classification or legibility. It is a region rich with
geographic and temporal complexity that finds ways to rupture the containment of lines and
grids.
The Mallee is named after mallee eucalyptus scrub (eucalyptus dunmosa) that originally
covered vast areas of this dry and harsh landscape before pastoralists and settlers cleared
it. In its pre-colonised condition, early European explorers considered it a ‘howling
wilderness’, ‘unknowable and alienating to European sensibilities’.6 The bounds of the
Mallee correspond roughly to that of an ancient sea that 5m-6m years ago covered the
region. These spectral traces are evident from the air, in the radiating patterns of sand
ridges, the crystalline form of salt lakes and the shimmering gypsum fields that scatter the
landscape: all geological remnants from another time. The sedimentation of the Mallee is an
‘abstract geology’. The seminal land art Robert Smithson made this characterisation of the
earth’s surface, an apt description of a land where the sands of time slowly erase the rational
order of the subdividing line and where ‘ideas decompose into stones of unknowing, and
conceptual crystallisations break apart into deposits of gritty reason’.7
Moving my practice from the studio to the field, I wanted to experience what was beneath,
between and outside the disembodied lines and frames indicated on the map pinned to my
studio wall. I would need a different cartographic form to help me understand and be
immersed in this ‘creative region’.8 My experience of travelling in the Mallee between 2011
and 2014 for The Cinemas Project (2011-14) had already told me the region demanded a
different way of seeing, one that could perceive what was not always visible. With that in
mind and having already undertaken a series of projects documenting the cultural history
and reception of cinema in both the UK and Australia, I envisioned a counter-mapping
project of the Mallee - Cinétracts (2017).
The project aimed to map the changing landscape of the Mallee by way of “cinematic
cartography”, a method that would enable me to see, experience and engage with the region
through the lens of cinema.9 The project would involve researching the history of a family
who operated a travelling cinema circuit in the Mallee in the early part of the 20th century. I
would then re-trace and re-enact the route the picture show had taken as it traversed the
land and captivated audiences along the way. With this cinematic cartography come not only
the stories contained in the moving images, but the stories that coalesce around a
technological form when it moves through a landscape, too.
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Figure 2 Nulty’s Pictures’ Cinema Circuit

The term cinematic cartography refers to several different cartographic readings of cinema.
Most frequently, it is used to define cartography that maps a location through cinematic
representation, such as the way cinematic language is used to communicate emotions and
sensations about a particular place, or where psychological associations are mapped
between a cinematic image and the perception of a situation depicted in a film.10 Cinematic
cartography is also associated with mapping the locations where movies have been set or
shot, or to describe cinematic practices that resonate with cartographic techniques, such as
aerial views and the panorama.11 What connects these understandings of cinematic
cartography and differentiates them from the version that developed in Cinétracts, is the
reliance on film as a representational image shown on a screen.
Instead, the form of cinematic cartography I employed in Cinétracts focuses on the socioeconomic infrastructure of cinema in relation to its display and reception and viewed through
the architectural spaces where film screenings take place, regardless of how rudimentary
such spaces are. This approach means that the idea of cinema is not limited to what film
shows but includes the stories produced and gathered around its display, which are not
always to do with film or cinema but concern environmental or social changes affecting an
area. The ‘cinematic’ in cinematic cartography in this way is not only a mode of
representation or framing the world, but can be considered a set of relations that is used to
perceive other seemingly unrelated matters, such as changes in regional centres, the
decline in employment opportunities in rural communities or shifts in the ecological and
climatic landscape. A number of these issues became evident as I mapped the Mallee
through the story of Nulty’s Pictures.
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Nulty’s Pictures was a pioneering cinema family who ran a travelling picture show circuit
from the end of the 1920s to 1950s before establishing and running fixed cinemas and driveins throughout the Mallee. Jim Nulty started Nulty's Pictures in the late 1920s after he was
given a bioscope (film projector) in place of payment for fixing a car. At first, Nulty started
using the bioscope in the local hall, with his wife Ethel playing the piano alongside thus
giving musical accompaniment to the silent films of the time. Soon, he put the bioscope on
the back of an old Bedford truck and took the show on the road. Before long he was running
a successful film circuit across the Mallee.
Driving hundreds of miles, often with very little rest between screenings, Jim and Ethel, and
later their two sons, screened films in all sorts of spaces, including public halls, mechanics’
institutes and even in the open air, such as at ‘a little bush place called Kulwin’ where they
‘hung the screen on the tiny hall wall and people sat amongst the mallee scrub’. This is from
story I heard told by Mick Nulty (Jim’s son) on a distorted audiocassette recording he made
in the 1980s, reminiscing about the early days of Nulty’s Pictures, and which became the
soundtrack for the film The Story of a Picture Show Man (2017). Nulty’s Pictures went on to
run several purpose-built cinemas and drive-in cinemas across the region.
Cinétracts maps the route of Nulty's Pictures across time and space in the form of
photography, installation, archival material, oral history and public discussion.12 In
producing Cinétracts, I visited almost every location the Nulty's Pictures had visited 80 years
earlier, from towns to remote settlements. In each of these locations, I documented the
spaces they had used as a cinema, regardless of whether the physical structure still existed
or not. In many cases, the material remains of these cinematic spaces had long gone,
leaving only a spectre of their image haunting the landscape, but in other situations, the
structures still stood, haunted by the moving images that once flickered and filled their
darkened rooms. In undertaking this 'cinematic cartography', I produced photographic
images that not only made these lost cinematic spaces visible, but I also re-inhabited and
experienced these spaces, informed both by archival research and conversations with
people I met, including with Sue Nulty Jim's granddaughter.
Following the tracks of Nulty’s Pictures was a type of performance or a re-enactment, where
their story became a means for me to journey through the Mallee. I attempted to encounter
the sites they had visited, not as something from the past but to experience that past in the
present by exploring an intangible aspect – a feeling, a sense of something unseen – a
spectral image. Many of the resulting images are of architectural structures, such as the
abandoned public hall at Meringur, a remote dry-land farming community currently
experiencing a level of drought unknown for almost 80 years; or a rusting drive-in sign being
reclaimed by the bush, like the one on the outskirts of Robinvale, a long-time irrigation town
with a fluctuating economy, based on the availability of work and seasonal workers for citrus
picking, making it once a popular location for Nulty's Pictures. Elsewhere, the cinematic
traces are visualised by a found object – a sheet of corrugated iron left propped against the
wall evoking an imaginary cinematic surface. In other places, the images are of empty plots
of land indicating the disappearance of whole communities, such as in Linga, where a
workforce (and in the evening a ready-made film audience) once toiled in temperatures
exceeding 45 degrees Celsius as they harvested salt from vast salt-encrusted lakes, miragelike silver screens on the horizon.
In all these images, the Nulty's story operates as a set of coordinates – a cinematic
cartography for seeing, experiencing and moving through the Mallee. The tracks that I
followed had mainly to do with cinema – its cartography informed by drawing an
equivalence between the track of a traveller and the passage of film. This passage is both
the sprocket holes of the filmstrip as it moves through the projector, revealing each frame to
the light for the briefest moment making it visible, and the movement of film as it was
transported across the Mallee by Nulty's Pictures. Like the 1883 map of the Mallee pinned to
my wall, the cinematic cartography I undertook also involves frames, lines and sequential
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order. But it is also an active mapping that disrupts what is considered cartography, taking
the enclosed territories of the cadastral map and opening it to experience and imagination —
a living map made by cinematic images.
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