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“The best art forces us 
to react. In so doing, we 

realise our biases.”  
– Kan Lume
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Editor’s Note

The mandate of the Cinémathèque Quarterly is, for the large part, to continue 
providing the space for writing on Southeast Asian cinema by writers who 
are (preferably) from the region. In that spirit, our first issue for 2013 features 
three essays that focus on films (or filmmakers) from Thailand, the Philippines 
and Singapore.

Last year, writer Gilda Cordero-Fernando penned an article in the Philippine 
Daily Inquirer on the frequent arguments she has with a friend on how they each 
see the relentless misery that seems to characterise life in their country and in 
the slums of Manila. She chooses to dispassionately focus on the entire panoply 
of life in the city and states there is more to Manila than poverty.

Writer Brandon Wee asks the same with respect to contemporary 
Filipino filmmakers. Observing that there was cachet to the socio-political 
films of legendary auteurs like Lino Brocka and Mario O’Hara, Wee critiques 
contemporary Filipino filmmakers who seem to be churning out ‘poverty porn’ 
films that fall short of what Brocka or O’Hara would have envisioned 
or produced.

Film academic May Adadol Ingawanij invites us into the visual world of 
experimental Thai filmmaker Taiki Sakpisit. Ingawanij reminds us of that oft- 
forgotten idea of ‘montage as musicality’ and describes in loving detail how 
one senses great attention to rhythm and movement in the artist’s films, not 
to mention, the presence of subtle political commentary.

A decade after Singapore’s ‘Class of 2002’ were lauded as filmmakers to 
keep an eye on, writer Yang Vicki undertakes a survey of the current landscape. 
She asks whether the establishment of more filmmaking programmes at 
educational institutions necessarily led to the production of better films by its 
graduates and also, whether the burgeoning film festival landscape has in any 
way shaped perceptions of what can be done with the short film genre.
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For this issue, we feature an interview with the self-styled leader of “low-to-no 
budget digital filmmaking,” Kan Lume (a moniker for Melvin Kuan) – the director 
of films like The Art of Flirting (2006), Female Games (2009) and Liberta 
(2012). He speaks to the Quarterly about why he created this personality and 
what prompts him to make his often idiosyncratically difficult films.

We begin our World Cinema Series this quarter with Wang Tong’s Run Away / 
 (1984). An adaptation of a short story by Taiwanese novelist Chen Yu 

Hang, the film is a harrowing and wretched portrait set during the demise of the 
Tang Dynasty, of a band of marauders scouring for food in the countryside. The 
film shows us the tense relationships between the marauders themselves, as 
well as the complicated relationship that ensues between one of the men and 
Dan Zhu, the village girl they abduct as collateral from the village.

In February, we feature Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s Satan’s Brew / 
Satansbraten (1976). There’s none of that humanity shrouded under melan-
cholia here. With Satan’s Brew, Fassbinder chooses to take a decidedly 
nihilistic path in his portrait of Walter Kranz, a poet who resorts to desperate 
measures to raise money after his publisher denies him an advance. At turns 
sadistic, vile, mad and entirely narcissistic, Kranz is one of Fassbinder’s more 
unforgettable beasts.

The quarter ends with Dariush Mehrjui’s The Cow / Gaav (1969). Both the 
screenplay, by Iranian writer Gholam-Hossein Saedi, and Mehrjui’s directorial 
effort, was lauded and the film was seen as having ushered in the Iranian New 
Wave. Not unlike the films that have followed it from Iran, the plot is deceptively 
simple. A villager, Masht Hassan, is a married man without children, and whose 
only prized possession is his cow, being the only one in the village with one. 
After a brief sojourn away from the village, Hassan returns to find the pregnant 
cow has died. Struck with grief and devastated by this sudden loss of status in 
the village, he gradually goes insane.

Vinita Ramani Mohan
Editor
Cinémathèque Quarterly
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8 January, 19 February, 12 March / 7.30 pm

Gallery Theatre, Basement
$9 / $7.40 Concession
Prices inclusive of SISTIC fee
A programme of the National Museum Cinémathèque

World Cinema Series is a monthly screening of works by the boldest and 
most inventive auteurs across the world, ranging from renowned classics to 
neglected masterpieces. Witness the wonders, possibilities, textures as well 
as the revelatory moments that have contributed to the rich history of cinema. 
Take a leap of faith and discover the art of cinema that continues to affect and 
inspire us on the big screen – as it was meant to be seen – with the World 
Cinema Series, shown every second Tuesday of the month at the National 
Museum of Singapore.

World
Cinema
Series
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World Cinema Series

Tuesday 8 January / 7.30 pm

Run Away / 策 入林 

Director Wang Tong / 王童 
1984 / Taiwan / 114 min / 35 mm / NC16 (Some violence) 
In Mandarin with English subtitles

Image © Central Motion Pictures Corporation
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World Cinema Series

Adapted from a short story by famed Taiwanese novelist, Chen Yu Hang, 
Run Away is set in the famine stricken turmoil that follows the gradual demise 
of the Tang Dynasty. A band of bandits are scouring the countryside for grains 
to get through the approaching winter. In one of the raids, a village girl, Dan 
Zhu, is forcefully taken from her parents as collateral when the villagers come 
up short with grains and food for the bandits. After a dramatic turn of events, 
the film concludes by focusing on the wretched existence of the bandits and 
the complex love-hate relationship between the abducted Dan Zhu and a 
sympathetic bandit, He Nan.

As much a wuxia film as one would casually label Kurosawa’s Seven 
Samurai as just another jidaigeki chanbara, or period sword-fighting movie, 
Run Away transcends genre conventions by the sheer craft of its filmmaking. 
Wang Tong began his career as a set designer for some of the landmark 
films in Taiwanese cinema history, such as Beautiful Duckling (Li Xing, 1965) 
and Dragon Gate Inn (King Hu, 1967). With Run Away, Wang successfully 
combined the merits of film design and robust direction.

The immediate outstanding feature of the film is the meticulous attention to 
detail afforded to the creation of the atmosphere of tumult during the last days 
of the Tang Dynasty – historically the most open and opulent dynasty in China’s 
history. Wang and his team imbue the film with a consistently tarnished look. 
The costumes, weapons and daily objects and tools appear as though they 
have seen better days, because underneath the ramshackle appearances are 
glimpses of past splendour. While ruined temples are a staple in wuxia films, 
the one featured in Run Away as the bandits’ hideout is a virtual tour de force 
in set design from which Wang expertly plays out the power shifts between the 
various bandits. Locations are as much a part of a film’s design, and Wang’s 
use of locations throughout various parts of Taiwan, reveals a painterly eye for 
compositions. The cinematography of the film masterfully captures the poetry 
of a savage time and the turbulent romance between the two leads. The film’s 
striking cinematography is the combined efforts of two novice cameramen, 
Yang Wei-han and Lee Ping-bing, who were working for Central Motion 
Pictures Corporation at the time. The two would go on to lens some of the 
most important Taiwanese films in the future.
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World Cinema Series

Image © Central Motion Pictures Corporation

Image © Central Motion Pictures Corporation
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Wang Tong
Wang Tong graduated from the National College of Arts in 1964 and 
joined the Central Motion Pictures Corporation (CMPC) as a set 
designer where he took care of props, costumes, and drawing models. 
During his time in CMPC, he worked on films across genres, from war 
epics to wuxia to comedies and the ever-popular adaptations of Qiong 
Yao’s romantic novels. Wang established himself as a director with the 
anti-Communist film, If I Were for Real (1981) which went on to receive 
three Golden Horse Awards despite his neophyte status as a movie 
director. Wang chose to adapt the classic Taiwanese nativist novel, 
A Flower in the Rainy Night, for his next film. Wang’s artistry came 
together in his next film, Run Away (1984). Wang then embarked on 
an ambitious trilogy of films that survey contemporary Taiwanese life, 
beginning with the waning Japanese occupation of Taiwan, in Straw 
Man (1987), followed by Banana Paradise (1989) and Hill of No 
Return (1992).

World Cinema Series
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World Cinema Series

Tuesday 19 February / 7.30 pm

Satan’s Brew / Satansbraten 

Director Rainer Werner Fassbinder 
1976 / Germany / 112 min / 35 mm / Rating TBC 
In German with English subtitles

Image © Rainer Werner Fassbinder Foundation
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World Cinema Series

Fassbinder once described his films as different components of a house, 
“some are the cellars, others the walls, still others the windows.” If the filmic 
world constructed by Fassbinder resembles a well-built living space, then 
Satan’s Brew has to be its uninhabited and awkwardly-located corner. Or if 
we would like to retain an architectural soundness to the house of Fassbinder, 
then the film has to be seen as a putrefying household object thrown through 
a window from the inside. While Fassbinder’s most well-known films express 
a melancholic yet optimistic portrait of humanity, in Satan’s Brew, he commits 
himself to nihilistic abandon.

Walter Kranz is not your usual troubled poet. Shrouded by creative stagnancy, 
debts, and most importantly, encouraged by a disproportionately large 
ego, Kranz shuffles through a series of identity crises as he manipulates his 
relationships with a madhouse entourage of family, friends, prostitutes, and real 
and hired admirers alike in a bid to realise his sexual appetite and delusional 
desire for fame. In his degenerate antics, which gradually expose a masochistic 
core within a sadistic front, Kranz is much like an unconsciously extravagant 
version of Dostoevsky’s unnamed anti-hero in Notes from Underground. He 
spews his madness and subjects others to it and is devoid of an existential 
consciousness despite suffering its acute symptoms.

