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“For Singaporeans, moving, 
rebuilding and resettling is a 
way of life, whether voluntary 
or involuntary…the dead are 

not exempt.” – Narrator in  

Tan Pin Pin's Moving  
House (2001) 
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Editor's Note

In the first few minutes of Canadian avant-garde artist Arthur Lipsett’s  
short film Very Nice, Very Nice (1961), as stills of building façades and the 
faces of people pass by in quick succession, a voice narrates that we live in  
“a dissolving phantasmagoria of a world”, one in which people will “completely 
forget what happened last Tuesday. A politician can promise them anything  
and they will not remember later what he has promised.”
 
This quarter, we’ll have the pleasure of introducing six of Lipsett’s films (The 
Films of Arthur Lipsett: 1961–1970, 8 May 2012) to audiences. With footage 
largely culled from the cutting room floor of the National Film Board of Canada, 
Lipsett’s work is striking because of how he melds the detritus of the past to 
reflect an intense anxiety about the future. 

Over fifty years later, his films are still strikingly current. What can we  
remember of the distant past if the events of the past week fade into  
oblivion? Are archivists then the bastions of the past? The politics, practices  
and poetics of the archive will be considered at the 7th Southeast Asian 
Cinemas Conference (19–22 June), to be held at the National Museum of 
Singapore this year. 

Echoing the thematic of the conference, film programmer and critic Philip 
Cheah considers why critical aspects of our past ought not to end up in the 
proverbial dustbin of history. Archives, Cheah believes, might remind us of  
who we once were at a certain point in history.

Jasmine Nadua Trice’s essay reveals how the thus far Tagalog and Manila-
centric notion of Filipino cinema is beginning to perceptibly change. Journeying 
to Baguio, a small city in Philippines’ Cordillera mountains for the opening 
of the National Cinémathèque, Trice recounts how representatives, ranging 
from the central region of Iloilo, to southern Mindanao, are keen to programme 
films that speak to a culturally pluralistic Philippines. Taking place in tandem 
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with the opening of a National Film Archive, Trice notes that the long struggle 
to preserve and restore film prints, rather than leaving them to rot or merely 
digitising them, might finally bear fruit. 

Describing her desire to bond with people who obsessively document 
Singapore, filmmaker Tan Pin Pin tells us why she films gravediggers and 
archaeologists. In our interview, we discuss her aural portraits of Singapore, 
her road trip cataloguing the undulating cranes and scaffolding of a city-state 
that is perpetually changing and the dark humour that underlies Singaporean 
fatalism and pragmatism.

And if landscapes and people are inscrutable to our gaze (and the camera 
lens), artist and writer Ho Rui An considers the graze instead of the gaze – 
that haptic quality in film – which he proposes is beautifully rendered in Chris 
Marker’s iconic 1983 film essay Sans Soleil and far less so in Wim Wenders’ 
1985 film Tokyo-Ga.

Finally, we take a decided turn to the left this quarter with two films in our  
World Cinema Series that speak to the political upheavals of the 1970s  
period. Elio Petri’s 1970 film Investigation of a Citizen Above Suspicion 
(10 April 2012) anticipates what the Italians came to describe as the anni 
di piombi, or “years of lead”, when extremists from both the left and right 
instigated violence. Petri’s film focuses on a police inspector who murders  
his mistress and dares the authorities to pin it on him. The other film, Ethiopian 
filmmaker Haile Gerima’s 1976 classic Harvest: 3000 Years, (12 June 2012) is 
a remarkable piece of guerrilla filmmaking. Shot on 16mm at a tumultuous time 
when Ethiopia went from being a monarchy to a republic, the film focuses on 
the legacy of monarchical rule: the abject poverty of a peasant community  
ruled by a feudal landlord. 

Don’t forget to remember.

