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Between the Regional and the Universal

Founded in Japan in 2015, the Film Criticism Collective is intended to
develop and encourage film criticism, to facilitate interaction among critics
of different countries, and to make the writing of East Asian critics more

accessible in English.

The main activity of the FCC is the Film Criticism Workshop, which is held
every two years at the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival,

with the support of the Japan Foundation Asia Center.

The Salamindanaw Festival, held in November 2016 in General Santos,
Philippines, under the direction of the excellent film director Gutierrez
Mangansakan IlI, provided the occasion for the Film Criticism Workshop
to take place for the first time outside Japan. Eleven students from the
Philippines, Indonesia, Singapore, and Japan were chosen from a larger

group of applicants to participate in the workshop.

An important theme of the Salamindanaw Festival is regional cinema.
The festival takes place in one of the main cities of Mindanao and is
committed to providing a showcase for works from that region, while also

presenting works from elsewhere in East Asia. The 2016 festival held two

Between the Regional and the Universal ‘
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symposia, the first of which was on the subject of regional cinema. The
topic was addressed again at the second symposium, on film criticism, the
transcription of which is presented in this volume.

In this context, the organizers believed it was appropriate to focus the
workshop on the specificity, rather than the universality, of Southeast Asian
cinema. The texts written by the students of the workshop, included in this
volume, reflect this approach, with their attention to the culturally specific
elements of such films as Wailings in the Forest (by Bagane Fiola, 2016,
Philippines), Jesus is Dead (by Victor Villanueva, 2016, Philippines),
Ziarah (by BW Purba Negara, 2016, Indonesia), and Three Enchantments
(by Jon Lazam, 2016, Philippines). Furthermore, Jill J. Tan’s text on
Jesus is Dead describes the response to the film by the General Santos
audience, while Chuck Lozano’s text, “Regional Cinema and the Anxiety of

Translation,” discusses problems of subtitling regional films.

In the symposium on criticism there is a brief discussion of the existence of
standards in criticism. For a “regional film criticism” (whether this is defined
as the criticism of regional films, that is, films considered in their regional
context, or as a critical practice that is conscious of its own regional basis
and seeks to make it into an advantage), the question of standards is crucial.
Where should film critics draw their criteria for evaluation: from the needs,
circumstances, values, and traditions that belong to the region within or about
which they write, or from theoretical and formal concepts that are grounded in
film history and aesthetics and in aesthetic traditions that go beyond fim? In
practice, most film criticism performs some negotiation between the regional
and the universal; perhaps it is in the nature of film criticism (as distinct

from film theory or scholarly film studies) to be involved constantly in such a

Between the Regional and the Universal ‘



negotiation. This question, which many of the texts in this book address in an
implicit manner, needs to be developed more explicitly, and | hope that the
Film Criticism Collective can take up this task in its future work.

Chris Fujiwara

8 |ttt mELORT Between the Regional and the Universal | O
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Film Criticism Collective (which is co-
organized by Yamagata International
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Tomita Katsuya’s Bangkok Nites

People of a Marginal Cinema

Chris Fujiwara

With this film and Saudade (2011), Tomita Katsuya’s two latest films,
we find the same lingering, leisurely emphasis on the obscure aspects
of a marginal way of life. Both films are about three hours long, so long
that one asks why, since, it seems, they have little enough to show or tell
that could make up what we would normally call a story. But the way the
films choose to tell their stories, remaining on the margins of marginal
lives, dwelling on plans that don’t pan out and therefore on the very
impossibility of existing in a way that could lead to something like a story,
perhaps these particular choices of material and style are intended to
get us to question the social and political conditions under which these
sorts of story-less lives are produced, and to think about the processes
by which marginal people start to imagine the stories that could be told

about themselves.

The people of Bangkok Nites—the Japanese men who escape to
a Thailand that flatters their sense of their own virility; the women
from rural Thailand who escape to Bangkok to earn money by
working as prostitutes or hostesses—have already accepted,
before the beginning of the film, that their status as exiles means
that they have given up interest in assuming a public role in their

societies, that is, that they have given up the expectation or pretense

People of a Marginal Cinema |
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that their actions or words can have any political force. They
have accepted their fate as pure figures of spectacle; whether as
performers, purveyors, or consumers, they all serve the spectacle.
This is why, from the beginning, the characters of the film seem to exist
less as private human beings than as representatives of their own role
and status. They are advertisements, clichés, movie images, and as
such frequently on the verge of appearing self-parodic (the heroine,
Ling/Luck, putting her hands on her hips, tilting her head, and saying in
English, “no money, no life”; the multinational gang members in Laos
introducing themselves) or grotesque (the Caucasian men in Luck’s
country village, Nong Khai; Luck’s mother preparing her tin-foil drug-
smoking apparatus). Tomita’s camera encourages them by constantly
framing them in a way that invites them or forces them to present

themselves.

Among all these people who are dominated by the pressure to perform
and isolated from the realm in which their actions, words, or gestures
would have any public consequences, Ozawa, the character played by
Tomita himself, stands out for his apparent inability to assert himself: he
seems to lack narcissism, merely wishing to adapt to whatever situation
he lands in (he tends to wear tourist t-shirts emblazoned with the
names of the places he is visiting at the moment), and he has no further
ambition than to make himself useful occasionally if possible. Ozawa is a
pure creature of an elementary cinema: he exists only in the place where
he happens to present himself; he denies past or future; when he is
offscreen he simply disappears, leaving no trace, and when those he has

become involved with are offscreen they disappear for him.

People of a Marginal Cinema |
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His opposite is the former proofreader Sugano, who describes himself
as practicing with respect to the outside world the system he used in
proofing copy: fusing different images received by the left and right
eye in order to perceive the discrepancies between them. For Sugano,
presumably, the offscreen always exists, side by side the visual reality

that confronts him, providing a constant basis for comparison.

Ozawa is the most placeless of the film’s characters, the one who
most seeks to deny that he has attachments to any place. One sign of
this placelessness is his attempt to gain a certain linguistic fluidity by
speaking not just in Japanese but in Thai, English, and even a little Isan.
Whereas another Japanese man in the film asserts that it's better not to
know the local language, and Sugano observes that Asia is paradise for

men “if you stay outside.”

This question of staying outside is crucial for the film, since Ozawa’s
problem, his placelessness, seems to derive from his inability to inhabit
the place where he is. This inability can be seen as the result of a refusal
of struggle. Ozawa was a soldier in Japan’s Self-Defense Forces, but
he was a failure as a soldier. (The scene of his conversation with his
former superior Tomioka, the latter’s nostalgia inflamed by drink, recalls
the bar scenes between Kato Daisuke and Ryu Chishu in Ozu’s Autumn
Afternoon [1962]: both films offer an incisive portrayal of a Japanese
male image that is linked to failure. Descendants of Ozu’s heroes, the
Japanese men of Bangkok Nites are doing their best to manipulate
things in order to improve the chances of events turning in their favor,

or of surviving when conditions turn bad.) We can imagine that Ozawa

People of a Marginal Cinema |
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failed because his instinctive inclination is to avoid conflict, to neutralize
difference. Ozawa’s escape from difference leads him to try to enter
Southeast Asia not as an outsider, but as a failed insider (the same

position he occupied in Japan, in effect) .

Director Tomita declines the invitation, which the setting and subject
matter of Bangkok Nites seem to extend, either to indulge in the kind of
sleaze-glam wallow all too familiar from recent American cinema, or to
adopt a thin-lipped high-art-house moralism. Instead, the film maintains
a certain skepticism with regard both to the characters’ possibilities
and to those of the cinema as a vehicle of documentation, edification,
or entertainment. Adrift through the film, the characters, even when
they are most aware that their lives depend on being seen, appear to
escape the camera’s gaze. Confronted by these beings who are at once
almost aggressive in their assertion of their own presence and their own
personas and completely indifferent to the verdict that the film will render
on them, the cinema itself reveals, in a startlingly pure form, its own

furtiveness and evanescence.

Bangkok Nites

JAPAN, FRANCE, THAILAND, LAOS / 2016 / Japanese, Thai, Isan, English, Laotian, Tagalog, French /
Color /182 min

Director, Screenplay, Producer: Tomita Katsuya

Screenplay, Producer: Aizawa Toranosuke

Photography: Studio Ishi (Mukoyama Masahiro, Furuya Takuma)

Sound: Yamazaki lwao, Young-G

People of a Marginal Cinema |
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Gutierrez Mangansakan II's Daughters of the Three Tailed Banner

Tales of Women Told through Mirrors

Kitakoji Takashi

Forty-something Aida, working as a maid in a luxurious hotel in the big
city; and the young girl Tonina, born and raised in a desolate natural
environment to a Muslim family maintaining the cultural traditions of the
Moro people. The respective heroines of two narrative threads that advance
concurrently, leading to resonances both sensuous and minute. Structured
to be completed as a two-part work about the future of the Moro people,
this film describes itself as “The first book on protracted struggles and
deep aspirations of the Moro 2mrw.” Concise, at a running time of around
80minutes—perhaps partly due to the two-part nature of the project—the
film’s outright rejection of redundancy brings into relief its structural rigidity

and beauty.

These two women would seem to be living in utterly different worlds,
and yet they both bear a grave secret, and circumstances that compel
them to engage in a kind of acting. The Muslim Aida lets her husband
and children back home believe she is working as a babysitter in Kuwait,
when in fact the position came to nothing when she fell victim to an illegal
recruiter. Pretending to lead a hectic life way out in the Middle East, she
is actually toiling away at a hotel in the Philippines, having never even
left the country. Tonina’s family is in ruins, since the recent death of her
elder brother meant the loss of the last male family member. She or her

elder sister are expected to find a husband as soon as they have finished

Tales of Women Told through Mirrors ‘ 21
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mourning, but soon a secret is revealed that Tonina alone endures the
knowledge of: she has committed the terrible taboo of getting pregnant

with that same elder brother, before he died.

The opening shot of the film is already exquisite. The screen is divided in
two—we are in a beauty salon—with a vast mirror on either side, and a
woman reflected in each. Aida is reflected in the left-hand mirror, while a
woman with long black hair awaiting her turn nonchalantly leafs through
a magazine in the one on the right. The only other person on the screen
is the seemingly gay hairdresser brushing Aida’s hair, but from offscreen
we hear the voice of another male character, perhaps a co-worker. He is
chattering on in a gossipy way about a male friend who contracted the
HIV virus when out working as a migrant in Dubai. Nora, in flashy tight red
pants, and apparently getting on in years, takes part with the familiarity
of a regular customer. We learn in the course of their conversation that
she is in need of money as a result of the death of her niece’s son who
is Tonina’s elder brother, which has led her to give up running around
with men. For her part, Aida seems a bit restless, although silent, with
embarrassed expressions flitting across her face, trying but failing to hide

her astonishment at the extreme nature at what is being discussed.

The importance of this fixed extended shot at the opening of the film lies in
its positioning as the source for the two branching tributaries of the story.
Aida is at the center of the big city narrative, while in the second narrative
Tonina’s great-aunt Nora—who abandoned her roots long ago to elope with
a Chinese man—returns to her hometown, where she is unwelcome, for
the first time in a long while. But that's not all. This is what we must keep
in mind: how the mirrors in this shot convey a larger-than-life presence for

these characters, how powerfully the shot sets us up for variations that will
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play out later, how the theme of the mirror introduced here initiates myriad

ups and downs that will also end up paying dividends.

Above all else, Aida is the reason the mirror attracts our eyes physically. The
camera lingers its gaze on her in numerous mirrors throughout the film, as
she pushes a heavy cart through the hotel’s desolate corridors, and as she
engages in the monotonous work of cleaning its rooms and replenishing their
supplies. For example, a scene of her cleaning a bathroom shows her just as
in the opening scene, captured in reflection in a long take with a fixed angle,
as she carefully wipes the sink and arranges toiletries like toothbrushes and
soap along the mirror. Later on, yet another mirror shows her in a room that
will serve to alter her destiny. Entering the room as usual after ascertaining
that no one is inside, Aida begins her routine by opening the curtains to let
in the sun, when we hear a voice arising eerily from behind, begging her to
leave everything in darkness. Flustered, she apologizes, and turning around
to peer back into the room, she discovers an attractive woman who seems to
be either drunk or sick, crouched beside the bed in a colorful and revealingly
low-cut dress. Aida tries to leave, but the woman pleads with her, compelling
her to remain. Thereafter we are shown the long take of Aida in the afore-

mentioned mirror, as she boils water for coffee.

It should be noted that Aida herself is indifferent to her reflection in these
scenes. We gaze on Aida through the medium of the Mirror, but her eyes
are devoted to her work, and never fall on the reflections to which we are
privy. Her refusal of a lunch invitation from a co-worker and the way she
teaches the tricks of the trade to a young newcomer show us that she
is a diligent worker, but in fact her work ethic owes in part to the secret
mentioned at the beginning. If all of the words and deeds through which we

know Aida in this film are acting, then Aida herself is unable to directly see
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her own reality projected in the Mirror. But in order to reveal her reality to
her = what she knows in her unconscious, the director has put a Mirror in
front of her: none other than the mentally unbalanced hotel guest, brooding

alone in that dark chamber.

She quietly tells Aida, a complete stranger, of her hardships. That she was
recently dumped by the man she loved (apparently a senior government
official) who had a wife and child, that she is fond of this hotel because the
service is fabulous, that she envies Aida for her ability to act and conceal
her true feelings—since she herself is unable to even fake an orgasm in
bed and ended up abused for it. She praises Aida for being a far better
actress than herself. She preaches to Aida, who is always opening curtains
and turning on lights, about the advantage of darkness. That in the dark one
need not pretend to be who one is not. Her instability reminds us of Anthony
Perkins pouring out his heart to Janet Leigh in Psycho (1960), but her
words also lay bare the secret Aida harbors—the life she has hidden even

from her own family.

