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Manifesto of Film Criticism Collective

The difficulties that confront the profession of film criticism in the cur-
rent era are well known. They include the declining readership of print
publications, reduced arts coverage in mainstream media, and the
diminished status of expert criticism in favor of a model of peer recom-
mendation via social media and websites. This situation is the mirror of
the situation of a critical and self-aware cinema, which finds itself today

economically marginalized and dispersed.

The Film Criticism Collective seeks to intervene in this dual situation
by creating a platform for an international film criticism that engages
with the most original and important works of indepedent world cinema.
Inspired by the discernment and passion of the late Canadian Filipino
film critic Alexis A. Tioseco, the FCC acknowledges the importance of
East and Southeast Asian filmmaking and thought and affirms the need
for critics to reach beyond national boundaries and embrace the most

politically and aesthetically significant areas of contemporary cinema.
Good film criticism is a form of self-reflexive spectatorship that pen-

etrates into its own truth while revealing as much as possible of the

potential richness and breadth of aesthetic experience. A collective of

Manifesto of Film Criticism Collective |
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criticism should function as a network that supports and facilitates the

writing and dissemination of such criticism.

More specifically, the FCC currently has two main goals. At a time when
some of the most interesting filmmaking is coming from East Asian
countries, it is necessary to bring this complex movement into a deeper
dialogue with transnational film criticism. It is also necessary to make it
possible for Asian film criticism to be translated and read in other lan-
guages. In contributing to these two tasks, the FCC will seek to ensure
the continuity of a global space where critics can develop their sensibili-
ties and skills in close dialogue with filmmakers, film festival program-

mers, and audiences.

Chris Fujiwara

Manifesto of Film Criticism Collective |
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Raya Martin

Alexis A. Tioseco

The brand of social realism espoused by the better films of Lino Brocka
(Manila in the Claws of Neon [1975]; Insiang [1976]; Orapronobis
[1989]) has become the dominant form of socially conscious filmmaking
in the Philippines over the past four decades. This form of filmmaking
was important for its time: when the government had control of the
media, to tackle social issues directly through cinema meant to lift a
blindfold. But as the means of communication become more difficult to
suppress, society no longer attempts to hide its corruption and moral
bankruptcy the way it once did. Faced with a population inundated daily
with the misery of reality—from television, newspapers and neighbours,
to what one sees on the streets on one’s daily commute—the challenge
of a socially committed artist is to make their viewer feel, with a renewed
intensity, what surrounds them. Two valid propositions for today’s
filmmaker: to encourage a greater understanding of what is by examining
in detail its context (as in the work of Lav Diaz) or to encourage thoughts
of what can be by appealing to the imagination (as in the work of Raya
Martin). As Chris Marker said not so long ago, “Rarely has reality needed

s0 much to be imagined.”

“What will you do with all your liberty?” poses one character to another at

the end of Martin’s feature debut, A Short Film About the Indio Nacional

Raya Martin |
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(2005). The young theatre actor to whom it is addressed simply looks
confused, and the eager revolutionary who asks it runs into the forest
expecting battle, but is greeted instead by an empty field, and the

shadow of evening falling.

This question could very well be considered the starting point for
Independencia (2009), one of two films of Martin’s that premiered in
Cannes 2009. (Independencia screened in Un Certain Regard, while
Out of Competition in a Special Screening there was Manila, a two-part
homage to Lino Brocka and Ishmael Bernal, co-directed with Adolfo Alix

Jr.; Martin directed the Bernal tribute.)

Indio Nacional and Independencia form the first two parts of a planned
trilogy. The concept of the trilogy has two basic premises: first, that each
film will be set in (not necessarily about) a particular period of struggle in
Philippine history (the Spanish, American, and Japanese occupations);
and second, that each will be made in an aesthetic prevalent to the period

in question. Their narratives aren’t causally linked, only thematically.

Indio Nacional is made with the elements of pre-20th century reality:
silent, shot on black and white 35mm stock with a stable camera, utilizing
title cards to describe the action or represent dialogue. Much of the film
follows three characters during the last days of the Spanish occupation in
the Philippines (mid-1890s) with scenes of daily life spliced in between.
However, there is also a prologue: three extended shots, in digital, color,
and with sound, of a restless woman, unable to sleep. She tosses and

turns in her small hut, the room illuminated only by a candle, before

Raya Martin |

11



FTICEALNELTWELEE, BENFEDT VLI - HT-TIRALS
DORELY a3y M EIPNTHND, LHEIFKVWVINETERY EITS.
APNEVAISEBOX LA EVWERERDD, HTXREERILT. &
ELTIELWEEDP T, KPEEDDIE. ADI2EALNTVWDILOLEY
BTEAEV, ThIERERCEHEDCIRELCERE CHY., BYF
PEEDBRIEEADDZZELEETHTELVWEDTHS, CDHDY—JT
AN EDBEDERETH IV EEESATUVEL, ZhUBEDOEES
EREEFIEhTWEN LS, 2O LT O0—-THEREBOL— K%l
THEHDELTEIPNTVWBEDTH S,
TAVHICED HER K EEEE T3 [Independencial 1§, 30FL
N7y ROREFRXZAILTHELSATVS, 2Rty MEET., B2
EEZZFEDNTEY, BEZEVDOXA7 & UI-HEY. FRIWIE
BETBEVSEBETHB, £z NIy ROIRIAALECHATE
ICH5ND, BELRENATLAZATEHEALTVWDZEHIFETA
&72%5, [Independencial I&. /NS HETTHAFS B FTHIhZEH
p. BYCBEEDOBICL->TT Y REIEh3, ELVWS—YICXT
BERHIZ, BOLEEWVALWAY MENY) TRERTFEDEANAELDH
(FyF—TINVYZ) EBF (UF - &0) PBASN, SEUHFEK
DFRTREPEZED, ZIHhORITHTEBETIENIIRAON S,
BB EREETERTU-VIERBEL. KEOZEEBIZILIY Y
S4B, CZETHDI—TILXT, BEIO =2, E512%
DIVZXLERETI LD EHI-TVWB, D%, BIZERAEhBLI4T
J7ar VTV TH, ECBEHEVETICERED Y MNTEIShTLE
IDE, T—FarlE, BIREMEISEAIEDDH, RIS, BEEN
RVHSEETWBHBIFICHBREC T ATETVTELVLWEZATY
2, ZHOLIEEHIE. BIKTIHATHISICHAINATNS, BED
AEEERDP ORRNEZ 12— XBEF ZO—BITHY., HBLIFE-

12 | 5% 3-F1io0T

waking up her companion and requesting a story. The story he tells
isn’t your typical bedtime story; it’s a profound allegorical tale about
nationhood and sacrifice, and the teller can hardly contain his emotions
as he tells it. When this sequence takes place is undefined; it is distinct

from the rest of the film, but it sets the mood for what follows.

Set during the American occupation, /ndependencia is made in the style
of a "30s Hollywood studio film: shot entirely on a set, featuring painted
backdrops, thick make-up on the actors’ faces, and an exaggerated
acting style. Significantly, he took something out of the typical Hollywood
studio film, as well: their blatant racial stereotyping. /ndependencia
opens with a beautiful sequence of a celebration in a small town
interrupted by the sounds of war encroaching. A jarring cut introduces
us to our eventual protagonists for the film’s first half, a mother (Tetchie
Agbayani) and son (Sid Lucero), who we see inside their home packing
their things to leave. As she blows out a candle the screen fills with black
and a drum kick signals the credits. The tone of the film is set, and also
its rhythm: the action is engaging but the cuts are brisk, almost awkward:
Martin wants to both absorb you, and keep you conscious of what he’s
doing. Even stronger examples of this consciousness appear later on:
in the satiric newsreel that divides the films two halves, and a startling
moment when a character turns and addresses the camera: “I hear the

sound of the Americans. They are very close. Listen.”
Martin isn’t attempting to make a historical film in /ndependencia,

to make claims about a history and a relationship with America that

remains convoluted and charged. What he is doing is using this artifice,

Raya Martin |
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these obvious lies, to create a new truth. As Cocteau wrote: “I've always
preferred mythology to history. History is composed of truths which

become lies, mythology of lies which become truth.”

Indio Nacional began with a myth—the story the husband tells the wife at
bedside—and /Independencia ends with one. The second half of the film
focuses on a family: a man (the son now grown up), a woman (a stranger
he finds in the forest), and a child. The child belongs to two worlds. His
skin (light) and features are of those of a child of mixed blood, that of his
mother and the American soldier (heard but not seen) who raped and

abandoned her in the forest (implied but not depicted).

The child is curious, constantly gets lost (but never harmed) while
exploring the forest, a space which, as the film progresses, he seems
to belong to more and more. As the Americans draw near, a violent
storm erupts, claiming the lives of the parents. Embraced by nature, the
son survives. As morning breaks, a bird comes to rest gently with him,

suggesting further his unique relationship with nature.

Shortly after, he is discovered by two American soldiers (one bearing
the now infamous Teddy Roosevelt moustache), together with their
Filipino ally. The Filipino, surprised, perhaps, by his having survived the
storm, asks him: “Where did you come from, boy?” and, looking to the

heavens, “Up there?”

The child breaks free from the Americans (who duly cock their rifles and

fire at him) and climbs a rock, escaping to the top of a mountain. As

Raya Martin |

15



TLEI, BOICAFTLTIWETAUECANDBROER, PEFREERZ
EVFZEICBWTYL, HIC [HRRECHEREALZN?] EAEDD
RKeME, ZDEICEI— [HDEH»S?],
DERTAUDNEEDHEERVUHL (BREDPSESRTITIVE
BA. BET3). BEE-TUDIEENERET S, HATHDEEE
STHIETSE, CIPAIMERY FTHBZENEIEVWLENSHE
MTEBEIICLD, PERILELABEEREL. Thho®-<NEZ
DEEHICHIET, $5EZ0OBAE. BICKITN., HEHLSMDL
SHEAUEFRNEBEEILSELNS ([HEME] 2EULAEFET <
—TALIENE, TIvT—IANDERTHZIEND) EFHEHIT
3ESDE. BDEPBLLTES G D, FELLEDERDEN YT
RKhZy 7B TuLLg ZUTMEZCTEEMAL %,
COBENZDDFICREOTEZBOTNAZ LIV EV—R
BDYay FTCRZIOABICEBHEIBINTHND P ElRWAL B
B LRI REED P EIPIEHIEPHBETELE WV, ZITIEEL,
TORMIDERICHIER., T4abs, PEVEFOGEE. EHDH
THHELBERPLEFTROLZEVSIZENEELEDTH S,
TAUAXEDERZEFTAVEICHEWTIEHOWBECAICRE
€BL. TOLEE. Z<OAPBEBTHIPECDIZAIL, BRE
NEIHBIRZEPICODVWTIDEAF.EEL>THTH—HBERTH 3,
[Independencial DVENFZ 57 57£I12, HiLEEDIITALIC
[F——bh7LB0MmIC, TREWVILTHE—T X AXEDREREFH
FRICKHENIETEL, LU, DIEULEENSUDICEZ I L DREIR,
ZDWIL. TOEBEEEDITIPDERIE. DLEBORMICHHL -
W3,
FRXT7-TFINBEWTWS, [BFDERZEEDNLTAUS
DEAEBIE, PSRy MPIMOCA-CFFICR-T Zh5H

16 | 5% 3v—F1iiounT

the camera tracks forward, the artificiality of the set comes into closer
view. He glances around himself briefly, and then slowly leaps. At this
moment, the sky lights up: turning from yellow to an intense blood red
(in pseudo “painted on celluloid” fashion, an ode to Brakhage, Martin
claims), waves emanate and quiver, the sound of the wind intensifies,

the voices of a children’s choir fill the soundtrack, and the film ends.

The film clearly believes the child is gifted—even his cloak appears
coloured in the final shot—but whether he survives the fall or not is no
longer of consequence. What is important is the implication behind his

decision: that he alone has decided his fate, and not another.

The remnants of American culture are everywhere in the Philippines, its
influence obvious in the twang with which many speak, the style in which
many dress, and the ideas many have of what cinema should be. Like
the young boy in Independencia, the traces of American culture are still
in our system, if not in our blood. But how we choose to live now, what

we choose to do with our independence, with our liberty, is our decision.

Chinua Achebe writes: “Did not the black people in America, deprived of
their own musical instruments, take the trumpet and the trombone and
blow them as they had never been blown before... And the result, was it
not jazz?” In Independencia Martin has crafted a film that uses a mode
of filmmaking, an instrument, popular to American cinema of the period,
and subverts it, playing it for his own end, and in the process creates
something strikingly original, something new.

