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Ekta Mittal's Absence

In Birha, Women Don’t Speak of Pain

Elise Shick

| have not slept with my spouse tonight, and my limbs ache.
Go and ask the deserted ones

how pass they their nights awake?

—— Baba Sheikh Farid Shakar Ganj (1175—1265)

Inspired by the works of Punjabi Sufi poet Shiv Kumar Batalvi and
developed as an extension of a longer collaborative film project called
Behind the Tin Sheets, Ekta Mittal's Birha (the original language title of
“Absence”) traverses remote villages of India in search of young men
who left for Bangalore to build a metro rail but never returned home.
Seen in this lyrical portrait are the women left behind in the villages and
the sorrow of separation, longing, and loss contained in the meaning of

the title.

The film begins with lightning striking in the foreground, gradually
revealing a buffalo sitting in the dark before cutting to the photograph of
an anonymous man and his family portrait, while the sound of rain and
thunder pervades the background. The opening scene introduces faces
of the missing men. No clues of their names, ages, or whereabouts; no

one knows whether they are still alive. These unsolved mysteries leave

In Birha, Women Don’t Speak of Pain ‘
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us wandering aimlessly within the four peripheries of the frame, like the
spirits of the missing men trapped in the photographs. From close-ups
of photographs to wider shots of the misty landscape, Mittal interweaves
stillness of the camera and slow panning shots to suggest the lightness
of the camera and attribute a ghostlike quality to the moving images. We
sense the presence of the ghosts of the missing men within the frames.
Together with the camera, we follow these ghosts who are finding their

way home.

As the photographs are passed from one village to another during
Mittal's quest for the missing men, we come to witness the everyday
lives of the women who endure the weight of longing and loss before
falling asleep and after waking up. A mother continues sipping her
tea quietly; a woman continues chopping chicken meat; a young lady
dances; another woman dresses herself with jewelry. None of them
sheds a tear in front of the camera, nor do they lament the harshness of
destiny. With a sense of pride, they wait silently in the dark, resembling
the buffalo in the opening scene. The full moon that usually rises high
above the dark sky now hangs low behind the woman who removes her
jewelry. For the first time in this film, nature is personified. The moon
casts a sympathetic gaze at the woman whose lover does not show up.
The moon is not only the woman’s sole companion at night but also a
time marker, reminding the subject and the audience that cycles of the

season do not stop for anyone and life must go on.

In another scene, a woman says to the camera while smiling, “It’s all

right. Everything is all right in life. Everything is going on well. But...

In Birha, Women Don’t Speak of Pain ‘
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someone else is controlling it. It’s pulling on... but someone else is
controlling it.” Mittal chooses to retain a distance between the camera
and the subject, as she does in other scenes too. By assigning an
observational yet inquisitive role to the camera, Mittal takes up a very
humane stance, so as not to intrude on but to understand the private
grief of others. This distance does not isolate us from the women but
offers us space to speculate on the idea of separation and the effects
of someone’s absence on another person’s life. In this scene, we
cannot help but wonder why the woman smiles — an intriguing smile
similarly seen on the face of Setsuko Hara when she plays the faithful
daughter in Ozu Yasujiro’s Late Spring (1949). If the smile is not a sign

of acceptance of fate, then it must be a way to shrug off her pain.

The agony of separation and endless waiting experienced by the
women could not have been so artfully captured by the camera if it did
not linger on for a few more seconds at the end of the scenes. When
the women’s eyes meet the camera, we come to the realization that
they are not as tough and detached as they seem. Their direct gaze
at the camera and the gaze of the camera (our eyes) that returns
their gaze abolish the four borders of the frame because we no longer
pay attention to the limited space within these borders but only to the
subject’s eyes that open up to us. The camera lens becomes a secret
tunnel for us to access women's silent inner world. The longer the
camera lingers on, the deeper we are drawn into a transcendental realm
where we are able to resonate with the subject's solitude because the
feeling of loneliness is familiar to each of us as well as the filmmaker.

We understand, through their eyes and the way they look at the

In Birha, Women Don’t Speak of Pain ‘
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camera with an unexplainable expression, that they, too, are seeking
a way out of this unsaid, unseen, and unheard inner world where the

untranslatable word “birha” manifests itself.

If film criticism is an act of archiving personal feelings, memories, and
imagination evoked by moving images, then writing about a film such as
Birha takes a step forward: it makes one understand that the language

of love is made to be spoken to our imaginary beloved.

Absence

India / 2018 / Hindi / Color / 80 min

Director, Script, Producer: Ekta Mittal
Photography: Paromita Dhar, Amith Surendran
Editing: Abhro Banerjee

Sound: Bigyna Dahal

In Birha, Women Don’t Speak of Pain ‘ 13
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Richard Jeroui Salvadico’s & Arlie Sweet Sumagaysay’s Arise

Waking Up from Normalized Exploitation

Bram Adimas Wasito

Richard Jeroui Salvadico’s and Arlie Sweet Sumagaysay’s Arise is a
film set in a seaside community in lloilo with two main protagonists, a
father and a son. The plot revolves around the father trying to pass on
his ability to catch fish with his bare hands to his son. It can be said
that this method is sustainable as it limits the amount of fish that one
can catch, ensuring the sustainability of the fish population, unlike the
methods employed by commercial fishing, which in this film appears
as a threat not just to their livelihood but also to their lives. The son,
however, has difficulty holding his breath underwater, and he needs
to practice more so that he can be more efficient at catching fish. One
particular thing to note is how the village that they live in is barely
shown on screen, with almost the entirety of the film showcasing the

beach and the ocean instead.

Noisy Ocean, Quiet Land

When noting the environment that the family lives in, it can be inferred
that they have lived in the same village for decades, and possibly
generations. This is supported by the father stating that in the past
there was no such thing as plastic waste to be found in the ocean.

He can attest to that because he has been catching fish the same

Waking Up from Normalized Exploitation ‘ 15
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way for years. However, | found another line by the father to be more
interesting. He says that the ocean was noisy, but the land wasn’t. The

son responds that his observation is not the same as the father’s.

Apart from plastic waste, another challenge that the fishing community
has to face is the threat from dynamite fishing. It can be deduced that
what the father means by “noisy ocean” is that in the past there was
no dynamite fishing either. As someone who grew up in the same
fishing village, he would probably have noticed the changes in his
environment, particularly the ocean. One of those changes would be

how the ocean has become noisier from all the dynamite fishing.

However, the son grows up in an environment where changes are
taking place and, thus, he considers his experience as normalcy and
cannot relate to his father’s account. He cannot tell when dynamite
explodes in the ocean as he considers it as part of ocean life. What
he doesn’t know proves to be deadly. While training with his uncle, he
fails to discern the noise of nearby dynamite and remains underwater.
When his uncle realizes that his nephew has stayed underwater for an

unusual duration, then we know something has happened to the boy.

As the film ends there, we see a black screen with the sound of
dynamite exploding as the closing credit rolls. We don’t know what
really happens to the boy, but the dynamite noise plays a crucial role
here, just as it is constantly emphasized throughout the film. It tells us
that the boy is injured, possibly worse, due to a dynamite explosion

while training.

Waking Up from Normalized Exploitation ‘ 17
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The Significance of the Ocean

The Indonesian language equivalent for the English word “homeland” is
“tanah air,” literally meaning “land and water”. Such is the significance
of the ocean in the archipelagic nation’s psyche. Kamila Andini’s The
Mirror Never Lies (2011) and Dandhy Laksono’s The Bajau (2019), two
Indonesian films that portray the lives of Bajau people living in seaside
villages, albeit from two different genres — drama and documentary,
respectively — offer a similar takeaway message about how most
Indonesians are becoming more detached from the oceans, despite
the mythical proposition that our ancestors earned their livelihood
from the oceans, in favor of prosperity from land-based development.
Both films depict the Bajau people as the last guard of that mythical
proposition. | am interested in finding out through Arise what role the
ocean has in the Philippines, as a neighbor and a fellow archipelagic

state.

When the son reveals that both the land and the ocean have more or
less the same noise level, it can be deduced that the noise from the
dynamite is more or less on the same level as the noises on land.
This emphasizes that there are development projects taking place
on land. The father wouldn’t notice this as he spends his day at sea.
Meanwhile, dynamite fishing is done to catch as many fish as possible
for mass consumption without any care for the sustainability of the
fish population, all in order to appease demand on land. Furthermore,
the widespread presence of plastic waste in the ocean signifies there

is a lack of care for the oceans. It is thus apparent that the focus of

Waking Up from Normalized Exploitation ‘ 19
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However, it is impossible to tell just from the evidence of the film
whether the ocean also has a sacred place in Filipinos’ psyche, as it
does for Indonesians. Rather, what is clear in Arise is the ecological
message that Salvadico and Sumagaysay instill in it: that disasters

await if we continue to ignore the sustainability of the oceans.

The focus of Arise on the beach and the ocean as its main settings
signifies the threats that are lurking around these places. These threats
are conveyed through the ecological message embedded within the
film — that the ocean’s role is simply to satisfy human greed and
developments on land — and how this threat is being normalized rather

than reversed or undone.

Hh3 Arise

T4VES 2019 /4 HATE/ T 115 The Philippines / 2019 / Tagalog / Color / 11 min

BB UFv—F Tzl A - HLTrF A, T=—+ X714 —h AT EA Directors: Richard Jeroui Salvadico, Arlie Sweet Sumagaysay
BIA: 7—U— X9 4—b - X951 A Script: Arlie Sweet Sumagaysay

BY RE UFv—F- T - HLTrF 0 Photography: Richard Jeroui Salvadico

HE:LX-LxO> Yaxl-Nehve Editing: Richard Jeroui Salvadico

BE QT - by NZ H—U— ATFAEA =K ATHF1 1 Casts: Rene Requiron, Joemel Bancayan

Producer: Rodelyn Tupas, Girlie Sumagaysay, Arnold Sumagaysay

20 ‘ BECSNAABLSSBEHET Waking Up from Normalized Exploitation ‘ 21
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Oda Kaoril's Cenote

States of Matter

Ryan Lim

In Oda Kaori’s Cenote, spoken verses form the main mode of narration.
These verses are declaratives whose meanings are irreducible to mere
events or facts, amounting to something more. The first of the film’s
many narrators — the Mayan people — take their turn to address us:

“This is our story. And here we are.”

An intertitle informs us that cenote is the name given to the inland
sinkholes found in Mexico’s Yucatan region. Oda then concedes
her text to the people living around cenote, and the stories they
supply. While these stories all revolve around the cenote, they exist
independently from any accompanying image or historical fact, while
giving no indication of their speakers’ identities, or more fundamentally,
what “this” and where “here” might refer to. Their focus therefore
shifts towards the very act of articulation itself, made with a raw force
of performance, drawing our attention to the spaces that words and

sounds travel across to reach somewhere else.

Through underwater expeditions into the sinkholes, Oda thus sets out
not to explore hidden facts that these cenote reveal, but the laws that
govern these spaces of transmission. Nor is she interested in closing

the gap between here and there. Instead, the watery, infinite realities
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of these sinkholes mean that the instincts we rely on to navigate and
conquer distance give way to the condition of being surrounded a//

over.