The anarchic impulses of Satan’s Brew seem like a celebratory revolt 
against the solidification of self and identity through a relentless unleashing 
of desires. Fassbinder makes the point by opening the film with a quote by the 
French writer, playwright and actor Antonin Artaud on the cosmic and godly 
possibilities of thinking in inhuman terms. However, it becomes apparent that 
the sardonic display of Kranz’s life and actions are fuelled by the logic of an 
emerging capitalism and the persistent shadow of fascism, which in turn inhibit 
a fulfilment of his desires.

Artaud’s promise lies as an inherent possibility, if only Kranz could reroute his 
unbounded libidinal desires. However, in Satan’s Brew, revolutionary energy 
becomes a farce as it wastefully circulates within a freak show. It is Fassbinder’s 
determined utilisation of Brechtian detachment as a spectatorial device 
that enables us to view, through a window, this unholy brew of blocked and 
sublimated desires which fearlessly illustrate the neuroses of modern society.
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World Cinema Series

Image © Rainer Werner Fassbinder Foundation

Image © Rainer Werner Fassbinder Foundation
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World Cinema Series

Rainer Werner Fassbinder
Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s status as the enfant terrible of New German 
Cinema is apparent not only in his radical and provoking works in theatre 
and cinema, but also through the overtly polymorphous sexuality and 
subversive bent which characterised his short and heady life. He joined 
the Munich action-theatre in 1967, and formed what he termed the Anti- 
theatre upon its disbandment. His prolific career in theatre intersected 
with his frantic filmmaking practice for both cinema and television which 
saw the release of 44 films over a mere 16 years. His films are highly 
personal works which hold an illusionary mirror against his own life. 
They also extend as critiques of the fears and prejudices of German 
society. His body of work spans different genres, extents and mediums, 
from the melodramatic simplicity of Ali: Fear Eats the Soul (1974), 
which propelled him to international recognition, to the sci-fi World on 
a Wire (1973) and the monumental 15½ hour television series, Berlin 
Alexanderplatz (1980). Fassbinder passed away in 1982 at the age of 
37 after consuming a lethal concoction of cocaine and sleeping pills.
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World Cinema Series

Tuesday 12 March / 7.30 pm

The Cow / Gaav

Director Dariush Mehrjui 
1969 / Iran / 100 min / 35 mm / Rating TBC 
In Persian with English subtitles

Image courtesy of the Farabi Cinema Foundation
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World Cinema Series

A landmark in Iranian cinema, The Cow is often looked upon as the genesis of 
the Iranian New Wave. The film was released over twenty years before the more 
well-known films by Abbas Kiarostami (Close-Up, 1990), Jafar Panahi (The 
White Balloon, 1995), and Majid Majidi (Children of Heaven, 1997) came into 
the consciousness of filmgoers.

The story focuses on a simple villager, Hassan, and his relationship with his 
prized possession, the only cow in the village. When Hassan, who is financially 
and emotionally dependent on the animal, goes away on a visit to town, the cow 
dies mysteriously. The other villagers decide to bury it, and tell Hassan that it 
has fled. An incredulous Hassan goes insane, and when taken to town 
for treatment, commits suicide.

The Cow is significant in a number of ways. While art cinema was in existence in 
Iran from the 1960s (a notable example is Forough Farrokhzad’s The House is 
Black, 1962), The Cow is amongst the first Iranian films to unite artistic impetus 
with a social backdrop. The unlikely amalgamation of neo-realism and surrealistic 
tendencies in the film gave birth to a poetic vision that is startling in its originality 
and extraordinary in its depiction of life.

The film was banned by the Ministry of Culture and Art under the Shah of Iran, 
the official censorship body in Iran, on the grounds that it presents a dark and 
pessimistic view of Iranian rural society. However, the film was smuggled 
to the Venice Film Festival by director Dariush Mehrjui where it garnered 
international attention and praise. Officials finally retracted the ban by insisting 
on the inclusion in the credits that state the events in the film took place forty 
years ago.

When it was finally released in Iran, the film had a modest run. It met with 
unanimous acclaim by Iranian critics and intellectuals of the time, while it 
was practically ignored by the commercial filmmaking circles. In 1979, The 
Cow was singled out by the leader of the Islamic Revolution as the only good 
example of Iranian cinema during the Shah’s regime. It is important to note that 
this proclamation was made in the midst of absolute turmoil within the Iranian 
film circle, where the entire industry was at a standstill due to the volatile political 
climate. The Cow paved the way for the continuation of the Iranian film industry 
through a period of adversity, leading to its re-discovery in the 1990s.
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World Cinema Series

Image courtesy of the Farabi Cinema Foundation

Image courtesy of the Farabi Cinema Foundation
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World Cinema Series

Dariush Mehrjui
Born in Tehran in 1939, Dariush Mehrjui left for California to study 
cinema but graduated with a philosophy degree from UCLA. His 
second feature, The Cow (1969), brought him national and international 
recognition and signalled the emergence of the Iranian New Cinema. 
Banned by the Shah’s censors, the film was smuggled to the 1971 
Venice Film Festival where it received the Critics Award. As an Iranian 
New Wave cinema icon, Mehrjui is regarded to be one of the intellectual 
directors of Iranian cinema. Most of his films are inspired by literature 
and adapted from Iranian and foreign novels and plays. From 1992 
onwards, Mehrjui started a series of female-character oriented films: 
four films made in six years all dealt with the female characters and their 
obsessions in the urban social context. To date, Dariush Mehrjui’s films 
have received 49 national and international awards.
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Writings on Cinema

A decade after Singapore’s ‘Class of 2002’ were 
lauded as filmmakers to watch, the avenues to train 
and support filmmakers and the spaces, both online 
and onscreen, to showcase emerging works has vastly 
expanded. But has that growth been entirely positive? 
Writer Yang Vicki speaks to programmers, filmmakers 
and critics to find out.

Graduation showcases of student short films can be 
delightful affairs. It’s May and the night of the Avant 
Premiere 2012, a LASALLE-organised industry screening 
of thesis films made under the BA (Honours) programme 
at the college’s Puttnam School of Film. In the midst of 
reviewers, filmmakers, lecturers and programmers stuffing 
their faces with Asian noodles at the Cathay Cineplexes’

Ten Years On: 
Changes in the 
Landscape of 

Singapore 
Short Films

Yang Vicky
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Ten Years On

reception, someone is overheard saying, “What to say? 
It’s all like a show reel – really nice, and I can do this and 
I can do that. It’s for the industry.”

Judging from the increased number of film schools 
and courses, amidst other changes in Singapore’s film 
landscape in the past decade, one might have suspected 
a favourable climate for young filmmakers to produce 
varied and interesting work, apart from the maudlin images 
and narratives we’ve seen too many times before of sad 
migrant workers and family estrangement, scenes milked 
for catharsis over nuance.

Six years ago, in a retrospective nod to developments a 
decade ago, film critic Ben Slater enthused about what he 
saw as a generation of filmmakers whose promising works 
were conveniently packaged in the Singapore Shorts Vol. 1 
DVD.1 In Slater’s review, this proclaimed ‘Class of 2002’ 
(represented by their previous presence in the Singapore 
International Film Festival 2002 line-up) and the filmmakers 
that came after, showed promise. They had distinct 
sensibilities and varied ways of exploring their stories. 
Ten years on from 2002’s ‘watershed year’ for short films, 
it seems timely to chart through informal and formal chats 
with filmmakers, curators, and programmers2, to see how 
things have changed.

Were we expecting too much from the LASALLE 
showcase? Today, there are film schools and courses 
beyond those in Ngee Ann Polytechnic and LASALLE. 
For instance, one can pursue filmmaking as a vocation 
at Temasek Polytechnic, Singapore Polytechnic, NTU’s 
School of Art, Design and Media (ADM), Wee Kim Wee 
School of Communications (WKW), and until it closes 
its doors in 2014, New York University’s Tisch Asia. If 
Ngee Ann’s Film, Sound & Video course has focused 
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on teaching students how to produce films following 
a traditional narrative, it is interesting to see what the 
other institutions have developed as their niche in film 
education.

One of Ngee Ann Polytechnic’s star graduates back in 
2004 was Anthony Chen, who went on to study at the 
National Film and Television School in the UK. Calling 
himself ‘old-school’ by virtue of his film school training, 
Chen worries about the loss of discipline in younger 
filmmakers. “I think there are too many film schools. My 
problem is that it’s not just about ‘let’s have hundreds of 
film school students!’ but about finding, grooming and 
nurturing the right ones. And my bigger question is, do we 
need that many film schools? Do we really need to sell this 
fairytale or dream to these kids? I’ve always questioned 
how schools market their programmes, they never tell 
them how difficult it is to be a filmmaker.”3

For filmmaker Loo Zihan, it’s evident that the issue is a 
bugbear. “I think the scene is much more vibrant now, 
you have a critical capacity of people to consult, a variety 
of experiences that are being shared. It is strange that in 
spite of an improved infrastructure, we’re not producing a 
consistent amount of critical films.”4 Loo was in the pioneer 
batch that graduated from NTU’s School of ADM in 
2009. “It’s a chicken-and-egg situation. The institutions 
that offer film production as a programme have yet to find 
their niche, so in a way, they are not attracting the right 
students and faculty. The institutions are not attracting 
the right people, so they are unable to form a distinct 
identity. I noticed during my time at ADM that the school 
was struggling with an identity crisis. The programme was 
marketing itself as a vocational film school, at the same 
time it wanted to be critical and artistic. On top of that, 
it was trying to differentiate itself from the polytechnics. 