Vinita Ramani Mohan
Editor
Cinémathèque Quarterly
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10 April, 8 May, 12 June / 7.30 pm

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

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

World
Cinema
Series
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World Cinema Series

Tuesday 10 April, 7.30 pm 

Investigation of a Citizen Above Suspicion / 
Indagine su un cittadino al di sopra di ogni 
sospetto

Director Elio Petri 
1970 / Italy / 110 min / 35 mm / NC16 
In Italian with English subtitles

Image © Vera Film/The KOBAL Collection
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World Cinema Series

The best examples of the political film genre may be found in the important 
works of Elio Petri, and most famously, in his film Investigation of a Citizen 
Above Suspicion. The latter film was awarded a number of festival prizes 
abroad and in Italy, including the Academy Award for Best Foreign Film in 
1971. The success of Investigation can be partly attributed to Petri’s ability 
to blend politics and ideology with good entertainment. Set in contemporary 
Italy, Investigation was released at the height of radical agitation across the 
world in which the clashes between civilian crowds and the ‘forces of order’ 
provoked controversy about the conduct of the police. Italy was no exception. 
Years of fascism had taken its toll so that liberation brought with it an intensely 
politicised debate on law and its enforcement. 

The exalted citizen is a police inspector (Gian Maria Volonté), recently promoted 
from homicide to the political department, who murders his mistress Augusta 
(Florinda Balkan) in the opening minutes of the film and then defies the police 
to arrest him. He perversely provides ample evidence of his guilt by planting the 
most obvious clues around the crime scene. These acts of defiance are grossly 
overt gestures – he is beyond suspicion and above the law. In the course of 
the perverted investigation that seems to take place in a Kafkaesque world, 
attempts to control every possible source or expression of dissidence become 
an overriding administrative, bureaucratic objective and obsession. The present 
investigation is dotted with flashbacks of the evolution of the affair, culminating 
in Augusta’s outburst questioning the inspector’s virility which leads to her 
eventual murder. 

Gian Maria Volonté gave one of the most mesmerising performances in cinema 
as the simultaneously handsome and repellent police inspector. Hardly ever off-
screen, Volonté’s masterful characterisation embodies that all-important human 
trait, ambiguity, as he subtly transforms from an archetypal authority figure to 
that of a snivelling child. This contradiction commands our attention throughout 
the film, as Volonté navigates the sublimated maelstrom of clashing emotions 
while encompassing a caricature of Italian culture to the fullest. Complementing 
Volonté’s commanding presence in the film is legendary composer Ennio 
Morricone’s quirky and strangely jocular music score. Ultimately, it is the 
richness of Petri’s byzantine vision that binds the elements together with such 
political flamboyance and cinematic flair that Investigation remains one of 
cinema’s most probing ideological satires. 
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World Cinema Series

Image © Vera Film/The KOBAL Collection
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Elio Petri 
Elio Petri came from humble beginnings. He was born in Rome in 1929, 
the son of a coppersmith in a working-class suburb. He was politicised 
from an early age, joining the youth wing of the Communist Party where 
he contributed writings to left-wing publications.  He was introduced 
to the film director Giuseppe De Santis in the mid 1950s, with whom 
he co-wrote a number of important post-war films. Elio directed his 
first work, a short documentary, in 1954. His first feature debut came 
seven years later in the form of The Assassin (1961), with Marcello 
Mastroianni in the title role. The film indicated the direction in which 
Petri would develop for much of his career whereby a genre form would 
be utilised to present grim and penetrating surveys of society. This was 
most successfully achieved in a series of four films Petri directed in the 
1970s. The works of this period constitute a portrait of all the facets 
and contradictions of Italian society: Investigation of a Citizen Above 
Suspicion (1970); The Working Class Goes to Heaven (1971), on the 
worker's condition; Property Is No Longer a Theft (1973), about the role 
of money in society and how power destroys the individual; and Todo 
modo (1976), about the power moguls among the Christian Democrats. 
Petri’s genius resides in crafting wildly entertaining and harshly critical 
films that reach out to mass audiences and critics alike. Petri passed 
away in 1982, aged 53. 