The footage often takes on an ironic quality, for the cenote reveals few
material traces of the mythologies about it. If the narrators speak of
predecessors who met their watery demises in these sinkholes, these
fantastic tales hardly register in Oda’s prosaic encounters, and the
marine life she encounters are often indifferent towards her presence.
Oda seems keener on developing a different kind of engagement,
and she might remind us that looking for material evidence is not her
intention. During these underwater trips, we see attempts to establish
a single line of sight or a focal point, but as soon as things come into
view, they vanish or reveal an entirely different composition, making
the promise of an itinerary an untenable one. It prompts us to look
beyond visible objects, and into the matter that composes them. If, as
one narrator turns to tell us, “we have already melted into the water,”
then our categories of perception certainly need to be adjusted for an

aqueous kingdom.

Like the rays of light that plunge into the water and take on a certain
slant, phenomena in the cenote have double identities. Sound works in
the same way: the distortions sounds undergo are often as important
as what is being said. In this layered soundscape, oral histories exist
alongside the bubbling of Oda’s underwater apparatus, and alongside
the recurrent growl of a monkey (on land). Just as one cenote,

it is explained, leads to another cenote, sounds seem to borrow
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frequencies from other sounds. At other times, they are amplified by
an unknown, spectral but shared echo. One could thus say that the
very motion of funnelling these narrators’ tales through this buoyant
space is enough to give these histories a persuasive form. This body
of knowledge is irreducible to visual artefacts. It exists as a particular
frequency, requiring us to put aside the impulse to dwell upon visual
debris or gaze at them like museal objects, and instead seek another

way of observation.

If the underwater phenomena we perceive are always the outcome of
a process, then Oda attempts to bring these principles above ground
as well. She makes explicit the second-hand nature of her experience:
one of the opening shots follows the shadow a creature casts upon the

cenote’s walls.

Other animals and humans that we see do not suggest forms of life per
se. Their filmic images instead dwell in the aftermath of prior events
or draw our attention towards actions in progress. In one image, a
chicken meets its grisly demise, having been hung and sacrificed. We
see, elsewhere, portraits of Oda’s collaborators, our eyes drawn to the
way their facial contours look under a certain slant of sunlight. Another
narrator steps forward to tell us: their faces are the landscapes created
by a falling meteor’s crash. These are images which seldom carry by
themselves any suggestion of personal or collective histories; they rely
on the voices of others to depict the matter of these life-forms, or to

testify to their fuller existence.
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All this is not to say that Oda indulges in the (well-treaded) artistic trope
of the death of representation, and as powerfully fluid as her subject
matter may be, neither does she abdicate and leave the construction
of meaning all up to us. For instance, unsatisfied with recycling
dichotomies of water and land, Oda turns to document the moments
of translation between them, with footage that gravitates towards
and flirts with the water surface. A narrator points us upwards and
whispers: “the sun.” Oda’s camera turns upwards too, but the screen
quickly fills up with droplets of falling rain as they make impact with
the camera. Squelch. Elsewhere, similar droplets appear on the skin
of the analog film footage. Whir. Sharing an affinity for the unseen and
the unrecognizable, while drawing attention to the skin of the film itself,
moments on land and underwater are perhaps concentric circles. Oda
thus presents the refreshing possibility of straddling those powerful

oppositions of above and below, inside and outside, here and there.

And while Cenote’s aesthetics of submersion are undoubtedly
concerned with universal issues of form, Oda also references specific
cultural histories of water. Water is not just a mere set of filming
conditions, but represents anxieties for many of the Mayans. After all,
the water in today’s cenote are also being depleted and contaminated,
in the name of agriculture and tourism. Another general fear comes
from the direction of the sea: yet another narrator tells us that they
have never seen the sea, for it is said to bring bad winds. This remark
is significant: it amplifies the general history of water, particularly
the memory of countless water — crossings that have only ended in

violence, extraction, and dispossession. Waters do not merely move
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from high to low; instead, their flows have long circulated unequal

relationships between the powerful and people made powerless.

To the Mayan descendants of Oda’s film, waters therefore do not
conjure maritime plenitudes, nor are they suggested to be frontiers
for expansion. Cenote’s praise for water and aqueous conditions
elsewhere thus additionally performs a counter-narrative. Rejecting the
assertion that bodies of water are separate from lands, and rejecting
the ways water is spoken about from a comfortable and dominating
distance, Oda’s submergent encounters draw us into closer, reciprocal

relationships.

Having abandoned the attempt to rationalize and differentiate between
the worlds above and under water, Oda, in other words, embraces the
condition of stickiness. Yet another villager tells us that, walking into
the cenote, one often observes water on the walls (the cenote’s surface
is fairly calm): these are, for a third time, droplets, made by a snake-like
dragon who inhabits the sinkhole, as it periodically comes out to shake
its body. Oda stitches together stories that reveal watery traces and
liquid meanings, even when above ground. Elsewhere, she exalts her
own bodily movements and the sense of altered mobility underwater.

This is the same kind of stickiness Jean-Paul Sartre famously loathed:

If I dive into the water, if | plunge into it, if | let myself sink in it, |
experience no discomfort, for | do not have any fear whatsoever
that | may dissolve in it; | remain a solid in its liquidity. If | sink in

the slimy, | feel that | am going to be lost in it; that is, that | may
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dissolve in the slime precisely because the slimy is in process of

solidification.

Stickiness to Sartre is an innate sensation, working against our desires
to comprehend the natural world in impermeable labels or categories.
Things often do not take on discrete forms; they resemble slimy

substances that escape our language.

And if Sartre reacts with horror and disgust towards the unstable
matter of things, then Oda takes a more fearless, provocative stance.
In Cenote, it is not that we are merely immersed into the sinkhole, and
neither does Oda simply reproduce this aqueous kingdom according to
the laws of solid matter, going beyond what Sartre found comfortable
above. Viscosity here is a liberating force, a fact of existence not to
be overcome but to be represented in itself. And with a web of sticky
relationships that form Mayan ecologies and their ways of being, Oda
secures a passage for cultural objects once violently separated from
their owners, a passage through a world formerly torn into here and

there, and across the many matters and forms that they are all at once.

Note

1. Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness. New York; Toronto: Washington
Square Press, 1992, p.610.
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Wang Bing’s Dead Souls
As Time Goes By, History Also Dies

Fujiki Kosuke

Even before it won the deserved Grand Prize and Citizens’ Prizes,
Dead Souls, Chinese auteur Wang Bing’s 8%2-hour magnum opus,
was already a talk of the town at Yamagata International Documentary
Film Festival 2019. Some were excited, others were cynical, but most
of them referred to its sheer length. Compared to his debut film, Tie
Xi Qu: West of the Tracks (2003, 551 min), and the video installation
works, Crude Oil (2008, 840 min) and 75 Hours (2017, 900 min), this
new film is only mildly long among Wang'’s oeuvre. But it sure takes an
entire day and much mental energy to sit through its screening, two

45-minute intermissions notwithstanding.

Being a participant in the Yamagata Film Criticism Workshop, | was
unable to see the film during the festival. The four-day sessions, led by
Chris Fujiwara, took place in the morning, followed by leisurely lunch
with other members of the workshop. The overall festive atmosphere
didn’t make me want to stoically attend the screening of a film about
the Chinese persecution of rightists and a devastating famine. Besides,
having been bestowed with a press pass, | was eager to catch as many
films as possible, rather than spending a whole day on a single film, a
challenge which many serious film buffs willingly undertook. In the end,

I managed to see nine films during the festival and wrote three reviews,
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which you can read on the Docu-Yama Live! website. For Dead Souls,
the film’s Japanese distributor, Moviola, kindly provided me with a DVD

screener so that | could write this belated review.

The subject matter is familiar to the fans of Wang’s films: the Maoist
Anti-Rightist Campaign around 1960. The Chinese filmmaker has
tackled this topic several times, in his documentary Fengming, a
Chinese Memoir (2007), the fiction short Brutality Factory (2008), and
the feature-length fiction The Ditch (2010). In the late 1950s, some
550,000 people were labeled “rightist” and then purged. Of those 3,200
were sent to the re-education camp in Jiabiangou, where, due to the
Great Chinese Famine from 1959 to 1961, more than 2,500 eventually
starved to death. Dead Souls incorporates approximately twenty
interviews with survivors, family members, a former guard in the camp,
and farmers currently living near the site of the camp. The film thus
gives a more comprehensive picture of this catastrophic history than
Fengming, a Chinese Memoir, wherein Wang focused on the testimony
of one prominent individual, writer He Fengming, whose renowned

memoir is cited even by some of the survivors in Dead Souls.

Filmed between 2005 and 2016, the survivors in Dead Souls are,
necessarily, well into their seventies and eighties. Their advanced
age is strikingly visible: two of them, with their hand cupped to the
ear, clearly have a hearing problem; another two are bedridden, one
of whom can only whisper to the camera and the other remains silent.
The film seems to emphasize the aged figures of the survivors through

a number of close-ups, which, though typically found in a “talking-head”
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documentary, draw attention to the wrinkles and sparse gray hair. The
use of shallow focus, often drowning the background in blur, also rivets
the viewer’s eye to the elderly faces. This physical testimonial of the
time passing gives particular urgency to narrate the repressed trauma
of modern Chinese history. Many of the survivors seem aware that they
must recount their experience in the Jiabiangou camp now, or it will be
lost forever with their death. One interviewee even confronts us, angrily

complaining that nobody remembers Jiabiangou anymore.

Further stressing the lapse of time, Wang relentlessly captures
changes to the survivors over the course of filming. Interviews are
often followed by brief titles indicating that the person has since
passed away. Following an interview with one bedridden survivor,
Wang inserts the scene of his funeral, filmed only two months later.
In other scenes, the filmmaker revisits interviewees after eleven
years’ interval. A Christian survivor, who was 84 at the time of his first
interview, is shown to have become even frailer at 95, yet not without a
will to narrate. A wife, who was disregarded by her husband when the
couple was interviewed in 2005, was interviewed again in 2016 as a
97-year-old widow, even though all she manages to say is that she just

wishes to die soon so she’ll be free of pain.

Yet another reminder of the temporal passage is the constant ticking
of the clock that can be heard during the film’s penultimate interview
with the former guard of the camp. At 77, the ex-guard appears much
fitter than other interviewees, enough to go out on a street in the

neighborhood, sporting a straw hat. However, throughout his interview
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at his house, the clock keeps ticking as he reminisces about the
predicament of the prisoners at the camp, with the sound highlighting
the time going by. At the end of the sequence, a caption informs the
viewer that the man died a few years later, accompanied by an old
photo of him in 1960 wearing a straw hat similar to the one he was
wearing earlier. The ruthless passage of time, as suggested by the
ticking clock and a note on the man’s eventual death, makes us aware
of the ephemerality of life, which makes a strong parallel between the
aged survivors and the victims of the political persecution and the

famine.

The audience would then come to realize what the titular “dead souls”
may refer to. On one hand, as expected, those souls represent the
victims of the Anti-Rightist Campaign, who tragically lost their lives in
Jiabiangou. On the other hand, the survivors also can be seen as the
dead souls, as the number of living survivors grows fewer and fewer,
burying history into oblivion. The final scene of the wasteland of the
former Mingshui annex, with the bones of unidentified victims still
scattered around, seems to project an ominous future when there is
nobody alive to tell the history of Jiabiangou. With no one to remember,

history will also die.