Writings on Cinema
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This resulted in the students feeling bewildered and lost. 
The experimental filmmaker attracted to the school is 
disappointed because it turns out to be too vocational; the 
vocational student is not satisfied because the technical 
training is not as rigorous as a polytechnic. Unless 
institutions are able to locate their identity and promote 
their programmes with a dedicated focus, they are not 
going to contribute to the local film scene in an efficient 
way,” Loo explains. “In a way, this rightful distribution of 
students is more ethical because the institutions have a 
responsibility to live up to the promise they made.”

Loo himself also represents a recent development: the 
entrance of visual artists or those trained in visual arts 
into narrative filmmaking as distinct from video art-making 
practices. After ADM, Loo furthered his studies at the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and his short 
films and feature film Solos (2007, co-directed with Kan 
Lume) have played on the international film festival circuit. 
In contrast there are artists who have made films for 
installation and gallery viewing such as UK-based artist-
filmmaker Lynn Loo. Vowels (2005) is an exploration of 
celluloid and expanded cinema – letters are printed onto 
16mm film which, when screened, produces an aural 
rendering of the selective typography.

Not all short films that straddle both visual art sensibilities 
and the conventions of filmic narrative were welcomed 
a decade ago. Zhang Wenjie, the head of the National 
Museum Cinémathèque, was a programmer for the 
Singapore Short Cuts since its inception in 2004, and 
recounts the initial reception to Tan Pin Pin’s 80km/h 
(2003). The film documents Singapore’s topographical 
changes in one continuous take through a drive from the 
west of the country to its eastern tip along the Pan Island 
Expressway at a consistent speed of 80 kilometres per 

Ten Years On
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Writings on Cinema

Vowels (2005) by Lynn Loo 
Image courtesy of Lynn Loo

80km/h (2003) by Tan Pin Pin 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin
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hour. “80km/h was selected as part of the first edition 
of Singapore Short Cuts, but there was some initial 
resistance to having it as part of the programme. I had to 
fight for it be retained in the programme.”5

Today, audiences and institutions seem more open – 
a critical factor for artist-filmmakers like Charles Lim. 
Lim’s observations about art and its reception dominated 
our chat, no doubt informed by the fact that All the Lines 
Flow Out (2011), shown at the Singapore Biennale, 
won a Special Mention at the 68th Venice Film Festival in 
the Orizzonti section. Lim says, “The visual art audience, 
especially those in biennales, tend to have very short 
thresholds for works – the limit is about 15 seconds. 
Cinema audiences are like a trapped audience and the 
thresholds are longer. I reckon that a filmmaker is afforded 
approx-imately 15 minutes of ‘torture’ before a walkout 
begins. I’m still operating in the visual arts sector but 
moving into cinema, it gives me the latitude to play with. The 
other advantage is that films travel a lot faster internationally 
and get more exposure with less resources expanded, 
especially with digital formats now accepted in cinemas.”6

Making a distinction between art videos and short films 
might seem unnecessary from an audience’s vantage 
point. But institutional funding and public programming 
plays a significant role in forcing short films into particular 
categories. “Sometimes it’s not about what you can or 
cannot do, but the origin of the work cannot inhabit the 
place where it was born. Sometimes it’s better when
it’s seen in a different context where people have the 
tools to break it down,” is Lim’s explanation of his 
interstitial position.

This applies equally to Loo Zihan, but in reverse. Loo 
traverses between being an artist and filmmaker for the

Ten Years On
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Writings on Cinema

same reasons as the poster boy of the ‘Class of 2002’, 
Royston Tan (director of the short film 15 [2002]).7 Loo’s 
Threshold (2009), on a closeted gay narcotics officer 
caught in a drug entrapment exercise, was withdrawn from 
the 6th Singapore Short Cuts in 2009 a few days before 
the screening. Loo explains his current position: “The 
reason why experimental filmmakers turn to the National 
Arts Council is because they have a comparatively more 
matured, open and tolerant funding model. It’s really 
frustrating to know that you will be automatically excluded 
from MDA or SFC funding if your film contains content 
that does not agree with the national ideology, for example 
the representation of homosexual content in a positive or 
neutral light. For survival, it was necessary to expand my 
practice towards an interdisciplinary platform that includes 
performance and visual art. I’m still producing essay films 
but they will be displayed in galleries instead of a cinema. 
I’m still working with the moving image but in a different 
context for a different community, perhaps one that is a 
little more tolerant of difference. In order to sustain the 
production of experimental work in Singapore, you have to 
cast your net beyond the film community and industry.”

Almost all the people I spoke to remarked on the gradual 
decline of the Singapore International Film Festival in 
recent years. With its insightful programming, especially 
of Southeast Asian films, the SIFF occupied a key role in 
Asia and according to Zhang, it was once a case study 
for the Pusan International Film Festival, now known as 
the Busan International Film Festival and the dominant 
film festival in Asia. Lim, Loo, and filmmakers like Yeo Siew 
Hua, pointed out that the works of Thailand’s Apichatpong 
Weerasethakul were selected by SIFF when the filmmaker 
began his career, and it greatly influenced the exploration 
of non-conventional storytelling modes.8 While The 
Substation’s Moving Images and the National Museum 
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Cinémathèque continue to have eclectic programming and 
host screenings and awards that provide inroads for short 
filmmakers, the loss of a national screening platform with 
a near-25 year legacy is a palpable blow to the community 
and the region.

Many additions to the film landscape have emerged in 
recent years. There is the five-year old Singapore Indie 
Doc Festival, the three-year old Very Short International 
Film Festival Singapore, the New Paper’s FiRst Film Fest, 
and the two-year old ciNE65 competition. The newer 
competitive and local festival routes have changed the 
landscape, for better or for worse. “The purpose of short 
film competitions have changed from the nineties when the 
film festivals celebrated authorship and the best of cinema 
in contemporary times and in history. The three-minute 
video competitions of today are aligned with government 
agencies to send politically correct messages to as wide 

Ten Years On

Threshold (2009) by Loo Zihan 
Image courtesy of Loo Zihan



30

an audience as possible,”9 says Tan Bee Thiam, editor 
of the NETPAC journal Cinemas of Asia and founding 
member of the 13 Little Pictures collective.

ciNE65 is a case in point. Put together by Nexus, an 
organisation within the Ministry of Defence which is 
tasked with promoting nationhood, the event clearly has 
a specific, educational agenda. ciNE65 purports to allow 
filmmakers to “tell the Singapore story” and declares its 
fundamental aspiration in the following manner: “through 
producing and viewing the films in this competition, 
Singaporeans will embrace the Singapore identity with 
passion and be spurred to action for themselves, for 
others, for the nation.”10

Nonetheless, the propagandistic tone aside, one 
can argue that a format like this allows viewers and 
participants to explore the short film form further by 
exposing wider audiences to the form. “There’s a new 
group of very short films which have been made, that 
are gaining mainstream acceptance. Secondary school 
students join these competitions and they look to past 
winners to emulate or filmmakers whose works are readily 
online. The works of Jacen Tan and Tan Siang Yu, for 
example, have been seen by more people than those who 
go for Short Cuts screenings. They don’t know filmmakers 
like Ho Tzu Nyen or Charles Lim. They see these other 
works that are online, which are also probably being used 
as examples by their teachers,” says Tan.

While commissioned works have always existed, the short 
film form has gained favour with increasing momentum. 
Cue the slew of government-oriented or funded online 
commercials: the late Yasmin Ahmad’s family-themed 
series of advertisements commissioned by the Ministry
of Community, Development, Youth and Sports in 2008; 
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Royston Tan’s Health Promotion Board videos on
dementia in 2010 (Ah Kong) and colorectal cancer in 
2011 (Kaki), Anthony Chen’s Building Dreams (2011) 
and Boo Junfeng’s Flight (2011) for the Economic 
Development Board to promote engineering as a course 
of study. These short promotional videos may be shown 
on television, but really it’s about YouTube, where if they 
become popular, are watched by much larger numbers 
than film screenings, thus exposing more people to the 
form and its potential power.

At the opposite end of the same spectrum, a short film that 
addresses politics like Martyn See’s 26-minute Singapore 
Rebel (2004) continues to be important because of its 
online presence, despite the filmmaker’s brushes with the 
censors. Assessed as a documentary film by the Political 
Films Consultative Committee, Singapore Rebel is largely 
a portrait of Singapore Democratic Party’s Dr. Chee Soon 

Kaki (2011) by Royston Tan 
Image courtesy of Health Promotion Board
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Juan. Its value lies in the fact that it opens up yet 
another avenue for debate that is undeterred by 
funding issues.

The dance film genre is also growing, particularly under 
the auspices of the Singapore Arts Festival’s last three 
editions. Curator and organisor Wahyuni Hadi shared 
her thoughts on the dance/film series. The showcase, 
she said, was first initiated by the British Council’s 
former Director of Programmes Dan Prichard, dancer- 
choreographer Daniel Kok, and dramaturg Tang Fu Kuen.11 
Consisting of a selection of feature-length documentaries, 
films, and commissioned short dance films, the 
programme is underlined by a “shared vision with the 
Singapore Arts Festival to cultivate the audience for this 
new genre in Singapore.” This promises to be an exciting 
addition to the short film landscape, given how dance and 
film can explore both body and movement. Though the 
Singapore Arts Festival is currently on a hiatus, it will 
be interesting to track the development of dance films 
outside of this context.

