The Scottish Cinema of Dreams.

Movie going as we’ve never experienced it before.

March 2008.  We arrive at the China Film Archive, Beijing, an imposing complex of modern buildings.  We are directed to a door.  We pass through it into a foyer, where we see trees and hear scottish music.  There is a buzz about the place.  TV crews are filming.  People are wearing kilts.  

At the centre of the foyer is the opening to a tunnel.  Above the tunnel, in an arch around it, a sign says “Welcome to the Scottish Cinema of Dreams” in Chinese.  As we approach the tunnel, famous film icon Tilda Swinton, Mark Cousins, people from the Scottish Government and others welcome us in Chinese and English and proffer a small dish of oil.  They mime to dip our fingers into it.  When we do so, we smell the rich, fresh, pungent smell of Scots Pine trees.  We are then handed an A5 card that says, in Chinese, You Are Here.  An arrow points to Scotland, another points to the Culbin Forest near Nairn, in the North East of Scotland.

We walk down the tunnel. It is magical.  Stars glow in ultraviolet lights.  A voice, in Chinese and English, says:

“Welcome to Scotland.  It is midnight.  You are walking towards the forest of Culbin, in Nairn, in the North East of Scotland. Charlie Chaplin used to holiday here.  Tonight, in the sea at Cromarty Firth, dolphins can just be glimpsed playing in the water.  There are foxes in this forest, and deer and rabbits and birds.

In a moment you will come to a clearing in the forest, lit by moonlight.  Two years ago, a trunk was found buried in this clearing.  It contained a plenitude of great, classic Scottish films and music videos.  In this clearing, on this moonlit night, we are showing these films.  The essence of Scotland – our inventiveness, shyness, modernity, cinephilia, despair, humour, romance, embattlement, dreams, gentleness, musicality, woundedness, and sexuality – was in that chest.  You will discover them in this forest.”

People get to the end of the tunnel, turn left and see a magical moonlit forest, conjured by projections of trees, pine cones, snow and mist on three of the four walls of the China Film Archive’s small cinema.  The chairs are green.  There are brown bean bags on the floor for those who want to lie down.  We hear the haunting sound of birds and, somewhere, a distant dog barking.  The images on the screen shift and change, people are looking in all directions.  We are offered something Scottish to eat and drink.

Suddenly – BAM! – all the lights, sounds and projections cut out.  People are in pitch black, startled.  Then a spotlight fires up.  Lucy Watkins, First Secretary, Scottish Affairs, walks into its beam. She welcomes the audience in Chinese and in English, on behalf of the Scottish Government.  Then we hear a piece of music – perhaps Somewhere Over the Rainbow from the Wizard of Oz, of Shangalang by the Bay City Rollers or a Franz Ferdinand track or In Dreams by Roy Orbison.  As the music starts, the spotlight drifts across the audience.  It creates excitement, as if Elvis is in the building.  As the spotlight roams, some members of the audience stand up and blow handfuls of glitter into the air.  It would be great if people danced (or shed a tear).  

Towards the end of the song, Tilda and Mark each climb a step ladder beside the main film screen and raise a large flag on which is written The State of Cinema in Chinese.  The music ends.  Tilda and Mark introduce the film – passionately.  This is translated into Chinese.  Then they say “Welcome to the State of Cinema”, and drop the flag to reveal the screen.   A lively music video plays, then the brilliant short animated film Neighbours, a passionate plea for mutual understanding, then the feature film.  Over the four days of screenings, the films are widely varied – the urban comedy of Gregory’s Girl, the gritty history and innovation of Culloden, the edgyness of the music videos, the sheer romance of I Know Where I’m Going.  

At the end, as we leave, we are given an A5 frame grab from The Bill Douglas Trilogy, a moment where a granny’s hand reaches back to her little grandson Jamie. It is one of the greatest moments of reconciliation in the movies.  On the card, in Chinese and English, is printed the word TOUCH.

When we go home that night we should feel as if we have been transported. We will carry with us, on our finger tips, the smell of a Scottish forest.

-

On the second day, much of the above will remain the same but some things will change.   When we arrive in the auditorium, we will see huge images of the moon, clouds drifting across it, as well as the forest.

At the next screening, the images will be of a forest painted by Scottish children – bright colours on black.  

At the screening after that, we will see these childish images but, also, huge close ups of 8 ½ year old scottish kids sleeping.  We will feel that they are dreaming the forest.  

At the next screening the images of the forest will be projected side by side with this word:
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The Chinese for “Dreams”.  The pictogram will be repeated around the room, full height, its top half (which means trees) green.  It will be boldly lettered and will sway slightly, as if in a breeze.

At the next screening, we will perhaps see more paintings of trees – Caspar David Friedrich? – or clips from films by Tarkovsky and Twin Peaks by David Lynch, all featuring poetic close-ups of trees.  

At the last screening, on the way out, we are given a card on which is printed the following, in English and Chinese:

"All the noble
sentiments of my heart
all its most praiseworthy
impulses - I would give them
free reign in the midst of
this solitary wood."

A note tells us that this is a tree inscription in the garden of Scottish Artist Ian Hamilton Finlay.  

On the back of the card is the name of each film, the website address of where it can be bought, and lots of other contact details for film and Scotland.  

Mark Cousins and Tilda Swinton

11th December 2008