Wang Bing’s monumental effort to record and disseminate the
testimonies of one of the darkest periods of Chinese history must be
experienced at the cinemas. The film’s extensive length of over eight
hours itself is another device which makes time felt. | cheated, pausing

the DVD at will and taking frequent snack breaks. But if you really want
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to share the hunger of the dying prisoners and the pain of the aging

survivors, it’s essential to endure the prolonged passage of time.

FEER Dead Souls

TILA RAR /2018 /HREEHT— 4955 FRANCE, SWITZERLAND /2018 / Chinese / Color / 495 min

BB BY IR (7>-EY) Director, Photography: Wang Bing

WE:HP)—X-F23> Editing: Catherine Rascon

BE II7IN-TINE IARKYTL - T RF— Sound: Raphaél Girardot, Adrien Kessler

B ENT 1 TI— HI-T-LALL, WA—X-TF5LR EE Producers: Serge Lalou, Camille Laemlé, Louise Prince, Wang Bing
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Jet Leyco’s For My Alien Friend

For My Filipino Friend

Andrea Mikaella Geronimo

Every second of Jet Leyco’s documentary film, For My Alien Friend,
is a feast for the eyes. It is an assemblage of Leyco’s video diary,
infused with auditory fiction and playful graphics. He did not just curate
records of our time, but he layered the film with indications of our time’s
technological capabilities, such as popping ads appearing on the
screen like on a webpage, flashing colored filters and static distortion
like a broken fat back TV, animated shapes and pixel video game font
that invite interaction from the viewers, and a giant QR code that will

bring the viewers to something unknown in a snap.

In the sea of ornate texts and hyperactive editing, which highlights the
intricacy of the film, the most progressive element for me is the sound
design. In the earlier parts of the film, Leyco establishes the characters
and their voices. The rhythmic introduction to these people (the two
friends racing against each other, the filmmaker’s sister and mother,
the fashion designer, the runner, the girl with blood all over her face,
and others) guides the viewers through the map of the film. Leyco takes
us on a tour of the main streets and the roads less travelled; this is
exhibited when he advertises his sister and his mother, then his close

friends, the random people he meets, activists, and then the Aetas.
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Towards the middle of the film, Leyco begins to use J cuts (the audio
for the next shot is already heard before its video is seen) and L cuts
(the audio of the previous shot still continues to be heard in the next
shot). This not only produces cinematic gesturality but also affects the
film’s geography. This deliberate mild unsynchronization generates
the idea of the protagonists’ collectivity. Because of the J cut and the
L cut, the protagonists symbolically became part of each other’s life,
for they exist in a shared universe. This is further developed when
the visuals and the audio become more abstract. The voices of all the
protagonists are stitched together and are heard continuously; atop
this are the visuals of the protagonists edited in the same manner;
the audio and the video are now completely mismatched. As the film
approaches its experimental resolution, Leyco now voices all the
voices of the protagonists. The protagonists' words through Leyco’s
voice serve as lyrics to the music of the film, evoking a spectrum of
people in solidarity, bound by the universality of their emotions,

desires, and pain.

Adding to the thrust of the film, and leading me to believe that this
film is politically active, though disguised as a video diary, are the
clips of the Aetas and the mob protesting President Duterte. Having
established the world-building hidden in the sound design of the film,
Leyco isn’t introducing us, Filipinos, to aliens or foreigners, but to
fellow Filipinos. This film is a reintroduction of ourselves to ourselves.
A reminder of our roots (the Aetas), our fellow countrymen’s cries (the
anti-Duterte rally and the transgender TV show), and the simplicity

of life (random glimpses of everyday interaction). The use of the term
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“alien” probably pertains to fellow Filipinos who have been estranged
from their own nation. We are so distracted by our constant struggle
to survive everyday—inflation, contractualization, lack of free, quality
education and health care, capitalism, etc.—that we start to miss the
things that constitute our identity and humanity. Leyco has even literally
spelled it out for us. In striking color, the words Water, Life, Sound,
Love, Death, Reborn, Birth, Exist, Learn, Dog, and Friend are flashed
on the screen. These concepts may seem random, but they represent
the beautiful enigma life offers; and in linking them to the encounters
with ordinary Filipinos, For My Alien Friend can also be interpreted as

a cryptic reminder of the core of an alien nation.

In addition, the inclusion of the Aetas is not intended just to make
the map of this film bigger, or to extend the spectrum of protagonists,
but to hint at the opposite of alienation which is indigeneity, or which
is, at least, based on Indigenous Filipino values, people-centered
orientation. This film can thus be considered as belonging to Fourth
Cinema, or at least to a subgenre of it. Fourth Cinema is a genre
by the Indigenous people for the Indigenous people; it can also be
called community filmmaking. For My Alien Friend shares some
characteristics with a community film, as is shown in the filmmaker’s
choice of the people to be exhibited in the film. Leyco’s dynamic
decision to exhibit real encounters with ordinary Filipinos without using
a Western film formula enables the film to speak for Filipinos and to

Filipinos.

This is manifested through the film’s unorthodox form, the bold display
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of the criticism of the current administration, and the inclusion of the
often exoticized Indigenous people. Resistance is another key element
of a community film that is present in For My Alien Friend. When there’s
resistance, there is hope. This is demonstrated in the film’s main
storyline, in which Leyco, whom we never see in the film, searches
for someone to talk to over the radio channel amid what seems to be
human extinction. Leyco continuously talks on the radio even though it
is starting to feel pointless towards the end. Finally, a voice of a woman
named Sheen breaks through the channel and becomes his auditory
companion. This demonstration is parallel to how the film experimentally
educates the alienated audience (not so different from a humanless
world) —with a language that transcends linguistic barriers—until

someone, even a single person, gets the message.

Jet Leyco has masterfully created not only a gripping film but also a
symbol of a community, or probably a nation, that the Filipinos are yet

to identify themselves with again.
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Jet Leyco’s For My Alien Friend

Reeling from One’s Amassed Images

Alexander Lee Sze Wei

Peering past the internet art and ornate texts peppered throughout
For My Alien Friend lies a simple but profound documentation of
Jet Leyco’s life and experiences recorded on camera. Framed as a
series of vignettes addressed to a distant being in the cosmos, Jet’s
humanistic approach — excavating digitized memories through years
of personal archives and recordings in various digital formats — totters,
contemplates and wrestles to find the self amid an existence increasingly

fractured by technology and social media.

From the very opening shot of black and white concentric circles
expanding and then disappearing out of frame, to Roman letters
appearing in the sky amongst voluminous clouds (could it be the birth
of language?), then bringing us down to earth with its vast deserts and
plains, and finally introducing us to a group of Aeta people (also known
as the first Filipinos) wandering the mountainous fields, it is as if we are
entering Jet’s interpretation of the creation story and the formation of
the self. The machine-filtered voiceover that accompanies the film never
ceases, it never stops questioning big ideas like the existence of God,
birth and death, friendship and love, while English and Filipino texts and
cryptic symbols embellish the frame. The voice’s constant calling out to

an unknown being out there is longing to be heard and acknowledged. It
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almost seems like Jet is struggling to piece together a cohesive but ever-
expanding hoard of images that he has amassed (forming his identity)

into a volatile whole.

Starting with the universal before zooming into the personal, Jet
scrutinizes his existence, struggling to make sense of the myriad
fragments and memories of his archive within the temporal linearity of
the film form. Through his frenetic and non-linear editing, our senses
are assaulted as we scramble to create connections between jarring
sequences. A typical sequence would proceed from people with phones
circling each other to strangers spinning poles in deserted locations, to
Jet’s sister winning a beauty pageant, then to a heated massive political
rally, and finally to people posing with a coconut tree in shallow waters
by the beach. Disregarding any continuity in space and time, Jet’s
vignettes are mostly edited with a stream-of-consciousness approach
where scenes or shots are connected either through match cuts of
similar actions or a certain thematic refrain (like love or violence) that
crops up throughout the film’s runtime. However, the hyperactivity of
the edit suggests a distracting barrage of images that is becoming
increasingly difficult to comprehend and, thus, the probability of losing

one’s self within the sea of recorded images.

Moreover, the excessive use of graphic texts and symbols, with the
incorporation of internet aesthetics, complicates the association of
images and the self even more with its artificial intrusions. Instead of
just making sense of the film’s constant shifts between time and space,

the viewer has to reckon with the virtual as well as the recorded reality.
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These intrusions, such as the numerous malicious internet pop-up ads,
spring up randomly during the second half of the film. They obscure the
recorded footage beneath and persistently vie for our attention. The
intentional obfuscation triggers an uncomfortable response from us, as
the tiniest shred of narrative we are trying to grasp onto is constantly
undermined by the (mostly pornographic and fraudulent) pop-ups. In
the age of digitalized recording fraught with artificial manipulations, it is
as if Jet is saying that the things of the world are distracting or stifling
us from ever accessing the truth and, in this case, the self within the

recorded image.

Another cinematic anomaly, the giant QR codes on the screen that
bookend the film, encourages viewers to scan the barcode to be directed
to one of the many sites that Jet has created for the film. The use of
the QR codes, together with numerous instances throughout where
the film unexpectedly pauses, in a state of limbo like a video game —
asking if we want to continue watching — compels viewers to actively
participate within the film through discursive means. These forms that
usually belong to social media advertising and video games are alien
to traditional cinema; they suggest a world outside but are almost seen
as a distraction from the medium of film and the search for the self.
This further reinforces the idea that we have so much information and
so many ways of communicating that we become constantly distracted,
and it becomes almost an impossibility to communicate genuinely and
authentically. The ability to inquire into the self through the filmic medium

is constantly deferred.
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There are, surprisingly, numerous moments of grace and tenderness that
assuage the viewer in between moments of the constant bombardment
of images. From dogs playing on the beach at sunset, to dried-up leaves
being swept up and blown in circles, to two young boys holding hands,
and to a nervous groom saying his vows to his bride — these smaller
moments present some sort of emotional grounding, a respite from the
anxiety — inducing sequences throughout the film’s restless pacing.
They also bring us closer to Jet’s personal life as we are introduced to
his close family members and friends. Strangely, these moments —
and a few more regarding his first trip with his family to Australia — are
still evocative long after the film has ended. They illuminate what Jet is
striving to grasp, his past self that makes up who he is within these little
moments of lost memories that seem elusive in the present, but could

only be relived through film.

Although it can be difficult, after the film’s end, to recall the torrential
amount of footage that flashed before my eyes, | could get a glimpse
into Jet’s interiority through these strongly felt fragments of beauty. The
transcendental power of the cinematic gesture in these little moments
impresses me beyond the corporeality of the other images (big themes
with ornate texts and internet and video game aesthetics), which seem
almost abstract, merely serving as symbols and lacking in dynamism.
For My Alien Friend reels between these two modes of searching for the
self and for what makes us distinctively human, occasionally bursting
forth with a passionate lucidity that allows viewers to experience the

recorded fragments of lived memories, through the replaying of lost time.
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Jet Leyco’s For My Alien Friend

Perception Is a Series of Glimpses

Miko Revereza

The film begins with a stark QR code. A massive cinema-sized QR
code that towers above the audience as if signaling that this code is the
gateway into the film. It is accompanied by the sound of mouse clicks,
that minute yet universally recognizable sound of a post-digital era. The
mouse clicks turn into electromagnetic glitches and beeps, as if the
exterior soundscape is now descending into the interior of the machine.
We enter. The following image is of an enlarging black circle against a
white void. Whether zooming into a retina or falling into a hole, we are
left to our imaginative devices as it plunges the room back into darkness.
What’s to follow is an unrelenting barrage of images from a ten-year

archive of filmmaker Jet Leyco’s life.