Overall, it might be restrictive to assess how the short 
film landscape has developed by looking at how many 
‘good’ filmmakers or films have been turned out over the 
years. Instead, what is significant is how the sensibilities 
and language of this medium have changed and how the 
expansion of the short film medium as we know it does 
and can reflect, contribute to and reshape the existing 
discourse about the landscape we inhabit.
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 1  Slater, Ben. “Singapore Shorts DVD,” Criticine, January 30, 2006.  
  http://www.criticine.com/review_article.php?id=11 (accessed 
  May 7, 2012) 
 2 While not all are cited and representative of sentiments within
  the scene as a whole, the views of Aishah Abu Bakar, Anthony
  Chen, Charles Lim, Daniel Hui, Jasmine Ng, Loo Zihan, Nelson Yeo,
  Tan Bee Thiam, Warren Sin, Wesley Leon Aroozoo, Yeo Siew Hua,
  Wahyuni Hadi, and Zhang Wenjie, have been considered. 
 3 Interview with Anthony Chen, October 3, 2012 
 4 Interview with Loo Zihan, November 8, 2012 
 5 Interview with Zhang Wenjie, May 23, 2012
 6 Interview with Charles Lim, November 9, 2012
 7 See, Martyn. “Censors Block Royston Tan’s Short Film, 15”,
  Singapore Rebel: speak truth unto power (weblog), March 24,
  2005. http://singaporerebel.blogspot.sg/2005/03/censors-block-
  royston-tans-short-film.html (accessed November 9, 2012) 
 8 Interview with Yeo Siew Hua, October 23, 2012
 9 Interview with Tan Bee Thiam, September 8, 2012 
 10 “About ciNE65”, ciNE65. http://cine65.sg/about.php 
  (accessed June 4, 2012) 
 11 Email Interview with Wahyuni Hadi, May 29, 2012

Yang Vicki is a writer. For her day job, she covers everything from 
medical science to short biographies and otherwise enjoys writing 
about film and theatre. She also works on scripts, screenplays and 
audio tours in her spare time. Previously an editor of local online 
magazine POSKOD.SG, she has written for NYLON Singapore
and contributes regularly to local film blog SINdie. Whenever she 
auditions successfully, she is a bit actor.
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From images of marked male bodies to an imaginatively 
reassembled series of shots from old Thai films, 
writer and film academic/critic May Adadol Ingawanij 
proposes that Taiki Sakpisit’s experimental films are as 
much a paean to the possibilities of montage, as they 
are fragmented love notes to the country he lives in.

Again, and 
this Time
May Adadol Ingawanij

Whispering Ghosts (2008) 
All images in this essay courtesy of Taiki Sakpisit
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In idle moments, I play a game of classifying filmmakers 
into three groups according to whether it’s their drinks 
cupboard, bookshelf, or music collection that I’d 
like to snoop on. The first time I watched a video by the 
Bangkok-based experimental filmmaker Taiki Sakpisit
I wondered about his music collection. That particular 
video, Whispering Ghosts (2008), doesn’t feature any 
musical soundtrack as such. At one point, a shock of 
black lace slides slowly over a head whose face the shawl 
is concealing, and a feral, high-pitched voice mumbles 
lines of poetry accompanied by a sound wave of animal 
howls and strange creaks. The whole arrangement is 
eerie, deliberately excessive, that much is obvious. But 
what struck me wasn’t the video’s rather baroque appetite 
for exhausting the possibility of its own sound-image 
arrangement as much as its great sense of rhythm. “How 
unseasonable,” I remember thinking. In an era of montage 
as mash up and as tone deaf music video – the pulse of 
algorithmic modulation – how gratifying to come across 
an artist who isn’t yet done with Eisenstein’s lesson in 
montage as musicality.

Again, and this Time

Whispering Ghosts (2008)



38

Writings on Cinema

Taiki’s been making experimental shorts and multi- 
channel installations for the past five years or so, mostly 
collaborating with a small team of sound and performance 
artists. He’s the one who conceives the work and shoots 
the footage, and most importantly he does the editing. 
His videos are assemblages of voice and a mix of ambient 
and electronic sounds dynamically juxtaposed to elegantly 
framed images drawn from his own archive. Like the 
beautiful photographs that he takes, Taiki’s footage 
captures otherwise imperceptible things in the physical 
world. Sometimes, it’s possible to tell that they’re images 
taken in Bangkok. They catch a detail of an unfinished 
building, or an exterior dead space. In that way, they 
respond to the city’s ruinous state, and to the harsh beauty 
of its jaundiced streetlights. A striking motif in his videos 
is the images of marked male bodies. They’re bodies 
of boxers, gamblers and construction workers, bodies 
that trade and deal in blows. Taiki sometimes juxtaposes 
these male bodies with images of animals whose aimless 
movements he transforms into absurdly majestic gestures.

Whispering Ghosts (2008)
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In Deathless Distance (2010) a dog that’s lying and facing 
the camera suddenly rises to do a smooth 360-degree 
turn, the gracefulness of it’s gesture the artist honours by 
slowing down the sequence just a fraction. In the three- 
minute short Three Kings (2011), he audaciously turns
a scrawny, watchful squirrel into an uncanny presence. 
The repeated synching of the rumbling sound and the 
twitching of the creature’s nose – a barely perceptible 
movement in an image of an otherwise immobile live body 
– does just enough to further blur the line between the 
animal and the... I’m tempted to say sovereign. But I’m 
already rushing ahead of myself.

Structured through the juxtaposition of otherwise 
disparate aural and visual elements, Taiki’s shorts and 
installations claim no representational transparency. 
Sequences of image and sound fragments aren’t sutured 
into a coherent fictional world. As assemblages, they 
make the skin prickle, and in them time slows to the pace 
of thick, murky liquid. They feel potent. For the spectator, 
interpreting that thing that happens between the screen(s) 

Deathless Distance (2010)

Again, and this Time
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and the body means trying to think as a consequence of 
montage, mentally responding to the dynamism of the 
sound-image tension and to the interval between the cuts. 
It’s not surprising that cinephile critics in Thailand have 
embraced Taiki’s works on the basis that they encourage 
the spectator’s interpretative freedom. Echoing a 
popular democratic aspiration that’s forcefully struggling 
to claim national sovereignty at this present moment, 
this critical position implies a target of demolition: the 
institutionalisation of the Buddhist-influenced conception 
of the didactic artist. That’s one way to contextualise 
the value of ‘elliptical’ modes of artistic practice at this 
moment of impending change. But I’d like to take this 
critical position in a slightly different direction, one that’s 
less about asserting the spectator as the agent of meaning 
than the exigency of connecting cinema to history. The 
reason for writing about Taiki’s montage practice, for me 
at least, is because it’s a practice that invites us to think 
about this connection. It’s a difficult connection to try to 
make, yet one that’s especially necessary to think about 
at this particular moment that characterises Thailand’s 

A Ripe Volcano (2011)
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political present. I’m thinking especially of the use of 
repetition in two outstanding recent works, Time of the 
Last Persecution (2012) and A Ripe Volcano (2011), 
the latter of which was recently shown in Singapore in a 
single-channel version.

The mythological was a crazily imaginative genre of Thai 
B-movies, a quintessential example of a ‘low’ genre that 
circulated to great popularity in the circuits of plebeian 
cinema during the Cold War era. It was never quite 
legitimised by the bureaucratic polity of bourgeois 
tastemakers. The polity was, instead, invested in the notion 
of national cinema as a modern industry displaying an 
economy of scale of a kind comparable with film industries 
in the first world.

Makers of the mythological genre worked on an artisanal 
scale, and they made delightful uses of rudimentary 
special effects. The genre’s flaming creatures were 
constantly changing outward appearance and shifting 
figural form in epic tales of thwarted love and immutable 
destiny. Assembling moments of eruptive beauty from five 
of these films, all of which were made in the early 1980s, 
Time of the Last Persecution reanimates the force of 
metamorphosis in the rhythm of a soaring cadenza. The 
video is structured through the rapid montage and the 
close-up, yet it observes the gliding pace of the circular 
slow motion. In an inspired act of reassembling, Taiki 
strips away the theatricality of the dubbed dialogues and 
returns instead to the enigma of the silent film. Images of 
silently screaming faces, and of bodies and strange things 
crumbling spectacularly off the frame, are charged with a 
renewed intensity. At the heart of it all is an indeterminate 
gesture: the look offscreen of an old man who may be 
dying, the magnificently unreadable face of the long 
departed director and actor Sor Atsanachinda. The overall 

Again, and this Time
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effect is less an homage to a low genre than a study in 
repetition, one which brings to life the anarchic energy and 
the intensity of yearning latent in that which has become 
obsolete.

