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It's tempting to say that the five short
films making up The Magic Hour are
not only made by disabled people
but about them too. To do so would,
however, be slightly misleading. For
while the protagonists are admittedly
all handicapped in some manner,
it’s the situations in which they find
themselves — ranging from the bawdily
comic to the bleakly tragic — that
provide the films’ real focus. Linked
together by a hypnotic animation
sequence and a helter-skelter score
that calls to mind television’s Tales of
the Unexpected, several of the films
skitter around the edge of the surreal:
in Paraphernalia, for example, a dialysis
machine comes to life; in Hands Solo
a deaf porn star sends a woman into
a orgasm-induced coma; Buttermouth
creates an exotic, dystopian world of
night within a Camberwell flat; and
in Follow Me on My Journey to Die, an
eminently recognisable and world-
renowned YBA is offered the Turner
Prize on condition that she commit
suicide. Indeed, only The Hunger House,
a period drama set in World War 11,
seems resolutely tied to this world, and
even here one sees shades of Beckett in
the fond bickering of its central pair
Cornelius and Peter, homeless, jobless
and endlessly roaming — until they
are rounded up by the Nazis and
packed off to a death camp.

There’s enough evidence here
to suspect some potentially strong
talent at work. Animators Andrew
Gibbs and John Williams build on
their critically acclaimed first shorts
to produce two tender evocations of
dependence and protection. William
Mager’s Hands Solois a solid if typically
silly contribution to the great British
mockumentary tradition, while
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SYNOPSIS A compilation of five short stories by directors who have a disability.
In Paraphernalia, eight-year-old Atari detests the low-tech robot who follows
him around, but comes to realise that without this robot —in fact his dialysis

machine — he would die.

Mockumentary Hands Solo charts the rise and fall of the world’s first deaf porn
star, Hands (real name Vernon), who has sacrificed the love of his life for success.
Realising that his agent and director have duped him, he retires from porn and

is reunited with first love Jane.

Stop-motion animation Buttermouth sees Clara attempting to deceive her
elderly mother about the extent to which her own eyesight is failing. When
Clara has an accident, her mother finally realises the truth that her daughter

has been protecting her from.

The Hunger Houseis a drama set in Germany in World War II. Cornelius, who
has Down’s syndrome, and his epileptic friend Peter are sent to a ‘hospital’ for
medical testing. Cornelius is condemned to die, but the apparently ‘healthy’
Peter is granted a reprieve. However, he confesses his illness and is executed

with his companion.

In Follow Me on My Journey to Die, Gem, a young artist who suffers from
spinal muscular dystrophy, has turned her legal battle to end her own life into
performance art. She is awarded the Turner Prize on condition that she does

indeed die. Gem fakes her death and starts a new life in Barbados.

Katherine Arianello, both directing
and starring in Follow Me on My Journey
to Die, displays a subtle but caustic
wit in ridiculing the condescending
cultural cachet accorded to the
disabled. As the oh-so-liberal Turner
judges debate the nominations,

a whiteboard in the background

lists the various minorities they’ve
previously handed the prize to (Asian,
gay, transsexual), and a trio of model-
perfect acolytes bemoan the “body
fascism” that judges fat arms an
unworthy reason for euthanasia.

It’s The Hunger House, an amateur
effort from the Void Mediabox Group,
that’s the standout work, however.
The scripting may be weak in parts,
the lead performance (from professional
Jason Maza) rather stilted, but the
cinematography is first-rate, offering
up some truly indelible images. The
muted sepia tones, the blistering
photographer’s flash that catalogues
the death camp’s future victims, the
stark tableau of an upturned wheelchair
in an otherwise empty courtyard —
all contribute to an atmosphere not
amillion miles away from Michael
Haneke’s The White Ribbon.
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