As if introducing himself to a person from another planet in a future
where we make introductions via file transfer, Leyco’s archive flashes
before our eyes as we download the personal data into our memory.
It reminds me of the event that occurs every couple of years when
my phone runs out of space and | must dump all the images onto
a computer. The ephemeral artifacts of mundane, personal, and
sentimental content surge back to the forefront of memory in a flickering
succession of glimpses. We access glimpses from the digitality of a

filmmaker’s personal cosmos.
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He leads us through his creative process. Defining is a process of
making mental connections. In a sci-fi sense, perhaps filmmaking
is a process of teleportation that skips through Leyco’s Philippine
psychogeography. He draws the lines between space and time, between
the social, familial, political, personal, and global, between digital
formats, devices, provinces, cities, dogs, god, and sexuality. The totality
of a digitally lived experience is remapped onto the film’s timeline. Like
a metaphysical “acid zoom-out” of sorts, the span of thought shifts from

the micro to a cosmological image.

In For My Alien Friend, Jet Leyco doesn’t shy away from asking the
most perplexing questions about human existence. What is life? What is
memory? What do we do with all the images we amass? As if reflecting
on the ontology of the non-linear editing system itself, where memory
is dropped into a machine, played back and rearranged, For My Alien
Friend reminds me that cinema is a medium for processing memory, in
a Godardian sense, inseparable from thought itself. Because Leyco’s
film diverges from chronology, it differs from home movies which
typically run in the chronological order of shooting. Instead, For My Alien
Friend assumes more of the format of a mixtape, eschewing consistent

narrative for constant renewal of ideas that jump around space and time.

The depth of Leyco’s personal archive is showcased throughout the
film. As opposed to languishing in hard drives, new life flows through
the images. There is a sense of the off-cut that comprises the majority
of the footage. | mean off-cut as in the typically discarded cuts of

meat, the fish head, the chicken feet, the intestines, the scraps turned
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into delicacy. Furthermore, these leftovers are not just repurposed
but in a sense remixed. His images are reimagined through the vast
and sometimes cheesy possibilities of digital video effects. They are
purposefully discolored, sometimes switching the color modes several
times in one shot. Glitches are unsparingly applied, producing a baroque
hacker psychedelia. Many times these glitches appear less like a flawed
artifact and more like a controlled ornament. They remind me that such
technologies don’t exist anymore, yet Leyco conjures the ghosts of dead

mediums in his film.

One sequence | found particularly fascinating was Leyco’s footage
of a group of about 10 to 15 students in a classroom participating in
a group exercise. They hold their phones out in front of them filming
each other in orbiting circles. These circles vary in sizes and converge
into each other. People splinter off and become part of another orbit
or have a rogue trajectory of their own. Relating the self to the social
and societal circles and, on the larger scale, the concentric circles of
a solar system, planets, moons and asteroids, For My Alien Friend is
perhaps Leyco’s own exercise of seeking to understand oneself in the
rotation of people and natural cycles that surround him. Leyco searches
for meaning from human symbols and language. With the erasure of
original Filipino scripts, the Philippine language is perhaps alien to the
country’s own people, starting from the configuration of Tagalog into the
Roman alphabet. Here the word tubig for water is digitally inscribed in
Old English, Times New Roman, Futura, and Webdings. This gesture
recalls the histories of transmutation language incurs through centuries

of graphic design.
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There are echoes of Jonas Mekas and Kidlat Tahimik in Leyco’s film.
Particularly Kidlat's Balikbayan #1: Memories of Overdevelopment
Redux VI (2017), which stitches together a 30-year-old unfinished film
with an archive of personal footage—noted as “the never ending film in
progress”; Mekas as well with As / Was Moving Ahead Occasionally
| Saw Brief Glimpses of Beauty (2000), whose notion of cinema as a
collection of glimpses is explored at length in For My Alien Friend. It is
even referenced in Leyco’s footage of the wedding of fellow filmmakers
John Torres and Shireen Seno, when John vows to Shireen, “Love is
not perfect. | am not after perfection, | am after glimpses of it.” Much of
Leyco’s film contains hidden gems, invisible to the overall public, yet
recoverable to the loved ones he hides them for. It is exciting to see
these nods towards his multitude of small audiences. Ultimately, as the

title itself proclaims, the film is dedicated to this inner audience.

For My Alien Friend is a film that contemplates making films, precisely
asking the question, why do we film? Leyco’s answer might have to
do with mortality. Birth, death, and resurrection, repeated themes
throughout the film, are associated with a dead phone that is charging.
Perhaps there is something to be said here about life in the digital age,
that the capture and replay of memory can exist only as long as the
digital device is on. The archive of experience can only be accessed
when powered, yet Leyco drains out all the power and leads the
audience to death. Reappearing at the end, another QR code bookends
the film which could also be the beginning that has cycled back around.
His experience comes full circle, but what is the significance of a

resurrection when you can skip back and forth through a timeline? Like
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Vicente Salumbides’ /bong Adarna, Joselito Altarejos’ Pink Halo-Halo,
and Jet Leyco’s For My Alien Friend

Bodies of Water in Three Films

Levi Masul

Bodies of water remain to be viewed with either fascination or fear.
Owing to our being terrestrial, bodies of water remind us of our
physical dependence on land and air. How films deal with such
realities often reveal insights into our capacity to create meaning out

of our encounters with our limits. *

From this perspective we will be looking at three drastically different
films: Vicente Salumbides’ /bong Adarna, Joselito Altarejos’ Pink
Halo-Halo, and Jet Leyco’s For My Alien Friend. How are bodies of

water and the notions of terrestriality touched on in these films?

Ibong Adarna

When we speak of terrestriality, we refer to human consciousness as
innately bound to land. Cinema reflects this dependence through the
persistence of the imaginary horizon in the rule of thirds, the grounded
camera eye serving as fulcrum.?2 But we also know that water is not
totally hostile. Fluidity fascinates us: we associate swimming pools
with wealth, beaches with freedom, raging rivers with a sense of the
sublime. Films express this awkward relationship with this element in

a variety of ways.
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Let’s reflect, for instance, on some of the bodies of water in /bong

Adarna. These include a bath house and a magically-conjured sea.

In the original text, the bath house is supposed to be a crystal lake.
This diminution of a body of water into a mere functional room may
have been done for purely practical reasons. But it also shows an
inability to imagine and portray a body of water outside its practical,

anthropocentric use.

However, the second body of water, the sea conjured by Maria to end
the pursuit by her father, King Salermo, raises some questions. If the
father is an encantado, why is he not able to use his magic to cross,
or even totally remove the sea? More importantly, can’t he swim? It
may simply be a case of the king’s power being inferior to that of his
daughter. But in an archipelagic imagination, it is also possible that
crossing the sea is infinitely less possible than, say, moving mountains

or making bread overnight.

There is also the matter of swimming. One can’t help but be reminded
of Gilles Deleuze who wrote, “To learn to swim is to conjugate the
distinctive points of our bodies with the singular points of the objective
Idea in order to form a problematic field.” 3

Swimming as a learned skill enables land animals to float and
transcend their terrestriality. But this entails an encounter with the
limit (the problematic field). King Salermo refuses to break through
what Deleuze calls the “threshold of consciousness.” Even for magical

beings imbued with human anxieties, water and its implicit hostility
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strike fear. This fear is not simply aquaphobia nor a fear of the
unknown, but the fear of having to “conjugate” our body and transcend

its physical limits.

Pink Halo-Halo

In Pink Halo-Halo, the sea separates Ticao from the rest of the world,
but also serves as its only connection. The port brings in the goods,
the letters from the soldiers. But it also brings in nationalist narratives,
violence, and death. Thus, the sea represents everything that Natoy

aspires to and detests.

But another body of water, a shallow mangrove coast, also figures
in the movie. The coast is traversed by a narrow strip of road where
Natoy and his father, Lino, go on leisure rides on a motorbike. In a
curious scene in the first half of the film, we see Natoy shouting into
the mangrove trees. After Lino’s death, Natoy does this again, as if to
express his grief. This, too, is curious, as Altarejos refuses to portray
Natoy in tears and chooses this interaction between character and

setting to express an emotion.

The sea connects Ticao to the larger political body; the shallows
connect Natoy to his inner worlds (don’t we always say that gender is
fluid?). Both bodies open lines of flight — or to be more metaphorically
precise, flotation routes to new ports and uncharted depths. Natoy’s

young mind is buoyant; Pink Halo-Halo is a bubbling Bildungsroman,
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overflowing from its container.

For My Alien Friend

The two previous films tackle water as elements within the narrative.
However, we see something a bit different in For My Alien Friend.
In the film, water as a sign is disassembled into its parts: its word-
ness (to which attention is drawn by references to the alphabet and
typography), its visual image (shots of the sea, boats, etc.), and finally
its semantic baggage. It is clear for the audience, for instance, how
water separated the narrator’s cousin from the outside world, much

like King Salermo and Natoy.

But this disassembly of water as a sign is reflected not just in the
narrative but in the film’s construction, too. Shots and sensibilities
collide, intersect, and weave through each other like sea waves in
Leyco’s film. Indeed, the film itself acquires properties of water, of
quidity.4 Is this what Leyco means by “extraterrestrial” — or not being

bound by land and its linear woes?

Archimedes theorized that any object totally or partially immersed
is buoyed up by a force equal to the weight of the fluid displaced by
the object. If cinema is an act of immersion, what negative image do
we create, what buoyant force do we exert, through the matter we
displace? A thought: every time you submerge yourself fully into the
sea, somewhere, in the vast ocean, an exact image of you drifts and

dissipates into the blue.
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Notes

-

. One of the most impressive feats in Roman Polanski’s Knife in the Water (1962)
is its innovative use of camera stabilization techniques in a floating set. Water is
pacified through the visual elimination of its inherent fluidity and instability. This
artificial calm sets the stage for the momentous twists in the story as water, as
well as the characters, finally reveal their true natures.

N

Only recently has the movie camera been able to fully escape land through
drone technology; underwater cinema remains an expensive enterprise.

w

. Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition. Trans. Paul Patton, New York:
Columbia University Press, 1994, p.165.

IS

. We are reminded here of a quote from Edgar Varése’s mentor, Ferruccio Busoni,
speaking of music as being freed from the constraints of representation: “But
Form, in itself, is the opposite pole of absolute music, on which was bestowed
the divine prerogative of buoyancy” [emphasis mine], of freedom from the
limitations of matter.

Ibong Adarna

The Philippines / 1941 / Tagalog, Filipino / B&W (Part Color) / 124 min
Director, Script: Vicente Salumbides

Cinematography: Remigio Young, Ray Lacap, Serafin Salumbides
Editing: Enrique Jarlego

Cast: Mila del Sol, Fred Cortes

Producer: Narcisa de Leon

Pink Halo-Halo

The Philippines / 2010 / Filipino, Visayan / Color / 77 min
Director, Script, Producer:Joselito Altarejos

Photography: Pao Santiago Pangan

Editing: Chuck Gutierrez

Cast: Allen Dizon, Angeli Bayani, Dexter Doria, Mark Fabillar
Producer: Markk Perete
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Roxlee’s Manila Scream

Scream Gestures and Children’s Play

Matsuda Jun

The scream gestures crack the everyday landscape. The world shaken
by the intense shock is no longer understandable but reveals hidden
contradictions. The dominant code that has controlled the landscape is
cut off, and suspensions of perception occur. When someone suddenly
makes a deafening scream on the streets of the city, at the office, or
at the stadium, people who witness and hear it are involved in roiling
maelstroms of anger, fear, pain, happiness, and joy. Thus, the scream
gesture is the process of transposing landscape, world meaning,

perception, and affective composition.