“The force and the grace of repetition, the novelty it brings 
us, is the return as the possibility of what was,” Giorgio 
Agamben once wrote.1 Like memory, which can’t bring 
back the past yet can restore its sense of possibility, 
cinema as the anarchic art of montage implies the capacity 
to show the possibility of that which has been. Taiki’s 
montage of ecstatic intensity, his reassembling
of wild images from a genre otherwise consigned to the 
harmless place of obsolescence, is an act of repetition 
in this sense. Unlike campy pastiche, or those current 
efforts to assert the value of popular genres of old Thai 
films by describing them as Thai cultural heritage, the 
strategy of repetition at work in this almost entirely silent 
video brings back the possibility of danger. While pastiche 
and the rhetoric of Thai heritage trap old Thai films in the 
prison-house of conservative nostalgia, Time of the Last 
Persecution reminds us what that yearning was all about. 
It shows, as a still present possibility, that the desire to 
change everything in the world so as to change one’s 
destiny was the source of emotional intensity of these 
obsolete films. The acknowledgement of the full magnitude 
and implication of this intensity was the unspoken bond 
between the films and the audiences of their time, and it is 
precisely this intensity that Taiki’s montage remembers.

A Ripe Volcano was first shown in Bangkok in mid- 
2011, roughly a year after the brutal suppression of 
the Red Shirts’ demonstrations against an unelected 
government that was the handmaiden of the anti- 
democratic establishment forces. The tone of the video 
makes it immediately obvious that it’s responding to the
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Time of the Last Persecution (2012)

Time of the Last Persecution (2012)
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sense of emergency and the atmosphere of tension in a 
country at a time of crisis. We hear fragments of sirens 
and the faint sound of heavy booted feet crunching gravel 
with each step. The sound of a breath being drawn and 
held is dramatically magnified. The sense of force held 
in suspension, force on the verge of breaking loose, 
is visually echoed in a series of angular, highly defined 
images. Young male bodies in uniform orange shirts sit 
in rows, with their eyes shut, in a narrow corridor whose 
neon lights unnervingly flicker. A still shot taken in a boxing 
stadium is held long enough to turn uncanny. The bodies 
in the boxing ring and those of the spectators all around it 
are standing still, uniformly immobile. The shot is still but 
not static. The flickering light and synthetic sound sustain 
the menacing rhythm. There is another shot that cuts off 
the upper half of male bodies dressed in military fatigue, 
and shows only the uniformed legs that are standing, 
waiting to do something, flattening the grass with those 
black boots. An extreme close-up of a young boxer’s 
sweat-sodden face is held long enough for us to feel 
force rising up his taut body. A frontal shot of spectators 

A Ripe Volcano (2011)
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cheering in unison during a football game shows force 
sweeping through the rows of bodies dressed in the 
same blue t-shirt. The slow motion, the harsh light and the 
synching of the sound of waves crushing ashore with the 
swaying of this mass ornament intensifies the sense of 
uncertainty as to the nature of a force whose majesty we’re 
witnessing. And there are ghosts. In the interior space of 
a faded hotel there are silhouettes, and a door that seems 
to open by itself, and a strange sign woven into the pattern 
on the bedcover.

A faded hotel is recognisable as the Royal Hotel, the one 
that demonstrators and bystanders took refuge in as the 
shots rang out the time before the last. The indexing of 
the presence of this particular hotel, one of the sites of 
persecution in 1992, invites an interpretation that goes 
beyond describing A Ripe Volcano as a presentation of 
the atmosphere of political tension in Thailand around the 
moment of the 2010 massacres. The montage connects 
the two events as a repetition. The question is how this 
cinematic strategy affects our thinking about what it is 
that returns.

The rhythmic intensity of the work, its method of conveying 
the sense that there’s everything to play for this time, 
must be placed in opposition to the inertia of artefacts 
and artistic personas that have been incorporated under 
the slogan of ‘imagine peace.’ This is an artwork to blast 
away the enunciating stance of the institutionalised Thai 
artist that politics is just more of the same. Yet neither 
does A Ripe Volcano show any appetite for reproducing 
the triumphalism of progress, that aesthetics of political 
ecstasy that often marred the performance of the 
contending leaders of street politics. The spectacle of 
force that the video itself aestheticises is too ambiguous to 
serve this agenda. One of the effects of its montage is to 

Again, and this Time
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refuse the separation of force and change. In the interval 
between the cut is the recognition that sovereignty 
is founded on violence, yet violence mustn’t be 
instrumentalised. To ask an artwork to say which way force 
is going to erupt would be to ask too much.

The other, more significant effect of A Ripe Volcano’s 
montage strategy is to lever a gap between the mythic 
meaning of 1992 and the return that the event itself 
promised. Its static, congealed image came to be one of 
divine intervention, the magic of the monarchical touch 
in securing and stabilising democratisation. This is the 
precondition of reproducing the spectacle of 1992 
without the possibility of change, the making visible of a 
barrage of images of the divine. This was why, in 2010, 
the invocation of the time before the last could function 
as an instrument of force. As a static image showing 
protestors holding up the photograph of the monarch, 
its reproduction served as an instrument legitimising the 
suppression of the crowds whose representational 
force was precisely one that would deny this image of 
national sovereignty. It’s this same static image that 
A Ripe Volcano leaves silently offscreen, even as it indexes 
the event of 1992. This is the astuteness of its strategy 
of ‘de-creation’: a repetition that refuses to reproduce, as 
an accomplished fact, the monarchical image of national 
sovereignty. And in this sense, the video claims a space of 
hesitation, an interval of suspension, the better to pose the 
question of the connection between historically charged 
images of force and their possibility of meaning. This is 
one way that cinema offers itself as a necessity for figuring 
popular sovereignty. By assembling a majestic hymn to 
force, and by simultaneously disrupting the spectacle of 
national sovereignty, A Ripe Volcano asks what it is that 
must now return as the horizon of possibility. What it is 
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that the image must now remember as the promise of the 
future made by the crowds of the past who still wait for the 
moment to return one last time.

May Adadol Ingawanij is a senior research fellow at the Centre 
for Research and Education in Arts and Media, University of 
Westminster. She is writing a book on the experience of cinema 
as a type of oral live performance in Thailand during the Cold 
War era. May recently directed the 6th Bangkok Experimental 
Film Festival: Raiding the Archives, and in 2009, organised a Lav 
Diaz retrospective in Bangkok. Her co-edited book, Glimpses of 
Freedom: Independent Cinema in Southeast Asia, is published by 
Cornell University’s Southeast Asia Program Publications.

 1 Giorgio Agamben, “Difference and Repetition: On Guy Debord’s  
  Films,” in Art and the Moving Image, ed. Tanya Leighton (London:  
  Tate Publishing, 2008), 330.
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When his first ‘feature’ The Art of Flirting premiered at the Singapore 
International Film Festival in 2006, its director made as much of an 
impact as the film. Calling himself Kan Lume (pronounced khan lu 
may) and sporting a bold tattoo of the words ‘FILMMAKER’ along his 
hand, he styled himself as the leader of a new movement of low-to- 
no budget digital films in Singapore. This confidence belied the fact 
that he was (in his words) “shaking on the inside.” ‘Kan Lume’ was in 
fact a persona created to enable the “average Singaporean” Melvin 
Kuan to follow a seemingly impossible dream: to become an auteur 
against an indifferent environment. To some extent, he’s succeeded. 
His films have travelled to festivals around the world, garnered 
significant awards, and he’s quietly gained a reputation in Southeast 
Asia for making probing, divisive and somewhat difficult films on 
meagre resources. Whether you adore or loathe his work, Kan Lume 
is undoubtedly an idiosyncratic voice in Singaporean film. He is also 
a refreshingly fearless one, both in his ‘just do it’ approach to film 
production and the often controversial subject matter of films such as 
Solos (2007, co-directed with Loo Zihan) and Female Games (2009). 
There’s also a clear line between the compelling mixture of voyeurism 
and sympathy that marked The Art of Flirting and his latest film Liberta 
(2012, which recently received a Special Mention at the Cinema Digital 
Seoul Film Festival), another film forged out of improvisation and an 
actress willing to take a harrowing trip with her director.

How did you get started?
Well I think mine is a very average Singaporean story. I couldn’t make it 
to a Junior College because I failed my mother tongue. It was the first 
time in my life I had to actually confront what I was going to study next. I 
looked at the Polytechnics, because that was the next best choice, and 
I found a brochure which really excited me, ‘Mass Communications at 

Interview 
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Ngee Ann’, and I was really keen. My dad said, “No. There’s no future in 
it.” and I was still at the age where my dad’s approval was very important. 
So when he told me to do accounting, I did. I spent three and a half years 
doing that and it was torturous. Up to that stage, I felt it was the norm to 
struggle, to not understand what was being taught. But I came to a point 
where I made the decision not to ever listen to my dad again. That was 
when I decided to do film, and I didn’t turn back.

I really attacked it with a vengeance. I went to a private university called 
Bond in Australia to study Film and I was like a racehorse let out of the 

Kan Lume 
All images in this interview courtesy of Kan Lume
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gate. My mind was blown, having the experience of actually studying 
something you are obsessed with and being surrounded by people who 
are of the same ilk.

I came back to get married and I got a job at MediaCorp, editing on-air 
promotions. After a short while, I switched to a production house and 
lasted for a year doing corporate videos and television. But I burnt out 
and thought to myself, “Maybe my dad’s right, maybe I should follow 
the average Singaporean story.” A friend of mine started this company 
doing motivational speaking and he gave me a job. I used to go and talk 
in schools, and over time I found ways to hold the attention of even the 
naughtiest kids for three hours. And it was through stories. Talking about 
myself, my struggles, and that interest in story-telling was unlocked 
for me.