Originally published in Cinema Scope

Raya Martin |
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A Short Film About the Indio Nacional

PHILIPPINES /2005 / Filipino / B&W / 96min
Director: Raya Martin

Photography: Maisa Demetillo

Editing: Anne Esteban, Louie Quirino

Independencia

PHILIPPINES, FRANCE, GERMANY, NETHERLANDS / 2009 / Filipino / B&W / 77min
Director: Raya Martin

Screenplay: Ramon Sarmiento, Raya Martin

Photography: Jeanne Lapoirie

Editing: Jay Halili

Raya Martin |
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Oda Kaori's ARAGANE

The Excavation of Tranquility

Muramatsu Taisei

Roars resound across the theater. Machines vibrate, seeming to make
the screen itself shudder. Light streams endlessly from the helmets of
workers, darting its beams around the far side of a dark, moist chamber.
We are in a coal mine in Bosnia, 300 meters below the earth, and it
feels like a parallel universe. Here, underground, where danger is ever
present, the camera unflinchingly captures the bodies of the miners and
the movements of the machinery with unhurried detachment. Despite
the uneven ground and lack of room to move, the calm camera work
of director Oda Kaori—a student of Béla Tarr’s education program in
Sarajevo—feels tender, as if it was embracing the subjects of the film.
The intensely serene atmosphere is created with a frequently immobile

camera and the heavy use of remarkable long takes.

And what is shown is not the picture of miners we are so used to seeing
in fiction films. Upon hearing the phrase “coal mine,” we undoubtedly
conjure up images of a forbidding labor environment. There’s no denying
this reality, and ARAGANE does show the harsh conditions to some
extent. So we might imagine the miners speaking about comrades
injured in a cave-in and facing the camera, “Director, just whose

responsibility is this? When will the problem be fixed?"
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But this is not a work dealing with social issues—Oda’s interest plainly
lies elsewhere. Her reverential gaze is reserved for the essential beauty
of the physical labor, and the pure movement of the machinery. It seems
it might be appropriate to use the word “music” for what the film finds in
the midst of this noise, as we watch the shapes of the massive mining
machines, in pans of the camera that feel like they last an eternity. To
put it another way, the film, with its unalloyed curiosity, is an attempt to
excavate moments of silence from the depths of fierce struggle within

the mine.

The Chinese character used for the title of the film when pronounced
ko means “ore,” but the director gives us another reading of it, aragane,
of which one interpretation would be “rough metal.” Sharply resounding
pickaxes, the muffled and incomprehensible conversations of the miners,
and the clunky and monstrous forms of the machines, these resemble
ore in texture: rough and as-yet-unrefined. It is this rock material that the
director’s hand edits. Then, we the audience must seek the geometric
and beautiful gleam given off by the polished metal projected on the
screen. Just as a mine exists within the film, so too does a film exist
within the mine. This is what we learn when we watch ARAGANE.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

ARAGANE

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA, JAPAN /2015 / Bosnian / Color / 68 min
Director, Photography, Editing: Oda Kaori

Sound : Suncica Fradelic, Grant Gulczynski

Interpreter : Suncica Fradelic

Mentor : Béla Tarr
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Symposium: Documentary Speaks—Taiwan Today in Light and Shadow

A Record of Us—Our Cinema

Saki Shima

At the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival 2015, the
Yamagata University Institute of Visual Culture and Taiwan’s Ministry of
Culture presented a symposium entitled Documentary Speaks— Taiwan
Today in Light and Shadow. Taiwanese documentary of the 1990s and
later was used as a starting point in discussing recent social shifts and

variety in lifestyles and opinions.

The work that opened the program, Yang Li-Zhou’s The Moment, is a
documentary made to commemorate the 50th anniversary of Taiwan’s
Golden Horse Awards. It looks back at the course of post-war Taiwanese

society from the standpoint of its film history.

The Golden Horse Awards were founded in 1962 in celebration of the
birthday of Chiang Kai-shek. Films in Taiwan were made in compliance
with the wishes of the Kuomintang government. The 1960s saw “health
realism,” intended to boost morale and generate optimism about the
future, while the 1970s brought nationalistic anti-Japanese works. Once
the operation of the awards changed over to the private sector, not only
Taiwanese films, but those from other parts of the Chinese-speaking
world, including Hong Kong and the Mainland, came to receive prizes as

well.
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The Moment's kaleidoscopic approach to Taiwanese film history
intercuts clips with countless interviews, not only of those behind the
making of the films—such as directors and actors—but of the viewers as
well. The director asks them, “What do movies mean to you? How much

do you love movies?” and they lay bare their feelings for the camera.

One woman from the countryside tells of how being the eldest daughter
meant she had to support her family, going to work in her mid-teens.
The Taiwan of the 1970s was in an era of change, as it transitioned from
an agricultural society to an industrial one. Many workers in rural areas
were thrown into jobs in industrial production. Among them, this woman
remembers going frequently on her day off to see movies based on
romance novels by Chiung Yao that were popular at the time. During a
discussion after the screening, the director mentioned something about
her that he had left out of the film. When he asked which romantic film
had left the biggest impression on her, she replied, Cloud of Romance
(1977), and began to sing the theme song—but she broke into tears
before making it through the first verse. The director confessed that upon
seeing this, he felt ashamed for having hitherto made light of movies that
had been adapted from romance novels. This woman'’s birth alone as an
eldest daughter in Taiwan made sacrificing herself to support her family
a matter of course, and she had relied on the dreamy film romances

acted out by people like Chin Han and Brigitte Lin to sustain her.

Although City of Sadness (1989) won the Golden Lion at the Venice Film
Festival and Taiwanese films such as it and A Brighter Summer Day

(1991) were gaining in significant acclaim internationally, this also meant
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that more attention was paid to the global audience, and there was an
accompanying demand for works that bore the mark of certain specific

directors. This led to a decrease in local viewership of Taiwanese movies.

Taiwanese film found its way out of the decline it faced in the late 1990s
and first five years or so of the new millennium by turning to foreign
capital. In fact, this method of making goods using overseas funding was
in some ways also a replication of the era of manufacturing exports, the
1960s, and there were those in the film industry who questioned whether

this did not mean that they themselves were nothing more than laborers.

When confronted with the fundamental question of what exactly movies
should be about and whom they should be for, in Taiwan audiences
responded by turning their interest to works of documentary. A film
falls apart once it loses its grounding in reality. The embrace of
documentaries by Taiwanese audiences as “a record of us—our cinema”
was surely a result of the realization that movies should grow from both
an understanding of Taiwanese society, and an interest in the many

lifestyles within it.

| was struck by the remark of one of those interviewed, regarding Cape
No. 7 (2008), which was also a hit in Japan: “We are ordinary people
whose dreams have fallen apart, just like the characters in the film.”
Locating themselves in the film and empathizing with the characters
provides them with the chance to look back on their own lives. Films are

like good friends that stick by us.
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| myself am no more than a simple viewer who lives in Yamagata
Prefecture, in the northeast region of Japan. Watching The Moment, |
remembered when | saw Tropical Fish (1995) in a screening at my high
school in Yonezawa, some fifteen years ago. We sat on plastic sheets on
the floor, shoulder to shoulder with one another. The film tells the story
of a boy with major exams imminent, who gets mixed up in a kidnapping
and ends up living with criminals. It gave me a glimpse at a world that

was unknown to me.

The recollection is faint, but it is nonetheless inscribed into the mind of
this viewer.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

Documentary Speaks— Taiwan Today in Light and Shadow

Program presented by the Yamagata University Institute of Visual Culture and Taiwan’s Ministry of Culture
from October 9 to 11, 2016, held in the second floor hall of the Yugakukan. Eleven Taiwanese films were
shown, along with presentations and symposiums by researchers.

The Moment

TAIWAN /2014 / Chinese / Color / 113 min
Director: Yang Li-chou
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Kim Longinotto’s Dreamcatcher

Double Shadow of the Self

Ishihara Umi

The Dreamcatcher Foundation is a volunteer-run organization in Chicago
that provides support for women victimized by sexual violence. The
documentary Dreamcatcher takes as its subject a woman named Brenda
who works there. She herself was once a prostitute, and lived a life in
which she also recruited women for pimps, suffered from drug addiction,
and was a victim of sexual violence. Despite this history, it all seems
erased by her exuberant behavior, and it is this that remains with the
viewer, overwhelmed by her unceasing laughter and tears, dancing and
singing. When night falls, Brenda cruises the streets where prostitutes
often walk, driving into notoriously dangerous neighborhoods, and
engaging in conversation with these women whose subsistence depends
on selling their bodies. And she devotes her whole being to helping
those who want to quit the life but can’'t seem to take the first step in the

right direction.

The movie includes a number of scenes in moving vehicles, including
shots of the world outside the Dreamcatcher van, and Brenda driving her
car. They might only show ordinary life in America, but they give the work
the feel of a crime film. The languid speed at which the camera makes
its way through the city is even a bit creepy, since we almost feel like

Brenda herself is on the prowl for women to purchase. The movement of
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the vehicles in these repeated shots from their windows gives the work

the feel of a fiction film, even though we are watching a documentary.

Despite the substantial number of troubled women Brenda has taken
under her individual care, she makes certain to meet them all in
person. They exchange personal stories and she fortifies them with
encouragement. So what is it about her unpaid job at Dreamcatcher
that makes her able to immerse herself to this degree? My suspicion is
that she herself is in need of retelling the past more than anyone else.
By retelling it, perhaps the repetition can bring about acceptance. By
meeting and interacting with women suffering through their work as
prostitutes, Brenda is an observer to something that resembles what
she did in her own past. To forget that past would only be a roundabout
way of denying her existence. We see that we too must face our past,
however painful, accept the pain we have suffered, and continue to talk
about it—in view of the fact that amnesia is not easily come by, and it
would be a tragedy if it was.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

Dreamcatcher

UK /2015 / English / Color / 98 min
Director, Photography: Kim Longinotto
Editing: Ollie Huddleston

Sound: Nina Rice

Music: Stuart Earl

Producers: Teddy Leifer, Lisa Stevens
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Lee-kil Bora’s Glittering Hands

Silent All These Years

Jay Rosas

Being enrolled in a “special education” school for most of my elementary
and high school years, | grew up with deaf and mute kids around me.
Although we did not have a special course designed to teach us sign
language, we picked up some of the basic gestures from inevitable
interactions with them. With this disability, the deaf and mute kids
obviously had to band on their own, drifting in their own silent bubble,
while the rest of us with the ability to talk got embroiled in our own
chaotic noise. It was easy to understand the difficulty of raising a child
with a hearing or speaking defect, but | never imagined it the other way
around—where the parents are the ones with the disability. Watching
Lee-kil Bora’s personal documentary Glittering Hands which screened
as part of the New Asian Currents section of the Yamagata International
Documentary Film Festival 2015, | remembered one schoolmate who
had deaf parents, and it was only then that it occurred to me how

oblivious | was to this facet of dealing with disability.

Essentially, Lee-kil’s film resembles and has the feel of a personal home
video, with various VHS clips interspersed with interviews. The first half
of the documentary traces the history of the filmmaker’s deaf parents,
quickly establishing their story—how they met, got married, and had

children. The film’s other half focuses on Lee-kil’s story and that of her
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brother, as they narrate their experiences growing up with their parents.
These stories show that the burden is shared—it is heartbreaking to
hear both the filmmaker and her brother echo the same feeling: “the
disability label was on me”—and that understanding and patience was
the currency that allowed them to navigate the silence between their two
disparate worlds (“words couldn’t capture, only silence could”). Lee-
kil shatters the clichéd concept of a dysfunctional family, a subject so

relentlessly overplayed in narrative dramas.

While the director interviews her parents, she limits her participation
and allows them to openly engage in conversation about how difficult it
was to raise children and their plans to buy a country house, capturing
both recollection and insight, personal history and the nuances in their
relationship. In sign language, they attempt to recreate memories of a
past, without being regretful, and this same language, despite its codes
and symbols, assures us that something that is innately genuine cannot
be lost in translation. The parents’ exchanges are filled with light and
funny moments, conveying their humanity and authenticity, while our
awareness of their disability vanishes in the flurry of hand gestures and

intermittent sounds that come out of their animated conversations.