Roxlee’s short film Manila Scream takes the audience on a strange
journey on the streets of Manila. This film takes off from The Scream,
painted by Edvard Munch in 1893. The protagonist, director Lee,
replicates Munch’s masterpiece at the beginning of the movie. This
painting is based on Munch’s hallucinations. Although the painting is
often misunderstood, the person on the bridge is not screaming, but
is afraid of “an infinite scream passing through nature” and is hence
blocking his ears. The protagonist in the movie begins to draw a picture
of a tormented man who closes his ears on a bridge just like Munch.
However, the set of the painting is not located in a creepy inlet of the

Norwegian fjords, but on a bridge over the river in Manila - along the
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riverside are illegal barracks —and the two figures in the distant view are
boys playing happily. The artist’'s model, the man who plugs his ears, is
suffering from infinite traffic jam noise and air pollution passing through
the city of Manila. In fact, the film shoots traffic congestion in Manila,
which is said to be the worst in the world, and records unpleasant

sounds such as a cursing horn and idling engines.

This film has no clear story or narrative. The protagonist draws pictures
of a man and a woman who open their mouths and close their ears, and
then makes a doll that makes that gesture. The man and woman roam
the labyrinth-like streets of Manila, making that gesture with dolls. A doll
found at the garbage dump on the street is passed from the man to the
woman, thrown away there again by her, and eventually picked up by the
children. Through the doll’s journey, the film portrays the post-colonial
atmosphere of Manila — developed cities and slums, garbage flies,
people suffering nervous breakdown, and children playing innocently on

the street.

What does scream mean in this film? | watched the film at the opening of
the Cinema Rehiyon 2020 film festival in Naga City. This was my first trip
to the Philippines. A few days after | had watched the film, | was able to
stay overnight in Manila. Upon arrival at the Ninoy Aquino International
Airport, | inhaled the familiar smell of my hometown of Okinawa: a thick
blend of moisture, sea, exhaust, dust, sweet fruits, and sweat. Naha City
is also suffering from chronic traffic jams due to the lack of subways and
trains, but the traffic in Manila was much worse, and the scene stunned

me. A huge number of cars, motorcycles, jeepneys, tricycles, bicycles.
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Traffic-control officers wearing masks and shocking-pink vests in order
to stand out on deadly streets. Street vendors selling something, and
pedestrians walking faster than cars. | looked at them from the window
of a gig worker’s car, which | called using the iPhone app Grab. It was
as if the whole city were something chaotic happening in the stomach of
a big creature. Overlapping the film scene with the landscape in front of
me, | felt a postcolonial similarity between the Philippines and Okinawa.
The Philippines and Okinawa share not only the climate, food and
culture, but also the history of colonialism. Of course, Okinawans are
also responsible for Japan’s invasion and occupation of the Philippines
during World War Il. This cannot be overemphasized. And it is necessary
to be aware that the Philippines and Okinawa had been ruled by the
former colonial powers since long before the World War and now endure
neocolonial conditions imposed by the United States. In addition, the
image of traces of colonization connects the Philippines and Okinawa as

well as other colonies around the world.

In the film, there is an impressive scene in which a woman who throws
away trash picks up a McDonald’s plastic cup from a pile of trash. The
scene is very short, but it is brilliantly successful in depicting how the
everyday lives of the Filipino people are eroded by the United States
and capitalism. While McDonald’s plastic cups, the worst garbage in
the garbage, are valued, the doll, as if symbolizing the “screams” of the
Filipino people, cities, and nature, is abandoned on the trash. Despite
being quite different from the 19th-century passages of Paris portrayed
by Walter Benjamin, the phantasmagoria of capitalist commodities is

found even in garbage on the streets of Manila in the 21st century.
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Benjamin viewed the city full of goods and modern civilization as ruins.
He valued the art of the era of reproductive technology, which included
photographs and films that stripped aura from traditional artworks. Lee’s
paintings and dolls are not the precise and homogeneous copies of
mechanical technology, but they can be said to be non-auratic artifacts
in that they, unlike commodities, are repeatedly abandoned (in a denial
of property), are replications of traditional art, and are filmed in the

production process itself.

In this film, “scream” is a gesture of the suffering, pain, and anxiety of
the Filipino people, a trace of a postcolonial ruined city, and a warning
against the destruction of nature. What is important is that even in such
a crisis, children continue to play. The children swim in the puddle pool
created by the suspended road construction, take up the abandoned
doll and change the look of “scream” to laugh and shout loudly in the
wind with the dolls. By roaming the streets, picking up trash, and playing
freely, they decontextualize things from their original function. Through
their play, they imitate the passive gestures of adults closing their ears
who listen to someone’s scream, and become active subjects shouting
themselves. At this moment, their bodies become the ears that hear
the scream and the microphone that decontextualizes and echoes the
scream. Roxlee’s Manila Scream entrusts children with the potential to

turn the present into an always-actual while facing the past.

Manila Scream

The Philippines / 2017 / Filipino / Color / 19 min
Co-directors: Roxlee, Blair Camilo, Bob Macabenta
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Miko Revereza’s No Data Plan

No Subject

Chris Fujiwara

Voici le monde du départ mondial: ... sans rien qui le surplombe ni
le soutienne, sans Sujet de son destin, ayant seulement lieu comme

une prodigieuse presse des corps.

— Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus

Some films crystallize their time in a way that could not have been
calculated: these films are rewarded, in a way, for belonging solely
to the present. They have a flat declarativeness about them; they
make no pretense to pronounce judgment on their time or represent it
comprehensively. Instead, they even turn away from the most visible
signs of timeliness, by instinct or from lack of means, or out of the
filmmaker’s sense that any kind of grand statement or official history is
just not their thing. When Miko Revereza shot No Data Plan, his legal
status in the United States meant that he couldn’t afford to draw too
much attention to himself. As a result his film seems to offer a view
of time, space, and history that is taken not from the vantage point of
broad avenues and public squares, but from back alleys and hiding

places.

More precisely, from a passenger train. The film chronicles Revereza’s
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journey across the United States, starting in Los Angeles. Because
Revereza has been living in the country outside the limits of his visa,
the journey is made uneasy by the threat of inspection by immigration
officials, who are known to target trains. The images of the film are of
the kinds most common and accessible to train passengers: shots of
seats and arm rests, corridors, doors, boring landscapes seen through
spotted and streaked windows. These shots are absolutely devoid of
any of the poetry of voyage (whether authentic or promotional). The
human presence in No Data Plan is discreet and dispersed — whether
out of the filmmaker’s reluctance to be seen photographing someone,
out of respect, out of indifference, or because the other passengers
are themselves trying to avoid being seen, it is hard to tell. A shot at
the beginning of the film sets the tone: a random assembly of people
passively waiting on a train station platform. The composition is
dominated by a cylindrical pillar, its paint faded and chipped, that is
stuck like a barrier in the middle of the shot, firmly limiting the space in
which people can be seen and hinting at the discomfort of the physical
conditions to which they are resigned. For much of the film that
follows, one has the impression of bodies separated by vast expanses
of space, or of time. Yet because of the journey structure of the film
and the confinement of the camera, for the most part, to the shared
space of the interior of the train, the film also implies the coming-

together of bodies in some kind of potential community.

It’s an ill-starred voyage, across America in the wrong direction,
opposite to the mythical one. The journey has nothing about it of

self-liberation or self-conquest; it is just movement and submitting
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to movement, and there is no significant progression and nothing to
discover, just more of the merciless ugliness of America. Meanwhile,
the narrative of the film becomes purely internal, concerned with
matters involving the filmmaker’s family: in particular, an affair
that his mother has been having. Shrunk to the dimensions of tiny
subtitles on the bottom of the screen, the family drama takes on an
inexpressivity that becomes symptomatic of the fugitive status of the
discreet voyagers of the film. At the same time, these intimate matters
are too exposed, too public; and in this, too, we are reminded of the

vulnerability of the travelers to surveillance.

An exemplary digital film, No Data Plan evokes the ambiguous
subjectivity of the digital, incapable of affirming either the individual or
the collective. The continuous movement of the film is only the shifting
of a subject that cannot occupy any place, that is constantly expelled,
and that therefore is not a subject in any of the privileged senses of
the word (subject of experience, psychoanalytic subject, citizen...) but
only an experimental formation of the data of consciousness. “Pure
experience,” wrote William James, is “the immediate flux of life which
furnishes the material to our later reflection with its conceptual
categories. "2 But what if instead of an immediate flux, life presented
only a succession of surfaces, with no time for reflection to fuse them

expected or available, nor concepts to put them into?

The mood of anonymous desolation that haunts the film becomes
crystallized in the dream, narrated in voice-over, in which Revereza

finds himself unable to leave Manila Airport. But the film succeeds in
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[&#] triumphing over this mood by rendering it, too, as merely part of the

Lorr=Uayy - Fro— [#E - (AVTR)] KER—ERR, A, data to be documented.
1996, 31-32 &,
2.4 UT L Y- LX [BYEZOEBER] IRANWERG] PEBEE=AC - 10 | tell Mama my plan to leave the States a year from now
BEXER. AKkit. 1978, 84H,
I can tell she believes me
she weeps through the shitty speaker

“l just wish | could do that too”

Notes
1. Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus. Paris: Editions Métaili¢, 2000, p.37.

2. William James, "The Thing and lts Relations," in Essays in Radical Empiricism.
London; New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1912, p.93.

No Data Plan

The Philippines, USA / 2018 / English, Tagalog / Color / 70 min
Director, Photography, Editing, Sound Design: Miko Revereza
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Ram Botero’s In Limbo

The Struggle of a Trans Woman

Genory Vanz Alfasain

Ram Botero’s /n Limbo presents a different kind of hell where you
can, as an audience, rethink your own set of beliefs and evaluate
your perspective towards minorities. The concept of hell in this film
can be compared to Jean-Paul Sartre's No Exit. As the play’s famous
line suggests, “Hell is other people.” This short film shows how other
people become a “hell.” But this film transcends into another level as
though you are with them in hell, listening to and conversing with the

characters and asking questions in your mind.

In the opening scene, a trans woman (Ram Botero) emerges, her body
contained in a black trolley bag, while the camera is in bird’s-eye view.
The trans woman walks in a deserted place and sees the two other
characters, a poet (Carlos Deriquito) and a volunteer teacher/activist
(William Resma Ranara). “Where the hell am 1?”, she asks them. The
poet replies that they are in hell. Then she remembers how she died,
as the film shows a flashback of her memories: she was murdered and
put in a black trolley bag. She asks, where are the fiery pit and the
demons that would impale her, because, as she says, people called
her a sinner. The poet replies that her questions are based on the

Judeo-Christian concept of hell.
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This is an important scene because it raises the issue of the
experience of violence of transgender people who are regularly
subjected to hate crimes. As the film progresses, the trans woman
tells her story and how she experienced intense gender discrimination
and suffered disproportionate levels of interpersonal violence. In one
of her conversations with the volunteer teacher, she says that she
applied for a job as an elementary school teacher. The school did not
give her the chance to do demo teaching and told her to come back
when she becomes a man. She is forced to engage in prostitution
despite the fact that she finished a degree. Transgender people have
difficulty finding a job in the Philippines because they are not well
accepted in the society. It is like a “hell on earth” for the heroine of
the film because of what happened when she was alive. Her story is
based on those of Filipina trans women who experienced the same

situation, such as Mhelody Polan Bruno and Jennifer Laude.