I realised I needed to get back to filmmaking, and I gave myself three 
years to make a feature. I handed in my resignation letter and borrowed 
my brother’s Sony digital camera. I used to work on short films with my 
wife as the sole actor and edit at night. When she woke up in the morning 
I’d show her what I’d done. I didn’t have the courage to use professional 
actors, or even my friends! But I was delusional enough to send them for 
some short film festivals and of course there was no reply!

But with every short film, I focused on learning one aspect of the craft. So 
I’d try to learn about dialogue, composition and so forth. And later I joined 
Fly By Night (the 48 hour film-making competition) and said, “I’m going to 
win.” I thought this was going to be easy, seven prizes some more!

I lost.

I was so devastated I didn’t know what to say to my wife, it was just so 
shameful.

Anyway, the second year I tried again. By now I knew what they wanted. 
Something impactful. They wanted rhythm, violence and tenderness. The 
juxtaposition of those, and it was so effective. I made a ludicrous story 

Interview
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about an assassin straight out of a Hong Kong movie of the 80s, not 
even a good one. And it won a prize.

Were you looking at other local or Malaysian filmmakers at the time?
I love James Lee (Malaysian film director). We started at the same time. 
We were at S-Express (the now defunct series of short film programmes 
from Asia that was held annually at The Substation) when he showed one 
of his shorts. James, John Torres and Alexis Tioseco were there as well.
We all went to Juan Foo’s office in Holland Village, and we really spurred 
each other on. We were all starting out (in the film industry), and all of us 
were also Southeast Asians. There was a feeling of camaraderie, so we 
felt we should do this together. I was inspired by James; I still am.

What led to The Art of Flirting? 
Well, this is the period every film lover wishes for, where you start 
discovering great filmmakers, Louis Malle and Eric Rohmer, François 
Truffaut. The film that really blew my mind was Rohmer’s Boyfriends and 
Girlfriends (1987). It made me realise you can have an entire film made 
up of dialogue. And at that time of course I was also excited by Lars Von 
Trier’s camerawork in Breaking the Waves (1996) and Dancer in the 
Dark (2000). So I combined his lack of continuity as well as the handheld 

Kan Lume

The Art of Flirting (2006)
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nature of the camera with the dialogue-driven plots of Rohmer and that 
was how The Art of Flirting was made.

It was supposed to be three short films, but two of them just weren’t 
interesting enough and I happened to shoot (actress) Marilyn Lee’s 
section first, which expanded and expanded. I cut it into a short called 
I Promise and that was selected for S-Express. There was a violent 
reaction from the audience. The women were angry that (in the film) there 
was no explanation why the guy leaves Marilyn’s character. And the guys 
were upset that I’d portrayed men in such a bad light. However, Zhang 
Wenjie (then Substation film manager), Toh Hai Leong (an avid local film 
supporter) and a few others were champions of the film, and that’s when 
I went back and my wife re-edited it and it became the feature.

When did you get your tattoo?
Sometime in my second year as a budding filmmaker, I tattooed 
‘FILMMAKER’ on my hand so that I couldn’t back out. I was setting 
targets for myself and I wanted to grow into this particular persona. So 
for the longest time I wasn’t comfortable with ‘Kan Lume’. In fact, I didn’t 
even know how to pronounce it. I got the inspiration for the name change 
from (French film director, critic, and writer) Alex Oscar Dupont who 
changed his name to Leos Carax.

Interview

The Art of Flirting (2006)
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At the time of The Art of Flirting, I wanted to prove to my fellow 
filmmakers that you don’t need to make feature films on a big budget. 
During those three years, I struggled to get funding from MDA. I 
remember reporters from The New Paper, and a few other newspapers 
which were going to publicise the fact that the budget was three 
hundred dollars saying, “You sure you want to write this down?” and I 
really didn’t see what the issue was and they said “People will say you’re 
spoiling the market.” But that was my whole point! Just go out and make 
films! Stop sitting on your arse, stop saying you can’t get funding. The 
Hong Kong New Wave had a period of lots of crap films. For every ninety-
five crap films you get five masterpieces. So we need that critical mass.

How did you find Marilyn?
Marilyn was auditioning for a friend’s short film and then she realised that 
my friend didn’t know what he was doing, and we got talking and she 
jumped ship. For a long time I said, “I’m still working on the script.” And 
she said, “Are you for real or not?” So just to prove myself to her I said, 
“OK, let’s sit down and talk.” And the thing that kept coming back in the 
conversation was this break-up that she just suffered from, and I said, 
“Let’s re-enact that.”

So the film was shaped around her.
It was written as we went along. And that process has carried on to my 
latest film. I’ve always wanted to do a highly constructed film, everything 
from script to shots to blocking and movement within the frame. Even 
though I get more responses for Liberta and The Art of Flirting, I’m not 
satisfied because those films had a really strong element of chance.

Dreams from the Third World (2008) and Female Games combine 
improvisation with more constructed narratives. They also feature 
characters leaving the country, which is something you’ve done 
yourself (Kan currently lives in Johor). 
Yes, my characters start trying to get out of Singapore. I only realise this 
in retrospect. In Dreams from the Third World, the guy tries to escape at 
the end. With Female Games, the characters leave town from the very 
beginning, and from then on (they leave) in all my films.

Kan Lume
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Female Games was about composition. I wanted to do a film where I 
could just compose a beautiful frame, plonk it down and let the action 
take place. And I just wanted to destroy my characters on the screen.

The thing about Female Games and all the rest of my films, is that 
there are always people who hate the film and at the same time those 
who love it. The first people I showed Female Games to were two 
students from Monash University (Melbourne) who came to Singapore 
for the film festival. They really loved it and that was my first feedback 
from outside of my family. They wrote an amazing review, and I proudly 
showed it to my actors and said to myself, “Wow, this is my best film.” 

Interview

Female Games (2009)

Dreams from the Third World (2008)
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From that point on everyone else hated it. But I’d rather be that type of
polarising filmmaker.

One reason your films get such a strong reaction is that they present 
quite a dark or cynical view of gender relationships. Weak, venal men 
and often rather abused, victimised women. 
I don’t know if my childhood has anything to do with it. I grew up
being afraid of my dad. I have more close female friends than male 
friends. I sympathise with the female psyche more than the male. The 
recurring male personas in my films tend either to be the guy with the 
selfish motive of using a girl, or the loser who cannot get laid. I find such 
caricatures of males funny and interesting. A straight-laced guy who 
wants to succeed in life seems too boring and unbelievable to me.

Kan Lume

5 Steps to Becoming an Actor (2006)
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Liberta is a return to the approach of The Art Of Flirting in that it’s built 
around one actress, but even more so. 
The genesis of it goes way back to 2008. One afternoon, I was lying in 
bed in my Punggol apartment, and I had a vivid dream. I saw a vision of 
a girl, alone in the desert, looking for something. Her car had run out of 
petrol and she was stranded. I wondered what she was looking for, why 
she was there and where she was headed. I forgot all about the dream.

(Actress) Faye Kingslee first wrote to me out of the blue in 2009 and 
wanted to work with me. Apparently, she had seen my films whilst 
spending some time in Singapore. I resisted at first, because I had no 
script and she was in Los Angeles.

She emailed me over a period of six months and sent me her headshots, 
her showreel and later a tape of her auditioning in L.A. I became 
intrigued, so I finally agreed to make a film with her, but I set a few rules.

Interview

Faye Kingslee, actress in Liberta (2012)
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She had to do whatever I said, no questions asked. There was to be no 
script. She had to be available for three weeks. She said yes. So we met 
for the first time in person at the Sydney International Airport arrivals gate. 
We sat down for coffee and began getting to know one another. The talk 
lasted for a couple of days, in which time I figured out what to do. We 
were going to travel to the Australian Outback, and arrive at Ayers Rock. 
Her character was to have suffered a major crisis and had tried to escape 
Australia in order to forget. During the time I spent with Faye, I realised 
she belonged to the Twitter and YouTube generation. In other words, she 
loved to talk about herself. I knew that this would irritate some audiences, 
having one character in the film, delivering a monologue from start to 
end, but I loved the idea. I enjoyed listening to her and I knew some 
would appreciate time spent listening to an interesting character. 
I guided her to talk about children, broken relationships, life philosophies, 
I questioned her and prodded her off-camera and we created a character 
that had shades of her personality.

Kan Lume

Liberta (2012)
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Half-way through our journey to Ayers Rock, the car ran out of petrol, 
and we almost got stuck in the Outback. The sun was setting and Faye 
was genuinely panicking. She turned to me and asked, “Aren’t you 
afraid?” I remembered the dream I had about a year before. It wasn’t 
a coincidence. I had the confidence that we were going to be OK. 
Somehow, this journey had been planned and was supposed to happen. 
True enough with Faye as my witness, the car drove on, with the needle 
pointing at empty, for four hours till the next patrol station. In that moment 
of panic, she revealed to me that she had tried to commit suicide. I was 
shocked to hear this because I realised how much we had in common. I 
had lost my brother to suicide about the same time as her attempt. We 
then realised that the film was a kind of therapy for both of us.