World Cinema Series
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World Cinema Series

Tuesday 8 May, 7.30 pm

The Films of Arthur Lipsett

Director Arthur Lipsett
1961–1970 / Canada / 16 mm & Betacam / 107 min / Rating TBC 

In 1962, Arthur Lipsett was nominated for an Academy Award for his film  
Very Nice, Very Nice. The film did not garner the award, but it did introduce 
Lipsett’s unorthodox method of film construction to a large uninitiated 
audience. Lipsett’s films are provocative and innovative in the way they utilise 
found materials in concert with self-shot photos and footage, in the process 
transforming  the fragmentary nature of debris into a unified material vision. 
The films achieve a sensory effect that stems both from an intuitive process 
and a precisely structured mechanics of montage. In them, Lipsett depicts 
the disillusionment of modern life, subverting the original context of the found 
images and sounds to articulate an incisive critique of Western society. 
Ultimately, though, these works are not discursive or political; they have a more 
inexpressible, emotional quality born of images anchored in the subconscious,  
a palpable anguish and a degree of spirituality.

This programme  brings together Lipsett’s six celluloid compositions, produced 
at the National Film Board of Canada (NFB) across the 1960s. These films, 
which represent the primary arc of his artistic evolution, exemplify how pictures 
and sounds can be fused in a synthetic yet sincerely personal form.

The Films of Arthur Lipsett is produced and distributed by the National Film 
Board of Canada.
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World Cinema Series

Very Nice, Very Nice 

1961 / 16 mm / B&W / 7 min 

Arthur Lipsett's first film received a 1962 Academy Award nomination in the 
Best Live Action Short category. Like all of his films, Very Nice, Very Nice 
disrupts the representational value of documentary image and sound, moving 
beyond the genre's aesthetic codes of truth and reliability. The result is a 
sardonic re-reading of 1950s consumerism, mass media and popular culture. 

69479_Cinematheque_Text_C1.indd   13 4/4/12   5:46 PM



14

World Cinema Series

21–87 

1964 / 16 mm / B&W / 10 min

This film conveys Lipsett's concern for an increasingly de-humanised 
civilisation, foreshadowing his embryonic agoraphobia and subsequent 
withdrawal from public life. 21–87 concludes with “a good-hearted friendly 
voice” repeating a line from earlier in the film, which encapsulates Lipsett’s view 
of social conformity: “Somebody walks up and you say, ‘Your number is 21-87, 
isn't it?’ It is often cited as an influence on George Lucas's Star Wars and his 
conceptualisation of "The Force."
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World Cinema Series

Free Fall 
 
1964 / 16 mm / B&W / 9 mins

With Free Fall, Lipsett tightened his style; the images still consist of found 
footage, but the editing is more precise and more dynamic. Again, fast cutting 
is followed by single, meditative long takes; the recurring sequence this time is 
an extremely fast–paced montage of trees and flowers that put contemporary 
“experimental” noodling to shame. Incidentally, Free Fall was intended as a 
collaboration with the American composer John Cage, modelled on his system 
of chance operations. However, Cage subsequently withdrew his participation 
fearing Lipsett would attempt to control and thereby undermine the aleatory 
organisation of audio and visuals.
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World Cinema Series

A Trip Down Memory Lane 

1965 / 16 mm / B&W / 12 min 

A Trip Down Memory Lane was co-produced by Lipsett and legendary NFB 
documentary master, Donald Brittain. The film is slower-paced than Lipsett’s 
previous work; it begins with a series of straight forward newsreel sequences 
that spiral into Lipsett’s usual modus operandi as the pace quickens and the 
footage becomes more sinister, culminating in a series of still images of horrified 
faces. The sound is also unsettling, featuring the voice of a crazed preacher and 
a low rumbling that could be a drum roll, a machine’s workings or an explosion. 
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World Cinema Series