The concept of hell in /n Limbo is not condemnatory, but contemplative.
In the film, the volunteer teacher shares a concept of hell based on
indigenous lore. He says that if a person dies, before that person’s
soul rests for all eternity, the person will arrive at a place where he/she
must contemplate the life he/she left behind. The person will find a
river where he/she must bathe. Only then can the person cross to the
other side of the river where he/she will peacefully live for all eternity.
Along the course of their journey to find the river, the three characters

have philosophical discussions about their past lives.

The volunteer teacher shares his story of volunteering to teach the
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Indigenous People (IP) in the hinterlands. He was red-tagged by the
military as he was suspected of radicalizing the IPs. As he says, he
only wanted to help them get educated so that they would not be
taken advantage of. The trans woman sympathizes with the volunteer
teacher and commends his efforts. But when the teacher starts to
talk about “the greater struggle,” the conversation becomes intense.
It becomes a clash between Queer and Marxist ideologies. The trans
woman understands the situation of the teacher. But the teacher does
not recognize the struggle of the trans woman. The teacher always
emphasizes the class struggle. He even said to his gay brother, when
he was alive, that despite his “being gay” he has a big potential to
contribute to the greater struggle. The trans woman does not take his
statement and questions the teacher on how he belittles his brother’s

sexual orientation.

Most people do not understand the struggles of transgender people
and how they cope up with society’s judgement. As the trans woman
says, “I've been denied of my womanhood even when | was still alive.
They look down on me — sinner, deceiver, whore. I’'m sure many are
saying | deserved what had happened to me. Some don’t give a damn.

Why don’t they give a damn for someone like me anyway?”

In the film, the trans woman admits that she has overlapping identities
(poor, prostituted, trans woman) and carries the burden of class
struggle. She reiterates to the teacher that he cannot separate the
class struggle and the struggle of the trans women. The identity

of the trans woman creates a complex convergence of oppression
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or intersectionality. The film wants to engage the viewers in more
dynamic conversations about the differences in experience among
people with different overlapping identities. The film encourages the
viewers to use an intersectional lens to help end the perpetuating
systems of inequities towards other groups. Just like other minorities,
transgender people are still fighting for their rights, and the film

succeeds in contributing to this struggle.

The poet, who is always listening to the discussions of the trans
woman and the teacher, shares his story in a soliloquy. He recites
the poem “A Poet’s Death is His Life” by Kahlil Gibran, which was
translated in Binisaya by Davao-based writer John Bengan. The story
of the poet resembles the poem, which addresses the struggle of an
artist. In his solo moment, the viewers can listen to his sentiments in a

poetic manner.

The three characters have different struggles, which are, however,
interconnected with each other. Their struggles could be their
version of hell on earth. Through their intense conversation, they
realize the biases and loopholes in their discourse. It takes a deeper
understanding to appreciate its wisdom — just as with the many

concepts of hell in different cultures around the world.

In Limbo

The Philippines / 2019 / Visayan / Color / 25 min

Director, Script: Ram Botero

Cinematography: Rap Meting

Editing: Willie Apa

Casts: Carlos Deriquito, William Resma Ranara, Ram Botero
Producer: Melissa Claire Barrera
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Carla Pulido Ocampo's Tokwifi, Lester Valle's Bontok, Rapeless

Turning the TV Around

Ashley Hara

| first encountered Carla Pulido Ocampo, the director of the short
fantasy film Tokwifi, through her work as editor of the documentary
Bontok, Rapeless (dir. Lester Valle). Bontok, Rapeless investigates
the factors that contributed to making Bontoc, a municipality in the
Mountain Province of the Philippines, a rape-less society. Bontok,
Rapeless recognizes the ways the West, cosmopolitanism, and the
lowland permanently changed the area through electrification, roads,
and religion. Complementary to its analytical counterpart, Tokwifi
tells the story of a movie star, Laura Blancaflor, who, trapped ina TV,

crashes into a mountain and meets Limmayug, a Bontok Igorot.

Tokwifi opens with a TV-documentary account of a curious tribe
of people who do not kiss, narrated by a man with an American
accent. It reeks of orientalism and colonization. Igorot people are
defined as static and stuck in un-civilization. The TV renders them
other, unknowable, and therefore dangerous. In Bontok, Rapeless
elders smile shyly when asked if they kiss, hold hands, or hug their
spouses and say they express love in ways like helping each other
tend to the fields. Similarly, in Tokwifi, we never see a kiss between
Limmayug and Laura. “Maraming, maraming salamat (thank you

very, very much)!” Laura exclaims, reciting a line from her TV script
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as Mendelssohn’s Spring Song plays in the background. Cue the
kiss — Laura and the audience pause with expectation, then silence,
then self-consciousness. Limmayug returns an incredulous stare.
Laura hastily explains this is when they should kiss, halikan, which
Limmayug hears as chalikan, stove. As Laura nervously reapplies her
lipstick, Limmayug tends to the fire and praises her for knowing the
word in his language. Although Limmayug’s failure to register what
Laura spells out may seem silly, | interpret it as an act of resistance.
Limmayug avoids being pulled into a script he never asked to be a

part of.

After the non-kiss, Laura throws a fit and the TV displays a product
advertisement that claims: “Men only want women who can fit on a
sexy chair. Reduce! The way Laura Blancaflor did! Take Lissotrol.”
While Laura seems to have the upper hand because she is desirable
enough to act as an envoy for this narrative, her worth derives from
her ability to conform to standards she has no control over. She is not
spared from being boxed in by the TV, so much that she is literally

trapped inside one.

The Lissotrol advertisement is followed by another starring Laura, this
time for hairspray. In contrast to the “proper” lady selling Lissotrol,
Laura has dirt on her body. The voice from the opening documentary
utters the words: “...belong to a primitive tribe... to study primitive man,
the primitive Igorot.” “Primitive hair?” Laura echoes, flapping her hands
with a crazed look on her face, letting out a yelp as her hair is sprayed.

This cuts to a visibly transformed Laura, hair in an updo, declaring,

Turning the TV Around ‘ 109



FEOA IOy FEFRART D). 220, [BHERNEEZETLE?2] &0
SA-FDENIST 5, BLRFTEELL. ARDELHEILTHX
TERDOD., ZLTIATRTL—&hr35h3EMUEELETZ, XD
By hTEFTEIDIR, FB3THADLSIICE AT/, %
NNV ET, [T-LFoL1 Y ATPXTL—-TLERBELF (IS
EFhEDYELA]l EVWSEUTEOICT S, Z L TTFLEBE@ICIE.
[Sagot sa Buhok ng Mukhang Taga-bundok] & W\ > F&EHHh 5, 1L
DBEDLS>HERZBIBIETA] EVWHIEKE, 2hsDav—Y v
. [EBAE LI EZVBEEZETHY. [RKED]I IOy MED
SOLEBLERZBR. BREFSTICIBELETNIEESHEVE
WOIXy =T REATWVWD, ShHHERMED [BE] 12, BOA
CelE, BODEORREBL TRERSIN, TLEDPSHRABZREED
BICXEINZHDEELTHIPND, KEHBEL, TDHEES Y~
TDEEICH, BEEREOEICH D RBMENIE &N ERTENS,
MEZETCVIE. FEI DD —->TO-FDEDOREN DERIC
ol EDR BEWVWCBEBNMPRh72EZAT, URadn
FATTTLEEMEYIZ EET -2, ZLTHOIVEDIE, FHICY
RATNPTLEEH > TIUETZ L EIC. O—FPBEREBRTHENTL
WEBRBETBE Y-/, EB5DMEH. UYL TDH-EHBVEE
BETDEEFICEKRT S, 2%V, HIIBKRT. EHETELEVAY
rEVWSIZER, L LRI TIBBRERLS. BRBICET S, &zl
WA DEXIZ, i, DEOHFTVERMELIEZZEEAYDAL
5ICh5rbhTVd, ZLTFEHNI A, HBICEDN T, #HY
WKEREZBU T\ INHDIEY - REH->TWWNRIE, U3 TD
T8, TLA0-SEBHRAICTIEDLEEERTEZETE, FLE
ERUTHELZCBETEMADIN TR AL, HEBLEBELE>ELT
W30, 2L THIE. BB FEALBICEFEF-ARRICESDh TV

110 | Freomsezasze

“Civilize it with Golden Rain Hairspray.” The accompanying text reads:
“Sagot sa Buhok ng Mukhang Taga-bundok” (gets rid of that mountain
tribesman look). These advertisements affirm the “proper” woman as
an object of aspiration and the “primitive” Igorot as a disaster to be
swiftly remedied with the quick fix of a product. This is the “magic” of
colonization: people are spoken for by their limitations as dictated by
the hegemonic voice of the TV. The dissonance between imagination
and reality is palpable on Limmayug’s face as he distinguishes the fire

and walks away.

There are two instances when | feared for Laura’s safety: when
Limmayug threatens to hack the TV with his knife after they introduce
themselves and when Laura asks her not to dispose of her as he
takes the TV down the mountain in the morning. Both fears require
me to assume the worst of Limmayug, that he is dangerous and not to
be trusted. But in fact, Limmayug is trustworthy and thoughtful. As he
harvests rice, others tease him for his oversolicitousness. As a child,
he brings a blanket to his grandfather after his grandmother asks
him to. If | had taken these episodes into account, | would have seen
Limmayug’s actions as an attempt to free Laura from her confines,
instead of an attempt to harm her. This made me realize how “boxed

in” my perspective was.

Laura’s appearance in the TV is jarring and takes time to digest. She
is not human, and therefore different rules apply to her. As Limmayug
interacts with her, it becomes apparent that she is a moving picture

who reacts to the environment with moods, feelings, wishes, and
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insecurities. While suspicious at first, he recognizes her humanity: he
offers to break the TV to try to set her free, comes back to rekindle
the fire and drapes his pinagpagan cloak around her after her fit of
disparaging commercials, and takes her down the mountain to see
his village. This is Limmayug’s expansive “magic” that counters the

minimizing colonial “magic” that Laura brings with her.

If a TV could see, what could it see? Conversely, what are our own
capabilities and constraints, as people who have seen the world
through TVs? There’s something redemptive about Limmayug turning
the TV around to make it see what he sees, which is the vista that is
his home. Laura looks up to see sunlight wash over the Kadchug Rice
Terraces and momentarily, she is a whole human being, no longer

stuck in the TV.

| had moments watching Tokwifi and Bontok, Rapeless when the
clouds cleared and | could see clearly. But, like Laura, who reverts
back to her TV form before the film fades to black, | think my paradigm

shift was limited, if not momentary.