The director uses a collection of snippets from an archive of home
videos, presumably taken by her parents (especially the one showing her
growing up). This mode of recording already hints at the importance of
imagery and visual communication, not just as a means of understanding
in a world governed by silence, but also as an act of memory-making and

preservation. Lee-kil’s directorial touches exhibit a keen understanding
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of the human condition in the way she balances what could have been a
heavily emotional story with humor. Although during the Q&A for the film,
Lee-kil said that she intended her film as a platform for awareness and
advocacy, what is really striking and compelling is that the film becomes
an act of self-rediscovery and introspection, embodying the possibility
of learning a newer, more holistic truth through the medium of film. And
this is where Glittering Hands excels as a piece of cinema—Lee-kil has

made something universal out of the very personal.

Glittering Hands

KOREA /2014 / Korean, Korean Sign Language / Color / 80 min
Director, Editing, Narration: Lee-Kil Bora

Photography: Lee-Kil Bora, Seong Joon-yong, Jeon Ji-hyun
Sound: Lih Min-jae

Music: Pyo Yong-soo

Production Design: Jeon Ji-hyun
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Sayun Simung’s Millets Back Home

Of Native Peoples, by Native Peoples, and for Native Peoples

Kaneko Yu

From around the start of the 21st century, as digital cameras got more
lightweight and computers gained in technical capacity, filming and
editing became a fact of daily life. Professionals were not the only ones
to reap the benefits, but laypeople too, and soon changes began to also
appear in the fields of visual anthropology and ethnic documentary. This
was brought home to me quite powerfully when | had the opportunity to
attend a screening of the record of the Biratori Ainu Culture Preservation
Society’s educational activities, Ainu bunka no densho Biratori 2010,

with members of the group that included Kaizawa Koichi.

The Biratori Ainu Culture Preservation Society was founded in 1983, and
the following year traditional Ainu dance was designated an Important
Intangible Cultural Property by the Japanese government. Since
the Ainu are blessed with a rich heritage not limited to dance alone,
three subcommittees were created under the headings of “Dance,”
“Daily Rituals,” and “Cuisine,” working on a yearly schedule. Biratori
2010 shows a year in the life of the Ainu people, as they go to gather
wild edible vegetables in the mountains, learn traditional cuisine in a
community center, hold a folk dance workshop in a community center
dance studio, teach the Ainu language and the customs of the ancestor

memorial ceremony known as icarpa to young people, and hold a
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memorial service at a nusuba (a kind of Ainu altar). While this might
sound like footage you’'ve seen many times before of an indigenous
culture’s customs, what’s important to note is that most of it is being
documented by the Ainu themselves. Although there are non-Ainu
specialists involved in the filming and editing, the significance of native
peoples freeing themselves from the ethnographic gaze and utilizing
video production as a method to document their own communities and

communicate their own culture is enormous.

After this impressive event, | encountered an even more significant
endeavor in the Taiwanese documentary, Millets Back Home. lts director,
Sayun Simung, from Hoping Village in Taichung, is one of the aboriginal
Tayal people. After working as a writer and producer of documentaries in
Taiwan’s aboriginal television and print media, she returned to her home
village to make this film which takes as its subject three families striving
to maintain their ethnic traditions. For a native person to turn the camera
on her own people is already groundbreaking enough, but Millets Back
Home goes beyond simply documenting cultural traditions and human

stories, and stands on its own as the powerful statement of a single voice.

The Tayal people have historically had some close connections with
Japan. Japan’s colonial rule of Taiwan lasted fifty years, from the
end of the 19th century through its defeat in World War Il. Japanese
anthropologist Torii Ryuzo spent thirteen months doing research there
during this period, over a span of five years, on the then extant practice
of headhunting. One can learn about it in books like his Taiwan banchi

tanken-dan (Accounts of expeditions in savage areas of Taiwan) or his
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Millets Back, Home

photo collection Torii Ryuzo ganchu teki Taiwan genjumin (Aboriginal
peoples of Taiwan through the eyes of Torii Ryuzo) . The Wushe Incident
of 1930 when the Seediq peoples, mountain dwellers from the same
central area of Taiwan, erupted in revolt against the Japanese at the tail

end of an era of repression, is well-known history.

Someone portrayed in the film as a Simung’s father’s good old friend is
James. A middle-aged man who runs an orchard, and is avid about his
ethnic traditions, he looks forward to going into the mountains to hunt
with his friends. The episode revives shared recollections of their tribal
roots in a hunter-gatherer life. James’ eldest son, Sulu, is forced to leave
his parents behind to live with his relatives in town when he graduates
from middle school, as there is no high school in their village. The scene
of their graduation is fascinating. Although the ceremony is Christian,
and held in the chapel at Taichung Middle School, all the boys and
girls’ foreheads, faces, and chins are painted to look as if they’'ve been
tattooed. At the start of the 20th century, Torii Ryuzo took numerous
photos of the Tayal peoples, focusing on their extraordinary tattoos, to
the point that he even called them Yugeiban (tattooed savages). This

scene impresses us as a remnant of that era.

In fact, the Christian conversion of the indigenous people of Taiwan
goes back to the Dutch colonial era of the 17th century—the syncretic
beliefs that persist to this day include elements of both Christianity and
local forms of animism. Despite the fact that the Tayal are a minority,
numbering around 80,000, teaching of their native tongue in churches is

said to have played a part in its continued survival as a spoken language.
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In the film, the elderly woman named Yabon who continues the tradition
of millet making may be an effortless master of the Tayal language,
but she also peppers her conversation with Japanese phrases. The
director herself, when giving her New Year’s greeting as she sits in front
of the stove, murmurs an effortless Japanese phrase of her own. They
speak a creole, with Japanese as an adstratum language (a prestigious
language used for lexical borrowings) and Tayal as the substratum. It
was more than seventy years ago, under Japanese colonial rule, that
contact with the Japanese language suddenly resulted in a hybrid. At
the close of the film, the director, who was raised speaking Taiwanese
Hokkien in the city, makes a request of Yabon, “Can | come see you an
hour each day to practice the Tayal language?” | sincerely hope that we
will see Ulysses returning to his village, his voice trembling, continuing

to make cinematic epics.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

Millets Back Home

TAIWAN /2013 / Chinese, Tayal / Color / 72 min
Director, Photography: Sayun Simung

Editing: Hsiao Shu-ni

Additional Photography: Karo Sifu, Huang Shih-chieh
Music: Magaitan

Art Design: Yang Chun-chun
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Patrizio Guzman’s The Pearl Button and Pedro Costa’s Horse Money

The Politics of Forgetting

Chayanin Tiangpitayagorn

Patrizio Guzman’s The Pearl Button and Pedro Costa’s Horse Money
were screened back to back at Yamagata International Documentary
Film Festival 2015. It was a great opportunity and pleasure not only to
see how stunning and captivating the two films’ visuals are, but to look
deeper into how the directors convey a similar message with absolutely

different approaches.

Both films are about politically forgotten ones: native peoples who
faced genocide from colonization and were victimized by Pinochet’s
regime in Chile, and Cape Verdeans who have had to live miserably
in a metaphorical prison of Portugal before and after the Carnation
Revolution. The conditions of the two filmmakers are widely distinct:
most Chilean filmmakers and the world join Guzman in criticizing the
American-supported military government, while Costa is almost the only
active Portuguese filmmaker continuously criticizing a revolution that has
been generally named democratic. The approaches of the two films are
also quite different. In The Pearl Button, the water of Western Patagonia
is cosmically presented both in content and form as something that
transcends boundaries, in contrast with the colossal darkness and fear
that, in Horse Money Ventura with his fellow Cape Verdeans cannot

escape and in which they exist like ghosts.
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“We are all streams from one water,” Guzman says, quoting Chilean
poet Raul Zurita. The filmmaker uses the phrase to connect the dots
of history, from the 3000-year-old quartz with a drop of water inside,
to water nomads who made their living in the aquatic labyrinth, to
the unique geography which created a geographical sense of Chile
as islands with mysteries and also created the conditions for secret
concentration camps, to the pearl button—an unexpected legacy of the
colonizers which powerfully connects the whole picture and provides the
film’s title —that confirms the existence of the vast graves under the sea.
The film blends political statements with science by means of La Silla
Observatory, the space observation base located in the Atacama Desert
which detected faraway planets that may contain water in various forms.
Water becomes alive in Guzman’s realm. It contains the memories and
voices of those who died, were forgotten, or are buried. Voices and
memories here constantly exist, they evaporate and could become
rain anywhere else, including outer space. This is an enormously fresh
take in comparison with average political films. Guzman successfully
convinces us with his unique narrative, triggers our emotions with
powerful images such as space, comets, and the massive destruction
of supernova which reached earthly audiences in the same time as the

death of Salvador Allende.

While Guzmén’s water represents the perpetuality of time, in Horse
Money, Costa’s architecture combines with dark shadows to represent
time’s restrictions. The collective pain of Ventura and the Cape
Verdeans is astonishingly presented with bizarre static shots, editing,

and screenwriting that create a special realm with its own code of time
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and space (he is nineteen years old but already retired from labor), all
information scattered everywhere. Dimensions are completely twisted in
Ventura’s realm; history and memories visually haunt him in the form of
ghosts from the past and slowly degrade his physical conditions. The film
is constructed upon Costa and Ventura’s memories of April 25, 1974,
when the director was a youth yelling revolutionary songs. Thirty years
later he found out another parallel story—while he was singing with
joy, Ventura and his compatriots were hiding from immigration officials
with overwhelming fear. Spirituality here is devastating, memories are
disastrous, and voices are destructive enough to turn every living soul
into another wandering ghost. Ventura is Costa’s friend in real life, but
in Horse Money we cannot confirm his human status, which means that
somehow he is a ghost who has been haunted by the other ghosts; we

cannot even confirm the status of the exit seen at the end of the film.

The Pearl Button presents a crystal-clear sign of progression and hope
that these forgotten voices and memories will be eternally heard through
the entire history of planet Earth in times to come. On the contrary,
there are strong signs of regression, agony, and hopelessness in
Horse Money. This prison was built upon forgetting, and Costa’s only
suggestion of a way out is: try as hard as you can to forget that we are

forgotten.
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The Pearl Button

FRANCE, CHILE, SPAIN / 2015 / Spanish / Color, B&W / 82 min
Director, Screenplay, Editing: Patricio Guzman

Photography: Katell Djian

Editing: Emmanuelle Joly

Still Photography: Paz Errazuriz, Martin Gusinde

Producer: Renate Sachse

Horse Money

PORTUGAL / 2014 / Portuguese, Creole / Color / 104 min
Director: Pedro Costa

Photography: Leonardo Simdes, Pedro Costa

Editing: Jodo Dias

Sound: Olivier Blanc, Vasco Pedroso

Music: Os Tubardes

Producer: Abel Ribeiro Chaves
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Daniel Hui’s Snakeskin

City of Gaps

Chris Fujiwara

In Snakeskin, the past exists in oral histories, the voices of people trying
to account for their own lives and obsessions. It also takes form as
the statues, monuments, street signs, and plaques that permeate the
visual landscape of Singapore. Crucially, the past pervades the film in
the form of cinema. The opening narration indicates that the film we will
see consists of footage that was shot 50 years earlier (in the year 2014,
according to director Daniel Hui’s fantasy chronology). It is punctuated
by footage that is purportedly still older: black-and-white film images,
sometimes rendered hard to see by being projected onto uneven
surfaces, and so made visible as what they are, materially—moving light
and shadow. If Hui depletes the future to the point of making it almost
absent, he gives the past a very rich share in the film. It becomes a
shifting, spectral presence that haunts the people of Snakeskin and

plays tricks on their space, turning it into a labyrinth.

Throughout the film, under the voices of the various speakers, the status
of the proliferating images changes constantly. Some images are linked
in a fairly direct way to the content of the accompanying narration,
others seem to have a more remote, poetic relationship to the narration.
Except in the relatively rare instances of sync-sound shots of someone

speaking, the film contains no images that are linked in such an
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unmistakable way to the sound that no substitute would seem possible
for them. Though these moments of synchronized sound stand out in
the film as exceptional, they are not privileged. When, in Snakeskin,
we both see and hear someone speaking, we are not suddenly brought
closer, intellectually or emotionally, to some real world of the film; if
anything, normal synchronization removes us from the people of the film,
because it both conventionalizes them and makes us more aware of the
attitude of restless questioning which the film’s ambiguity has forced us
to adopt. In any case, if the aesthetic of Snakeskin is one of continuous
substitution, the principle of the filling-in of the periods of time laid down
by the spoken narration is not random. Just as (we are told in the film)
ghosts are not free to go anywhere, but are bound to certain places,
similarly, the ghosts of sounds perhaps have an affinity for certain

images, and the ghosts of images an affinity for certain sounds.