We both believed something amazing was going to happen at Ayers 
Rock. When we arrived, it was close to sunset, the most beautiful time 
to view the Rock. She proceeded to climb it and had a real physical and 
emotional transformation. Tourists aren’t actually allowed to interact with 
the Aboriginals living at the Rock. However the next day, as we were 
sitting there, a bunch of Aboriginal boys showed up and greeted us. Faye 
asked them if they could show us their “sacred place”. They brought us to 
a watering hole within the crevices. Faye grew up in East Malaysia and is 
comfortable with nature. So she swam with the boys. When she finished 
that day, she had been completely healed of all her past pain. The film 
really is a mixture of fact and fiction, reality and dream. It was all planned, 
yet it was serendipitous. It was told to me before in a dream, yet it only 
became clear when I met Faye.

You’ve been shooting footage for a documentary about Chris Ho a.k.a. 
X’Ho. Like you, he’s created a persona for himself, and even has two 
names. 
I like the dichotomy of Chris Ho. On one hand, he is fierce, a fighter, 
brave, original, a force to be reckoned with. When I got to know him 
better, I realised he’s a sensitive soul, a tender person. I love how he 
created a persona for himself with the tattoos. He’s almost like a walking 
art piece that pierces into the soul of the repressed Singaporean. I’ve 
walked with him in a crowded food court and seen the looks he gets 

Interview
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Kan Lume

from the average passers-by. The best art forces us to react, and in so 
doing we realise our biases. There are many layers to him, and he’d 
probably disagree with my assessment. But say what you will of Chris, 
he is a pioneer. What he has done with his writing and music will live on. 
I wanted to make a film centred around Chris and explore my thoughts 
about freedom of expression in Singapore. However, since starting work 
at Singapore Polytechnic, I’ve hardly had any time.

One of the most prolific filmmakers of Singapore’s new generation, Kan Lume’s debut 
feature The Art of Flirting was made for US$150, used two non-actors, shot in 2 days and 
won Best ASEAN Feature at the 2005 Malaysian Video Awards. His second feature, Solos, 
was the first Singaporean film to compete in AFI Los Angeles and picked up the “Premio 
Nuovi Sguardi” Award at Torino GLBT Film Festival. His third feature, Dreams from the Third 
World, won the MovieMax Award at the Cinema Digital Seoul Film Festival in 2008.
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Clockwise from top: 
Fable of the Fish  / Isda (2011) by Adolfo Alix Jr. 
Image courtesy of Visit Films

Butchered  / Kinatay (2009) by Brillante Mendoza 
Image courtesy of Center Stage Production (CSP) co.

Cuchera (2011) by Joseph Israel Laban
 Image courtesy of One Big Fight Productions

Century of Birthing / Siglo ng pagluluwal (2011) by Lav Diaz 
Image courtesy of Sine Olivia Pilipinas
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Word on the Ground 

Weighed and Found Wanting: 
Pinoy Pathology in Pictures

Brandon Wee

Filipino filmmakers have a long legacy of decrying the rampant 
corruption and poverty in their country with legendary auteurs like 
Lino Brocka paving the way. But writer Brandon Wee asks whether the 
genre has devolved into a form of ‘poverty porn’ and whether Brocka’s 
progenitors have given up political honesty in the name of gaining 
cachet at international film festivals.

The Filipino filmmaker Lav Diaz once revealed his disdain for an 
unnamed group of Pinoy filmmakers when I interviewed him at the 
Toronto premiere of his longest film, Evolution of a Filipino Family / 
Ebolusyon ng Isang Pamilyang Pilipino in 2004. Given Diaz’s outlier 
status in independent filmmaking, his assessment was blunt: “Given 
the condition of the Philippines now, we should be very responsible. 
How can people sleep? How can people do commercial and inane 
works in a country where the majority is in poverty and who have a very 
low appreciation of the arts? How can we sleep in an atmosphere of 
ignorance? Exploiting ignorance is a mortal sin. In my country, a lot of 
people make millions out of the masses’ ignorance: producers, actors, 
directors and businessmen. We need to help our people culturally.
We need to free them from the bondage of ignorance. And cinema has 
great potential to help them.”

At the time, it seemed to me Diaz was referring to the brand of 
mainstream filmmaking that all film industries depend on for survival. 
In pursuit of mass appeal, they produce films that often gloss over 



66

the complexities in humans. But parsing Diaz’s words years later, I’ve 
realised he could have easily been pointing to filmmakers behind a 
different genre — the kind visible at major western film festivals over the 
last several years and responsible for crafting a certain image of the 
Philippines. Unlike popular studio pictures or obscure amateur works, 
these are ‘independent’ films that desire to capture the social reality of 
the Philippines. But as they are targeted chiefly at foreign consumer 
markets, critics have accused these filmmakers of exploiting the miseries 
of a nation down on its luck. In the same crucial breath, they also recall 
how a previous generation of Pinoy filmmakers was better skilled at 
presenting the same concerns on screen.

Anyone following the programming intrigues of key Euro-American 
film festivals is obliged to notice their interest in a trend critics call 
‘poverty porn’ where Filipino cinema is concerned. In these films, 
poverty is the formula that influences plots and motivates characters. 
Expositions are sliced from life. Stories are set in shantytowns where 
society’s underclasses call home. Characters are cut from tattered 
and vulnerable cloths. Yet these attributes are overwhelmed by a lewd 
obsession with the pits of deprivation. Little is spared to show the 
most abject instances of filth and misery to dramatise the harshness of 
Filipino life as it is. While foreign consumers have praised these films 
as raw and uncompromising, few have pointed out how their images 
conjure a myopic vista of the Philippines. Notwithstanding the region’s 
geopolitical realities, no other national cinema from Southeast Asia 
pursues this editorial line in a manner so redolent of colonial rape.

As the most prolific Filipino filmmaker – thanks to his nurturing as 
a Cannes protégé – it’s no coincidence Brillante Mendoza’s films are 
the trend’s most renowned examples. In setting many of them 
in impoverished communities, Mendoza’s approach has been to 
thrust a mirror against his subjects and invite audiences to leer at 
their reflections. Like a fly not content to stay on the wall, his camera 
buzzes around squalor in morbid detail. You’ll see this treatment readily 
in Service / Serbis  (2008), about a family-run grindhouse and the 
quotidian rituals of its denizens. Even when he attempts to show how 
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poverty entraps individuals to act unethically — seen in Slingshot / 
Tirador (2007) and Butchered / Kinatay (2009) — the sensations of 
horrors tend to upstage the intricacies of their narratives. Moreover, his 
choice of furtive handheld camerawork to convey realism does little to 
assuage suspicions of voyeuristic intent.

This odour can also be detected in other Filipino titles which the Toronto 
International Film Festival has been selecting for their annual line- ups. 
Many of them feature slums as star attractions: Jeffrey Jeturian’s The 
Bet Collector / Kubrador (2006), Adolfo Alix Jr.’s Adela (2008) and  
Fable of the Fish / Isda (2011), and Lav Diaz’s Century of Birthing / 
Siglo ng pagluluwal (2011). Curiously, not even Diaz’s films — with their 
barangay heroes and stories layered with intellectual abstractions — 
have been able to escape charges of complicity. But for me, Toronto’s 
pick of Joseph Israel Laban’s 2011 debut feature, Cuchera was one of 
their starkest blunders given the film’s flippant view of poverty. In this 
docudrama that reveals the secrets of the drug trade on the Sino-Filipino 
circuit, Laban frames the squalid trafficking methods that pawns must 
endure as a series of masochistic metaphors without even striving for a 
hint of compassion.

While few foreign programmers care about the ambassadorial role of 
cinema, it’s telling that the harshest judgments of poverty porn have 
come from the Philippines. One of the first critics to formally indict the 
vogue, Gary C. Devilles opines that most independent Filipino cinema 
can be read in the context of pornographic violence because their 
images fail to question western assumptions about the Philippines as a 
subaltern space. The poverty presented in independent Filipino cinema 
may be controversial, but so is the resultant knowledge it constructs of 
the Philippines. Examining the lives of society’s underclasses isn’t the 
same as filming poverty superficially. The former requires great empathy 
and some creative license. The effect of the latter diminishes how 
characters shape their destinies. When watching these films, I initially 
come away feeling resigned: “That’s the way life is like there. It can’t
be helped.”

Weighed and Found Wanting
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The history of movies is strewn with imageries of poverty porn and 
other pathological variants. Steven Spielberg took heat for beautifying 
Jewish torment in Schindler’s List (1993). Eric Khoo’s portrayal of the 
Singaporean heartlands in Mee Pok Man (1995) and 12 Storeys (1997) 
attracted its share of cynicism. Sleeper hits like Danny Boyle’s Slumdog 
Millionaire (2008) and Lee Daniels’ Precious (2009) have had similar 
accusations lobbed at them. Besides the Philippines, the independent 
cinemas of select Asian territories are also content to indulge the worst 
of outsider curiosities. Underlying these critiques are hard questions 
about representation, authenticity and the ethics of speaking for others, 
especially when speakers are more privileged than their subjects. Yet 
when other social realist artists — like Ken Loach or the Dardennes 
— escape offense, it’s partly because their stories and characters 
transmute agency.