Tokwifi strikes me as odd. Yes, it is charming, tender, and cozy.
The way Limmayug cares for the TV set well into old age (for him)
and obsoletion (for the cathode ray tube TV set and 1950s beauty
standards) in the epilogue is adorable. Yes, Limmayug subverts ideas
that box us in such as superficial beauty standards, the prescriptive
kiss, and the idea that he is a one-dimensional, dangerous savage.

But, who is this a love story for? And what harm is done when
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audiences are satisfied with leaving it at that? | wish Tokwifi did
more to challenge the way the characters’ romance was portrayed
as somehow innately innocent. If Limmayug did not want to be part
of the kiss, did he want to be part of this story framed as a love
story? This leads me to wonder whether films like Tokwifi, made for
the consumption of a cosmopolitan low-lander audience for a film
festival like QCinema, are truly interested in changing paradigms. Or
is it enough for them to leave this audience comfortable, appeased,
getting a glimpse of a different view but eventually reverting back to

what they know after the film ends?
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Tokwifi

The Philippines / 2019 / Tagalog / Color / 20 min
Director, Screenplay, Editing: Carla Pulido Ocampo
Photography: Lester Valle

Sound: Willie Apa

Cast: Kurt 'Ayeo-eo' Lumbag Alalag, Adrienne Vergara

Bontok, Rapeless

The Philippines / 2014 / Tagalog, English/ Color / 119 min
Director, Photography, Producer: Lester Valle
Screenplay, Editing, Sound: Carla Pulido Ocampo

Turning the TV Around ‘ 117



Kbhi-EEkS
—EBLCHBELWVWTAVEYDORF2 X2 —F1F

TN/ Gy T )I T

T4 VECBENEFRIOOBFE WA #22018F. Kt - xR Lt —
JIC& B 1919 F DE LD Z % (Dalagang Bukid)] ICF B » & %
Sl ChIBBIMETHY, 71 VECBMEDRETNEEIFLS
NTW3, ZOHHYLETY SREHRXDOEREEFEELED, LOZ
L EXDEBIR. TAVECDAM, 71 VECDER, TrUE>
DENEMED SEFTN - EFRTEDIFERERBIZ2HFEHREAHEINT
Wb s/,

ZLT. 71 VECBEEOEAELTDXRLE—/ EVWITFE
HBEATRESHEV, 74 UECOHB [EVEXX - 35—] CEEE
BET. MRERDLSICEVE, [ZOHNPNEZ 2HOEELE
BE7-HA1TTR2ZENTE D, 1HEDEREE Rt - 2K Lt
— /T, BEMS [L—E>Y - E9Fv— - T—IL K] DANA LEE
RTH>3 [ LT 1T D1922F10ASICBEH SN EZHDE,
BEICE“T4VES - 7OZI70L7EVWHIF v T3 D0TW5B,
FEBIDTICE, “TrVECDESEVI Xy -V EHANET 3
ERmmE" EEPNA TV,

ZDRILEEET, AEXFRLE—/PEDLI ICHEIATWE D
EVWIZEILHERLTVS, [Kht - 2 FRLt—/KIE. BER. <
L—BEDANRL -4 — HHOMTTOZ7a>DHREN. ZL
TZOEDOMEBEDEEICAWVIER U, [H—Y - NXF - K- T XY
H] DERETHB]. ZLOBKRICHEVWT, X RLE—/ k. ZOEE,

118 ‘ KbhiBERLE—HLHELVWT A UELDRFX x5 —HiE

Lost Histories: The Sad and Beautiful Case of
Documentaries in the Philippines

Tito Genova Valiente

When the centenary of Philippine cinema was inaugurated in 2018,
the focus was on Dalagang Bukid (Mountain Maiden), the film made
by Jose Nepomuceno in 1919. This feature film was hailed as the
beginning of cinema in the country. This contention was brought about
by the claim that, while there were cinematic forms made years before
the said film, the film and its filmmaker stood for a work that was

attributable to Filipino talent, capital, and creativity.

There was also the person of Nepomuceno, a giant in the history
of Philippine cinema. In an article | wrote for Business Mirror, a
broadsheet in the Philippines, | mentioned “the two significant
photos of these two persons available in archives. The first photo
was that of Jose Nepomuceno, which appeared on the Cine-
Mundial, the Spanish-language version of Moving Picture World
Magazine, in October 1922. The photo came under the heading
‘Cronicas Filipinas’ or Philippine Chronicles. Another line says:
Peliculas nacionales que llevaron al mundo el mensaje del progreso
de Filipinas [National films that brought the message of the progress

of the Philippines to the world].”

In the same article, | also wrote how Nepomuceno is described: “Sr.
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Jose Nepomuceno, fotografo, operador de la Malayan Movies, autor
de varios producciones de asuntos locales y corresponsal de la Casa
Pathé de America, que esta haciendo mucho por desarollo de la
cinematografia en este pais [Mr. Jose Nepomuceno, photographer,
operator of Malayan Movies, author of several productions of local
affairs and correspondent of Casa Pathé de America, which is doing
much for the development of cinematography in this country].” In many
ways, Nepomuceno connected the country and its proto-national

cinema to the world or, at least, to America.

Missing, however, in the discourse of the beginning of Philippine
cinema is the documentary. This gap was addressed by the Filipino
Documentary Society (FilDocs), a group founded by documentarians
Jewel Maranan, Baby Ruth Villarama, Kara Magsanoc-Alikpala, and
Coreen Jimenez. It is interesting to note that these filmmakers are all

female.

Significant was the absence of documentary in the centenary,
but doubly significant also was the attempt to bring the form into
the consciousness of the viewers. Daang Dokyu, A Festival of
Philippine Documentaries was an event organized by the Filipino
documentarians. Finally, the festival that “celebrates the greatest
documentaries from film and television” became a road (Daan is the
Filipino word for road or route) and a journey. More importantly, in the
words of the organizing filmmakers, the festival would highlight “the
hidden films from different regions.” Originally set for opening in March

2020, the pandemic caused its postponement to September 2020.
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The screenings continued into October and November 2020.

If one is to write about the histories of documentaries in the
Philippines, one must contend with the paucity of artefacts and
materials that will prove the form indeed existed long before
the putative centenary of Philippine cinema. Thus the society
of documentarians had to search far and wide for any and all
documentaries made in and about the Philippines. In the age of
translocal and transregional, the concern for the “Filipinoness” of the
materials became less crucial as the documentarians included the
early ethnographic films about the Philippines, some dating as far
back as 1900. This then begs the question, what was the centenary all
about, when it did not count the earlier beginning of film in the form of

documentaries?

There, too, is the question about the form itself. What is a
documentary? The category of “documentary” has become as fluid as
gender in the Philippines. That question poses an interesting problem
that is being talked about presently among jurors, film selection

committees, film curators, feature filmmakers and documentarians.

The question stems from the inquiry on the new forms that
documentaries are assuming. The documentary where the camera is
ubiquitous and the documentarian is a persistent presence is already
being questioned. This does not mean the approach is gone. The
two television networks, GMA-7 and ABS-CBN, are the purveyors

of this kind of documentary where, it seems, the documentarian has

Lost Histories: The Sad and Beautiful Case of Documentaries in the Philippines ‘ 123



VWTRENBERDRERITHIRBOBAETS DIk, 2BE
b, BROUERE - BAESEER L RF2 X2 -2 HBH
ELTW3,
ZLOMBEEEDH T, JVIAT1 T RF¥aA28)—EWnD
FLOWI v DUAREL TV 3, BIME, EHME, K¥ax>21
—HEDFEL, MERIRNTIUIAT+TETOELIDSEEH
TwdzesEzhE 22TIIVIAT1T] DERESBELVE
59, TANT T -ALTICEBE, BlIEMEEDORICRF2 X4
)—DIIH o fzo FlE, 23y b T2 RABBEFERT. EEK
XX 2)-DXELTHLSNZ a3 VTV OEEESIH
L. R¥Fax22U—3 [BEEEAENICEICE] THHEE-T
W3,
PHELEHIZTAVEL T, BIBEE KX 2 x> 2 —3XF]
TEIREZLEZEVWIFERP H D, ABPRBREICKD, HFTIDIE.
SHLEDEBEVWIHFHE. ZLTHESESLBREFEREFIEhIH
AREBEEBISMLTNBZ T
COBBRIBRICHEERT 2, £EAEZhIE. MEEOEEDIHZ T,
REFEREN FF 2 X2 ) -BEICEZ5NhEEEE, COET
H, WKOPOBREBEETRX 1 4X>2 ) —DffifEFrRBH5Nnh3 L5
HoTE BIMBEERFITEINTIE AL, FFaxa)—3% [#
Bl ELTHEL, [BIE] ERULE TS 5, TOBKRTEER
BIERIE. XME— V=R -T14553D [$>F—-Ea-F1—-
74 —=2](2016) 125 5, ) EMISEILEBRMEZET, ZOHLEE
EMEIR T EMARE N, 71 UESICH VTR 2016 FE12F D X
FO - = SMERICEXHERINTVS, JhIFAK BEERE%
R E LEBBEREY. FEETEHS 7+ VEL AEREFHED K ¥
AAXE)—THBTAIIXOMBENZEFTELEB L, OB

124 ‘ KbhiBERLE—HLHELVWT A UELDRFX x5 —HiE

instructed the subject — the people and bystanders — to “go on with
whatever they are doing and pretend we are not here.” The reason
for this is that in free TV, as in this case, the documentarians are also
newscasters or hosts of certain programs. They are personalities and
their person is assumed to add salability — gravitas maybe — to the

show they are presenting.

It must be noted that ABS-CBN was at the center of a legal tussle,
which was seen as an ideological conflict with the present government
and a blow to the human rights of the press and the greater as well as
higher principle of freedom of expression. Both the said networks are
repositories of documentaries that touch on present socio-economic

and political conditions.

In many film competitions, a label has been developed — the creative
documentary. The term can be called into question. After all, feature
films, short films, and documentaries, etc., are all obviously end
results of creative processes. Wilma de Jong talks of how creativity
has always been at the heart of a documentary. She quotes John
Grierson, the Scottish filmmaker known as the father of British
documentary, as having stated that a documentary is “a creative

treatment of actuality.”