This woman's role as the Mirror is clearly given visual expression at the
end of their conversation. The two sit down next to one another on the bed,
with a shattering of their initial sense of distance—guest from employee,
the woman's flashy garments from Aida's simple uniform: two distinct lives
representing utterly disparate pasts are now no longer so far apart. The
momentary lifespan of the (mirror image) encounter that develops between
them is movingly photographed in classic crosscutting style. The woman
faces Aida, as if she were doing her own make-up in a mirror, and puts
lipstick on her saying, “You are pretty. Just like me,” but what she means is
that she recognizes her own reflection in Aida. At the same time, Aida is here

for the first time confronting the Mirror (= her own mirror image) from which
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she has so long averted her gaze. This gives her a hint as to how she may

free herself from her secret (=oppression).

And the mirror theme of this work is not limited simply to physical mirrors.
We may read a mirror image correlating relationship into the film’s two
main narratives, that unfold side by side. Just as Aida attains unforeseen
salvation and an unexpected gift from a complete stranger acting as a
Mirror in a big city hotel room, the gate to liberation is opened in a similar
manner for Tonina, who also conceals a secret—in her case one that binds
her, suffocatingly so, to her entirely female family in the remote countryside.
Two emotionally distraught women become Tonina’s Mirror, speaking the
truth to her: one is a truly mentally disturbed relative of Tonina's, while the
other is Nora, the woman from the scene in the beauty salon, who has been

deprived of a home with the family into which she was born.

These two stories might seem to be for the most part unrelated. But through
the use of the Mirror, we find that they are mutually resonant, and that they
structurally emulate one another. The power and beauty of this film is in
how, right from the opening scene, the lure of the mirrors fixed on the screen
force the secrets hidden inside these women out into the open, guiding the
scattered reflection of these secrets on the mirror. Both are members of the
proletariat: Aida in the city, and Tonina in the remote countryside. And we
might say that while Aida is able to discover salvation through the death of

one woman, Tonina finds it through the birth (= gift) of one small new life...

The situation Tonina's family finds itself in, and this film itself, are allegories
about a world made up of only women. The police detective who shows
up later in the movie to interrogate Aida not only explicitly intimidates her

but also denigrates her sexually—the over-obviousness of his extreme

Tales of Women Told through Mirrors ‘ 29



30

CETHRBOBRE (RELOARE) OBEPEREMEEESHITSZ
Eoe NV MICENIE TEE] C3EE BE) »5 [FREE sh
RN 25 Lk [RRltE] PES D [RE] NORELEE5E3
ERRROBV, TA—ER PSR ESD [B] THEER » IS
HONZRICLTRERDL,

ZEBEORIES
Mga Bai Nu Sambolayang Mawalaw

T4UEL 2016 /2 AOTE X LH4FAE TR HT— 804
BB HA: ST ILZ -2 A HHI

|y xoOnN—b-FHUF

CHEY R ATFVF

TIAT Y FREF, =3I NNEF

| micpnrgrs

masculinity (=violence) is caricature, born of realism, which intensifies
the allegorical nature of the film. And yet, what is it about the women's
film—with its themes of unmarried mothers, waiting wives, abandoned
mistresses, nervous new wives, and suffering mothers, etc. —that continues
to attract us in this day and age, when feminism itself is in the past? Mary
Ann Doane once answered such a question with the passage from Camera
Lucida by Roland Barthes, in which he writes about what “history” is for us:
“That is what the time when my mother was alive before me is—History.”
It goes without saying that we need to be careful (in a feminist manner) ,
as Doane writes in The Desire to Desire: The Woman's Film of the 1940s,
regarding what we accept with insufficient doubt as undeniable fact about
women, but the strategy Gutierrez Mangansakan Il has adopted in this work
is to intentionally introduce a “feminine myth archetype” that allegorizes
= historicizes the film (=story). And this strategy coincides with the subject
of the mirror that we have been discussing. The self-evident premise is the
predicament of the Moro people (specifically the Moro women). In order to
confront that reality, we are offered the Mirror. Instead of reflecting actuality,
the film actualizes reflection; rather than employing realism, the film locates
itself at a fixed interval from realism, polishing that actuality (the irregular
reflection on the Mirror's surface) with precision and sensuousness.
According to Barthes, history is isolated from living beings (=reality). Yet
isolation doesn’t necessarily cloud our view on reality. Aida and Tonina are
not only our mothers, but also comrades joining us in our struggle.

Translated from Japanese by Jeremy Harley

Daughters of the Three Tailed Banner

THE PHILIPPINES / 2016 / Tagalog, Maguindanaon, Cebuano / Color / 80 min
Director, Screenplay: Gutierrez Mangansakan Il

Photography: McRobert Nacario

Editingn: David Ignacio

Sound: Bryan Dimaguina, Arnel Barbarona
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Victor Villanueva's Jesus Is Dead

The Myth of the Mother

Maria Cindelle Ancajas

We know more about the air we breathe, the seas we travel, than
about the nature and meaning of motherhood.
—Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and

Institution

Filipino society places significance on the role of the mother. Several
aspects of Filipino culture adopt a maternal construction of the language,
e.g. mother tongue, motherland, mother nature. Such is the reverence
for this figure that many films are produced that focus on the complex

nature of being a mother.

The mother is considered as a sacred being. Perhaps a myth that people
are always attempting to deconstruct or give meaning to. No one can
give the exact definition of a mother. Plenty of thinkers, philosophers
and writers have given their fair share on what exactly constitutes

motherhood.

Patriarchy constructs motherhood as the only possible realm that most
women should aim for. In the broader sense, women are trained since
their early childhood in what may be deemed maternal skills such

as caring, child rearing, domestic chores and giving birth to a child.
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Motherhood is touted as the highest achievement, one that determines
the woman’s success in life. Attached to this notion of success
and accomplishment is the myth of the good mother. According to
Annette Cycon, the founder of MotherWoman, a U.S. social services
organization, a good mother should have the following qualities: “patient,
loving, never loses her temper, no needs of her own and never wants
to run out of her house screaming.” In the absence of any of these, the

mother is considered to be unfit.

Victor Villanueva’s Jesus Is Dead tells the story of a lone mother, Maria
Fatima, aka lyay, who goes on a road trip with her children to visit the wake
of their father, Hesus. Crammed in their small multicab, lyay makes the

journey full of pit stops and road bumps before reaching their destination.

The narrative of Jesus Is Dead does not dwell on the patriarchal construct
of motherhood. After the demise of her marriage to Hesus, lyay provides
for her children by selling meals in a makeshift food stall. A shot depicting
their house reveals a wall of framed graduation photos and medals, a clear
indicator of how she was able to send her children to school. She does
not fit the stereotype of lone mothers who live on welfare or government

support and whose children are often violent and mischievous.

Lone mothers are sometimes sexualized in films, often looking like
Barbie dolls: tall, slim, perfect long hair, clear skin, and a good set of
teeth. lyay, however, does not look like this. She is a bit overweight, her
hair is cropped short and she wears a simple set of knee-length trousers

and blouse. She never wears make-up.
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lyay is not refined, nor is she the quiet type. The film’s dialogue is
vulgar and obscene. The characters shout at each other, tease or mock
sometimes. But lyay refuses to be eroticized or fetishized. When Jude,
her son, asks her how is her sex life, she blatantly responds that her sex
life is not something to be discussed with her children, as it belongs to

her private and personal domain.

lyay does not claim she knows what is best. At least, for her children.
She recognizes that she made an error in judgment when she refused
to accept Hesus back into their life and later realized the children do
need their father. Women are always assigned to second roles in films,
either to act as a support or to cheer the hero from the sidelines. lyay is
an active figure. She plans the entire trip. She drives the multicab and
refuses to let her children drive, until she gives in to the suggestion of
one of them, Jay. She leads the search for her missing son. She refuses
to look back on her past, as exemplified by her lack of interest in getting

back the house she once shared with her former husband.

In the spectrum of the female archetypes, the mother is assigned at one
end, the whore being the other. Such assignments on women constitute
an archaic submission to patriarchy with its criteria of how to be a mother,
how to be a good mother. Jesus /s Dead pertinently deconstructs the myth
of the goodness of the mother by showing us a careful and more humane

portrait of motherhood.
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Victor Villanueva's Jesus Is Dead

Humor llluminates Grief

Jill J. Tan

Watching Jesus Is Dead in a packed theatre in General Santos,
Philippines, | was awash with jealousy in several iterations. The first
was creative jealousy; though | am a writer rather than a filmmaker, the
alchemy of thoughtfulness and joy achieved by Cebuan director Victor
Villanueva is one that I, too, strive for. Of the four main characters
in Jesus, Jude is a trans man and Hubert has Down syndrome;
Villanueva deftly avoids making Jesus a “special issue” film that is
either sermonizing or drenched in sentimentality. It is a comedy which
balances scatological and gallows humor and absurdism, yet laughter
is never derived at the expense of the characters and only from the
specificity of how they are written. Hubert, in particular, is endowed
with an arch sense of humor and given a credible arc as a loving son
and brother who nonetheless agitates for the acknowledgment of his

independence and abilities, in a subtle critique of ableist mindsets.

The trajectory of the film follows a road trip undertaken by a family
led by lyay, a single mother who has raised Jude, Hubert, and
underachieving Jay without the titular Hesus, their father, whose funeral
occasions their travels from Cebu to Dumaguete. With credit to both the
screenplay by Fatrick Tabada and the acting, the foursome’s dynamic is

believably familiar and loving, enlivened but never punctured by spikes
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of friction throughout. That Jesus features a family taking a purposeful
road trip in a van inevitably raises comparisons to Little Miss Sunshine
(2006), which may be valid since both films feature light but incisive
commentary on loss, but Villanueva’s style and pacing make this a very
different cinematic experience. For one, unlike Sunshine’s more gradual
build to the climactic dance sequence replete with hip-thrusts, Jesus
is a belly-laugh-a-minute affair and packs in a ton of pit-stops en route
to the funeral. Almost all are entertaining, necessary, and well earned;
Jude’s coincidental encounter with his partner at a rest stop strains
believability but may be forgiven for the scene’s nuanced portrayal
(which the film would be poorer without) of queer relationships and
families. A notable exception is the sequence involving lyay’s sister, a
Catholic nun whom the family picks up along the way: she loses her
habit and all her clothes, then they lose her as she rides away towards
liberation on the back of an unnamed man’s motorcycle. While | admit
to letting out an amused smirk at the sacrilegious use of Holy Water
(don’t ask) and enjoyed Hubert’s barely concealed disdain towards his
heckling aunt, | found the entire subplot to be an exertion of provocation

for its own sake and was unable to discern how it served the story.

Villanueva was otherwise far more successful in wielding his brand
of controlled absurdism. Often, the richness was in the details: lyay’s
conflicted grief culminating in the accidental shattering of the glass of
Hesus’ coffin elicits shocked laughter, but the subsequent shot of the
plastic sheet which has now replaced the glass is the truly memorable
clincher. The runner about the gargantuan television that Jude has

exceeded his means to purchase for his home with his partner and their
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child, always referred to by its robotic-sounding product name, builds
comic momentum with each mention, mounting towards a bittersweet
coda. Villanueva’s clear proclivity for the bawdy also works—the huge
payoff for the running gag about puki (look it up at your own risk)
was a clear audience favorite at the screening | attended. What most
impressed me about Jesus’ humor, however, was its wit in addressing
grief and its performativity. During the film’s denouement, the family’s
dog, Judas, is run over. The foursome gathers around Judas’ mangled
corpse, overcome with grief. As the funeral procession for Hesus
passes, their forms conceal the dog’s body and they appear to be
crouched over in histrionic mourning for their estranged patriarch.
Though the use of slow-motion shots undeniably plays this for laughs,
the scene does not diminish the genuine devastation felt by the central
characters over the loss of their beloved family pet and companion.
Compellingly, it then serves up a meditation on the appropriate
recipients of our grief. Amidst our laughter about their grieving more—
or more overtly—over a loyal pet than an absentee patriarch, we may
pause for a moment to examine why this is funny at all, and recognize

an element of anthropocentrism in our preconceptions.

I want to end by discussing Jesus’ exploration of trans identity, starting
with the aforementioned encounter where Jude runs into his girlfriend
at a rest stop and discovers that she is cheating on him with a femme
lesbian. This interlude stands out to me for its introduction of the politics
of queer/trans relationships and problematization of the femme/masc
binary. The scene in which Jude, hapless and despairing, smears on

lipstick and desperately claims he can become Judith-Marie once more,
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if it will hold off the dissolution of his relationship, is heartbreaking—
a last-ditch abandonment of what is no doubt a hard-won identity as a
trans man to keep the one he loves. Of course, the inexorability of the
fractured union in the face of competing affection is an acknowledgment
that human sexuality goes beyond the bounds of gender. Following
their breakup, Jude finds himself alone in the van where he is
approached by a gaggle of drunkards, who initially harass him thinking
he is a woman. Given the history of violence towards trans people, |
held my breath when the men realize that Jude identifies as trans but,
Jesus being a comedy at its core, Jude ends up getting drunk alongside
and commiserating over heartbreak with his newfound brethren instead.
| was relieved, but also wondered if this was a cop-out. Ultimately,
though, the sliver of dread introduced in the beat following the men’s
discovery of Jude’s gender identity serves to acknowledge the danger
faced by trans people without upending the tonal balance of the film.
Lest we forget, Jesus, as sophisticated as its thematic explorations run,

is still a mainstream comedy.