Fluxes 
 
1968 / 16 mm / B&W / 24 min 

Fluxes is Arthur Lipsett's view of the human condition and the absurdity of 
existence in the modern world. As in his other films (Very Nice, Very Nice and 
21–87), Fluxes has a disconnected flow of images that, in their erratic way, 
build up into a cutting indictment of the way the world functions. The film's only 
commentary consists of unrelated snatches of words and sounds. The resulting 
film is Lipsett's most scathing, pessimistic work, and represents a metaphorical 
emptying out of the NFB trim bin. 
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World Cinema Series

N-Zone 

1970 / Betacam / B&W / 43 min 

With N-Zone, Arthur Lipsett departs from his associative montage 
constructions in an attempt to document a private quest for spiritual identity 
by utilising autobiographical materials. While Lipsett’s customary use of found 
footage still dots the film, they are replaced by an audiovisual inventory of 
chanting, bells, Chinese music, celestial imagery, crucifixes, and other religious 
symbols. They are in turn interspersed with scenes of Lipsett and his friends 
alone or in conversation. The resulting style is languid, theatrical and self-
reflexive, almost autobiographical in nature. This curious juxtaposition echoes 
the banality of human communication, revealing the emptiness of much of what 
we say or do. 
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World Cinema Series

Arthur Lipsett 
Arthur Lipsett made a series of highly influential experimental films in the 
early 1960s. His creative approach was mostly based on assemblages 
of picture and sound elements recovered from the NFB studios' waste 
bins. After studying fine arts in Montreal, Lipsett was hired by the NFB 
in 1958 to work in the animation studio, where he was an assistant to 
Norman McLaren, among other positions. For his first film, he created 
a collage of pictures found in the editing rooms' trim bins, and the 
result was a seven-minute short film, Very Nice, Very Nice, released in 
1961. It was well received, and was nominated for an Academy Award. 
Using similar techniques, Lipsett then made 21–87 (1963), Free Fall 
(1964) and A Trip Down Memory Lane (1965). These first four films 
are generally considered to be his most fully realised, and form the 
core of his oeuvre. The young filmmaker was struggling, though, with 
psychological instability. He soon found it increasingly difficult to see his 
projects through and to function within the institutional confines of the 
NFB. He continued working on commissioned work, mostly as an editor, 
and managed to complete two other personal films, Fluxes (1968) and 
N-Zone (1970), before leaving the Film Board. With his mental health 
continuing to deteriorate, he made only one more film, Strange Codes 
(1972); two other projects would remain unfinished. Arthur Lipsett took 
his own life in 1986, at age 49.
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Tueday 12 June, 7.30 pm

Harvest: 3000 Years / Mirt Sost Shi Amit

Director Haile Gerima 
1976 / Ethiopia / 150 min / 35 mm / Rating TBC 
In Amharic with English subtitles

World Cinema Series
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By 1975, African cinema was starting to throw off the shackles of colonialism. 
During this time, a number of significant films emerged from continental Africa 
that endeavoured to reflect the African reality while examining the cultural roots 
of a society undergoing change. Key films such as Mahama Johnson Traoré’s 
N’Diangane (1975), Sembène Ousmane’s Ceddo (1977), and Ababacar 
Samb-Makharam’s Jom (1981) swing between the present and the past, 
focusing on group identity, (be it in cities or villages) in which individuals exist 
only in relation to a common destiny. These films set out to recapture their 
country’s history by presenting the stories of everyday men and women that 
echo those of the earliest narratives and myths. Amongst the most vital of  
these voices was a remarkable film from Ethiopia – Harvest: 3000 Years by 
Haile Gerima. 