It is not only images that fill in: the spoken narratives are acts of filling
in, of accounting for the lacunae in lived experience. We hear a woman
(whom we will come to identify as the main woman narrator, played
by Noraishah Abu Bakar) speaking of an experience at age 15:
she resisted the advances of a boy; he became angry and yelled at
her; suddenly she found herself transported from Singapore to San
Francisco, without being able to account for how she traveled that
distance. The characters of the film are all such creatures of cinema,
spirited away across time and space by an inexplicable cut. Another
story: one day as usual a young girl goes after school to the home of
a woman caretaker, but on this day she sees a man “doing something

bad” to the woman and runs away. We hear of men in trouble with the
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authorities, who are forced to flee. A Japanese soldier hospitalized in
Singapore finds himself flying back to his home in Niigata. His fate is to
be reborn as a cat. In each of these cases, a gap opens up, which the
act of narrating strives to fill, even though the effort to explain what has

happened is abandoned.

The people who narrate these stories are characterized only by their
acts of telling: the film does not seek to give them more substance. They
take on the global anonymity of city dwellers. We see and hear them
as people who are not our intimates, but whom we let be alongside us,
in the way we let strangers share space with us in our everyday urban
experience. These people become, then, not individuals who share their
substantiality with us, but something like ghosts. The composite of all
their stories is a representation of the city of Singapore, a city whose
history is retold during the film in a series of incomplete myths. Like the
personal stories we hear, these myths are ways of structuring time in
space. Within this space, people come together on the basis of distance

and insubstantiality.

The scene of the presentation of the film screening is very striking: Hui’s
camera frames Abu Bakar alone, making a short speech. What leaps to the
eye (this scene follows a ceremonial unfurling of the white screen, creating
the sacred space of cinema) is her solitude. Though she makes the promise
of a post-screening discussion, there is little visual sense of an audience.
The shots inside the screening space (in the Substation in Singapore)
show mainly empty seats. On the one hand, this is, unfortunately, a

realistic depiction of small independent cinemas all over the world, and
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an instance of the global problem of the lack of local audience support for
independent filmmakers. Furthermore, the sparse attendance at the film
screening resonates with the disconnected nature of the various narrations
in Snakeskin, criticizing the lack of an adequate social context for the stories

that are told in the film.

On the other hand, the cinema is the communal space where these
stories, if only potentially, intersect. By cinema, | mean not just the
screening space shown in the film, but also the art and practice of
cinema as embodied by Snakeskin itself, and, moreover, the past of
cinema, which haunts several narrators’ stories. A Chinese man tells of
hiding from the authorities in a cinema, where, watching Malay musicals
night after night without understanding the language, he becomes
fascinated by the image of a woman dancing. We learn from someone
else of a security guard at a film studio who falls in love with a Malay
dancer. Perhaps the dancer in both stories is the same, and perhaps she
is the same woman whom another narrator (Abu Bakar) recalls seeing
in a photograph and whom she identifies, somewhat uncertainly, as her
late mother (who must then have renounced her past to become a strict

Muslim woman—another gap) .

One of the narrators speaks, a little apologetically, of his awareness
of “little black things” moving in his room. These shapes, which belong
to a hallucinatory cinema that accompanies him, indicate the danger
in cinema, that it may turn away from community to become a strictly
private obsession. His black things, a visual metaphor for the gaps that

permeate Snakeskin and motivate the narrations in the film, embody the
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power of film to alienate reality. Abu Bakar speaks of this power at one
point: when one looks at what one has filmed, she says, one finds “a
new version of your story, [from which] all the important details, like the
truth that you know, [have] been left out.” Snakeskin seems like a film
from which much has been left out, perhaps the most important things—
all the better to evoke a city where people are separated, but also
exposed to one another, by the gaps they carry with them, the gaps they

themselves are.

Snakeskin

SINGAPORE, PORTUGAL /2014 / English / Color / 105 min
Director, Screenplay, Photography, Editing, Narration: Daniel Hui
Sound: Daniel Hui, Tiago Matos
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Lav Diaz’s Storm Children—Book One

Resilience Amidst Rubble

Melissa Legarda Alcantara

Resilience, radiance, recovery—these are the personal victories of
Tacloban’s afflicted youth that Filipino filmmaker Lav Diaz’s radically
aestheticized documentary, Storm Children—Book One, unswervingly
seeks to illuminate. Chronicled as one of the deadliest tropical storms
in Philippine history, Typhoon Yolanda claimed the lives of thousands,
leaving a trail of grief and devastation that lives on in the film’s subjects:
young Filipino survivors who, having suffered tremendous trauma, spend
their days attempting to re-establish a sense of normalcy in their ruined
hometowns. Throughout Storm Children—Book One, Diaz walks with
the children in fierce consolation through the wreckage as they seek

meaningful ways to cope with their irrevocably altered realities.

Diaz treats his young characters with overwhelming reverence,
evidenced in the deliberate physical and emotional space that the
camera is careful to keep. Aware that the tumultuous emotional process
involved in new beginnings—trepidation, adaptation, experimentation,
navigating the unfamiliar—has already commenced for the children, Diaz
approaches his subjects from a place of quiet, unobtrusive observation,
as though his lens is just another kid in the village, a compassionate
companion who understands the beauty of silence. Diaz does not

interfere, offer advice, or coax stories of grief. When a boy crouched on
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a ledge buries his face in his hands, the camera is static; focus is kept
purposefully blurry, preventing us from scrutinizing the boy’s features.
Diaz’s message rings clear: we are here not to pity these children, but to

marvel at their endurance.

Meticulous aesthetic attention is paid to framing and mise en scene.
The striking visuals and diegetic sound choices intentionally break
any concept of the documentary as an exploitation of poverty. Crisp,
symmetrical black-and-white visuals render the wreckage beautiful, and
every unhurried shot feels laden with meaning. As kids splash gleefully
in flooded streets at the film’s start, the black-and-white image inhibits
our ability to gauge the dirtiness of the water, likely teeming with car
oil, street dirt, rodents, and litter, as if to say, this is not the point: the

children are the point.

Diaz’s repugnance towards emotional exploitation is evident in his
preference to show, rather than say. His reactions remain neutral, and
he makes no attempt to cajole reactions of any sort from the children.
“That’s my house,” a boy tells Diaz, pointing to a makeshift tent, “but I'm
not ashamed of it.” The director’s response is measured: “Of course you
shouldn’t be.” Ethical questions about poverty, tourism, and activism
simmer beneath the surface of a brief scene in Leyte, when cheerful
white tourists stop to take photographs with a group of grubby children
in the remnants of a doorway before vanishing into the distance forever.
Midway through the film, we follow a lone young boy who works as a
water carrier. Only after a significant time has passed does Diaz allow a

single close-up, his lens generally staying far enough away as to observe
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without voyeurism. The camera rests on the boy’s face, innocent and
unblemished, eyes bright and curious, before Diaz abruptly cuts away to
a new scene, a new story. His dedication to maintaining respect for the
children is unwavering, reminding us always: they are not victims, but

survivors.

Diaz’s celebration of the resilience of the storm children is powerfully
reinforced in the documentary’s final moments, when the camera
observes Leyte’s children clambering deftly up a ship named David
Legazpi and jumping gleefully into the ocean. In that instant, we
poignantly recall one of the few snippets of dialogue that Diaz allows us
to hear, wherein a teenage boy points off-camera and says: “That’s the
ship that swept our houses. The David Legazpi.” In other words, the ship

that wiped out half of his community during the typhoon.

The beauty of the irony is not lost on Diaz, who cuts off all sound.
Silence rings in our ears as the children frolic in slow motion beneath the
ship’s printed name, and slowly we realize that the ship that brought the
children so much pain, grief, and loss is the very entity that enables them
to recover the playful innocence of their youth. Each time a storm child
climbs the Legazpi’s ladder, jumping from the steep hull into the depths
of the water below, they resurface anew: brighter, steadier, and ready to

take their next plunge.
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Lav Diaz’s Storm Children—Book One

A Problematic Look at Disaster

Kitakoji Takashi

Storm Children—Book One was filmed on the island of Leyte a few
months after it was ravaged by the typhoon that hit the Philippines in
November 2013. It goes without saying that any work by Lav Diaz,
internationally renowned for his work in fiction cinema, would be no
simple report of the reality of the damage. Although in the second
half of this 143-minute work, two boys who have lost their families are
interviewed and followed by the camera for the rest of the film, and even
though we do visit shacks that must have been built hastily on the site
of a former town, the way the camera often moves forward is rather
unorthodox, and we get no other interview or description in text of the

facts of what happened there.

We often see a ship that the intense wind and waves have thrust up on
the land, and that must have even left houses flattened in its path—like
the low-angle shot of the bow that has come to a standstill just short of
a road where motorcycles and cars continue to drive. We find that these
lofty and sublime images speak to us, telling us silently of the intensity
of the typhoon that assaulted this land. Nevertheless, one consequence
of simply overwhelming the audience in a parade of beauty by filling the
screen with this kind of shot, is to conversely lead us into bewilderment.

Beginning with the opening, in which we look from afar upon a
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tremendous swollen river being walloped by endless rain and wind, we
are treated to one wide, stationary, continuous take after the next; all of
them stunningly perfect. We find ourselves wanting to murmur in awe at
their beauty, but a paradox intervenes. Is it wrong to exploit the damage
to this place and the hardship of its people for aesthetic reasons? Such
an ethical issue is by no means irrelevant, but there is more to the story.
Positioning the camera just so, in just the right location, and capturing
the ideal shot in flawless framing all give rise to a work composed of
countless scenes of indisputable marvel. The area, only very recently
ravaged by a typhoon, begins to look like an enormous set made for the
express use of a film director. The fact is undoubtedly a tribute to Diaz’s
talent, but we might say that it also reveals something slippery about
that talent. This brute force in showing the devastation of the world as
if it were a movie set amounts to subjugating the world for the sake of
a movie. “How beautiful,” we think, and yet, is it not too beautiful...? Not
only is this the feeling that overwhelms us upon seeing this work, it also
reflects our incredulity towards Diaz’s gift in making the subject matter
this unduly photogenic. It is not that the work exploits the devastation
of the world, but rather its beauty lies in how it has taken on the risk of

exploiting the world itself.

One scene near the beginning of the film bears out this point well. A
half-flooded road with a fair amount of traffic traverses a small river,
where two boys use tree branches and the like to gather flotsam that
has made its way downstream. Three boys in matching clothes pass
alongside these “street children,” and though they are close enough

to call out to one another, not even a single glance is exchanged. The
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conspicuousness of the indifference in this missed encounter would
seem to be a naked sign of the extreme contrast in wealth between the
two groups. We also find this when a stray dog missing its back left leg
enters the same scene in the same spot, leaving after ransacking the
trash. The fact that the somewhat wealthy-looking boys and the crippled
dog pass before the camera is merely a consequence of where they
happened to be at the time of shooting. Yet the film’s elevated level of
aesthetic refinement overall means that their features appear to our
eyes as if they had been inserted by the director intentionally, as explicit

contrast and metaphor.

There are also many wonderful scenes in the film about which | have
no complaint. Of these, the most superlative is the series of shots that
show a boy pumping water from a well and carrying it home, over and
over again. This ten-year-old and a girl who seems to be his older sister
take these big and obviously heavy containers in both hands, carrying
them back and forth to their house. Presumably this is their agreed-
upon daily routine. It is manifestly harsh labor for such a small boy, and
the director brings us every riveting last detail of his actions, including
the many stops he makes to put down his load and sit, rubbing his hips
as if they were in pain. An older male voice of reproach from off screen
scolds the boy, telling him to work faster, but there is a comeback in
response that accuses the faultfinders of dodging work to hang around
themselves. But the rich scene formed by the boy’s Sisyphean labors
and intermittent breaks already poses numerous questions to us,
speaking volumes that transcend any such words. Always continuing

the same pattern of working and resting, making no effort to change his
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routine even when pelted by a light rain: the film is not simply showing
us the typical carefree character of a child. We also see in him a monk
seeking enlightenment in isolation from his surroundings, a member
of the proletariat in silent objection to the circumstances of his life. We
are even left for an instant with the apprehension that he might end up
having to do this forever. Because of the ambiguity inevitably arousing
these impressions that go beyond what the director intended, the scene
is absolutely wonderful, and the boy’s Sisyphean round trips play in
variation with the end of the film, in which boys are seen each jumping in
their own style off the ship anchored offshore, continually clambering up
and jumping back off. No matter what the circumstance, children will find
a way to play; nonetheless, their play duplicates their friend’s harsh and
meaningless Sisyphean labor. Their action on the screen goes silent,
and the film ends in slow motion. The beauty of Lav Diaz’s work always
emerges from a place not far removed from aesthetic decadence.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

Storm Children—Book One

PHILIPPINES /2014 / Tagalog / B&W / 143 min
Director, Photography, Editing: Lav Diaz

Sound Design: Hazel Orencio

Additional Photography: Sultan Diaz
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Tanaka Kei's Under the Cherry Tree

Reluctance and Transformation

Sato Seiko

“I want to die already. There’s no point in living anymore. | want death to

come and get me as soon as possible.”

| worked for more than ten years in caring for the elderly, and no sentiment

was more often expressed. Even so, | never got used to hearing it.