Which brings me to the second stripe of jealousy | experienced
when viewing this film—I was somewhat agog that a film featuring a
sensitively portrayed trans character was playing as a mainstream
comedy to an appreciative Filipino audience that ranged from high
school students to middle-aged mall-goers. This would not happen in
my native Singapore, where such a film would never be produced or
distributed, much less received as well as it was during this screening.
For that matter, such a rounded portrayal of trans characters in

commercial cinema rarely occurs in the U.S.—we have only to look
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at Zoolander 2(2016) for a typical treatment of trans characters in
Hollywood comedies. | found myself, in that moment, impossibly

envious of the social progressivism in the Philippines.

Further reading on gender politics in the Philippines suggests a
tolerance rather than acceptance of the queer and trans community;
such nuance is important, and | wondered where the characters of
the film stood on this continuum. lyay does play a bit fast and loose
with Jude’s gender identification: she sometimes negotiates with Jude
by threatening to call him Judith-Marie if he angers her. Jay slips up
and calls Jude his “sister” several times in haste, and a joke is indeed
made of how “Judith is dead” when the family is beset by inquisitorial
relatives. Overall, though, Jude’s gender identity is never questioned by
those who matter most to him, as is evident from lyay’s assertion to a
relative that she has three sons, rather than two sons and a daughter.
This plays to the heart of the film’s warm optimism, in which potential
aggressors turn out to be unlikely allies, Jay bonds with one of his half-
siblings at the wake, Hesus’ second wife is kind instead of a villain, and
the characters embody a world in which trans identity is fully embraced
by one’s family. That we live in a world in which a delightful and critically
engaging film like Jesus may achieve mainstream success is in itself a

promising step.
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Jesus Is Dead

THE PHILIPPINES / 2016 / Tagalog / Color / 90 min
Director: Victor Villanueva

Screenplay: Fatrick Tabada

Photography: Ruel Antipuesto

Producers: Bianca Balbuena, Moira Lang
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Yoshida Takayuki's Ponpoko Mountain

Kids, Trampoline, and a Daily Temporary Relation

Ayu Diah Cempaka

A two-minute static long shot opens Yoshida Takayuki’s short film
Ponpoko Mountain. The frame captures children of two to five years old
jumping about on top of a dome-like trampoline, which we later learn
imitates the shape of a hill. Dozens of children playing on top of the
trampoline located in Musashi Forest Park, Japan. Curiously, children’s
gaiety is portrayed not through some colorful visuals associated with the
dynamism and jubilance of childhood. Instead, the film is entirely in black

and white.

An Amalgamation of Film and Photography

From the static long shot of the jumping children on the trampoline,
Yoshida cuts to still images of children’s shoes scattered about the
surrounding ground of the park, the sound of children’s laughter in the
background. For more than nine minutes, Ponpoko Mountain provides
visuals mainly from moving images, with still images in between, while

on the soundtrack, the children’s laughter is a constant presence.

A collaboration of film and other art mediums isn’t exactly a new thing. It
could take the form of a union of two different forms of art resulting in a

new form of art; or the adoption of certain elements from one form of art,
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placed in the structure of the film medium. Agnés Varda in several of her
films has borrowed elements of installation art, architecture, and fashion
design. Alain Resnais often incorporated the logic of space-time from

theatrical art in his films.

Watching Ponpoko Mountain reminds me of Chris Marker’s La Jetée
(1962), a film that consists almost entirely of still images. Marker utilizes
photographs to build a sense of nostalgia. Even if both photography
and film capture images, photography is more intimately connected
to memory, as it possesses no such time dimension as a film has with
its frame by frame sequence. Photography freezes the moments it
captures, and in the business of nostalgia it offers an infinite possibility
for imagination. A film, like it or not, presents reality as it is and kills the
expanding possibility of a photographed memory. Photography provides

us with an escape from the fixed chronology of the past.

The moving images in Ponpoko Mountain capture the jumping children
above the trampoline, and a part of the trampoline’s dome, without
ever showing the surrounding area. On the other hand, the collage of
photographs provides more varied content: scattered children’s shoes,
close-ups of individual children, and, in one frame, a group of children
sliding down, laughing. If in La Jetée the medium of photography is used
to fulfill the nostalgic longing for a memory that is everlasting but often
distorted, then in Ponpoko Mountain, through its collage of photographs,
Yoshida tries to explore the function of photographs in emphasizing
emotion uncaptured in the moving images and drawing the audiences to

be more intimate with the objects inside the photographs: an emotion is
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trying to be conveyed by the photographs, and the audiences experience

this emotion.

Destitute Imagination and Temporary Relation

The next collage of photographs presents the scenes of the park seen
from a bird’s-eye view. The sequence captures the full structure of the
dome trampoline, the surrounding trees, jumping children, and the adults
waiting in the park, displaying the film’s geography and showing the
relation of children, trampoline, adults, and the surrounding trees. In the
moving images at the beginning of the film, the trampoline stands as the
fulfillment of children’s imagination and their longing to reach the sky,
but in the collage of photographs, the trampoline stands with its literal
function as playground equipment for children to play and have fun with.
These two stances are opposite: the imaginative children’s stance and
the pragmatic-realistic adult’s stance. The imaginative side of children is
emphasized in the collage of photographs of children’s shoes, seemingly
an allegory for children leaving reality by taking off their shoes, which
bound them to the earth, to go up above via the trampoline, jumping
hard and high to reach the sky. Once in a while their jumps level with
and even surpass the height of the surrounding trees used as the
background of the shot, an illustration of childhood full of dreams and

naivety and utopia.

The collage of photographs revealing the park landscape with its
trampoline and visitors is not only a shifting point for perspective—from

imaginative children to pragmatic adults—but also the shifting of subject
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focus. If the first minutes of the film focus on children with their jumping
and laughter, then from the moment when the first collage appears, the
focus shifts to the trampoline. Near the end of the film, the trampoline is
starting to be deserted, probably because it’s getting dark or it’s windy
up there; adults climb the trampoline to pick up the children from their
imaginary world to go back to their shoes left about on the ground and
home to reality. In this part of the film, the sound of children’s laughter
recedes, getting weaker and weaker, until it leaves behind an eerie
quiet. The trampoline is completely abandoned. If we’re to imagine
the trampoline from the point of view of the parents, then, the next
minute after the children have all left, they find solace in the pictures of
children happily bouncing about them. The sound of children’s laughter
reappears, becoming stagnant, until the last minute, when it delivers

back the trampoline to its loneliness.

Ponpoko Mountain is an effort to blend two mediums in its storytelling
concept: film and photography. In the end it creates a foreign emotion,
a temporary relation of the banal daily conversation between children
wanting to unleash their imagination and the trampoline holding out its

loneliness.

Ponpoko Mountain

JAPAN /2016 / Japanese / B&W / 10 min
Director, Photography, Editing: Yoshida Takayuki
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Yoshida Takayuki's Ponpoko Mountain

By Way of Sound

Virgil S. Villanueva

Ponpoko Mountain is a 10-minute undertaking in images that is also
a journey through sound. It features children bouncing on a set of
structures called Ponpoko Mountain—playground equipment in a
park in Japan. The film is shot in black and white; sound—children’s

laughter—gives it color and provides a framework for the narrative.

It remains true to the dictum that “art aspires to music” — the
precarious glissando in a music piece is equivalent to a turning point
in a novel; the ascending and jarring thud of the drums signals that
the protagonist is about to get stabbed in the dark; the sharpest and
highest notes of a flute translate into the brightest hues in a color
wheel; the standard 4/4 time measure in music mirrors the sonnet
in poetry. Silence could signal the beginning or end of a piece and

signify the climax in a musical narrative.

In Ponpoko Mountain, the kids’ cackling is used to drive the storyline
by way of its presence, absence, and increasing and decreasing
volumes. The children’s laughter is at its nascent stage in the first part
of the short. With the camera aimed at one mound, kids continually
enter and exit the frame. Their eternal joy, the innocence in their

movement, coupled with an unmoving camera, attracts sympathy.
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The film’s climax occurs when the camera focuses on the kids’
discarded shoes. It is at this moment that the cackles become more
prominent, as if teasing the audience as to what’s going on back in
Ponpoko Mountain. It’s a little like when a parent leaves his infant
behind to go to the office. At his desk, the actual work takes a back
seat; what occupies a chunk of the parent’s subconscious is the
infant’s present state in the hands of a babysitter. (The static shots of
the children’s shoes also remind this critic of the six-word novel often
attributed to Ernest Hemingway: “For sale: baby shoes, never worn.”)
The sudden and obvious escalation of the children’s laughter assures
the audience that the kids are doing all right. And maybe even they’re

having too much fun.

As the film enters its conclusion, their elation is put to a halt by the
grown-ups: it's time to go home. It is in this part of the short that the
cackles can be singled out because they’ve become too few. They're
no longer part of a choir of sanguinity like before. Yet once the
mountains are emptied out, Yoshida’s choice of projecting still images
of the children while they were at the height of their mirth, as well as
turning up the volume once again, shows how their collective cackle

has forever altered the cold silence in the mountains.
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Midi Z's The Road to Mandalay

Land of Plenty

Usuda Kohei

Midi Z, one of Southeast Asian cinema’s brightest young talents, continues
his chronicle of Myanmar’s ethnic Chinese youth with his brilliant fourth
feature, The Road to Mandalay. This time, the 33-year-old Taiwan-based
filmmaker ventures far beyond the boundaries of his native Burmese
hometown of Lashio—the provincial setting of his previous effort, lce Poison
(2014) —by following the arduous illegal migration route taken by the
film’s singleminded young heroine in pursuit of a better life in Bangkok. An
ambitious film of contemporary relevance, Midi Z’s latest addresses the
urgent issue of Myanmar’s undocumented migrant workers in Thailand
by shining a light on the plight of a 23-year-old Chinese-Burmese woman
named Lianging (Wu Ke-Xi) as she navigates a series of demoralizing
setbacks in this rapidly developing nation where capitalism is fast finding its

foothold.

Mobility

As Chris Fujiwara pointed out in his analysis of his preceding feature /ce
Poison," mobility is the de facto defining theme running through Midi Z’s
cinema. Set against the backdrop of Myanmar’s economically deprived small
towns, severely hit by a drug epidemic, /ce Poison tells the story of the

downfall of a young motorbike taxi driver. His irreversible course towards
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self-destruction is set in motion once he picks up Sanmei, a young woman
temporarily returning from China, at the town’s long-haul bus station. After
Sanmei enlists the driver’s service as a drug courier, the motorbike that
initially unites their fates eventually carries the couple astray as they end up

succumbing to drug addiction.

Midi Z’s undeniable talent, already palpable in /ce Poison, is again on
view from the outset of The Road to Mandalay: a long sequence shot of
a river situated somewhere near the Myanmar-Thai border. The outward
appearance of this peaceful rural serenity is short lived as the calm flow of
the stream is ominously disrupted by a smuggler’s shabby inflatable raft
carrying Lianqing that drifts downstream into view. As she’s ushered ashore,
she’s handed over to an awaiting motorcycle driver on the riverbank, another
member of the smuggling racket who demands a handsome sum in return
for a short drive up to a nearby village where a pickup truck is scheduled to

depart for an illegal cross-border journey into Thailand.

As is evident from this opening shot, Midi Z’s unequivocal talent as a
filmmaker lies in his subtle ability to unforcefully embed the film’s thematics
within his remarkably precise mise en scene. First and foremost, by
introducing various modes of transportation (boat, motorbike, truck), Midi
Z establishes the vital importance of mobility for a desperate migrant like
Lianging who wants to try her luck by fleeing her impoverished country that
remains one of the least developed in the region. For those seeking fortunes
elsewhere, a ring of traffickers provides the necessary mobility required
in bypassing tightly controlled borders, albeit, of course, by exploiting and

profiting from their vulnerabilities by extorting wherewithal.

Land of Plenty | 65



T+ (1983) LIE. $2 &2 2 2 THUICIEA.RBOREE LT
BWOEMERED S ETEADDTIEEWVWES I, MBEFET L
WOITTABZDHDON MEOFRTEAEDH R LB ULEIN S, Zhit,
MED RS T YILF— (L& > TIRMICDBERAIRE Y — 212, Zhd
BASAICHEBDE HEAVTEFUS bTy 7ICEDRENAERE
BREBN. S1 NOBEMERIET3EEILHLELDENEL 2T
HYN. ELE2AOBHULI-EREN . $5TULVAOL D (CHEE
BRTBY—>ThHd, BETR. FRMICTENLALRPEREED
FILEY .  AERF THRE>TWAEVTUF O BARDEICESZ D
T&Io UPLFUHNCOAIDERER Y VAN SRIBHEFEE S
BEVWI.—RIBELATHEVWY—2THLTH EBDODITF 1 -
. BEEEBLAILEGADIREEDEVWRETIR A . B
HEICEHNICOMNCEH/RATIEVITAEEH A THRIAL TS, 2
DEBOSHLBRIRIE. V7 oForbirbiaflsd s 501077
FICHEATVWE Y- THREBINTWVS, RN IATICHDE
[EPEREBETOMEVOEET. RGN I IS ZEHFRAAD
RRTIZTOMREEL,

V7o ForB<ERETHRIBEKRT, &5 LT REOEMH/ LU, K
BORPHHOED LI IR HCHENTWVWE, 377 - U137
DEBEFE-> T AERFEL IR THRRFBICHBEL TV B3E%E
THAHHE Ll E2X5 221 BFNEBEDITEEL HVEELT
BTHEBLIFE. 374 I—RIBOY—>T VT LF L 5RE
BRPBE L SVER CHEABNLREORTEFBICHET LY.
V7o FLDR—ATLRDTH (B -0=) KE BERT VYT
DHEFY TEDVWY T e TANFEDEBLEREHNTVS,

66 | mrrE~

Money

And this is where the prominence of money, another significant theme
of The Road to Mandalay comes into play. Arguably, not since Robert
Bresson’s L’Argent (1983) has a film placed money in so central and clinical
a position as the mother of all problems and the root of all evil. The very act
of exchanging banknotes between hands crops up ad infinitum, a gesture
that is incorporated as an adamantly integral and necessary part of the film’s
dramaturgy. This is apparent not only in illicit payouts to smugglers that
Lianging and a truckload of fellow migrant travelers are coerced to pay up en
route to Thailand, but also in the matter-of-fact solicitation of bribery sought
by crooked Thai police in the form of a stack of cash discreetly wrapped in
newspaper that nonetheless buys Lianqing’s release after she’s detained
for working without proper paper. Even in a scene as innocuous as Lianging
placing a long distance call from a Bangkok phone box, Midi Z emphasizes
her periodic gest of inserting coins into the payphone rather than her terse
conversation with her family informing them of a remittance she had wired
their way. Much the same dispassionate attention is accorded to scenes of
her queueing up to receive her meager wage from her employers, first as a
dishwasher of a drab open-air Chinese eatery in Bangkok, then as a live-in

sweatshop laborer at a garment factory in the outskirts of the city.