This is why Lino Brocka (1939–1991) continues to haunt Filipino 
cinema. Read most attacks on poverty porn and listen to the bereaved 
longing for his formalist style of filmmaking. Praised as a diligent artist 
and fearless political citizen, Brocka was at his prime during the second 
‘Golden Age’ of Filipino cinema in the 1970s and 1980s – the height 
of Ferdinand Marcos’ dictatorial rule. His peers were the most active 
filmmakers of the time: Ishmael Bernal (1938–1996), Mike de Leon, 
Marilou Diaz-Abaya (1955–2012) and Mario O’Hara (1946–2012), 
among others. His graphic melodramas imbued Filipino struggles 
with such transformative power that his influence on this generation 
of independent filmmakers is without dispute. In some of his most 
socially conscious films, Brocka exposed poverty as a political issue by 
positioning social injustice and underclass indignation upfront instead of 
fixating only on its grim details.

My Country: Gripping the Knife’s Edge / Bayan Ko: Kapit sa Patalim 
(1984) is among Brocka’s most strident social realist films and features 
a central character whose destiny is presaged by a storm of economic 
vagaries and naïve political decisions. Phillip Salvador’s Turing is a 
printing press worker who accepts an advance from his boss for his 
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pregnant wife’s hospital expenses in return for waiving his right to strike. 
When his colleagues invite him to protest their awful working conditions, 
he declines and is swiftly branded a scab. Turing is soon cornered when 
the press shutters and the hospital confines his wife until he settles 
the balance. In desperation he turns to crime. The fact that this story 
reflected the times added to the film’s power, and although not everyone 
fancied Brocka’s overt political hand, I think the acumen of his directorial 
vision explains the hostility Filipinos feel toward poverty porn today.
By all accounts, Brocka was an outspoken figure who was swimming 
with sharks. Writer Ina Alleco R. Silverio describes him as a “pragmatic 
artist” who would make commercial films for the masses so he could 
finance more personal ones. This supports Diaz’s account in our 
interview, where he noted how certain filmmakers have misconstrued the 
rules of the game. On Brocka’s sudden death, Diaz lamented: “Sadly too, 
some filmmakers are using that practice now: do ten or 20 commercial 
works for the industry and beg for one good work. Oftentimes, greedy 
producers will not even give that one pitiful deal to these weaklings. They 
are using the name of Brocka in vain. They are invoking it as some kind 
of a dictum to validate their stupidity. Brocka did it then because he was 
dictated by harsh conditions. It was the Marcos years. It was a political 
move. To practice that now is wrong, even evil.”

In the Philippines, poverty porn is a source of such embarrassment 
that it has naturally become an object of ridicule. There are signs that 
foreigners have also clued in on the fatigue. Italy’s Udine Far East Film 
Festival gamely took a swipe at the trend in its trailer for their 14th 
edition last April. The annual event, which showcases trends in popular 
Asian cinema, is known for introducing its audience to films that do well 
at home but for various reasons may not see the theatrical light of day 
elsewhere. By definition, this excludes many art house and middlebrow 
titles destined for the official selections at bigger European festivals. As 
such, many of these popular films remain unknown beyond niches like 
Udine. Among the filmmakers who screen regularly in Udine are Quark 
Henares and Erik Matti, whose political insights into the Philippines 
employ a mode as effective as social realism: comedy.

Weighed and Found Wanting
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One film that has lampooned poverty porn is the domestic hit, The 
Woman in the Septic Tank / Ang Babae Sa Septic Tank (2011). 
Although its title is likely a nod to the films of Mario O’Hara, its plot 
playfully samples Mendoza’s Foster Child (2007). Written by Chris 
Martinez and directed by Marlon Rivera, their satire roasts the 
pretensions of a clique of dilettante filmmakers dreaming of a breakout 
hit at a western film festival while in pre-production for their indie
flick. Their pitch: a mother from the slums decides to pimp one of her 
children to a foreign man to feed the rest of her brood. If this plot doesn’t 
expose the characters’ lack of empathy for the poor, then their imaginary 
flashforwards of how their film might unfold to garner foreign approval 
should implicate their delusions. But in using humour to fuel this set-up, 
Martinez and Rivera have overlooked the need for a wittier punch line to 
elevate their criticism of the trend and its cynical acolytes.

Although it mocks bourgeois sanctimony, The Woman in the Septic 
Tank still betrays a sense of apathy to the less privileged segments of 
society — the same community with whom the film should be standing 
in solidarity. In the last act, Martinez and Rivera bizarrely thwart the 
crew’s dreamy impressions of slum dwellers with a violent reality check 
by a mob of anonymous indigents. While this turn of events may have 
humbled the filmmakers, the sequence does nothing to mitigate the 
irrational fear that poverty breeds criminal intent — precisely the thematic 
root of many poverty porn films. Oddly, Martinez and Rivera then choose 
to close on a slapstick note instead of something sublime to justify the 
satire. The effect is anticlimactic: it’s that awkward moment when you 
realise the film shares the same problems inherent in many poverty 
porn flicks, where characters fail to summon political action to 
transcend their burdens.

Brandon Wee writes about cinema.

Word on the Ground
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The Woman in the Septic Tank / Ang Babae Sa Septic Tank  (2011) by Marlon Rivera

Weighed and Found Wanting
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Write to us

Submissions are eagerly encouraged. We’re keen on writings on cinema that 
include, but are not limited to:

– overviews of a director’s work;
– photo essays celebrating or studying images in a film;
– explorations of one particular film or groups of films;
– analysis of moments within a film;
– situating a film within its historical/political context;
– stories or narrative non-fiction pieces inspired by films.

We are not looking for academic treatises, nor are we interested in lightly 
journalistic film reviews. We’re keen on writing that is sharp, intelligent and 
knowledgeable, though not without humour. Each piece should be between 
1,500 to 2,500 words long.

For submissions and letters to the editor, email: 
nhb_nm_cinematheque@nhb.gov.sg 

or write to: 
The Cinémathèque Quarterly
National Museum of Singapore
93 Stamford Road
Singapore 178897 
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About Us

About the National Museum Cinémathèque
The National Museum Cinémathèque focuses on the presentation of film in its 
historical, cultural and aesthetic contexts, with a strong emphasis on local and 
regional cinema. Housed in the 247-seat Gallery Theatre, the National Museum 
Cinémathèque offers new perspectives on film through a year-round series of 
screenings, thematic showcases, and retrospectives that feature both essential 
and undiscovered works from the history of cinema.

Besides the presentation of film, the National Museum Cinémathèque is also 
active in film preservation, especially the heritage of Asian cinema, and has 
worked with regional film archives to restore and subtitle important film classics. 
With an imaginative and diverse programme that includes Singapore Short 
Cuts, World Cinema Series, and Under the Banyan Tree, the National Museum 
Cinémathèque aims to create a vital and vibrant film culture in Singapore.

About the National Museum of Singapore
With a history dating back to its inception in 1887, the National Museum 
of Singapore is the nation’s oldest museum with a young soul. Designed to 
be the people’s museum, the National Museum is a custodian of the 11 National 
Treasures, and its Singapore History and Living Galleries adopt cutting-edge 
and varied ways of presenting history and culture to redefine conventional 
museum experience. A cultural and architectural landmark in Singapore,
the museum hosts vibrant festivals and events all year round – the dynamic 
Night Festival, visually arresting art installations, exciting performances and 
film screenings – in addition to presenting lauded exhibitions and precious 
artefacts. The programming is supported by a wide range of facilities and 
services including F&B, retail and a Resource Centre. The National Museum of 
Singapore re-opened in December 2006 after a three-year redevelopment.
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Ticketing Information

www.sistic.com.sg / (65) 6348 5555
SISTIC counters islandwide or National Museum Stamford Visitor Services:
10 am–7.30 pm

Concessions
Concession rates for most programmes are available to students (full-time, with 
valid student pass), seniors (aged 60 years and above, with valid identity pass 
showing proof of age), NSF (with valid 11B pass), National Museum Volunteers, 
National Museum Members, NHB Staff and MICA Staff. Passes have to be 
presented when purchasing tickets.

General Enquiries 
(65) 6332 3659 / (65) 6332 5642

Film Classification Guide
G  (General) Suitable for all ages.
PG  (Parental Guidance) Suitable for all, 
  but parents should guide their young.
PG13 (Parental Guidance 13) Suitable for persons aged 13 and above, 
  but parental guidance is advised for children below 13.
NC16 (No Children Under 16) Suitable for persons aged 16 and above.
M18 (Mature 18) Suitable for persons aged 18 years and above.
R21 (Restricted 21) Suitable for adults aged 21 and above.
           
For further details and the latest film ratings, please visit 
www.nationalmuseum.sg
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Getting to the Museum

Train
Bras Basah MRT Station (5-minute walk)
Dhoby Ghaut MRT Station (5-minute walk)
City Hall MRT Station (10-minute walk)

Bus 
YMCA Bus-stop (08041)
SBS: 7, 14, 14e, 16, 36, 64, 65, 111, 124, 128, 139, 162, 162M, 174, 174e, 175
SMRT: 77, 106, 167, 171, 190, 700, 700A, NR6, NR7

SMU Bus-stop (04121)
SBS: 7, 14, 14e, 16, 36, 111, 124, 128, 131, 162, 162M, 166, 174, 174e, 175
SMRT: 77, 106, 167, 171, 190, 700, 700A, 857, NR7

Taxi
Pick-up and drop-off points are at the Fort Canning entrance or the Stamford entrance.

Car
Limited parking facility is available at the National Museum. Other parking facilities are available at 
YMCA, Park Mall, Singapore Management University and Fort Canning Park.
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National Museum of Singapore 
93 Stamford Road 
Singapore 178897 
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