Some say such entreaties merely reflect a yearning for attention, but | disa-
gree. Surviving tumultuous times as their generation plunged headlong into
the building of modern Japan after the war, these people now find it almost
impossible to bear growing old and drifting to the edge of society. They
are at a loss for meaning in their lives, and marking the days until death
becomes a demanding burden. Phrases like “There’s no point in living any-
more” conceal a hidden murmur: “We’re not useless people. We don’t want

to be made to feel as if we are useless.”

Director Tanaka Kei, in her late 20s, manages in her documentary, Under
the Cherry Tree, to tease out feelings expressed by her elderly subjects

that issue from some place truly profound within them.

The film’s setting is the Nogawa-nishi Housing Complex in Kawasaki City,

Kanagawa Prefecture. Tanaka says she felt that this particular public hous-
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ing project was different from others she knew, that it seemed to harbor
a “vital raw energy.” And she turned her camera on four of its residents,
filming not only their daily existences, but also asking them about their

thoughts, and the lives they’d lived.

Yet they describe such personal details as if it was the most natural thing
in the world. It is certainly normal for people to build relationships with
one another. The elderly people leading their solitary lives at first treat her
as an unwelcome guest, but we are shown with great candor the gradual
changes from initial awkwardness, through a lowering of the guard, to the

eventual softening.

The deepening of the relationship between the filmmaker and her subjects
brings the viewer a direct sensation of actually being acquainted with these

four elderly men and women on a daily, face-to-face basis.

One way of summarizing the film might be this: “The contrast of Kawasaki’s
development due to rapid economic growth with one of its unwelcome con-
sequences, the current reality of public housing, goes hand in hand with the
problems confronting Japan as a result of its elderly population.” This de-
scription however, doesn’t give us the crux of the work. We would have to
continue, “The desperate urgency of the elderly issue encompasses much
deeper and more multi-faceted problems, including the fear of dying alone,
and the specter of suicide.” The director’s involvement with the elderly not
only seems to have given her ample understanding of the situation, but the
information present in the film avoids being led astray by so-called common

knowledge, and she paints her subject in depth.
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One of the four interviewed memorably describes the housing complex as
a collection of “bird nests.” This is neither their hometown, nor is it through
their own choosing that it has become their final residence. They have no
place else to go. They are just like birds scuttling in and out of birdhouses

that have been stacked in a grid.

Tanaka travels into these “birdhouses” as a filmmaker, but upon completion
of viewing her work, one is left with a sense of her overwhelming tender-
ness, as if she too was one of the residents of the housing complex, lend-
ing a helping hand to her neighbors. The distance between the camera and
each person in the film seems to demonstrate a mutual consideration, and

this might be why the work feels so unforced.

The director is by their side during part of the little time that remains in their
lives, with her eyes taking in the same scenery. As she and her subjects
face one another, she is quietly sharing with them the space in which they
exist. The degree of distance she chooses in her approach to them feels

just right.

Scenes of these elderly people when they are happy or feeling proud show
their pleasure in her having taken an interest in them and their sense of
satisfaction in having the opportunity to talk about themselves. It is as if, as
shooting progressed, they gradually began to reclaim their own existences,

forgotten even to themselves.

This is something that | found difficult when | used to work directly with the

elderly. Even if you manage to help improve someone’s life, changing who
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they are is not something you can go about intentionally.

There are some things that people don’t want to talk about. On film, these
moments are meticulously recorded in the form of “silence.” My heart ached
as | watched their movements and facial expressions of these elderly peo-

ple when they found themselves at a loss for words.

| had thought that documentary film was a form of self-expression used to
make a record of something, but in this work | discovered people express-

ing themselves by the act of being photographed. It was a revelation.

It reminded me that living itself is the most fundamental method of both

creation and expression.

After the film was over, | had a vision of a scene that hadn’t appeared on
the screen. The four of them were all under a cherry tree, standing apart
from one another and smiling. “Thank you,” they said. They must have
been unspoken words of gratitude towards the director. Undoubtedly, this
film altered the concluding act in the story of their lives.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

Under the Cherry Tree

JAPAN /2015 / Japanese / Color / 92 min
Director, Photography, Editing: Tanaka Kei
Photography: Maeda Yamato

Sound Mixing: Kawakami Takuya
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Julia Pesce’s Us women . Them women

A Mysterious Paradise Where Only Women Dwell

Aoyama Naao Amy

When a director trains the camera on her own home, we wonder about her
aim. Is showing the private details of her relatives a bid for understanding
about the idiosyncrasies of their domestic life? Or perhaps she wants to record
the customs of her beloved family for posterity? For Julia Pesce, the director
of Us Women. Them Women, the answer is both. The discussions playing out
daily in this household inhabited exclusively by women have an aching reality
to them, and yet somehow this world, detached from the one outside, now and

then takes our breath away with its mystery.

Opening with the massage of the frigid-looking feet of an elderly woman, the
film centers on the everyday lives of nine women in the suburbs of Argentina.
It is the director’s family. Death is imminent for her great aunt, and her
grandmother too requires care. It is the young female cousins who take turns
looking after them. Her mother and aunt fret over finding a nursing home, in
the midst of their already hectic lives. The women spend their existences in
a continuous cycle of helping one another, quarreling, and comforting one
other. No men are present—their world lacks even a trace of masculinity.
Watching these nine women who span a range of generations existing in
mutual dependence, one begins to fall prey to the illusion of having somehow
stumbled onto a mini “women’s universe.” One scene shows them on a picnic.

The women lay in their swimsuits on the grass, resting their heads on each
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other’s thighs in a circle, and listening to the sounds of nature. We can only

see it as the vision of some mysterious paradise.

The film is shot entirely with a handheld camera that follows the women
everywhere they go in the house, with no exceptions; there are even
numerous scenes in the bathtub. The emphasis on the repeated acts of daily
life means that these moments in particular are revealed unobscured. It should
be noted how the director has designed an extraordinary work that masterfully
juxtaposes life and death, exemplified in the contrasting bathing scenes of
both an elderly woman and a pregnant one. She shows us a woman about to

die, the women that sustain her, and a woman in whom new life dwells.

This climax of the film, the record of a home birth, was surely only possible
because the expectant mother was the director’s older sister. Under warm
and indirect lighting, with only the necessary details illuminated, a midwife
slowly chants a calming mantra to ease the mother’s strain. To witness her
birthing body—fragile, and yet also hardy—and the new existence that must
be detached from that body, is to know wonder. "Is she mine?" asks the
mother after the delivery, seeking confirmation from the midwife. To this, the
midwife replies, “She belongs to life itself, and you will always be with her,” as
if summing up the entire film. | felt a lump in my throat.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

Us women . Them women

ARGENTINA /2015 / Spanish / Color / 65 min
Director, Screenplay, Photography: Julia Pesce
Editing: Lucia Torres

Sound: Federico Disandro

Producer: Juan C. Maristany
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Chris Fujiwara: Good afternoon. Welcome to the symposium on
Documentary as Experimental Cinema. This is part of the program of
events being sponsored by the Japan Foundation Asia Center. We're
very grateful for their support. This symposium is connected with two
activities here. One is the Film Criticism Workshop, where aspiring film
critics, working with more established film critics, watch documentary
films at Yamagata and write about them. You can see their work on
the website of the festival; some texts are in Japanese and some are
in English. All the students are here today, and so are the critics who
are working with the students as mentors. This event is also part of the
first year of the Film Criticism Collective, generously supported by the
Japan Foundation Asia Center. The collective will seek to encourage
critical thought on film in Asia and also to connect Asian critics and

readers in other parts of the world.

Let’s begin with the name of this symposium, “Documentary as Experi-
mental Cinema.” This could mean many things. Documentary itself is
a term that is susceptible to many definitions. One of the students in
the workshop said to me yesterday that having been at the festival for
three days, she found that she no longer feels she knows what a docu-
mentary is. | thought this is really a strong affirmation of the festival; if

the festival is doing that, then it is fulfilling its function.

It's not easy to define what a documentary is, nor should it be easy.
We’re going to look at this subject today in terms of another genre of
cinema—experimental cinema. “Experimental cinema” in English is a

very contested term. There are many filmmakers who are sometimes
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classified as experimental but don'’t like to be called that because they
feel it misrepresents what they’re doing. Some of them prefer to be
called avant-garde or non-narrative. But when we chose to give the
name “experimental” such prominence in the title of this symposium, it
was to highlight the fact that these days many documentaries are being
made and shown primarily at film festivals such as this one, that are
outside the normal, traditional definition of what documentary is sup-
posed to do; that highlight cinematic form, the filmmaking activity, and
the role of the audience in interpreting the film. Many documentaries
are made now that are very open in how they address the audience

and how they ask the audience to receive them.

The viewer of such films has to do a good deal of work, more than is
customary for somebody watching a typical kind of documentary. This
work is sometimes very close to the kind of work they must do when
they watch a so-called experimental or avant-garde film. We thought
we would have a symposium today that would talk about the relation-
ship between these two genres and see what sense we could make
about the issues that they raise. I'd like to start by asking each member

of our distinguished panel to introduce his or her approach to this topic.

Chalida Uabumrungjit: | just want to say that yes, some documen-
taries are experimental, and vice versa, some experimental films are
documentary. Maybe the two sets overlap at some point. The key ele-
ment for a documentary is truth, fact, or actuality. We can refer to John
Grierson’s notion of documentary: it is a creative process of actuality.

As a creative process, it’s open for many things. On the other hand,
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experimental film has different meanings in different timeframes. If
you look at the history of film—maybe you name it in different terms,
like avant-garde or something else—in general, it goes against main-
stream, against the cliché. Once you have a non-narrative film as op-
posed to narrative film, that is experimental. Actually, cinema started
as experimental: first you just place the camera and record something,
but when they start to have editing, when you put two shots together,

that’s already experimental, in that time.

Sometimes, | argue with a young filmmaker: “Okay, your film is experi-
mental if you make it in 1940, because no one did that. Then someone
started to do fast-cut things. Now when you do it in the 2000s, every-
body can do that.” It's not the form, but how you begin to think about

it, how you make it creative. That's why the documentary and the ex-

perimental meet at some point—the actuality and the creative process.
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A lot of experimental films use archive footage or play with reality, like
Lav Diaz’s film Storm Children—Book One, which we’ve all just seen,

which plays with time.

Most of Lav Diaz’s films play with time. People watch films for two
hours, but he makes films that last nine hours, and that already chal-
lenges the audience. One thing that facilitates documentary and ex-
perimental filmmaking in the present day is technology. In the past, if
you wanted to make a nine-hour film, it would cost too much, but with a
digital camera, you can do it. Or if you want to use a lot of techniques
that are not easy—like different layers of image, superimposed—it
was difficult in the past to do five to ten layers, technically. But these
days you can put down any timeline you like with editing. | know some
experimental filmmakers who use a hundred layers and combine them.
The technology has made it possible for the two things to meet at this

point in time.

Philip Cheah: | became quite interested in the last few years in seeing
narrative films start going into documentary and experimental. | believe
you actually saw this trend in Yamagata maybe two or three editions
ago. My thought on it is that there is a kind of a failure in narrative film
to capture the truth of the subject, and that’s why these directors go

into documentary and experimental.

Necessity is the mother of invention. There’s a film in this program
called Snakeskin by Daniel Hui that sort of fits this subject. Daniel

never wanted to make Snakeskin as a hybrid experimental piece, but
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he had no choice. When he started to research the film, he realized
that most of the films in Singapore that he wanted to show have been
destroyed, and then he found that a lot of the archival footage that he
wanted to access was not there. So he had to re-imagine the places
and the people that were no longer there, and that’s why you have

Snakeskin.

| think that documentary is a form of experimental film. The new docu-
mentary experiments are managing to say something without seeming
to say anything. Here’s a jazz correlation: when the pianist Anthony
Coleman recalled his first gig with John Zorn, he said, “I've been play-
ing lots of prepared piano, trying to develop a concept. Then after-
wards, John Zorn told me, ‘That was great, but you don’t have to solo
like that. Your solo can be silent, your solo can be quieter than what
the other two players are playing. Your solo can be made up of radi-

i

cally different kinds of events.”” So Anthony Coleman thought, “Yes,
but how do you know it’s a solo?” John Zorn told him, “It’s the intention,

you know.”