At the latter complex—a sprawling textile facility of menacing steel machines
and spiderwebs of threads of cotton—Midi Z stages a series of tour de
force sequences of its undocumented migrant workforce silently engaged in
menial work, in what is likely an unauthorized worksite without government

oversight. Here, Midi Z paints a staggeringly grim picture of Lianging and
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others toiling away under harsh, inhumane conditions, while others, like her
boyfriend Guo (Kai Ko), put in shifts around the clock with the help of illicit

stimulant drugs.

Exoticism

In keeping with his unflattering portrayal of Myanmar as a dusty and infertile
backwater in /ce Poison, Midi Z intentionally excludes any trace of exoticism
in The Road to Mandalay that is overtly indicative of its Thai setting, in a film
where its characters are for the most part ensconced inside the sweatshop
and converse to one another in the Yunnan dialect of Mandarin, the most
commonly spoken language among Myanmar’s Chinese community. Rather
than topological or cultural particulars that underscore Thai-ness, it is dark
undercurrents such as human smuggling, racketeering, bribery, and exploitation

of workers that permeate the life in this kingdom of nascent capitalism.

In this sense, it might be possible to claim that with his latest film Midi Z
takes a diametrically opposite approach from Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s
Blissfully Yours (2002), another notable Southeast Asian film with a socio-
political undertone that portrays an illegal Burmese immigrant living in exile
in Thailand. While Apichatpong devotes much of the film’s running time to
a leisurely picnic the hero enjoys in the company of his Thai girlfriend by
a secluded stream hidden amid the greenery of Northern Thailand’s idyllic
forest, no safe haven or sanctuary can be found for Midi Z’s Chinese-
Burmese diaspora in Thailand, anymore than they can go home to Myanmar
to reclaim their homeland as their own, given their non-native, rootless

identity as the ethnic Chinese minority.
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At any rate, the Thai countryside in The Road to Mandalay is revealed
to be just as rotten to the core with corruption as the bustling capital of
Bangkok: on a few trips that Lianging takes to the countryside with her
boyfriend Guo in order to procure for themselves coveted official ID cards via
shady villagers acting as intermediaries, the two promptly fall prey to their

fraudulent scheme.

In the past decade or so, the most stereotypical imagery to come to be
associated with Southeast Asian cinema has been the region’s plentiful
rainforests, from the fantastical jungle haunted by the red-eyed ghostly
shaman in Apichatpong’s Tropical Malady (2004) to the allegorical forest
that transforms into a burial site for the troubled history of the Philippines’
anti-colonial struggles in Lav Diaz’s A Lullaby to the Sorrowful Mystery
(2016) . By contrast, Midi Z's The Road to Mandalay could be read as an
implicit criticism of such exotic imagery as attested by the film’s opening
shot, in which the apparent serenity of the rural stream is unmasked as no
more than a facade.

1 A lecture delivered by Chris Fujiwara as part of the screening series “What Is
Contemporary Cinema?” at Athénée Francais Cultural Center, Tokyo, August 20, 2016.

The Road to Mandalay

TAIWAN, MYANMAR, FRANCE, GERMANY / 2016 / English, Chinese, Thai, Burmese / Color / 108 min
Director, Screenplay, Producer: Midi Z

Photography: Fan Sheng-Siang

Editing: Matthieu Laclaud

Sound: Tu Duu-Chih

Producer: Huang Mao
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Jon Lazam's Three Enchantments

Enchantments of Fear

Jesa Paquibot

In Three Enchantments (2016), Jon Lazam comes up with a medley of

images and sounds enumerating the fears of the “Filipino nation.”

While watching this film, | recalled Lav Diaz’s A Lullaby to the Sorrowful
Mystery (2016), where a trio of Tikbalang (half-man, half-horse) dissuade
Oryang, the wife of Andres Bonifacio, a hero of the Filipino proletariat,
from seeking his dead body. The Tikbalang question the reality of
Bernardo Carpio, the folkloric manifestation of Filipino patriotism, while
making their own presence more powerful by playing magical tricks
on Oryang’s group. Entrapped in enchanted desperation, Oryang
and her company attend a feast together with the Tikbalang, instead
of finding Bonifacio’s body. Thus, the patriotic hero is relegated into
doubt while the manipulative Tikbalang become part of the feast. The
Tikbalang embody the superstitious beliefs and fears of the nation, which
embraced, become a sin of the Filipino mind in relation to the “failure” of

the revolution of Bonifacio’s class.

| took Lazam’s film as a sibling of this aspect of A Lullaby to the
Sorrowful Mystery. It seems to expound this idea and in the process
creates a poetic homage to the manifestations of people’s fears. Fear is

evoked through sound, surprising gestures, and playful, unconventional

Enchantments of Fear ‘

73



EBERNT B, MEDE>2—2 23 —BULIEYEEZEAD L E2ER
LTWEW, B LARPTDAEDICTEFET 2,

OB} EEeLBEEERTRERT 5, MENBVEES|EH
& BOBEFEERICEN. 7 L TBURBICRARENS, B3 LVEE
. EOPSIBENENFEHBILTWVE L7, BEFEOBE->TW
BORIC.BEZHO TVWE, MEIZ. EICL - TELIEEN BN E
BRI Y3, MMNE T« INTCOBEEICL > T ZOBREOER D,
BEORICHENLBHEFURITILEEDDI D, COERIE &
BUM—T 1 VECDEBERICESTS [VL—F (AA)] £—D
BN BBETOLVEDNFICVWEL B TEREEEIE S Y — 2T,
E5ICHEADNS, BER TIPS HAEHEERLDINDT, ME
ICMPREFREIGH 25 EBbE 20, MOBALLEEATLE L. FEDHT
KDESICHECRARAEND (T4 UECDERICERTIADE, H
CTIVER), ZNSDEHROEEMIE. BHOBES, 5 DEFEE.
ABPHFREEBET 28EH (REFRIL. 3> bO—ILTBEEH) (I
BRFAFHDZEEBVHEETINS, COEXEBOHBIDIE LY
CBALV, ZLTHZEL ZOEREBHENS T Z. EHCHEE
PEENEDES S,

BB SERDEEMEZ I TEL, b EBATEETIRMDIELH
WTW3, ZhIHERMZE E ¥/, ERMIEICS > THWRIHD
HLESHh KbWICHLWEHEG EEhi, TV LRFBHERET.
RIEOWMEEY. <P SEOIMBIHER Lz e elE. &5 [F
FHZASNE—2A] (1942) D& S HEBEAABFEATWAET XY
HOBROHERICOVWTDEZLERFAT S, [IRDEPK] OESEE
BEE-T [EXR] 2B L. BRES €TV - 28R,

EHS5OEVERMIE. VEWDPEE1BOENERLBE £ 20—
E-2a b TRABEICL > THRIND, 2L T, EIRERAHR

74 | BHOEH

editing that uses repetition, fading, mirroring, color manipulation and
other techniques which, put together, estrange the viewer from film as
a storytelling medium. The film’s montage was not intended to show a

coherent story, but rather to make a riddle.

The film opens with complete darkness and sounds of thunder.
Lightning splits the dark sky as the head of a horse appears and is
again swallowed by the darkness. The terrorizing sounds of thunder
seem to bring about the shadow of a horse looking out to the sea on
a rainless night. The film recalls the ageless fear that thunder evokes.
The mysterious Tikbalang signals to the audience that the intent of the
film is to incite fear of a mythical type. This intention is stressed by the
image of a lady (the “Sirena” or mermaid) who surprises the viewer by
illogically appearing in a mirror. Her constant appearance in the film
seems to hint at a narrative, but then she disappears without explanation
and is submerged in the sea in an omen of death (“Santelmo” or St.
Elmo). These creatures are warnings of the mind. They remind us of
the limitations of our ability to fully comprehend (predict and control)
the world. This realization can be scary, and perhaps it could be said that

folk tales represent a recognition of this truth.

The film goes beyond paying tribute to the mythical creatures as it
tackles more tangible and immediate sources of fear: colonialism and its
wars. Colonialism erased the old fears and created new terrors. Lazam
shows poetically the erasure of folk beliefs, knowledge systems, and
concepts about the world during the American period when films like

Texas to Bataan (1942) were shown, featuring songs like “Home on the
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Range,” wooing the “nation” into submission and invasion.

Old forms of fear are connoted by images showing the graceful
movement of a young boy and a horse in slow motion; both fade away
amid sounds from a radio announcing the coming of the Second World
War to Philippine shores. As the film ends, a cutaway from an old film
shows a horse being captured by American soldiers. This image is a
metaphor of a fear being captured and replaced by other unfamiliarities

and a new sense of darkness.

Three Enchantments

THE PHILIPPINES / 2016 / Tagalog / Color, B&W / 13 min
Director, Producer: Jon Lazam
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Bagane Fiola's Wailings in the Forest

Uncharted

Mariya Lim

In a remote area of the Southern Philippines, a forest dweller is on the hunt
for wild boar with his dog. Track our next meal, he says, lest we go back
home hungry. This first scene in Wailings in the Forest sets the tone for all
the rest that follow. A lingering anticipation of something that is about to
happen and waiting for what may or may not always arrive. Like the hunter,
we beseech our figurative dogs to take us somewhere, anywhere in the film.
Unfortunately, in the wasted eternities in between sequences of Wailings in

the Forest, no beast can pull us out of where we've been led to.

In film festival programming, slow cinema is a mainstay. At its best, it offers an
alternative experience for the Hollywood-worn viewer, allowing time to breathe
and take in the moving image. On the other hand, the slow burn and absence
of details in such films can be symptomatic of a kind of laziness. With so little
given for the audience to work with, they have to fill in the long quiet blanks
themselves. Some find empowerment in this position of assigning meaning
where interpretation is not fixed. However, it invites forced metaphors and
enables filmmakers to be as flimsily ambiguous as they can get away with,
complacent in the knowledge everything they do (or don’t do) will be accepted

and even celebrated as minimalism, Emperor's New Clothes style.

In some ways, this tendency allowed the problematic representation of the

Lumad—non-Muslim aborigines of Southern Philippines—in Wailings in the
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Forest. While not necessarily in the same league of irresponsible as the
ethnographic films by Tim Asch and anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon—
misinforming with the staged, scripted presentation of the Amazonian
Yanomami as primitive savages despite claiming to be documentaries—
Wailings in the Forest under-informs. In a film about the Matigsalug people

clustered around Mindanao, they were almost anonymous.

The Q&A is a delicate, dangerous thing. During a special non-public
screening of Wailings in the Forest it became known that a period of
"window-shopping" occurred before the filmmakers settled on the most
convenient tribe to access from Davao City, the Matigsalug, whose own
oral traditions make no special mention of a magical white boar—the object
of the protagonist's obsession in the film. Actors were plucked from the
Matigsalug and dressed in the clothes of their forefathers, playing a version

of themselves according to an outsider's vision.

Wailings in the Forest may have never set out to be educational, but the
plight of Indigenous Peoples (IPs) in the Philippines, a plight of forced
relocations from ancestral land due to aggression from mining companies
and the military, demands sensitive and responsible treatment. More than
just how frequently they are seen, it is of equal or even greater importance
that the IPs are represented correctly. Granted, documentary and narrative
cinema differ. The former has a duty to Truth, whereas the latter has more
leeway. It is necessary to ask, however: If a culture that is not theirs—
especially an already marginalized one to which they have no previous
connection—is used as source material for flmmakers who stand to benefit
more than their subjects from the filmic appropriation, would it then be a bolo

fight between artistic license and social responsibility?
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This isn't to say there are no redemptive qualities in Wailings in the Forest.
Its merits are the evocative cinematography and pristine sound design
that create an altogether immersive experience. Films of the slow cinema
persuasion can require a special attention span, and while the passage of
Wailings in the Forest's 105-minute running time does call for this, it's not an

unmanageable endurance test.

Ultimately, Wailings in the Forest falls short in the grandeur it had potential
to deliver. For a narrative feature, it fails to follow through and build upon the
story it tries to tell, instead falling back on atmospherics. What stood out to
me, though, was not the manifold shots dedicated to the verdant yet punishing
forest. Rather, it was when the lead's two wives and young daughter were
braiding their hair in a stair-step chain. The human element of this scene
conveys a compelling social dynamic that becomes glossed over by too
entrenched a fixation on the natural environment, proving that the real people

who live within that environment—and their stories sans myths of fairy swine

drawn from elsewhere—would have been enough for a good film.
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Bagane Fiola's Wailings in the Forest

Forest Tales and the Lives of Others

Jay Rosas

And we tired of wandering through the forest and along the banks of
rivers. And we began settling. We invented villages and community
life... Left far behind were the times when we drifted without home
or destination. The results of civilization were surprising: our lives
became more secure but less free...

