
THE INVISIBLE CAGE
After a career working in fashion documentaries, Jasmin Tarasin's debut 

feature exposes the reality of coercive control. By Hannah-Rose Yee.

At the bottom of a winding driveway in Sydney's 
eastern suburbs one morning in October, it's 
Christmas Day. A table has been set in the wild 
and sprawling backyard with crackers, champagne 

on ice, a sweating pavlova and a glistening roast chicken, carried 
aloft in the arms of Sonny McGee, the star of this month's Life 
Could Be a Dream. At 12, he's long-limbed and endearing, with 
a shock of ginger hair; he's also the son of the director, Jasmin 
Tarasin. The film follows Sara (Maeve Dermody), who flees the 
"invisible cage", as screenwriter Courtney Collins describes it, 
of coercive control, alongside her teenage son Otis. Hiding out 
in a vacant house that Sara, a real estate agent, is selling, she 

calls action. The take unfolds slowly and without cuts, just 
another Christmas afternoon, shimmering with heat and 
anticipation. A trance-like sensation settles over the set. At one 
point, McGee and Dermody tug at either end of a cracker. The 
sharp bang rouses everyone as if from a dream.

Almost 18 months later, McGee is now 14 and Life Could Be 
a Dream is preparing for its cinema release this month. Tarasin 
and Collins appear side by side on a computer screen for this 
interview, heads tilted conspiratorially towards each other. The 
journey of this film has been a long and winding one. Tarasin's 
background is in non-fiction, the director of a documentary on 
Australian fashion week and projects for local designers including
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attempts to extract herself from an abusive relationship while 
also giving Otis the semblance of a normal life.

As crew members set up the scene, casually distributing 
crackers across the table, Dermody and McGee wait under the 
shade of an awning shrouded with clouds of flowering jasmine. 
McGee's arm is slung over Dermody's shoulder, and her hand 
reaches up to hold it. A few metres away, Tarasin, in a floating 
black dress and a tangle of gold necklaces, watches from the 
monitor. The assistant director approaches her with questions: 
when the cameras are rolling, can the actors pull the crackers? 
Can they carve the chicken? The budget is tight - this is an 
independent film - and there is only one set of everything, so 
they need to be sure. "Tell them they can pull the crackers," 
Tarasin replies, calmly. She slips her headphones on and quietly 

the late Carla Zampatti - her rambling fairytale house serves 
as the backdrop for Sara and Otis's escape - Bianca Spender and 
Akira Isogawa. For the better part of a decade, Tarasin and 
Collins had been working on an adaptation of Collins's first 
novel, set in the 1920s but also exploring themes of what would 
now be called coercive control. In 2024, their focus shifted to 
the present day and this new story. Within 12 months, they had 
a script and funding for a feature film, Tarasin's first.

"We wanted to make something about an issue that was 
happening in our world now. We just ran towards it. So, we only 
funded each section as we went. It's not anything I would 
recommend," Tarasin explains, with a comical grimace. The 
film was made concurrent to New South Wales passing new 
coercive control laws, under which the first conviction was C
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recorded in February of this year. "We hadn't seen this on 
screen," Tarasin adds. "We felt an urgency to tell this story."

Both women had witnessed the insidious impact of coercive 
control among their own circles, only further fuelling their fire. 
"There are no bars you can see, and often no bruises," Collins 
explains. "Instead, an abuser uses fear, isolation and 
psychological manipulation to slowly shrink their partner's 
world. Over time, the victim doesn't just feel trapped, they are 
trapped. Not by walls, but by rules and surveillance, and by 
a gradual wearing down of their sense of self and agency."

In Life Could Be a Dream, Sara's husband Jake, played by 
Alexander England with unnerving stillness, controls her 

embodied it. For me to share that with him on set was probably 
one of the highlights of my life."

Tarasin mentions Sentimental Value, the Oscar-winning film 
starring Stellan Skarsgard as a director who often deployed his 
own daughters on screen. "[In the film] he was saying that the 
way your child looks at you and looks at the camera, you can't 
replace that," she says. "And I know exactly what he meant. Sonny 
being able to feel the way he felt, and to look in the camera in 
a particular way because I was there, is a hundred per cent unique."

That sense of intimacy rippled throughout the production. 
A longtime friend and collaborator of Bianca Spender, Tarasin 
has many happy memories of time spent at Zampatti's house -
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The film was made inside the 
late Carla Zampatti's house, 

thanks to her relationship with 
director Jasmin Tarasin. Right: 

Tarasin on set with her son 
McGee, the star of the movie, 

during the Christmas Day scene.

—

finances, polices her friendships and monitors her movements. 
"We are very aware that this is one story," Tarasin stresses. "There 
are so many other stories from different backgrounds and different 
points of view." As Collins concludes: "There is potential for 
renewal in this story as well. The full stop is not on her life. 
There is still a chance for her to reclaim her agency and herself." 

The pair conceived of the film as a "coming of age" for Sara, 
who turns 40 at the beginning of the story, and for Otis, 
a teenager on the precipice of adulthood. "You're not going to find 
anyone like Sonny," the casting director advised Tarasin, as they 
searched for adolescent actors with the emotional intelligence 
and keen observation required for the role. "I think it's a one- 
off," says Tarasin. "I'm not sure how much he wants to pursue 
a big acting career, but he was so perfect in this role and so 

filming her debut feature there is now another one. Spender 
provided a "whole wardrobe" for Sara, and other Australian 
brands including Matteau, Maticevski and Heidi Middleton's 
Artclub all offered costumes as soon as they heard about the 
story. "A community of support gathered around this film really 
quickly," says Tarasin. The crew was composed of familiar faces, 
including writer Collins, Meg White, Tarasin's longtime 
director of photography, and Gabriella Muir, the director's editor 
since the beginning of her career. "It was family," Tarasin sums 
up. "It was very much holding that space together. It was hectic 
managing time and budget, but because we had that inner circle 
of trusted family, that was everything. Filmmaking without those 
relationships is impossible. It's very lonely if you don't have that." 
Life Could Be a Dream is in cinemas on May 14.
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