Unlike the old days of talking-head documentaries, experimental docus
take a more Zen approach. They are just letting the images speak.
You look at the image and then you construct what it’s saying to you.
Teng Mangansakan, who’s here on the panel, has a film which | think
also suits this subject, The Obscured Histories of Daguluan’s Children,
which was made in 2011. Teng used the documentary-experimental
form to tell his narrative of how his people were forced to leave their

homes. For example, in the final scene where the three girls were shar-
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ing their most intimate thoughts, Teng left the camera running; he just
let the girls talk on and on. Many of the scenes in the film are direct
recordings, shot without rehearsals. He would see something interest-
ing and would tell them, “Just do it again,” and he would shoot it. He
concocts this whole narrative by listening and weaving in a tapestry of
emotion. This subject is interesting because it’s a way for filmmakers to

keep the ideas free.

Kitakoji Takashi: It occurred to me that “experimental cinema” is not a
term that is being used lately. | teach at a university in Kyoto with a re-
nowned experimental director on the staff who has started to feel a lit-
tle uncomfortable being called “experimental” (laughs). It goes without
saying that | too have great respect for his work, and in fact | passion-
ately praised his work when | first encountered his films as a young crit-
ic just starting out. Nonetheless, if | might venture to say this, his films
are indisputably great as films in and of themselves, without the context
of Japanese experimental film, and even indeed any awareness of it.
So what do we mean by “experimental,” today’s theme? A look at text-
books on topics like film theory and history reveals that documentary
and experimental cinema are often relegated to brief chapters in which
they are grouped together, because of their supposed dissimilarity from
mainstream fiction cinema. Certainly, this is merely an expedience of
classification and means nothing in and of itself. Nonetheless, might
we not consider the possibility of some common ground between docu-
mentary and experimental cinema (or simply experimentation) on a

more essential level?
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To put it a bit extremely, documentary is invariably experimental. On
this point | am in whole-hearted agreement with what Philip Cheah just
said when he mentioned as an example the process used in making
Snakeskin. Unfortunately, however, | haven’t seen the work itself, so
| must reserve judgment on whether its experiment succeeded or not.
For one example we can turn to the many documentaries once made
in Japan about political struggle. One paragon of these is Ogawa Shin-
suke’s series of films depicting the revolt of farmers against a nation
that, bent on building a new international airport, has made a construc-
tion site out of land the farmers had long cultivated. When you set
about shooting such a struggle and you’re trying to decide things like
where to place your camera in the face of unexpected assaults by the
riot police—and subsequent developments that are anyone’s guess—
advance preparations often only pay limited dividends. Cinematogra-
phers, directors, and others involved in making a documentary must
respond on a case-by-case basis to the unpredictable circumstances
of a changing film shoot, coming up with suitable camera positions
and methods on the fly. The director or cinematographer might not be
able to fulfill their original design, or they might make footage for which
there is no place in their existing approach. Because documentaries
seek actuality, they turn out to be experimental. The illustration | used
of the clashes between the farmers and the riot police may seem a bit
extreme, but is there not, on some level, something unavoidably exper-
imental about documentary cinema, when what it does is aim a camera
and sound recording equipment towards events that are unpredictable
(i.e. reality) ? Undoubtedly, technological advances such as the move

to digital have had an impact, but | want to stress that the experimen-
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tal elements of documentary long predate such recent developments.
Two years ago, director Chris Marker was featured at this film festival,
and | saw many of his films. Certainly we might classify him based on
our theme today, as an “experimental documentary filmmaker.” What
moved me however, was a certainty that his experimentation arose not
from some sort of aesthetic consideration, but came about in response
to the shifting reality before his camera, that he then made into one
of his works. The political struggle is here too, but it takes on different
forms in different eras. The experimentation in Marker’s films is real-
ized in accordance with the contour of changing events, that in turn

determine their shape.

When | watched Lav Diaz’s Storm Children—Book One, to be honest,
| became more critical about this. Here we have a film completed as
the director intended it, with the camera placed wherever he wished—
which has nothing to do with whether it should be called a documen-
tary or not. This image where you have a huge ship on land, that’s
something that draws the audience’s attention. It’s shocking. The im-
age gives an impression to the audience, that the audience has seen
something significant. When | see the films made after the 2011 earth-
quake and tsunami in northeastern Japan, some of these films show
such images a lot. | don’t bring up ethics lightly, and in fact Lav Diaz is
an excellent director, however the images of disaster are being used
as mere material for his creations, a means for the director to express
himself personally. Ah yes, therefore we might call Storm Children—
Book One an experimental documentary. Nonetheless my own per-

spective is that Lav Diaz’s “experimentation” is a means of personal
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expression made based on aesthetic considerations, alien from the
examples | just gave of the work of Ogawa Shinsuke and Chris Marker,

and not a reflection of reality.

Yuki Aditya: In Indonesia, media art began to grow significantly in the
hands of the 1990s generation, who were born and grew up in the mid-
dle of the modernization of the New Order regime. It was also driven by
government policy at that time, with the massive invasion of new tech-
nology under the repressive military regime. The artistic and cultural
movement started looking for alternative ways to subvert the prevailing
system. It was never able to deal directly, head-to-head, with the dicta-
torship. However, computer software came to be used as a new toy by

this generation to talk about things surrounding them.

Since the post-reform period in 1998, Indonesian people have experi-
enced the era of freedom of expression. The political constellation in
Indonesia changed completely. Society was no longer in a fight against
the dictatorial government. The fight has become horizontal, more in
the resistance against the domination of certain groups, as well as the
discrimination against certain groups, coupled with the emergence of
mass media dominated by a handful of rich people who have power
to control the flow of information. At the same time, technology devel-
oped more rapidly and massively entered Indonesia. Video was the
most affordable tool to deliver criticism about the social situation. The
artistic and cinematic approach is most associated with this tendency,

because Indonesia has a long history of cinema.
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The non-profit organization Forum Lenteng was established by in-
dividual artists, communication students, researchers, and cultural
observers in 2003 as a study group to respond to the social situation
in the post-reform period regarding arts and culture. At that time, many
movements of the film community emerged against the background of
the hiatus of the Indonesian film industry in the mid-1990s, due to the
monopoly of Hollywood on film distribution. Lots of cine-clubs popped
up. Independent film production became a trend among the young gen-
eration. From there, sprung filmmakers whose works were finally able
to stand on a par with Hollywood films and have occupied the top ranks

of the cinema industry in Indonesia for more than a decade.

There are things to be criticized in this phenomenon. The development
of cinema in Indonesia is concentrated in production alone, without duly
considering the importance of the knowledge production that should
accompany it. An infrastructure of museums, archives and institutions
that take care of the arts and culture already exists in Indonesia, but it
is still not adequate, and sufficient access is not available for the wider
society, especially in small towns and villages. Knowledge seems so
expensive and difficult to obtain. As a community, Forum Lenteng has
positioned itself as the driving awareness to educate ourselves, to fill
our needs as Indonesians, producing knowledge through study of cine-
ma, video art, the related socio-political history, and research activities,
as well as criticism, and then distributing this knowledge to the wider

society.

Lav Diaz’s Storm Children—Book One is in a way reminiscent of the
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films produced through our program AKUMASSA, which was started in
2008. AKUMASSA is a media-based community program that works to-
gether with local communities in various regions in Indonesia. Through
AKUMASSA, Forum Lenteng examines local phenomena that have
been neglected. This activity is done to counter mainstream media, to
enable the community to educate themselves, and to produce informa-
tion from the perspective of citizens and distribute it through various
media such as text, images and video. The AKUMASSA program has
produced dozens of video works with citizen participation, which do
not depend on the form of the canonical aesthetic of the West that
emphasizes individuality. The video works of AKUMASSA were done
collaboratively and participatively in effort to reduce subjectivity. The
idea of “countering the mainstream mass media” is used to inform an
alternative visual language experimentation, where the camera acts as

a citizen’s eye.

Historically, visual language experimentation in Indonesian cinema was
only done at the level of form or aesthetics, and not in an orderly man-
ner. No experimental movement was significant and strong enough.
The same thing happened at the level of activism, due to the ever-
changing political situation since the beginning of Indonesian independ-
ence in 1945. Meanwhile, incomplete acceptance of the history of aes-
thetics weakened experimentation in cinema and left the Indonesian

cinema with no voice.

Since 1998, the potential of community acquired new force in the field

of activism, aesthetic and socio-political. Similar to the AKUMASSA
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program, ARKIPEL Jakarta International Documentary and Experi-
mental Film Festival is a political and cultural movement in the context
of cinema, going in accordance with the development of cinema in
Indonesia and internationally. ARKIPEL tries to re-read the history of
media and cinema through its programs. The concept of participation
at the community level is also applied organically in the organization of

ARKIPEL, by involving people in examining, archiving, and curating.

ARKIPEL experiments with local perspectives not only by emphasizing
aesthetics, but also by examining how art and cultural activism work in
the socio-political context. A comprehensive socio-political discourse
will bring out a distinctive aesthetic in its own right. Moreover, taking
the centralized discourse of world cinema to Jakarta makes it possible
to build a strategic position in the development of global cinema dis-

course.

Teng Mangansakan: I'm a writer of creative non-fiction, so naturally |
gravitated towards documentary filmmaking. | did my first documentary
in 2000 about war in Mindanao, the island in the Philippines where |
come from. Soon after, | made documentaries, short ones actually, until
2007, when | tried to shoot my first full-length documentary. However,
while shooting my documentary | encountered some problems, which
for me could not be solved through a pure documentary form. | felt that
the only way for me to make the documentary was to experiment a bit,
and that’s how my documentary The Obscured Histories and Silent
Longings of Daguluan’s Children was born. | feel that the failure of real-

ity to capture my subject was the real reason why | had to experiment
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a bit. As a writer of non-fiction, | was evolving towards the conventions
and techniques of fiction; so my film was also evolving from a very pure
documentary to a more malleable, flexible form, which is what we now

term as experimental documentary.

| believe the core really is, for Asians, specifically Southeast Asians,
that there’s a very thin line between what is mythical and what is real.
That was primarily the problem with my documentary, in which there
were a lot of mythical elements that could not be captured by a more
empirical approach towards the documentary form. | think this has been
an issue for a lot of Southeast Asian filmmakers when they try to in-
corporate the surreal, the metaphysical, and the supernatural into their
films. Even if this is rendered as unreal to us, it is real for some people,
and this is where the negotiation of the real and the mythical comes in.
So | think the experimental documentary is really a mediation, a nego-
tiation of two realms: rendering the real mythical and also making the
mythical real. And as an Asian, a Southeast Asian filmmaker, | think
that the fluidity of the form is something that we can use to speak vol-
umes about ourselves, volumes about our identities, layers of identities,

of selves, and | think it's probably why our cinema is very rich.

I’'m doing another film right now, which is called Pablo’s Elegy and Oth-
er Deliriums at Sea. It’s a film about a storm, similar to Storm Children
by Lav Diaz. Lav and | both come from the same province. We come
from Maguindanao, in Mindanao, the Muslim part. While he made his
film in Manila and Tacloban, where Typhoon Haiyan or Yolando took

place, | did my film in Mindanao. Again, while | was trying to make a
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documentary about what happened to fisherfolk who went missing
after the storm, a lot of mythical elements entered into the picture. For
example, their wives would tell me that at night, they would see a fog in
the sea. For them, this fog is the souls of the fishermen visiting them.
How can you make a straight-form, empirical, scientific documentary if

you have these elements?

There is another element | remember: a mother was asking for a sign
if indeed the father and husband is dead. Five minutes later she saw
a butterfly, and she saw that as a sign that the master of the family is
dead. That became part of the documentary. The only way for me to
tell something that is authentic, something that is true to my identity as
an Asian, is to make that as an integral part of my film, my documenta-
ry. Whether we think of it as experimental documentary, documentary,
or something else, it boils down to our expression of what we are as a

people.