— Eduardo Galeano, Mirrors: Stories of Almost Everyone

The synopsis of Bagane Fiola’s Wailings in the Forest, winner of the
NETPAC Jury Prize in the recently concluded QCinema International
Film Festival, hints at a story about people from the margins, one that
resurfaces every now and then in the news in a country, the Philippines,
whose rich indigenous origins are constantly threatened by the pull of
modernity and ill effects of civilization. But what unfolds in the film’s
105-minute running time is a different storytelling, one that is not totally
burdened by the weight of exposition, but instead explores the rigors of
observational cinema and visual anthropology, alluding to the rhythms
and detours of the film’s setting—a real-life forest in the hinterlands of
Davao in Southern Philippines, still home to the Matigsalug (people from

the river) indigenous tribes.

The surge of regional-cinema consciousness in recent Philippine cinema
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has surfaced stories of indigenous peoples, toward which filmmakers
may instinctively take on a documentary approach, as in Nef Luczon’s
Father Said, “Let’s Go Home”(2014), about the reunion of an IP
family in Bukidnon, and Lester Valle’s Walang Rape sa Bontoc (2014),
an exploration of the “rape-less” communities of IPs in Bontoc, both
products of the first Sine Totoo, the first documentary film festival in the
country two years ago. When stories of IPs do figure in narrative fiction,
a certain sense of complexity and urgency is somehow lost in favor of a
more colorful depiction and the burden to tell a compelling story in the
traditional narrative sense, as in Anita del Mundo’s Cinemalaya entry K'na
the Dreamweaver (2014), which features the T’boli community in South
Cotabato, particularly the women who weave the t’nalak cloth as keepers

of cultural heritage.

With what could easily have been a straightforward documentary, the pull
of traditional storytelling is also evident in Wailings in the Forest as Fiola
navigates the film’s forest together with the story’s protagonist, Mampog,
a skilled hunter and head of an indigenous family who still relies heavily
on hunting forest animals for food. This sense of exploration of an
uncharted territory is signaled at the opening of the film, where we see
a drone shot of our hunter protagonist about to enter the thickness of
the forest. Most of the film shows Mampog masterfully track the forest
floor, climbing trees, crossing rivers and going down caves in search
of food—the favored meat of the wild boar—and then, midway through
the film, get inexplicably lost. He returns to his abode (a wonderfully
rendered tree-house) never to be the same anymore. Driven mad, he is

lost forever to the forest’s mystical manipulations. The forest suddenly
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becomes an unfamiliar realm. Though getting lost may seem an unlikely
occurrence for forest dwellers, the mysticism that plays a role in the film
is something inherently attuned to their way of living. Indigenous folktales
speak of deities and also of various ways of appeasement to these

unseen forces.

The film’s synopsis also mentions “unusual changes” in the tribe’s
environment, and these are hinted at rather than exposed. Like Mampog
leaving tree marks in order to remember his path, Fiola scatters clues
in the narrative. There is a scene of what appears to be an eclipse, or
that shot of Mampog sitting on the ladder rungs lost in thought while
the sunlight shifts in the background as if depicting abrupt changes in
season and in his environment. While it is not totally fleshed out, the
film does give us a view of the differences in the tribes’ sociability (tree-
dwellers and hunters versus plains people) and the possibilities of tribal
conflicts that arise in what is called pangayaw (tribal war). In the film,

conflict ensues over the coveting of a wife from a different tribe.

Then there is the mysterious appearance of a “white pig” (much like the
variety of popular livestock used for meat consumption in urban areas), a
stark contrast to the wild boar, and several forest creatures like the civet
and deer, whose populations have decreased drastically due to pollution
and deforestation in the same forest area where the film was shot.
One of the tribal chieftains exclaims, “It's been a while since I've had
a taste of civet.” Mampog’s wife complains about the scarcity of meat,
as if hinting at the “scourging” to come. The sudden appearance of the

pig, accompanied by an ominous score, seems to suggest this drastic
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change, bringing about fevered nightmares of white creatures in the
dark and the pervasiveness of getting lost in what was once a navigable
terrain. The forest suddenly becomes a foe to the hunter-inhabitant,
assuming the role of an omnipotent trickster (just like in Sherad Anthony

Sanchez’s Jungle Love [2012]) instead of being the reliable provider.

Some have noted how the hazy narrative hold of the film seems to affect
its impact. But it is an interesting diversion, rather than an outright failure.
As if editing them together, Fiola negotiates with both documentary
and narrative discipline (his first full-length film, Sonata Maria [2014] is
wholly different and arguably more accessible). The narrative detours
of Wailings in the Forest, while confusing, do not take away the beauty
of the documentary-like aesthetics of its cinematography but provide
a discursive contrast. The camerawork, which consists of long takes,
zooming in and out on the dwellers, and striking freeze frames, allows
us to become immersed in the mechanics and rhythm of the forest and
to reflect on how these contrast with the abrupt shifts of the modernity
that lies outside the frame of the film and outside the realm of the forest.
There is a standout scene of Mampog in a cave starting a fire that is
captured in a six-minute take. The audience witnesses in real time the
hunter’s negotiation with the cave’s unknown force, as if with a fire deity
(in a later scene one of the wives seeks counsel with an elder using
smoke). When the fire reveals its flames, the scene achieves a kind of
intimacy, a consummation of a seemingly sacred act, the spirituality of

which is threatened by the haste of civilization.

Writer-filmmaker Archie Del Mundo in his review of the film probes: “Why
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in the forest world would food be lacking? The forestland (including the
wild animals) apparently are raped and depleted. The indigenous folks
are deprived of the supposed abundance their ancestral lands provide.”
This insight does not come easy especially for urban dwellers who are
oblivious to the struggles of these people. And however elusive the
narrative aspects of Wailings in the Forest may be, there is a certain
control to its subtlety, offering us a powerful look at what might be the
end of our indigenous ancestry. While the satisfaction in its story may
be inadequate, the freeze frame at the end gives it a certain kind of
completion as if coming to a dangerous realization: that changes in the
lives of the forest people of old may have long been irreversible, like the
nightmarish dark that, as the brave Mampog says, “creeps up on us.” In
the natural cycles of the forest in Wailings in the Forest, the hunter has

become the hunted.

Wailings in the Forest

THE PHILIPPINES / 2016 / Tagalog / Color / 105 min
Director, Screenplay: Bagane Fiola

Photography: Mark Limbaga, Raphael Meting
Editing, Sound Design: Willie Apa Jr.

Producers: Angely Chi, Aleli Rodriguez, Bebe Go
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BW Purba Negara's Ziarah

Story of History

Anggraeni Widhiasih

Like stories, history also consists of fictions able to be told from
person to persons and generation to generations, apart from being
written. In a culture where the oral tradition is stronger than the
written one, it is no wonder to find the experience of listening to
stories from elders as part of one’s childhood, as | did as a Javanese.
To a degree, such an experience can be found by watching and

listening to stories in Ziarah.

The film was screened in the Asian Feature Film Competition of
Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival 2016 and won Best Asian Feature
Film. Directed by BW Purba Negara from Indonesia, this 84-minute
film narrates the story of Mbah Sri (Ponco Sutiyem), a 95-year-
old woman searching for the tomb of her war veteran husband. The
search somehow brings Mbah Sri to trace the history around Dutch
Millitary Aggression Il in Yogyakarta. Concurrently with this search,
her grandchild, Prapto(Rukman Rosadi), is also searching for her(she
has left home with no word). Expressed in the Javanese language,
the exhibition of local Javanese culture in the film takes the shape not
only of words but also of myth, life philosophy, and the mysticism of
the Javanese. The depiction of the misery of loss, of a genuine love

story, of traces of Indonesia’s history, as well as cultural expressions
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of the philosophy of life and death, intertwine throughout the film.

We often see characters filmed in close shot while they talk as
if answering interview questions from Mbah Sri or Prapto. This
technique reminds me of TV documentary style: subjects in close
shots give information in response to questions, while Mbah Sri
and Prapto trace the truth by questioning and digging through
people’s collective memory. The experience of listening to stories
transpierces the screen and reaches the spectators, giving the sense

of experiencing history by watching stories.

A reminiscence of documentary style is also an aftereffect, perhaps
generated from the choice of the director to use the real witnesses
of history as his actors in Ziarah. The story of Zjarah takes place in
2016 post-political-reform Indonesia but lightly enquires into stories
around the events of 1965, before the political revolution, and 1948,
right after independence. Evoking the traces of political and military
trauma, the director also emphasizes the strength of Ziarah’s fiction
as a tale of the elders in the past. This plot reflects the title, which
literally means a pilgrimage to a tomb but might also be translated as
a journey to past time. The film has, then, the documentary potential
to invest memories and impressions into an archive that could be

useful for a society of oral traditions.

Recalling the very start of the film, | must admit it gave me a jump.
The blatant display and materialization of the idea of death through

the use of camera and audio are potentially able to evoke humans’
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primal fear of death. Relying on the tense anticipation of the spectator
toward his film to evoke it. He materializes his strategy by treating the
camera as the eyes of the dead, staring at the world for the last time
from the burial ground. More suspense is added by playing a mystical
song in the Javanese language, leading the spectator to consider
death and perhaps mysticism as the main issues of the film (although

subsequent shots will make us discover other concerns) .

Various social and cultural issues emerge through the dialogues and
images of the film. The static shot technique that dominates Ziarah
gives latitude for the spectators to catch a number of possible issues
over the duration of a single shot, letting the spectator observe

subjects and locations in a kind of timelessness from a distance.

Camera movement is employed less for purposes of form and
meaning than to keep the harmonic balance and neutrality of subjects
within the frame. This allows the spectators to sort out the various
issues of the film while also appreciating the details of the beautiful
landscapes and the serenity that arises from the duration of shots.
Nevertheless, the dynamic story of the film is not well supported by
the visuals. Despite the film’s effort to put historical and philosophical

context in an easy-to-understand style, Ziarah remains flat.

Finally, the film relies too much on its dialogue to construct its
form, instead of experimenting to find the right visual language for
expressing the fiction. The attempt to put history into a fictional story

through documentary-style narration while using local materials is
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BW Purba Negara's Ziarah

Graveyards and Transcendence

Sharon Calingasan

Ziarah conjures a pronounced feeling of melancholia that at first slowly
engulfs you and then steadily gains pace until it envelops your whole
being. It’s a slow-paced account of one woman’s quest to find her
husband’s grave with the ultimate wish to be buried beside him, and this
premise stirs viewers’ emotions, causing them to wait in suspense for
that final scene where the old woman finally finds her husband’s grave. It
is a long, long journey, and witnessing friends’ burials, at which the wife
is laid to rest beside the husband, fuels Mbah Sri’s desire to locate her

soldier husband’s grave site all the more.

Director BW Purba Negara effectively employs slowness in the movie.
Though Mbah Sri manifests a pronounced slowness in her actions due
to her old age, this doesn’t deter viewers from coming along for her
journey, as she hops from one bus to another, tracking down veterans
and hearing their accounts of the Dutch military aggression, listening
intently for any clues that might lead her to where her husband’s grave
is. Undeterred by misleading information, the old lady’s resilience and
determination are boundless, and she continues on her quest through

faraway villages in Indonesia.

Mbah Sri’s grandson, who follows her on her journey, is a likeable man
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who is torn between the roles of dutiful grandson and understanding
boyfriend, at his girlfriend’s beck and call. He is an interesting character,
and as much as we viewers look up to the grandma for her determination
and patience, we can’t help but also feel deeply for the grandson, who
seems to be internally tormented and torn between domestic duty and

satisfying his girlfriend’s materialistic and often childish wishes.

Amid the beauty and sadness of Ziarah, there is one disturbing element,
that of a kris (dagger) owned by the old woman that magically shakes
and moves. When it first moves, it is in the presence of a local healer,
and the movement of the knife can be attributed to the healer’s
extraordinary powers. In the subsequent scenes in which the kris moves,
no one is around except the old woman herself, causing puzzlement and
amazement in the viewer. This magical element provides a fantasy-like
quality, with the kris serving as an essential guide that Mbah Sri believes

in.

The most striking image in the film is that of Mbah Sri as she sits near
the grave of her husband and another grave. She sulks for a moment,
then proceeds to sweep the dead leaves from the other grave. In this
scene, Mbah Sri, at first a picture of sadness, eventually submits to the
reality presented to her. She may not fully understand everything at the

moment, but she is at peace with herself.

Ziarah engages viewers to meditate on the essence of life as involved
with death, for the dead have a way of making sure that they are still

very much a part of the living’s concerns. The title of the film means a
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visit or pilgrimage, and the climax of the film, when the old woman finally
finds her husband’s grave and is also afforded a grand discovery, makes
us realize that the word refers not only to a physical visit or pilgrimage
to a sacred place of eternal rest, but also to a visit to a time in the not
so distant past of Indonesia, a time when the country was torn by war
and violence. Indeed, this film is a pilgrimage through time and history,
of quiet reminiscences of a love story halted by war and of a deep and
sincere hope on the part of an old woman who is afforded the opportunity

to examine herself amidst the unfolding of a mystery.
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BW Purba Negara’ s Ziarah

River as a Journey of a Life

Satoh Shiori

Peaceful, abundant and fluid as a large river, BW Purba Negara’s
Ziarah flows slowly and gently with warm sunlight and soft breeze,
settling in the heart of Indonesia. Apart from the aesthetic quality of the
film, its elaborate storytelling is ambitious, a suspense plot structure
in disguise as a road movie involving a quest for truth. Throughout the
film, a mystic atmosphere is sustained, and never-answered questions

about love, life, and death underlie a gripping narrative.