Ethiopia-born Haile Gerima conceived the film while studying in UCLA in the 
early 70s. In 1974, he returned to an Ethiopia torn asunder by civil war to begin 
the shooting of Harvest: 3000 Years. The film was shot in black and white 
16mm, over two weeks (during Gerima’s summer vacation), with non-actors 
speaking Amharic. Filmed between the overthrowing of Ethiopian Emperor 
Haile Selassie and the installation of a military dictatorship, it was made on  
the run with “guerilla-type” production efficiency based on light equipment  
and a limited but highly energetic crew. 

Harvest: 3000 Years presents a portrait of an abject peasant community 
struggling for survival under the scornful eye of a wealthy landowner under 
feudal conditions. Although the peasant community toil dutifully, its members 
seethe with memories and visions of another way of life.  What emerges is 
a critique of modern Ethiopia (and by implication, neo-colonial Africa) that 
forebodingly anticipates changes to the political landscape. Gerima unfolds 
several loosely connected episodes interspersed with freewheeling shifts in 
register, such that political speeches in public spaces contrast with exclamatory 
addresses to the camera, and verbal abuse of workers alternates with that of 
Buñuelian images of human beings being driven by a whip. When the plot finally 
offers its fulfilment, the effect is devastating.  In this early work, Gerima strove 
for something more than an individual story, achieving a bracing polemic and  
an impassioned narrative of bleak and haunting beauty. 

World Cinema Series
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World Cinema Series
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Haile Gerima 
Haile Gerima is an independent filmmaker and professor of film at 
Howard University in Washington, D.C. Born and raised in Ethiopia, 
Gerima emigrated to the United States in 1967. Following in the 
footsteps of his father, a dramatist and playwright, Gerima studied 
acting in Chicago before entering UCLA film school, where his exposure 
to Latin American films inspired him to mine his own cultural legacy. 
After completing his thesis film, Bush Mama (1975), Gerima received 
international acclaim with Harvest: 3000 Years (1976), an Ethiopian 
drama that won the Grand Prize at the Locarno Film Festival. After 
the award-winning Ashes & Embers (1982) and the documentaries 
Wilmington 10—U.S.A 10,000 (1978) and After Winter: Sterling Brown 
(1985), Gerima filmed his epic, Sankofa (1993). This formally ambitious 
tale of a plantation slave revolt was ignored by U.S. distributors, but 
Gerima tapped into African American communities, and booked sold-
out screenings in independent theatres around the country. In 1996, 
Gerima founded the Sankofa Video and Bookstore in Washington, 
D.C., a cultural and intellectual space that offers opportunities for 
self-expression, interaction, and discussion. Gerima continues to 
distribute and promote his own films, including his most recent festival 
success, Teza (2008), which won the Jury and Best Screenplay awards 
at the Venice Film Festival. He also lectures and conducts workshops 
in alternative screenwriting and directing both within the U.S. and 
internationally.

World Cinema Series
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When Strangers 
Meet: Visions of 
Asia and Europe  

in Film

18 & 19 May, 26 & 27 May, 1 & 3 June  / Various Timings

Gallery Theatre, Basement
Free Admission
Tickets are issued 1 hour before each screening at the Gallery Theatre 
on a first-come, first-served basis.

This special retrospective marks the 15th anniversary of the Asia-Europe 
Foundation (ASEF). Curated by the National Museum of Singapore 
Cinemathèque in partnership with the ASEF, this programme shows how Asians 
and Europeans have viewed one another through the prism of film. By focusing 
on narratives built around the clashing of cultures, historic journeys and cross-
cultural encounters, filmmakers of different generations and backgrounds have 
not only expressed their personal insights of different peoples and cultures, but 
also influenced perceptions of other countries among their audiences. 

The series of feature films and short films to be screened between  
18 May and 3 June range from the classic films of the 1950s to contemporary 
productions. The selection will also show us how the history of filmmaking 
across Asia and Europe has benefited from mutual stylistic influences and 
reciprocal aesthetic values.