Kaneko Yu: Philip-san, you talk about the Zen approach. | think that
phrase is quite good. On the screen behind us as we speak, we can
see being projected Mekong Hotel (2012), which was directed by Api-
chatpong Weerasethakul. The Zen approach that Philip-san mentioned,
| think you can find there. The work was filmed at a hotel on the banks
of the Mekong River, overlooking Vientiane, in Laos. The Zen approach
that Philip-san mentioned refers, | think, to this experimental spirit that
Apichatpong has, that goes hand-in-hand with his understanding of

contemporary filmmaking.
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Both Apichatpong’s documentaries and fiction films consciously employ
these very radical techniques. Mekong Hotel too uses experimental
methods. In this film, with no explanation, a fiction film-within-the-film is
intermixed in with scenes from a making-of documentary. It is a story
in which a boy meets a girl, and somehow that girl is from a family of
vampires. Not only that, the figure of Apichatpong himself appears
everywhere, doing things like shooting the film itself, and recording
background music. Moreover, with the location being Isan in north-
eastern Thailand, the film takes the approach of having a locally-born
Nong Khai native, Jenjira Pongpas, also an important actor from many
of Apichatpong’s films, recount the history of the many refugees from

Laos that have flocked across the border formed by the Mekong River.

Apichatpong’s Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives (2010)
was one part of his Primitive project, in which he went to the northeast
and made not only this film but also a variety of other works in the
fields of documentary, video art, video installation, and photography.
But when he made Mekong Hotel, it was as if one such project became
concentrated into a single work, with various kinds of footage of entirely
different features all mixed together without explanation into one work

of cinema.

Just now, Teng-san talked about the typhoon in the Philippines that
caused thousands of casualties. | went to Palau in February. It’s just a
tiny island in Pacific. There is an even smaller island called Kayangel,
50 kilometers north, with a very small population, 50 people living on

the island. When they knew the typhoon was approaching, the resi-
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dents of that island were evacuated to safety, and nobody died or got
hurt on the island. Why were there no casualties in Palau but lots of

casualties in the city of Tacloban, in Leyte, in the Philippines?

In Storm Children, you can see big ships, and you see children. Some
are saying their houses were totally devastated, but they were living in
slums and they had nowhere to go, while the typhoon was approach-
ing. It has been pointed out that another major reason some people
didn’t evacuate may be that the Philippines meteorological agency
used the word “storm surge” instead of “tsunami,” making it difficult
to understand what was happening. In any case, watching this Storm
Children reminded me of my visit to Palau and the difference between

what happened in the two places.

Yuki-san talked about his fascinating group. | am interested in collec-
tives, or groups. Chris Marker established a collective in the 1960s, and
Godard set up a collective as well. And now there is this film critics col-
lective that Chris-san is trying to start up here. | run a collective myself,
a documentary magazine, neoneo, that | started several years ago,
online as well as in paper form. Every year more than 50 documenta-
ries are shown and released in Tokyo, Nagoya, Kyoto and Osaka, the
big cities in Japan. But not all of them can be covered by the press and
the media. So, five years ago, | started this documentary magazine
neoneo. We have run features on Ogawa Shinsuke, for example, and

on films related to the earthquake-and-tsunami disaster.

With more than 50 documentaries being released in a year in Japan,

Symposium: Documentary as Experimental Ginema | 127



BESOARLUEDRF 1AL —MBEINFABRINTVES, ZOTRT
PATFAT TR EFShZ b TIEHYE®A, ZZTSH D5 5ERI
ZDRF2x22)—=7HI > [neoneo] ZIAHE L7z T E TIT/N
NN OBEEP RAAABKER > RBEDOBELEETH>TVET,
FEETE0ARLUEDRF2 42— RAREINZLIICHEDE. 22
ICET7T7oX vV FPRBHARBICANIANBHTBTLED, %
ABERDMEAALP S, SHZDBICKTVWET, FFax22)—-DrF
IS, Dr DEREBA. ERBEXZOMD Y v ILICASTWL
KHDHbH 3,
HIEEFYVLE—BZAPE LY 0L FIURIETHEFES &
9B H 10 B OERMLTRE THIENP TEET, Thid, ®H5E
FAHKD, TAVLBERICHTIRTFOEREEESAZTLLI. 7
(LTI TEED 2722k, ETFEEERF2 XA 2)—-T%>
THEHIEVWIZETT, FT TATAD[Ab—L- FILRLY] &,
COATITV-—DRBICETSITLL Do
FTTATRETEF vy ROEBERIF, S EHRFa X4
=723 THLT1472a>dbimo>TVBEVNDIZETT, FHSICELT.
RFaxa)—ezhlSNen T2 EXBIEFELEEA, 22
BB T EBMEINhD & ZDOEILEEHHPEVEBLPICEDTLL D,

VR TI9F:&F8AE. COVCRIGLATT CILFLELET—
TOWKDOPEFEDTLHEEVELE, ZREHIVULIEY T THE
WEBWET, ZZTHEIAILEIPP VLAV ELFHYET, BE
HEICHVT [RRE] EVOSEICHIESEEBERIH52E5TT,
EZE, T FTATAREROBRED LS B ERROERBREH 5
b, TO—AT. e, £LEBBUANLEEY. MBEIEZIESZFED
FICHERINTVBEVWIBKRTO [EER] bH2, ZZICVWBAAD

128 | vo# YL RRIOLGMRELTORF2 X250 —

you find avant-garde and experimental elements being incorporated;
some of the filmmakers are here with us in the audience. But there are
some documentaries which seem to cross over the line, going into the

genre of experimental or something else.

As Chalida-san said, by using digital video, it is possible to shoot a film
that goes on for nine or ten hours. This may represent a critical attitude
by the video generation with respect to the film generation, because
such longer-duration works could not be done on film. Storm Children

by Lav Diaz belongs to that category of expression.

What connects Lav Diaz and Apichatpong is that they do, of course,
make not only documentaries but also non-documentary films as well.
Really, for them there is no clear borderline between the documentary
and the non-documentary. And that is very much apparent when such

films are being shown here in Yamagata.

Chris Fujiwara: Kaneko-san has started to bring together some of the
themes that have already emerged in the discussion. Perhaps we could
pursue them a bit further. One thing | would like to get people’s views
on is this: there seem to be different ways of thinking about what “ex-
perimental” means in filmmaking. For example, there is a formal kind of
experimentation that might be represented by Lav Diaz’s films or Wang
Bing’s films. On the other hand, you could think of experimentation in
the sense of a social or political activity that’s implicit in the way the film
is made. Both of our Japanese friends mentioned Chris Marker, and

Yuki talked about an explicitly collective program of filmmaking activity.
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Philip, can you cite other examples of how an experimental approach

to reality emerges through the form of a film?

Philip Cheah: This is actually the first time that Teng has announced
that Obscured Histories is a documentary. | never knew that until
today. Just to add to what the other guys have been saying about
“experimental” in terms of the grammar or the motivations, there is an-
other level that we can add to it. Yesterday, there was a screening of a
film called Anak Araw (2013) by Gym Lumbera from the Philippines. In
the Q&A, he was asked about his process in making the film, which is
about memories of his childhood living in a particular area and how he
had to move out of that area. He said that he had shot a lot of stuff in a
very composed way, and then he threw it all away because it didn’t feel
right; it didn’t express what he wanted to say about his place. He said
that the only strategy available was what his friend suggested to him:
“Why don’t you play?” That’s the other element of the experiment—the
play element, just playing around. That’'s how he made Anak Araw, by

being playful.

Chalida Uabumrungjit: Filmmakers may make films that are consid-
ered experimental or docu-experimental without having considered
themselves experimental filmmakers. They have the thing that they
want to say, do, show, or convey to the audience, and they find a way
that’s ideal, rather than starting by saying, “I'm going to make an exper-
imental film; how am | going to do it?” A lot of flmmakers whose work |
like, such as Apichatpong or Jia Zhangke, jump back and forth. When

Jia Zhangke makes a documentary film, it has a lot of fiction style in

Symposium: Documentary as Experimental Cinema | 131



WELEZITT. BVWHOBAICDOWT, BHAIKRHICE W EE
EoTWwWhh ol TDEE, RADPS [boEMEALDEDZ?] LR
FEIhEVWWET, Thy, RRODIVEDNDEZF —EV] &
WOBRTT, BIIZIP-TTRBOF] iRV ELL, BUEHD
®o7=DTY,

FrIE— - IFNLNVIy N BATRERNGBREMERDO DD
PHELTH, EROGBRE, E£AERF1 TTANYAS ZILEBE
ERIBEBLLET, WHICE. Bunknle, ®HrwZe, BE
FEWZ & RATEVWIEY DY, ThEERTIDICRELHEER
UVERERELTERNICE -7z RRUDPS[EH. ChSEBRME
ERAD, EX2TRIEVWWESRIN?2|EEATW D TIEDYEE A,
TEFryRRTy - Tro7—hE BOFZHEEBENZE. &
LAMRADBET LN REZVLTVET, Vv - V4> 7—pRFa
AR —EBBE, ZIE T4V 3> DARAUPELAVWSNT
W3, ZLTT747Ya>6RBEER. RX2 X2 —DERIS
CAVWLRhS, Cl3VWA. ZhPEBETEOMEN RF1 4221 —I(C
NI, UWHOL O EMEBEETERINDI DI TREVERVET,
W TKEEDE., T—IPEBETT, WHEVWIHHAF, FF¥ax
A —RRBMREEEZRELTVBINOTLE D,
BEERIE—MAIIC., RXa X2 —2R2EZEBRELERDOE
MICLET, @rERASLHIC. WEEHNS, KIAICIUFTLMRS
NIz2ADER, HEARTEF vy RCDIERICOVWTERBZEN
HYUET, 20015, 7IVTFHRABDBEREHDI-EE TEFv
YR DRDDORFER [BEBOARBHELME] P12 a2—-F>aF
JRT4oa EWACHEREINAZ LIS, BB ETHEEE L, B
EIEBY LM ABICA 2 T1—93 - 00R%NEd, My

132 | vo# UL RROLGMBELTORF 24250~

it, and when he makes fiction, it has a lot of documentary elements.
I don’t think it defines his films for them to appear in a documentary
program, especially at Yamagata. The theme or topic today actually
defines Yamagata. It’s the place that defines documentary or experi-

mental film.

Usually filmmakers, when they make documentaries, play with reality
as the material for their work, in order to say something. | think about
the early Yamagata and the Thai films that were selected, like Apichat-
pong’s. | was very surprised in 2001, as one of the New Asian Cur-
rents jury, that Mysterious Object at Noon (2000), Apichatpong’s first
feature, was screened here in the International Competition. He started
off interviewing women and asked them to tell a story—a woman sells
from a truck, and from that story he continues to the next person, and
asks them to continue the story, and so he went to different people
around the country. On the one hand, there’s a narrative—the story
that people are making up, but on the other hand, the whole film cap-
tures the people in Thailand. For me, it was the first time | heard real
people, Thai people, talking in film as they really talk. I'm glad that the
film was shown here. It won the second prize. But | think the filmmakers
don’t set out to brand themselves; it’s the people who make critiques,

or programmers, who put the work into the box and categorize it.

Teng Mangansakan: In the Philippines, we make films and try not to
brand ourselves as experimental filmmakers, or making experiments,
because the issue of sincerity in the process becomes apparent, when

people seek out to make experimental films. As filmmakers, maybe we
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seek ways to tell our stories and our themes by experimentation, but
none of us would want to start by saying we are working on an experi-
mental film because that seems so presumptuous and so superficial
and so inauthentic. The necessity of the word “experimental” comes in

terms of appreciating the process of creation.

Chris Fujiwara: Kitakoji-san, you mentioned “experimental” in the

Japanese context. Could you tell us a little bit more about that?

Kitakoji Takashi: Listening to what everyone is saying, it occurred to
me that this might be a characteristically Japanese issue. At the univer-
sity where | am teaching, this particular professor | was talking about is
feeling out of place because people call him an experimental filmmaker,
and that’s what he’s considered to be. | don't think there are so many
filmmakers nowadays who consider themselves to be experimental.
Among my respected colleagues as well, it’s not that people start out
a project saying, "now I’'m going to make an experimental film, how will
| begin?" Rather they design their work based on what it makes sense
for them to make. I think everyone does some kind of experimentation
during the process of working, but they are not making films just for the
sake of experimentation. They want to show something, they want to tell

their stories, and they just happen to choose that approach in the end.

So in that sense, what | just said about how documentary is inevitably
experimental, is a view not particularly limited to documentary. There is
however a noticeable inclination of that sort in the genre that is known

as documentary. Although he worked in a different medium, | believe
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John Cage wrote something about this. He said in his History of Experi-
mental Music in the United States that experimentation is not for the
artist to bring out the aesthetic features or originality or style of his or
her own work, but simply that it is employed in order to “do what must

be done.”