Mbah Sri, a 95-year-old woman, knowing her days are numbered,
voluntarily sets out on a long journey to find the grave of never-
shown Pawiro, her husband, who never returned from the war. While
Mbah Sri’s grandson anxiously goes about to find his grandmother,
she continues to ask around and wander from one place to another,
following the verbal clues given by people on the street, becoming,
unsurprisingly, confused by the varying information she receives
regarding Pawiro’s grave. It is interesting to see how those vague,
uncertain, often manipulated remembrances are integrated into a kind

of collective memory to reflect the history of a society.

Ziarah is a film of long takes from a distant point of view, akin to

observational documentary. The protagonist is driven by other
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characters’ narration, through which a storyline develops. Dressed in
traditional kebaya and batik, she hardly opens her mouth and keeps an
undemonstrative face. Nonetheless, Mbah Sri is quite determined, as is
effectively characterized by physical features such as a rounded back, a
fully wrinkled face, and shiny white hair. Mbah Sri’s only sincere wishes
are to tell a legendary story about their grandfather to her grandchildren

and to be buried next to her beloved.

As its title, meaning pilgrimage in Indonesian, indicates, life and death
play an important role in the film. In a funeral scene, a woman says,
“those who are separated will be unified under the earth.” When Mbah
Sri arrives at Alas Pucung in North Kweni, by a river, she hears that
Pawiro’s grave was inundated, and then voices the wish: “Does it have
to be the earth? Can't it be the water?” The river often symbolizes the
boundary between this life and the afterlife—the River Styx in Greek
mythology or the Sanzu river in Japanese Buddhist tradition. Sitting by
this boundary, gazing at the other side of the shore, certainly unaware
of her final destination, Mbah Sri makes us wonder what she is

meditating on.

When we ruminate on the film after watching it, the aim of Mbah Sri’s
journey seems not just to be buried beside her husband, but ziarah
itself: Mbah Sri is a pilgrim who urgently needs to be healed, to bury the
past—as the ending shows, accompanied by the music of a mantra that

functions as a requiem, after the revelation of a melodramatic truth.

“Life is a journey, not a destination” as Emerson suggested; for our life,
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the only thing we can do is to allow ourselves to flow into the river. We

all eventually meet together at mother sea. Hopefully to transform into

blessed rain to shower the earth, after all.

Ziarah

Indonesia / 2016 / Javanese / Color / 87 min
Director, Screenplay, Producer : BW Purba Negara
Photography: Gumilang Aimas Pratama

Editing: Dwi Agus Purwanto

Sound: Hadrianus Eko
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Regional Cinema and the Anxiety of Translation

Chuck Lozano

A disconnect exists, as much as in literature as in cinema, where the
resources of language serve to tie together the strands of a narrative.
The realization of this disconnect is a burden borne by those who
produce regional films, and also those viewers who understand both the

film’s native language and its translations.

Translations are a necessity when it comes to regional cinema,
especially those for multilingual exhibition. To achieve this, we have
come to embrace the use of subtitles, especially in translating dialogue,
as opposed to captions for the aid of the hearing impaired. Translation
becomes a liability, however, when it fails to transmit a fair quantity
of parallel understanding to non-native speakers, or if it becomes an
avenue for coloration of dialogue, by which a sequence of events can

either receive, or lose, a certain amount of appeal or significance.

Why, in my title, do | use the word anxiety? We can see this two ways,
one, as a feeling of unease (i.e. in relation to a stressor), or two, in
phenomenological terms (Kierkegaard’s). Unease is usually experienced
by bilingual viewers—as mentioned above—who understand both the
native form and the translation. This unease stems from the feeling

of inadequate translation, and the doubt it casts on the translator/
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filmmaker’s ability to translate, and on the intentions of translation. Take
for example a sequence from the film Of Cats, Dogs, Farm Animals
and Sashimi (by Perry Dizon, 2015) , a slice-of-life documentary shown
during the Salamindanaw Asian Film Festival. A group of people is
talking about a hungry cat. “Wala pa sya nabusog kay pila pud ka adlaw
wala kakao'g isda” is subtitled as “Blame the moon for that never
ending hunger,” but a direct translation should have been, “He’s still
hungry because he has not eaten fish in days.” Now, for a bilingual
viewer, some uneasiness arises—why has the filmmaker not translated
this directly? Speculation could follow, not on the inadequacy of the
translation, but more on the intent: is it poetic embellishment? Having a
viewer cast these kinds of doubts during a film is counter-productive: it
distances the viewer from the film’s message and diminishes the value

of the film experience.

Anxiety, on the other hand, as the filmmaker’s unease, could be linked
to Kierkegaard’s yawning abyss of freedom: the dizziness (as anxiety)
when faced with the abyss—here, the freedom of translation. The
filmmaker has the freedom to translate the source material in a number
of ways: translate only part of the dialogue rather than most or all of it, do
a straightforward, direct translation, or do a more purposefully modified
translation. How one approaches that translation, whatever motives and

consequences that may arise, all compound into anxiety.

The film Apocalypse Child (by Mario Cornejo, 2015) is an example
of taking a direct approach. It has a relatively straightforward English

translation devoid of coloration. On the filmmaker’s decision to translate
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it like this we can only speculate, but, watching the film, we can say
that his intentions were more than adequately and faithfully transmitted.
The film also provided marked advantages for the bilingual viewer: a
better understanding of inaudible dialogue and a more profound overall

experience devoid of distraction and suspicion.

Of Cats, Dogs..., on the other hand, is translated without a clear method.
Portions of dialogue are intentionally left out. Long sections are left
unsubtitled, including dialogue that could have been beneficial to the
continuing narrative. Another instance of questionable translation: at
54:55 into the film, the dialogue between a boy (Dondon) and a girl

(Epai), as they are harvesting oysters beachside, goes as follows:

Dondon: nara Pai o, isa ra bya ka adlaw ko mutabang kay pang-bayle
lang.

Epai:  kuhaa sa na diha o, ambi na bi, ako na pud.
Dondon: Hutda sa ni o kay daghan/baga (unintelligible) na kaayo.

Epai:  lkaw na pud lagi mu....
This sequence is subtitled as:
Dondon: Will you be at the dance tonight?
Epai:  Maybe if Lenlen will go.
Dondon: So, you really love oysters that much?

Epai:  Of course | do!

which is nowhere close to the direct translation of the sequence:
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Dondon: Here, Pai—take it—I'll only help for a day, just for the dance.

Epai:  Get that one first and give that knife to me, it’s my turn.

Dondon: Take everything first, there’s already too many, it’s already too
thick.

Epai:  Thenyou go and...

The disparity between the subtitling and the direct translation is striking.
The subtitles speak about another girl named Lenlen, who is not even
mentioned in the actual dialogue. This is a blatant manipulation of the
narrative, and is cause for suspicion. Is the filmmaker trying to coerce
something else from a seemingly mundane scene? Anxiety may have
come into play, and the jump into the abyss of interfering with dialogue
was the choice. What about the motive? Well, we may have to ask the

filmmaker himself.

The diversity of regional cinema and its need for translation is a reality
that must be faced. The enduring need for translation will also bring
with it anxiety. The transmission through translation of the multitude of
themes, plots, stories, cultures and dialogue to a heterogeneous foreign
audience is a complex undertaking, even just the thought of which
spurs anxiety. But, as Kierkegaard posits, this anxiety may eventually
be a cause of realization. When the producers and viewers of regional
cinema experience this anxiety, this dread, it grants a certain awareness,
a comprehension of the uniqueness of the individual cultures they
each represent, so that ultimately, the incentive to stay true to them is

acknowledged.
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Gutierrez MangansakanI: In 2016, Salamindanaw Asian Film
Festival, in collaboration with the Yamagata International Documentary
Film Festival, and with support from Japan Foundation Asia Center,
has conducted the Film Criticism Workshop, aimed at molding new
critics and film writers from Southeast Asia and Japan. We are also
conducting this symposium on film criticism, which we hope will serve
as a venue for dialogue and a formation of critical opinion on what
makes Asian cinema very dynamic and exciting. The panelists in the
symposium include film critic and programmer Ed Cabagnot of the
Philippines; Chris Fujiwara, a film critic and former artistic director
of Edinburgh International Film Festival; Philip Cheah, a Singapore
film critic and programmer and founding member of the Network for
the Promotion of Asian Cinema (NETPAC) ; Japanese critic Kitakoji

Takashi; and filmmaker Sakai Ko.

Recent years have seen the rise and growth of cinema outside
of film capitals in Asia: “Regional New Wave Cinema,” as Philip
calls it, referring specifically to the phenomenon in the Philippines.
Film production has also been seen in Makassar and Jogjakarta in
Indonesia, Sabah in Malaysia, Okinawa and Tohoku in Japan, as well
as Southern Thailand, which, like the south of the Philippines, has a
dominant Muslim population and therefore other exciting narratives to

tell and images to project through the art of cinema.

While the Philippines relishes “regional cinema” as an appellation
because it signifies that which is distinct, unique, and rich, it is a source

of trepidation for those in Indonesia, as it could also signify the parochial,
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the other, and second best. With the growth of cinema outside the film
capital, it is therefore imperative to spur critical discourse not only about
the specificities of these new developments but also on the vitality of

Asian cinema, to which these fresh cinematic trajectories contribute.

| would like to open this discussion up to our audience and invite them
to make comments or ask questions concerning these matters, to

which our panelists will respond.

Ayu Diah Cempaka: | would like to know how the film criticism or
writing on film in each country—the Philippines, the US, the UK, or
Japan—gets published. In Indonesia, there is a kind of situation where
the mass media only write film reviews to promote a film, so the film
review is all about the good side and bad side and overall if the film
is worth watching, that’s all. Besides that, there are online film critics,
like Cinema Poetica, founded by Makbul Mubarak, but there is another
problem. The films that are written about by these online film critics,
they are not screened in the mainstream cinemas, they are screened
mostly in film festivals. Sometimes | feel, “Who will read this review
online?” So | would like to know how in your countries film critics get

published.

Ed Cabagnot: For a long time in the Philippines, there has been a
dearth of what you would call very exciting, very pithy film criticism,
because just like in Indonesia, and | think in a lot of developing
countries, most of the writing about cinema here is entertainment

selling. We are trying to sell a certain film. We are trying to say that,
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oh this is a fantastic horror film and they spent so much, etc. Lately,
maybe because of the changes in social media, we’ve had just what
you experience in Indonesia, a lot of individual bloggers with their own
websites, specifically Oggs Cruz, Dodo Dayao, Richard Bolisay, who
have developed a certain type of following. Generally they are very
critical of Philippine mainstream cinema, and you could say that it's a
bias, but they also have their favorite independent films. Your question
highlights the fact that in a country like the Philippines (I’'m not sure if
it's the same in Indonesia), we have two types of cinema. One cinema
is the cinema of Brillante Mendoza, Lav Diaz, that wins all of the
awards at Cannes, Berlin, Venice, which never get to be shown in the
Philippines. Then you have the regular Filipino films. | remember when
| went to Indonesia, when you looked at the newspapers, all the films
were about pocong or cinta. So | was telling my Indonesian friends,
pocong are Indonesian ghost stories, right? And cinta are the love
stories. So if you want to make money in Jakarta, you make a pocong,
cinta film. I'm not sure if it’s still the same thing. But what | love about
your scene, is that almost every place, especially in Jogjakarta, you
have a lot of passionate people making very good documentaries, very
good short features, which never get to be shown, and you know it’s

the same thing in our case.

Chris Fujiwara: In the United States, structurally it’s not that different
from what you’re describing in the Philippines. Even though, of course
the industry is a bit bigger. But essentially, the mass media exists, as
you say, as it does everywhere in the capitalist world, for one purpose

only, to make money for those who have money already and want more.
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Philip Cheah: Maybe 15 years ago, someone made an observation
that in the US media, you’ll find more specialist sports critics than
political commentators. Now if you look at the mass media today, in
Singapore, in the Philippines, you can probably find more specialist
food critics than film critics. So it’s like the generalism that anything
that challenges the status quo, there’s no place for today, unless you'’re

totally independent.

Kitakoji Takashi: | believe it's a universal structure; it's present in
Japan as well. If you go to Tokyo, you will be able to watch all sorts
of films. You'll find not only Tokyo films, you'll find all sorts of regional
cinema, if you look for it. | write film reviews in a very large Japan
newspaper, but | would say that these reviews have very little influence
on people. | think this is related to the question of the democratization
of film critics, where there’s a lot of ordinary people blogging about

films.

Gutierrez Mangansakan I : | think the best regional filmmaker in
the country is Lav Diaz. He might say that his film is Filipino but his
sensibilities are very Mindanao. Lav Diaz comes from a small town
three hours from here, in Datu Paglas, Maguindanao; that’s where he
was born, where he grew up, where he studied until his high school
days. Then he moved to a city nearby, that’s Tacurong which is an
hour and a half from here. He went to NDTC [Notre Dame of Tacurong
College]. His family is still living in Tacurong. | remember a few years
ago, at the time of From What Is Before (2014) , | wanted to interview

him for the inaugural edition of New Durian Cinema, in which the main
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question was: how Mindanaoan are your films? Because | have a
feeling that having left Mindanao for a very long time, he’s forgotten his
Mindanao roots. So when | went to Cagayan Valley in Apulog where
he was shooting the film, not only did | become an actor for the very
first time, because he hired me as an actor, but | also realized that his
films are basically his re-imagination of Mindanao. The pacing is very
Mindanao; that’s how you live your life when you’re from Datu Paglas.
You just wait for the carabao to pass by for ten minutes, you never
cut to a close-up. That’s very Mindanao; the laid-back nature of his
films is very much Mindanao. Sometimes there are accusations of Lav
Diaz pandering to the European sensibility. But the thing is his films
are expressions of Southeast Asian-ness. I’'m sure when you go to the
rural areas in Indonesia, you'll see the same pace of life. | remember
yesterday, because we were kind of late with the screening of the
Philippine short films, | told the Japanese guest to indulge us and
suspend your Japanese time, because we’re going to use Southeast
Asian time. Maybe it's unthinkable for the Japanese to be late for a
minute, but for Southeast Asians, it’s perfectly all right to be late for an

hour.