69479_Cinematheque_Text_C1.indd   25 4/4/12   5:46 PM



26

69479_Cinematheque_Text_C1.indd   26 4/4/12   5:46 PM



27

M
er

ry
 C

hr
is

tm
as

 M
r. 

La
w

re
nc

e 
(1

98
3)

 b
y 

N
ag

is
a 

O
sh

im
a 

Im
ag

e 
©

 U
ni

ve
rs

al
 P

ic
tu

re
s/

P
ho

to
fe

st

69479_Cinematheque_Text_C1.indd   27 4/4/12   5:46 PM



28

When Strangers Meet: Visions of Asia and Europe in Film

Schedule 

Friday 18 May 

8.00 pm The River by Jean Renoir (1951)

Saturday 19 May 

1.30 pm  Perfumed Nightmare by Kidlat Tahimik (1977)

4.00 pm The Year of Living Dangerously by Peter Weir (1982)

Saturday 26 May 

8.00 pm  Merry Christmas Mr. Lawrence by Nagisa Oshima (1983)

Sunday 27 May 

1.30 pm Visions of Today: Short Films from Europe and Asia 

4.00 pm Tropic of Emerald by Orlow Seunke (1997)

Friday 1 June 

8.00 pm The Last Emperor by Bernardo Bertolucci (1987)

Sunday 3 June

4.00 pm Moving by Park Ki-yong (2011) 
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Co-organiser

Supported by

When Strangers Meet: Visions of Asia and Europe in Film

The Year of Living Dangerously (1982) by Peter Weir  
Image © MGM/Photofest  
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7th Southeast 
Asian Cinemas 

Conference:   
The Politics, Practices, 

and Poetics of the Archive 

19–22 June / Various Timings

Gallery Theatre, Basement
Free Admission with Registration

The National Museum of Singapore will be hosting the 7th Southeast Asian 
Cinemas Conference, organised through Nanyang Technological University in 
collaboration with the Association for Southeast Asian Cinemas. This edition of 
the conference emphasises the politics, practices, and poetics of the archive. 
It will consider questions such as: How does one define an archive? Are DVD 
pirates, private collectors, cinephiles, film bloggers and film societies engaged 
in archival work? If so, how does this change the public nature of an archive, 
and what implications does it have on the production of knowledge? What are 
the social, political, aesthetic, and scholarly roles of the archive? What is the 
role of the archive in the digital age of new media?

Supported by a grant from the Centre for Liberal Arts and Social Sciences at 
NTU, the conference will include presentations by scholars, filmmakers, and 
archivists, along with film screenings. Registration forms will be available at 
www.seaconference.wordpress.com.
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Writings on Cinema

Was Wim Wenders’ Tokyo-Ga a failed attempt at 
unveiling Tokyo to the camera’s insistent gaze? 
Author Ho Rui An thinks as much and asks us  
instead to consider Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil  
and the possibilities of haptic visuality. 

I was skeptical when I first heard of Wim Wenders’ 
Tokyo-Ga (1985). For one, the project at the heart of the 
film was unapologetically essentialist, driven no less by a 
rather excessive act of reverence. Inspired by the films of 
Yasujiro Ozu, Wenders had travelled to Tokyo in the hope 
of capturing footage that conveyed the Japan that Ozu 
had immortalised in his films. It was a project doomed to 
failure from the start. History is littered with innumerable 
instances of a Western eye that, in its misguided attempts 
to dispel the myths of Orientalism by seeking out an 
“authentic” Orient, ended up erecting new categories  
of stereotypes.

The Absent Tokyo:
Sans Soleil (1983) 

and Tokyo-Ga 
(1985)

Ho Rui An
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But perhaps the failure of Wenders’ project was entirely 
preordained. Near the beginning of the film, in a voiceover 
narration that plays against a shot of the view outside an 
airplane window, the filmmaker reflects:

“It felt good just to look out the window. If only it were 
possible to film like that, I thought to myself, like you 
open your eyes sometimes, just to look, without wanting 
to prove anything”.1

Wenders hints at the eventual collapse of the prop-
ositional capacity of his film, when the gaze embodied 
by the camera becomes reduced precisely to that 
disinterested mode of looking he invokes. The camera  
just looks – not, however, because Wenders no longer 
wanted to prove anything, but because he couldn’t.