It reminds me of the documentary | saw at this festival just yesterday
[Cinéastes de notre temps: John Cassavetes by Hubert Knapp and
André S. Labarthe (1969)] in which John Cassavetes, who | think is
known as a fiction filmmaker, was interviewed. He never calls himself
an experimental filmmaker; he says, “l just do things freely and I'm hav-
ing fun with what | do.” And he says that his own renowned methods
are not born from any aesthetic considerations, rather they are the only
way he knows how to make a movie, that it is passion aimed at film-
making, in other words he works by discovering what he inevitably “must
make.” It seems like it is people who are not filmmakers themselves
who like to recklessly apply their own definition of “experimental” to

certain films.

Chris Fujiwara: Cassavetes doesn’t use the word “experimental” in this
film, it’s true. He says that there’s us and them: there is Hollywood film,
which costs a lot of money and is shown everywhere, and there is an
independent cinema. It seems to me that this kind of distinction, prob-
ably for all of us, remains a crucial fact of life, in what we do. We are
involved in a kind of minority cinema. And this cinema may sometimes
be explicitly in protest against the political situation or a clichéd way of

looking at reality, or, without positioning itself so openly, it may just be
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a matter of the filmmaker wanting to make a film in a certain way.

Chalida Uabumrungjit: When we think of documentary as experimen-
tal, it’s just another approach to reality or to the truth that they want to
show and give to the audience. These days we have so many boxes.
We have schools, places where you have to define things, and it’s dif-
ferent than it was in the first half of the 20th century when you could do
anything freely and let someone define it later. These days, when you
go to film school, you have to learn about feature filmmaking, and then
you have another class for documentary, another class for experimen-
tal, and they are different boxes. But it doesn’t really matter. So many
times, film students whom | meet seem confused by definitions. If it's
a fast-cut thing or something with many layers, or with a lot of texts or
something that people can't easily understand, these kinds of things
give them an impression. When the students were shown experimental
films from the past, perhaps the context wasn’t well explained, like why
a film was made that way in that year. Now they make music videos
that way. Is that experimental film style? Actually it’s not, it’s just using
film technique. | think experimental is not a style, it’'s not a form. Philip
has a very good word—it’s the intention, the intention to try something
different. That’s very strong. It gives you freedom to do things differ-

ently, in terms of filmmaking, to try anything.

Kaneko Yu: | want to think also about the situation in Japan. Begin-
ning in the 1960s and into the 1970s, there were quite strong political
films. There was also an underground film movement. Matsumoto

Toshio, whose work is being shown at the festival this year, started
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out by making documentaries, afterwards moving on to experimental
films, video art, and even feature-length works that were shown in the
cinema. He did not stay in one particular category, working in a variety
of genres, and he always challenged himself by moving from one of
kind of film to another. His own view was that it wasn’t possibly to de-
fine anything based on genre terms like “experimental video,” and that
gestures continually defying easy standard video conventions were
those that should be considered experimental—that the experimental
motive could be explained as the continued cultivation of infinitely new
methods of utterance. Truly original was that work in which, more than
anything else, one could find experimentation full of discoveries and

creativity.

Moving from the 1990s into the 21st century, digital video cameras
made it possible to film with a small crew, and the increasing speed of
computers meant that one could edit in one’s home more easily. Lower
budgets not only opened new paths in the documentary field, but we
see documentary works of unprecedented experimentation, such as
Pedro Costa’s In Vanda’s Room and Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s
Mysterious Object at Noon in 2000, Rithy Panh’s S-21: The Khmer
Rouge Killing Machine in 2002, and Wang Bing’s Tie Xi Qu: West of
the Tracks in 2003. All are both fiction and documentary at the same
time, casually eliminating the dichotomy between telling a story and
documenting a reality. | believe Lav Diaz’s Storm Children represents a

work in this same tradition.

Nonetheless, those who make documentaries and non-commercial

Symposium: Documentary as Experimental Cinema | 141



HEDTHY ., ZHISERICHLVWRRERBLODOIZERIBELD
FEBEE-TVET, REDBRIEEIR. EALBDTHHLLWERE
BIEICHEB-EBRMENPRESNDICEBBEVEVTLE D,

IOENRBEN S 21HIBICAB L., FTURNETFTHATICLH>TRE
AR DABOBEFFIEECAEY, XYL OERIEICE>TEWESIC
BETMEREN» TEZLIICHYELE, ZOZEICL->TETFED
R¥axaU—BRECEPRPMELEY, RBHICEThETRECLE
DHEVWEIBEREMICHELRF 1AL 2P HRLTEELE, &
EAENRO - 32D [T 4DEE] ETEFvvRD [EBD
REFHLMAE] » 20008, UF+-/¥>0 [S21] #20028%F, EED
[$%xFEX] » 2003F TY, HODEHBISEMBEE KX X220l
BERYDIIEN S, EBERBFOTIEMILEP TR TEAAHELTW
SZETT, ZORNDEPIS, TT - F4TAD[A =L FILR
Lol $H2DTHEVWHIERVWET,

VWA, RFa X2 —BEXRIEEMEICH DD BIENFib,
HEFREE, EMPEBETINLBIE, AMCAN)—LOMECH
NTY=Ty hHNENL, HEHICHRBENICHHELLWEFEELZER
WET, BR. FEOLELIEVWELLG-TLESHBEN HEELBEE
ho EDHZZ, ©ELERF2 X2 —#FHP-TVBL., #FFD
LIT4THRELEERIDTYT, GENVENIBIENTH-TH., BA
EPFEEPRET7IOTEPEBEEIAT, blLABIRERELTR
ReEL, BEELTWIHIERRADVIFEGETEIPBLIE LA, SEPZD
RID—HE6B3AEDTT,

142 | 9o # oL RROLGMBELTORF 24250 —

films, as well as the critics who write about them and those involved in
their screening and distribution, are involved with a much smaller mar-
ket, and have much less social and economic power. There is no end to
those who disappear from this world without warning. That is why | am
involved in making a magazine about documentary, and why | believe
a critics’ collective is vital. Even though we might be powerless on our
own, if we proceed in our work by joining hands together across the bor-
ders that surround Japan, China, Southeast Asia and other areas, we

might turn the tide in our favor. Today is our first step towards this goal.

Chris Fujiwara: Let’s take some questions from the audience.

Audience member: | am just an ordinary person, an average audience
member who came to see films. | just want to give my impressions
after having heard you talk. | think the most effective way to convey
something to the audience is probably in a very straightforward man-
ner, like an NHK documentary. But in watching a film, as a member of
the audience you might think, “Oh, | don’t understand, this scene was
too difficult,” but maybe as time goes on, something comes to you and
you are able to understand it. Even if you don’t really converse with

words directly, | think there is some kind of interaction.

Chris Fujiwara: One of the important things a festival can do is to cul-
tivate a way of looking at films that goes beyond the normal ways. So
if you come to Yamagata, you could see documentaries that go far be-
yond the informative function. They may inform about reality, because

they are documentaries, but they are doing many other things too.
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When the audience watches a film like Storm Children or Snakeskin,
they must adopt a different approach from the conventional way of
watching films. These films are asking the viewer to construct the film.
Once you get away from narrative, once you get away from a straight
way of storytelling that we see on NHK, then there’s a lot of ambiguity
and a lot of room for the audience to make up their own minds about
what is being shown. | think that’s what a festival like Yamagata is
good for—taking these films that are out of the ordinary and making
them available to anybody, including people who aren’t cinephiles but

just happen to be here.

The first time | was at Yamagata, they showed Raya Martin’s /sland at
the End of the World (2004), and | was on a jury. We didn’t give it an
award, although | liked the film very much. At the closing party, | met
a woman who had met Raya. She was a resident of Yamagata, not
a cinephile at all. She really liked Raya personally and she liked his
film, and she scolded me a little for not giving it the award. | was very
moved by this encounter with someone who had no special connection

to cinema but who could appreciate Raya’s film.

Second audience member: | am a citizen of Yamagata, and | have
been to YIDFF quite a number of times. During the festival, because
of my job, | have not been able to watch as many films as | could or |
wanted. Actually, | lied to someone who’s responsible at my workplace,
so | could come here for two days and watch films. Among the films
that | saw this time, there were films which focused on the negative

aspects of the filmmaker’s own country. As an audience member, | feel
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that it’s quite sad, but as a filmmaker, it requires so much energy and
great motivation to do that. | think that this feeling is shared by other
people in the audience. So what really motivates you to make such

documentary films, what makes you carry on?

Teng Mangansakan: | make films basically about Mindanao. | make
films specifically about the Bangsamoro people of Mindanao, who
are still struggling for their right to self-determination, like Palestine.
The Bangsamoro people have been struggling against the Philippine
government for the last 500 years. If people feel that that struggle on
my part as a Bangsamoro filmmaker is negative to them, then | would
say that film festivals like Yamagata, and other festivals, give film-
makers the chance to speak about their geographies, identities, and

problems. Cinema is a very powerful medium to use in order for people

to understand things like dictatorship, genocide, colonization, oppres-
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sion, things that are not so flowery and sweet and cute and loving and
friendly. People need to see and understand and believe that these
things are still happening in other parts of the world. And for as long
as we feel that we are under these forms of oppression, these forms of
colonization, these problems, then we will forever seek the medium of
cinema to speak out to the world. | hope that in the future, film festivals
will still accommodate people from minorities, people from dark places,
people who need a glimmer of light for their stories and for their voices

to be heard.

Yuki Aditya: An example | would mention is [Joshua Oppenheimer’s]
The Act of Killing (2012) in Indonesia. The film was distributed inde-
pendently by the filmmakers, and it was screened in local communities
in Indonesia, and it was free. There was lots of discussion in the mass
media. At least it triggered something. Then [Oppenheimer’s] The Look
of Silence (2014) was hosted by the National Commission on Human
Rights, hosted by the government. In our festival, we screened a film
called Violetta [directed by Bachtiar Siagian], which was made by the
Communist Party in 1962. It was the only complete communist film
made by the Communist Party in Indonesia; the others were burned.
It became part of the discussion, and lots of big media covered it. It
makes us want to do more research into that kind of film; some say

those films were screened in Russia, China.

Third audience member: The term “experimental,” which is translated
in Japanese as jikken, feels a bit weird to me. It suggests there is some

ethical issue, like an animal experiment or medical experiment, or play-
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ing with something that we should not be doing; that was the impres-
sion to me. | want to ask the panelists of different countries something.
Four years ago, we experienced the big earthquake and tsunami. Film-
makers in Japan made documentaries showing the damage, and some
of these films were criticized from the ethical perspective. My question
is: from your perspective, in your country or other countries, are there

ethical issues related to experimental documentary?

Chalida Uabumrungijit: In documentary you really need ethics, it’s
very important. At the last Yamagata festival, they discussed ethics
a lot. Sometimes, the feeling that you want to experiment may cause
you to cross the ethical line, that’s possible. But it’s very individual, the

question of really needing to do that.

Kaneko Yu: The word “experimental” may give an impression about
a negative thing like animal experimentation, but we are not saying
that we need to reject labeling. As we discussed here, there are also
terms like “non-commercial film” or “independent film.” Maybe these
terms might be better. “Non-commercial film” could be another word for
this festival, which includes fantasy together with the record-making of

documentary films.

Social or organizational experimentation, or collective effort, has not
been discussed much here, though Chris alluded to it earlier. Just as
Chris Marker, during a time of political crisis in Chile, supported Patri-
cio Guzman’s The Battle of Chile (1975-78), which screened here,

perhaps we need to have more filmmaking collaboration that would
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link Japan and Southeast Asia. | have a lot of documentarist friends.
One day | notice that Some of them are gone from Tokyo. Some critics
and writers also sometimes disappear from this community. That’s why
we established the documentary magazine neoneo, so that when one
person cannot achieve what he wants to do, we can do it as a group.
This collective can cross the national border. Anybody involved in films,
including writers and directors, can join in these group activities. It’s
more like a loose network than a concrete group, where colleagues

gather to discuss and help each other.

Chris Fujiwara: I'd like to thank all the members of the audience for
their attention and for staying with us so long. I'd like to thank our trans-
lators for doing such a good job with this often very difficult discussion.

And of course I'd like to thank our panelists. Enjoy the evening.

Edited by Chris Fujiwara
Simultaneous interpreters for the symposium: Kinoshita Yumiko,Yoshida Miyako
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