I've heard the criticism of Lav Diaz pandering to French sensibilities
for a very long time, and | have been accused of that as well because
my films tend to be very slow. | grew up in Pagalungan, Maguindanao,
and Datu Paglas is just 30 minutes away. Our sensibilities are kind of
very boring, very slow. | think sometimes you just have to know who
you are. These types of judgments are very unfounded. But | would

like to ask a question. Some European festivals, especially the big
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three, would canonize an Asian director, and that director becomes an
icon of his time. And in order for you to be programmable, you have
to somehow pander to that taste. | remember a conversation with
Philip a few years ago, he was already very frustrated with this type of
thinking. He was pushing for films that he felt were speaking of Asia
and Southeast Asia, but the European programmers were thinking that

Asia should be like Apichatpong’s films.

Philip Cheah: When you mentioned that, | was thinking of the film on
Jackson Pollock, the American avant-garde artist, starring and directed
by Ed Harris [Pollock(2000)]. There’s a famous scene in that film
where Pollock was very angry that his art was not bought or shown,
and he was asking his art critic friend, “What’s wrong with me, why
is it that I'm not accepted?” And the art critic friend said, “You know |
like your stuff, but the other critics—they’ll be ten years behind what
we see.” When you think about that scene, you think about Lav Diaz
also, because when Lav first came out—and | credit this to Teddy Co—
the first Lav Diaz film shown in the Hong Kong Film Festival was The
Criminal of Barrio Concepcion in 1998. If you watch the trajectory of
Lav, from then till the time he reached Cannes, that’s a long time. It’s a

long time for the rest of the critics to figure it out.

Jesa Paquibot: What you said is very helpful for me, because I'm
thinking if this is worthy to pursue, film criticism, because it’s not normal
here in the Philippines to spend your time watching films. You kind of
get this idea that if you just watch films, you’re lazy somehow, because

you’re just sitting and you’re making opinions and trying to digest it. But

Symposium: Film Criticism and the Regions of Cinema ‘ 135



ENDTIT ABREEEEMRILL. Z0EBERKOTII LTS
ERNH)ET, ZDD, MEETEEEZ LML TH OV Do KE5,
ZOEBICMUAERICLAEThIEESEV, AIELFIIC. 71Uy TE
HIORBREICDOWTRE LA ENHY T, BIEHBEIPS. 2OV o/
BEICAWVCREEF > TVWE L, PVT7EREA7STORIEEHN
TWBEMNEZAIMBEEHBEL TVWE LN, I—0Ov/XOBRERES
OJI7%—7/b@3. 7OTERTEFr vy ROBEDLD THEINE/
EEZTWD,

7V T FT HBELFEZOEE L-eE B KOy 7] (2000)
EVOBMBENZEEEZTWE L, 74U HDEFHZERRDOS v+ 7V
PeRAOy VEHWMEBET, EEEEBEIRN - NUXTY, ZOB
B CALBEREY—>PHUET. BHOERN E--ERT,
BRHBENEVWI EISHBLARD Y 70, ERHFRORALC, D
MrEEEAR? BERERFUIANAShEVWARL?] 2303, ZL

\

71 y7+ F7/ Philip Cheah

136 | ¥oK UYL T L ME OB

actually it is hard work. | think cinema opens you to other experiences,
helps you to experience the world and understand people, their
perspectives. It helps you to sympathize, empathize. | guess that’s the

role of film critics, to encourage people to watch films, good films.

Chuck Lozano: Since we’re talking about film criticism, and how you
use your experiences or how you parlay those experiences into words,
I'd like to ask how have these experiences of films changed your lives?

I mean, not through the writing, but personally.

Gutierrez Mangansakan I : I'll start. | used to be a medical student.
| was already in second year, when | saw three films that changed
my mind. | saw Fellini’s 8 1/2(1963), Ozu’s Tokyo Story (1953) and
Luchino Visconti’s Death in Venice (1971). After seeing those three
films, | started asking myself, do | still want to become a doctor? The
entire summer | contemplated a career path. | decided to become
a filmmaker. So | abandoned a dream that started from childhood,
because of these three films. And | remember when | was in fourth
year, | forgot to defend my thesis, because Ed here screened films,
in UP [University of the Philippines] Ladislawa. | was so immersed
in Novocento (1976) that | forgot the time, and when | went to the
university to defend my thesis, my time allotment was already up. So
| had to defend my thesis a year after. That’s how film has influenced

me; that’s how films have shaped me.

Ed Cabagnot: | think at this point in our lives, there’s no such thing as

a human being, unless you're living under a rock, who is not influenced
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by anything when it comes to popular culture, and one of the biggest
influencers of your culture are movies, because they’re ubiquitous,
they’re everywhere. Good films, bad films, genre films, Lav Diaz films,
etc. It’s hard to remain monastic or pure in that sense. Though it’s
scary because if you talk about ideals concerning authenticity and
purity, etc., it would seem to imply that there’s a part of you that cannot
influenced by anything. | think the thing about film is to not think about
it too much. Leave that to Chris, Philip, and our other critics, and just
sit down, relax, enjoy... and just watch these films, and then eventually
when you’re depressed enough, you’ll become a film critic, and start
writing about how this film has brought you to this place, that nobody
can reach you, and eventually you will have the pleasure and honor of

being in this stage. Thank you very much.

Philip Cheah: | think he answered your latent question, which is: “Is
it okay for me to imagine my lonely future as a film critic?” (Laughs.)
And the answer to that is, it's okay, because every night these guys go
drinking and they expect me to go out with them. | go back to my room.

(Laughs.)

Kitakoji Takashi: I'd like to talk about two films that changed my life.
One, it’s a weird thing to say, is Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters
of the Third Kind (1977) . There’s a scene where the UFO comes
down and everybody is looking at it. Actually, if you think about it,
watching a film, you can describe it as a close encounter with the film.
There are people here from the Yamagata Film Festival, which was

effectively founded by Ogawa Shinsuke, a filmmaker. His film basically
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showed how violent the state is. As a person who was living in Japan,
| had felt it was a peaceful state, so seeing Ogawa’s film was a huge
shock to me. The film showed the efforts and the lives of the radical
left who were opposing the state and resisting the state’s effort to
raze communities in order to build an airport. A lot of violence took
place there that wasn’t shown anywhere else. In helping these efforts,

Ogawa’s work was very effective, but also it was fantastic cinema.

Sakai Ko: Listening to this discussion, | realize that | myself really
am a regional filmmaker. The question basically is, “How has cinema
changed your life?”, but | would like to talk about how my encounter with
folktales changed my life. Up until 2011, | thought folktales were boring.
A character in the film that | showed (Storytellers [2013]) said something
that | would like to repeat. Two things make folktales possible. One is
the spirit of the people and the other is the eye of a traveler. And | think
the same thing is true about the relationship between criticism and
film. When people tell folktales, they are not just being folktale tellers.
By appearing in front of the folk tellers, the folk story collectors in my
film add value to these folktales, affirming that they are valuable and
important. Ono-san [a folktale collector who appears in Storytellers],
in a way, is a traveler, and with the eyes of a traveler, she discovers
these folktales that haven’t been recognized as important. | did not go
to Tohoku in order to create a piece of regional cinema. | went there
because the things | wanted to shoot were there. It was only after | had
finished the film that people started calling it a piece of regional cinema.
| have this feeling that the film emerged as a piece of regional cinema

because of the conversations that surrounded it.
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Jay Rosas: | read somewhere that criticism starts from the selection
of the film you want to write about. | don’t know how much that is true
because, for me, before | write about a film, | have to select a film,
which means that somehow | have to like the film or that | have doubts
about it which | want to uncover while writing. What do you think about

that thesis that criticism starts from the selection of the film?

Chris Fujiwara: In a large sense it’s probably true that the act of
criticism begins with the choice of film to write about, but | would
observe that in the commercial context, the writer very often does not
make that choice. If you write for a newspaper or a magazine, and
you’re paid, the editor tells you to go see this film and write a piece
and send it tomorrow morning. The choice in that context is made by
the market, the distributor, and the publisher or editor, so your act of

criticism is already conditioned by their selection.

N
v N
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Ed Cabagnot: It’s true, in the Philippines, most of the critics react
to what is there. Our friends, Oggs [Cruz], Dodo [Dayao], have the
opportunity to be more selective. But | think what’s nice about the
relation of criticism and programming is that with programming you are
given the ability to select films. Programming is not just scheduling, but
the idea that this film might be interesting in this context, or that another
film in itself is not nice at all but in the context of other films, it has a
life of its own. | guess the reason why film festivals are the only place
where | see these people, is because that’s the only place where you
can just go, watch different types of films and just have the liberation or
freedom to react to all these films that, in a 9-to-5 newspaper context,

you’d be incapable of doing.

Kitakoji Takashi: There are many, many kinds of films being made.
As a professional film critic, someone who is paid to write about films, |
have to watch all types of films. | have to watch completely mainstream
comedies, everything. As | grow older, | have to watch tons of really
terrible films, to the extent that you wonder if it’s actually a proper way
for a man to spend his life. For me, | have this feeling that my identity
as a film critic began when | was a very young child and thought a film
that everybody thought was great was a complete waste of my own
time. Though, actually, | sort of disagree with that point of view. | think

that we should watch all sorts of films.

Philip Cheah (to Makbul Mubarak, a critic from Indonesia): All this
afternoon, Makbul, I've been waiting to hear you talk. Can you tackle

this question, when criticism begins for you?
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Makbul Mubarak: In my case, we started writing film criticism... well
we did not call that film criticism, it was kind of like a catalogue in our
film screening community founded by our friend Patricia Elida Tamalagi
in Jogjakarta in 2005. We screened all kinds of films from Nicholas
Roeg to Jim Jarmusch. Before people came to watch the film, we
decided to make 500 words to explain what the film is about, and that
is actually how criticism started in my case. Elida passed away, but
the community she started led to a website that is now called Cinema
Poetica.com. My case is very different from Chris or film critics who
work in mainstream media. For us, we watch all kinds of films but
we only write about films that we think it matters to talk about. We
strictly take a social-political approach, so if we see a film is good, the
second question is, why do we have to write about this film? It’s very
subjective, but | don't think there’s any harm with that. It’s a choice.

Thank you, Philip.

Angely Chi (an arts advocate based in Davao, Philippines) : When we first
heard about this film criticism workshop here in Mindanao, some of us
were saying back in Davao that it’s delightful to know that a workshop
has been organized on film criticism because the film critic is a rare
occurrence in the regional cinema. There’s only a few. In Davao, it's
only Jay who’s writing about local films, not just Davao films but films
from other parts of the Philippines. So far the discussion has been
about the film critic’s influence on the audience, but how are you
affecting the filmmakers, how they create their aesthetics? Do you also
try to direct how films are being made? And also for the filmmakers in

the panel, is there a piece of film criticism that affected you or changed
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how you thought about making your feature films?

Liryc dela Cruz (short filmmaker from Mindanao) : My question is
connected to Angely’s question. How do film critics choose a country
of focus? Because you also serve as programmers, in different film
festivals, and you are also discovering new talents. For example,
the late Alexis Tioseco was very instrumental in Philippine cinema in
discovering and promoting films by people like Lav Diaz, Raya Martin,
and Sherad Anthony Sanchez. So how do you choose, or do you even
choose, a country of focus, where you’'ll discover, new filmmakers and

new works?

Chris Fujiwara: | personally try to resist specialization as much as |
can. Specialization helps you professionally, so it’s a bit self-defeating
to resist it. But | would rather not be an expert of a certain kind of

cinema. | want to see all cinema. With reference to the question of
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the critic’s influence on filmmakers, you mentioned Alexis, and | think
about Alexis a lot as somebody who was a critic who advocated for a
certain kind of cinema. Not just because it was from the Philippines, but
because it was aesthetically valid, important, and original work, which
he saw as having a certain coherence as a movement as well. He was
able to follow this and report about it and deepen it with his writing.
That to me is an example, but a fairly rare example, if you think about
it, of a critic having an influence on filmmaking. He was able to support

and promote as well.

Sakai Ko: Evaluation of my own work has actually changed my own
view of my work. So much so that | think if | try to make the same film
after reading a critic’s evaluation of it, even the exact same film, | would
think of it as a completely different film. | would say definitely, even in
the way | make films, not just in my own opinion about my films, | have
been influenced by reading critics talking about my films. And | become
aware of another thing: I've come to think that even deciding where to
put the camera and when to shoot, this is a form of criticism. Selecting
a point of view, selecting what to shoot, just selecting or deciding what
part of the world is important enough to show, and showing it in a
certain way is a critical decision. Even in the case of regional cinema
where a filmmaker shows a certain region in a certain way, | think he

acts as a critic and he also affects that region.