The debate urges us, in the Philippines anyway, to differentiate
feature films from documentaries. The requirements and expectations
we attach to feature films are the omniscience of the film director and

the participation of the writers and cinematographers who are also

Lost Histories: The Sad and Beautiful Case of Documentaries in the Philippines ‘ 125



BETHIPNI-Tr VEAFBHEE. BLOFEOEREIIC. EHHIC
EANICTFXNERBELTVS, R¥2 X242 -—DOFEEELEAT
B, COFEEE P FICRF 2422 —(CEAT 3B —FUC
MEHTZEIWC L7z ZHZHRF2 AL G —EEAEDD?
AYICERICEELZDON? KXa1AL2U—OBMEREEIMLES
2?
RETH.2018F(C7 « U ECBEZMEFET H 7 I — (FAMAS) T,
BU &I ERMPELIHERENIHo/e 71 VECTHo EBEE
H5MEEHRTH 5 FAMAS Y. OBMBEEFAETIE K¥1 x4
U—CnfEah/-NiE] (2018)% . EFEREDEMISEE LD,
BERRNZ EIZ, BERXOT®, T 74— - FR4T+ - 2H0ER
HHECSIEAREBO N HEF KX x> 2 -HEEBL.
SADBIMEN = DNBEEEE LV EDDREFFRE 2 EEF L/
TaVECTH- EHERSHIMBEERGEINZ 70 U EBE
HIRBEIE, FE] 2 KF¥2 X280 —ICHEL. AE-S-TI>
A wFRD [T - 4224 T - 547] (2018), JL- FTD [
=7 ] (2017). Y- HLFEX—R-TF vy bD [EX Y —-
FT TR -T59L K] (2017). SE—F - TATAD [vH—
SUR](2017) EVo A RFa X&) —EREFEDE TS,
2018%., 7 ¢ U B BERRETHS (FDCP) #'. 7+ U ECERE
$EER (NHCP) E£RT. Y3 ¥ 4410 - R¥a x> 2 —BES
ReERESEL ([Yx] EBE] [H1910] 13 [EBKR] & DBk
TH3), FOCPOEHICLBE, 2OTAY 7 METZOED K *
2 X ) —MBEREEMBEREL /N —-F3] ZEHBESH
TWd, BICHEZANTWLWBEON, [bhbh (71UEY) ODEET
hEUYBhOSABZZ LR EVWY, BEOZIDEEMIES Z LICEHL
FMEICEREY T, JUIAT 1 THRF1 42 —BE] 72,

126 ‘ KbhiBERLE—HLHELVWT A UELDRFX x5 —HiE

called filmmakers.

The debate is real. We have experienced already film competitions
where the Best Film honor is given to documentaries. There are film
festivals in the country that have started to recognize documentaries;
instead of separating them from feature films, the documentaries are
classified as “Film,” which qualifies them to compete against “feature
films.” An important example of this is the film of Baby Ruth Villarama
called Sunday Beauty Queen (2016). Initially screened at Busan, the
film would go on to participate in other mainstream film festivals. In the
Philippines, it was an official entry in the Metro Manila Film Festival in
December 2016, an event noted for favoring commercial films. In that
competition, Villarama’s documentary, which chronicled the lives of
expatriate Filipina workers in Hong Kong whose activities outside their
daily grind were the beauty pageants they held regularly, would win
the Best Film. This was a first and opened a floodgate of questions
about the very nature of documentaries and their relationship to truth

and cinematic artifice.

A more recent case happened in 2018 at the Filipino Academy of
Movie Arts and Sciences (FAMAS), the oldest film award-giving body
in the country. The said group placed Yield (2018), by Victor Delotavo
Tagaro and Uriu Toshihiko, which was categorized as a documentary
by other award-giving bodies, under the category of Best Film.
Interestingly enough, on the awards night, Yield was judged “Best
Documentary,” while three feature films were granted the two Grand

Jury Prizes and Best Picture.
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The Manunuri ng Pelikulang Pilipino (The Critics of Filipino Film),
reputedly the most prestigious cinema prize in the Philippines,
classified Yield as a documentary among other documentary films like
Jose S. Buenconsejo’s Seven Dances of Life (2018), JL Burgos’s Han-
Ayan (2017), Sari Dalena and Keith Sicat’s History of the Underground
(2017), Ramona Diaz’s Motherland (2017), and other works.

In 2018, the Film Development Council of the Philippines (FDCP)
initiated with the National Historical Commission of the Philippines
(NHCP) the SineSaysay (Sine is film and Saysay is meaning)
Documentary Film Lab. The project was defined by FDCP as aiming
“to empower documentary filmmaking and filmmakers in the country.”
It specifically mentions showcasing “creative documentary films
focusing on often unvisited events in our history that helped shape our

country to what it is today.”

With the project, FDCP took an extra step to define “creative
documentaries” as “films that are interesting from a stylistic point
of view, or are particularly innovative, relevant to social issues, and
successfully manage to communicate with their audiences.” The
definition does not settle clearly the distinction between documentaries
as we have known them and the “creative documentaries” purported

to be the interest of FDCP working with NHCP.

Having sat as one of the critics tasked with selecting the projects
that would be part of the laboratory, | had knowledge of the singular

requisite from NHCP — to tell the stories of the marginalized persons
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and events in the country’s history. As with other nations, the history
of the Philippines is written in monumental strokes, leaving small
individuals and peripheral places not accounted for. In the narrative
also of heritage and heroism, there are invisible people, like the many

ethnolinguistic groups in the Philippines.

The documentary has always been the purveyor of our knowledge
regarding the non-literate and usually economically deprived
communities in the margin. Complementing these types of
ethnographic documentaries was the specified need for histories from
below — of narratives and discourses from those peripheralized by a

mode of historical research still dominant in the region.

The search for documentary is a search for history.

The documentary festival opened on September 19, 2020, two days
before the 21st of September, a day that had always been viewed
by many Filipinos as one of infamy. It was on that day in 1972 when

martial rule was declared, marking the death of democracy.

Documentary thus became a kind of what an anthropologist called a
“hallway of mirrors.” That form, born to tell the truth as art, unlike the
feature film which is built on art as truth, was again being used to look
back at the realities that were hidden by more than 20 years of silence
and being silenced. Interestingly, it was clear what the politics of the
festival was: to look at the nation as defined not merely by the past

(the dictator) but also by the present (the government seen as also
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oppressive). In the context of control and censorship, documentaries
are being re-viewed as expressions of truths and suppressed facts

and ideas.

The documentaries in the period before the oppressive martial
rule declared in 1972 and the years of the Marcos regime and after
provide a record of the search for the real. It was not an easy quest:
flmmakers died or were subjected to violence, and documentaries
themselves were hidden from the Filipinos, those who needed most to

see the images and words of those subversive years.

“Tracing the Filipino Story” was the overarching theme of the program,
with materials categorized under notions of the hidden, the banned,
and the “considered dangerous.” To these labels were added taboo,

rituals, and groups oddly deemed “exotic.”

For all the repression organic to the dictatorship, there was a treasure
trove of documentaries about the Marcoses. Some documentaries
reflected the violent era even in those glorious images of the notorious
Imelda Romualdez Marcos. There was the documentary of Ramona

Diaz peeking into the persona of Imelda.

Destiny, it seems, in the form of big words and cinema, has never
stopped working when it comes to Marcos. This time, though, fate
has conscripted a group of documentarians to let their form of cinema
speak about Marcos and his dictatorship and the issues this country

of ours has faced.
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Here is a question: Did it ever occur to the Marcoses — whose
origins were documented by cinema and whose administration
created structures like the Film Center, imposed festivals like the First
International Film Festival, and went on to fund experimentations
and exploitations in cinema through the Experimental Cinema of the
Philippines — that one day, a festival of truths and realities in cinema

would make a star of their dubious legacies?

Truths thus came in the ABS-CBN documentary, Marcos: A Malignant
Spirit (1986). The title is ascribed to a US senator, Stephen Solarz,
who described Marcos as “a malignant spirit escaped from the

underworld.”

But truths of all kinds are never meant to be silent. The documentaries
curated for this festival underscore the delayed arrival of an art form
that is built around truth rather than artifice. Cineastes have generally
relegated the documentary to the side for a long time, relying on the
cautionary tales of feature films. In these days of fake news, there is
hope in a cinematic approach to life that, even with the advent of so-
called “creative documentaries,” burdens itself with the responsibility

of narrating the true and the real.

The fate of Philippine documentaries is in recovery. One of the
documentaries, which never gained prominence in the country, The
Delano Manongs: Forgotten Heroes of the United Farm Workers (2014),
deals with the Filipino laborers who rose up to protest labor practices

at a grape plantation in California. It was they who initiated the move.
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Their achievements became a victim of historical erasures. On record,
the Filipino American National Historical Society (FANHS) called out
the producers of the film for inaccurately portraying that dramatic

moment in labor history where Filipino figured prominently.

Women are generally unseen in the many historical accounts
of the country. When one goes through accounts of the Second
World War, the heroes are generally male, their stories reeking
of toxic masculinity. No one talks of those women who helped
wounded soldiers or carried intelligence reports to the guerillas. It
is only now that the stories of women in the war are being told, with

documentarians beating the historians to the storytelling.

In the so-called proletariat uprising, the women seem not be in
existence. If and when the role of women in the peasant movement is
articulated, it is through the image of victims of militarization. Human
agency is missing, and the women are there because of personal
accidents or of some hapless situation — battery by husband,

widowhood, etc.

One documentary not only premiered this year; it came home. This
was A Rustling of the Leaves: Inside the Philippine Revolution, a
documentary that was made in 1988 and that came back to the site of
its images after 32 years. In my review of the film | wrote: “The ‘rustling
of the leaves’ would not stop, as is suggested by the title of this
documentary about those days preceding the days of the end of the

dictator and the beginning of what many Filipinos then thought of as
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auguring the new day.” There were so many revolutions already in the
country’s history that the mention of another Philippine Revolution is
not a misleading term, but a social commentary on how elusive social

change is in this place.

The documentary, directed by acclaimed Canadian documentarian
Nettie Wild, goes into the mountains and isolated places where the
New People’s Army (NPA) became active in the same time that the
Aquino administration was giving the people hope for a new world.
As the dictator is driven away, another leader, enlightened, perhaps,
and yet belonging to the same social class that causes structured
inequalities in society, is born. So many things have happened and
so many things have remained the same, one felt while watching this

documentary.

There is very rare footage of fighting between the “rebels” and the
military in A Rustling, and there is a significantly singular portrayal of
women presented as equal to men among the NPA. For the first time,
the rebels are humanized, imbued even with humility, strength, and
idealism. There is no hysteria in their portrayal, and the gunfights and

death are not expressions of violence but of ideas.

The festival of documentaries went on for a month or so. In the
screenings, the organizers talked about how documentaries fulfill
many other functions other than sending messages of realities. The
documentaries are also about Filipino identities. From Walang Rape

sa Bontok (Bontok, Rapeless, 2014), which looks into the cognitive
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aspect of gender relations and the terms that are applied to that
dynamic, to Budots (The Craze, 2019), which presents a dance move
used by politicians to win votes, the many documentaries produced at

present introduce Filipinos to various Philippine cultures.

Commenting on the varieties of themes and the varied persuasions
entered into by documentarians, Jewel Maranan, one of the festival
directors of Daang Dokyu, states: “These documentaries are a glimpse
of the rich practice of filmmaking in different regions and localities in
the country. From north to south, mountains and seas, these films are
specifically curated to evoke the diversity of topographies, languages,
and human experiences across our islands — where each place is a
center in its own right, and each struggle bears real gravity regardless
of distance to perceived or established political and cultural centers.
There is so much for the committed audience to discover — not only
in the richness of cultures distilled in these films — but for a rightly

broader appreciation of the Filipino condition.”

The first documentary film festival ever held in the Philippines opened
with the Philippine premiere of Alyx Arumpac’s Aswang (Witch, 2019).
Whereas many of the documentaries were about memories of identities
and cultures, Arumpac’s work deals with the drug war of President
Duterte. The film inserts itself into the lives of those who were heavily
impacted by the contentious war and eschews the perspective of the
establishment. As with the president who denies now and then claims
his murderous participation in the putative cleansing of the cities and

towns he rules, the phantasm of the “Aswang” turns into a trope for a
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social bogeyman and a bogus moral compass. The documentary is
both a steward and an active symbol of what the Philippines has gone
through and will go through, a mode of representation that is violent in
its confrontation with truths — and lies — and the assertion to move

into action.
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