Gutierrez Mangansakan IL : I'll tell an experience of mine. In 2010, a
critic wrote about my first film, Limbunan, which was premiering in

Venice then, and this critic likened my film to a Tarkovsky film, but |
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did not know who Tarkovsky was. So what | did was, after Venice,
| started googling who this Andrei Tarkovsky is, and when | saw his
films, | saw we kind of shared points of view, perspectives. That’s
how | met Tarkovsky, and that’s how Tarkovsky occupies a space in
my room, in my house. | remember also when | was a resident writer
in the University of lowa in 2008, one of my teachers likened my
writings to Faulkner, but | don’t know who Faulkner was. So | spent
my afternoons in the library to read Faulkner, and | said to myself, oh
my god, he writes long sentences, and that’s how | write, | write very
long sentences. And | remember being told by an agent in the US
that if you want to get published in the U.S., you must write in shorter
sentences. Be a Hemingway, okay. But | managed to do that just so
that | can get published. | wrote something that had shorter sentences
so that it could pass the editors, and it was published, and | was kind
of happy because | was already a published writer in America. But
deep inside, oh my god, this piece of writing is not me. That's why
when | make a film, and people tell me to cut my scenes, to make
my scenes short, sometimes | retort to them, because some of these
people are local journalists, “Would you write the way X writes?”, for
example, another journalism colleague in Davao. One time | argued
on Facebook because someone said, “Your scenes are too long,” and
| told her, “What would you feel if | tell you to write the way this other
writer writes because | feel that your writing is vague?” | think that’s
how my filmmaking has become for the past five years. It’s really me
speaking from my own point of view and trying to be authentic in my
own way. So criticisms help me, critics help me a lot. | think it was

good that | was in the International Critics Section in Venice, because
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a lot of critics became curious about my film. They help me decide on
certain choices in my cinema, and somehow they help me shape my
filmography, and I’'m grateful for that. But | think when a critic tells me
that he doesn’t want my film because of this, | think the biggest help
would be me not listening to this type of critics but me being faithful to
my own voice. | think for new filmmakers, for regional filmmakers who
are here, some of us would want to change who we are just to pander
to critics, because we want to get the nod of critics. It’s a hard battle, a
hard struggle in cinema—finding your voice. And yes, they would help
you find your voice, they would help you choose that path, but at the

end of the day, it’s still your own voice that you should be listening to.

Ed Cabagnot: | think what’s coming out from what Teng [Mangansakan]
said and the reactions earlier is that your biggest problem now people
is that there are too many voices. There’s just too much information.
You know, when | was growing up in Manila, it was amazing that on
a regular basis, you could watch The L-Shaped Room (1962) , Roger
Vadim’s Blood and Roses (1960) , all of these classic films, not just
Hollywood, they were just showing everywhere. We wanted to work in
film, and when you’re growing up in that era when there’s not a surfeit
of outside influences you are able to get the best of this, the best of
that, reject this, change this, etc. But we live in an age wherein we
have this fantastic thing going on, and in three seconds it’s replaced by
something else. There has to be a way that you as young filmmakers,
writers, critics, artists, can filter out that noise. Actually, I’'m gonna put
up a cult of meditation, of yoga... I'm just joking. That’s one of the ways

when you know when to switch off so you can start making your work
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or film. I think that happens to critics also, right? You have all of these
ideas coming up, and all of a sudden your idea of what’s authentic is
not as pure as it was before. I'm speaking for myself because | feel so
besieged by so much voice and so many influences, sometimes you

just feel like just dropping out.

Audience member: I'd like to clarify an idea that Philip mentioned
a while ago. It was about how critiquing films added to peace, to
humanity, and it’s kind of ironic to me because critiquing usually fuels
argument, conflicts, so how does critiquing add peace and harmony to

our world?

Philip Cheah: It’s the act of listening. Because most conflicts, they
can be resolved if you listen enough. | guess nowadays in the world

everyone is just talking, talking back at each other.

Second audience member: Good evening. This was really a
wonderful lecture. What tickles my curiosity is credibility, like who
critiques the film critics, or are there grounds to consider a film critic a

good or a bad critic?

Chris Fujiwara: That’s a really good question. Yes, certainly there
are grounds, of course, as you criticize film critics just as you criticize
films. One thing of course is taste. We tend to like to read people who
like the things that we like, and if we know that Jonathan Rosenbaum
or somebody likes this kind of cinema, then we’ll read him and see what

else he likes that we don’t know about, and go see those films, probably
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there’s a good chance that we’ll like them. And Jonathan happens to
be a really good writer, so to me, that’s somebody that | would evaluate
as a good critic, for those reasons. The critic also has to be a good
writer, with a belief in language, some wit and intelligence. These are
the biggest values to me. But your question is also about, | think, where
is the source of the authority of the critic? And that’s something that
does not necessarily come down to taste. First of all, there’s no tribunal,
there’s no body of people who judge you and give you a credential,

normally. But the critic’s authority comes from his or her—

Philip Cheah: Audience.

Chris Fujiwara: Yes, | accept that. But also from depth of experience
in cinema. A critic should have seen many, many films, different kinds.
And then sensitivity and perception are hugely important. These are
qualities that have to be cultivated and developed, and it takes a long
time. It usually takes a long time to become a critic worthy of that kind

of authority.

Kitakoji Takashi: To change the tack a little bit... even a grade school
child can write about films, anyone can write about films. It might be
hard to write about reality, but it’s easy to write about films. Movies can
be spectacular or splendid, but there’s a difficulty about them as well.
For me, it is a hugely important experience to realize that | disagreed
with everybody about a particular film, or everybody thought it was
a great film, and |, even as a child among these adults, disagreed

with it. | am of the opinion that there is no one who will judge a critic.
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Everybody has the right to write about films and it’s an expression of
how you view the world. But of course an important thing is that you
continue to write. And | think that is the very difficult part, but it’s the

most important part.

Third audience member: What are the significant changes for the past
years that you have observed, especially as technology has become

very accessible in filmmaking?

Ed Cabagnot: It’s the beauty about a lot of technology opening up
so many things. Now, you can read so much bad writing. It's not just
you're getting a lot of ideas but you can see that there are a lot of very
bad writing. And the nice thing is, some people like bad writing and
maybe it’s only me calling it bad writing. | think your huge problem,
kids—sorry, kids—is just how to filter out all of these things and choose
what is of value to you. It’s really hard. You might think it’s easy. It's
like choosing a boyfriend or a girlfriend, because now you have so
many choices. You can easily get tempted, seduced, distracted. But
at a certain point, you really have to make friends with your silence.
| really mean that, I'm not trying to be deep. Because there’s just too
much noise going around, and it’s in that silence that you realize: ah,

this is very important to me.

Chris Fujiwara: One of the most important developments in recent
years in filmmaking is the explosion of documentary filmmaking that is
made possible by digital video technology. This has made it possible

for people all over the world to show us parts of the world and ways of
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life that have not been exposed very much.

Kitakoji Takashi: Technology has made it possible for all sorts of
people to watch all sorts of films on demand. On the other hand, it still
takes an hour and a half to watch an hour and a half film. Especially
in the case of blu rays and DVDs, there are all sorts of operations
that you can do with them. It’s possible to go over a very complicated
film and go shot by shot or frame by frame and really analyze it. And
it's possible for anybody to freeze-frame a movie at any frame he
wants, to see any detail that you want to see. Given a certain amount
of intelligence, it’s possible for anybody to analyze a shot. But | think
that there is a certain loss that accompanies this power. And part of
this is related to the fact that some people are ceasing to watch films.
In previous times, if you did not catch a film at exactly the time it was

screening, you might never be able to watch it again. That time, that

dL/\B&BERS ~ Kitakoji Takashi
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opportunity to watch that film would have completely passed away. But
the sense of urgency or the sense of importance that | have to watch
this film now has completely disappeared because of this DVD player

power.

Fourth audience member: Teng [Mangansakan] mentioned earlier
that he and Lav Diaz make Mindanaoan films. Aside from slow-paced
or long scenes, how would you characterize Mindanaoan films? What

are the methods to depict the Mindanaoan lifestyle in a film?

Gutierrez Mangansakan IL : | think my films really mirror my upbringing.
For example, filmmakers who have not lived their lives in Muslim
Mindanao would depict women as always wearing the hijab 24 hours a
day even when they are already sleeping. But since | live in a Moslem
environment, my films would show different types of women. Women
who would love using the veil and some women who just ignore it, they

represent other identities of women.

For example in my film Cartas dela Soledad (2011), there were different
representations of women in that film. There was a woman who was
very conservative, of course she was bound by tradition, and she
somehow became a slave because of tradition. So you see her using a
traditional attire without the headdress. And now you see a woman of
an upper class wearing what she wants to wear and smoking in public
(that’s the role of Bambi Beltran in the film) , because this was how |
saw my mother or aunt for example. So | think the authenticity of that

film comes from my own experience of Mindanao. And that authenticity
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does not make me present Mindanao in a contrived way. A lot of
young filmmakers now have difficulties making films good because
they always think in terms of “What paradigm, what discourse?” Your
discourse can easily ride on your storytelling. You tell your story
and the discourse will happen. That's how | make my films: | tell the
stories of people, and if my audience identifies these people as, yes,
coming from Mindanao, authentic Mindanaoans, then | think my films
become a mirror of Mindanao life. | think the best way for you is to do a
comparative study of films made by Mindanaons about Mindanao and
films made by non-Mindanaons about Mindanao because you’ll see a
disparity. Even the filmmakers who are from Mindanao and not part of
that indigenous group, for example, would depict Mindanao in a certain
way. For example, Women of the Weeping River (2016) , although
Sheron Dayoc is from Zamboanga, | sense a distance between the
filmmaker and the subject because if he’s from Zamboanga, he’s not
part of the community so his portrayal of the ways of life of the group
or community is very strange. As was said in the forum yesterday on
regional cinema, it takes some time of immersion for you to know your

subject. | think that’s very important.

One of the best films that I've seen in recent years was a documentary
from Indonesia, which was shot over a five-year period. It was shot in
such a way that the camera was no longer foreign to the subjects; for
example, they were arguing in front of the camera as if the camera was
not there. And you see this film present a very authentic way of life
in that part of Indonesia. | was not surprised when the filmmaker said

that he spent five years developing that film. It means talking to your
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subjects and being immersed in their lives. You need to know your

subjects to present them in a faithful way.

Fifth audience member: When it comes to the viewers analyzing the
films, you said that there are no certain standards or ways in analyzing,
that it depends on their own perception. Same goes with filmmakers,
when they make films, it depends on how they want to convey their
message, be it social, political... But when we talk about film critiquing,
it’s like you're trying to push standards on the filmmakers. How do you

reconcile this?

Ed Cabagnot: | think your question was 3.5 stars. Just joking. | think
that’s the cliché when it comes to film criticism. It's the movie guide
of 2017, this film is 4.5 stars, etc. | think the most valuable criticism
does not tell you what to watch but puts on the table ideas that you
as a reader can react to: ah, this is bullshit, or, my god, this mirrors
exactly what | was thinking about the film. | think we give the film critic
too much bad press in the sense that we make them feel like judges in
a beauty contest. To be honest with you, whenever | write about film,
I question myself a lot... Am | reacting in a wrong way, or what? But
primarily, the reason why people do film criticism is because they’re
searching for answers themselves. And the best type of film criticism
is not, “I hate this type of film” or “This is five stars” or “I love it,” but
it just brings you to a place, when you were 12 years old, or see
something that impresses you. | think that is how you should approach
it, even with making films. But having said that, you owe yourself one

thing: you have to be a vacuum, you have to listen to everything, you
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have to watch everything, you have to read books. You can’t be lazy,
because:-- “There’s too much information,” yeah, that’s true. But start

pouring yourself into whatever it is you're interested in.

Chris Fujiwara: | think that’s all true. In a way there are no standards,
but it's a paradox, because there are standards, and the standards come
from the person. Each individual person has to say, “Yes, this is good,
yes, | see this,” and that can only be a question of individual response.
You can’t prove that the movie is great because more people had that
experience. It’s not a question of numbers of people. It comes down to

every individual. The standards have to be proved in each act of criticism.

BI# Sakai Ko

Kitakoji Takashi: | went to the film criticism workshop, and | saw these
guys at the workshop, fashionable, cool dudes. They’re completely

different from the film critic workshoppers in Yamagata. Does this mean
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that film criticism is becoming a fashionable profession? But looking at
the audience now... I'm thinking maybe it’s what foreign people do. |
think because they have been writing everyday, for so long, that they
were all starting to be worn out or grow tired and less fashionable, but

please do continue making film criticism fashionable.

Sakai Ko: | want to go back to the question of who has the right to
criticize films. It's like a question of who has the right or potential to
become a filmmaker? Everybody can have a camera, everybody can
edit, there’s the Internet, so everybody can become a filmmaker. |
think it's important to talk not of credentials, but rather of calling, or
something like: who gets used to the idea of being a critic, being a
filmmaker. | was really struck by the statement that the most important
thing, that the critic does, is to listen, the act of listening is important.
The other thing that is most important is the act of love, as Kitakoji
said at the workshop the other day. When one criticizes a film, you’re
looking at something that somebody has made. On the other hand,
love is a completely individual phenomenon. Putting out something that
is an act of love has the possibility of affecting anybody. The fact that
somebody’s works or acts of imagination can affect somebody else or
large numbers of people, this, | think, is the credential that we all have,

which is a credential that applies both to critics and filmmakers.

Gutierrez Mangansakan I : Thank you very much for coming to the
symposium on film criticism. We’d like to thank our panelists, Mr. Sakai
Ko, Mr. Kitakoji Takashi, Mr. Philip Cheah, Mr. Chris Fujiwara and Mr.

Ed Cabagnot. Thank you very much. And this symposium is made
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