Tokyo-Ga 
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Shot in the spring of 1983, Tokyo-Ga can be seen as 
an attempt to gaze into the depths of the curiosity that 
is Japan – a society that is at once a cultural alien to the 
West and the apotheosis of the hypermodernity that 
originated from its capitalist models. For the most part, 
Tokyo-Ga reads like an ethnographic film: it is strictly 
chronological, detailing Wenders’ encounters by day; 
his voiceover is detached yet pensive; and the camera 
is characteristically panoptical, carefully surveying a 
single scene through multiple angles with the occasional 
moments of fixation upon an object of interest. His 
narration is sparse, as if leaving the images to speak for 
themselves. In the scene at the pachinko parlour, men 
and women are seen trying their luck at the kinetic game 
of chance – a kind of vertical pinball without the flippers. 
Wide shots showing the long rows of avid gamers flanking 
a narrow corridor are interspersed with close-ups of the 
intense, furrowed faces of the gamers and of the metallic 
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balls cascading erratically down the maze of pins. Visually, 
these images, like those of the metropolitan landscape 
lit by the gaudy iridescence of neon signs, are strangely 
alluring. One cannot help but gaze at them – a gaze that 
is sustained by a certain adamancy of the camera that 
seems bent on penetrating beneath the glittery façade to 
get to a hidden core, a meaning. Yet, throughout the film, 
the images remain obstinate, impenetrable and  
annoyingly mute.

In The Corporeal Image, ethnographic filmmaker David 
MacDougall speaks of “a specificity and obduracy to 
images that defies our accustomed habits of translation 
and summation”.2 He elaborates further on a mode of 
vision that is “prehensile”3, inclined towards grasping 
an image, to make it make sense according to the 
percipient’s order of experience. Any meaning attributed 
to images is thus imposed from without. While such a 
proposition is in no way novel, its implications are grave 
when applied to works of intercultural cinema, in which 
the position of exteriority is often occupied by a dominant 
culture determined, unconsciously or otherwise, to bend 
the image according to its will. In fact, it is not difficult to 
expose Wenders’ intent at letting the images speak for 
themselves as a mere conceit. Take Wenders’ choice of 
locations – the pachinko parlour, a stadium of miniature 
golf courses and a factory that produces wax imitations 
of Japanese food displayed in the windows of Japanese 
restaurants, among others – all of which point towards  
the tired cliché of Japan as the land of artifice, the 
simulacrum par excellence. The muteness of the image 
appears to have driven Wenders towards his only 
possible recourse: Orientalism.

But my resistance towards the film also stems from 
another cause: I have seen richer, fuller images of Tokyo 
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on film that despite being equally mute, were capable of 
expressing a certain plenitude. The film is Chris Marker’s 
Sans Soleil (1983), released in the year Tokyo-Ga was 
shot. From the outset, the premises of the two films 
appear similar. Like Wenders, Marker appropriates the 
codes of ethnographic film in his attempt to engage the 
cultural other. But its scope is much grander, invested 
primarily in the city of Tokyo and the West African country 
Guinea-Bissau, but also covering places like Iceland, 
Paris and San Francisco, which can only serve to augment 
the magnitude of its potential failings. In the film, an 
unnamed female narrator reads the letters sent to her by 
a globetrotting filmmaker identified later in the credits as 
Sandro Krasna – one of Marker’s many monikers. Unlike 
the economy of Wenders’ narration, the text here is dense 
yet uncluttered, intricately layered with curious anecdotes, 
semantic riddles, philosophical musings and personal 
reveries. At times, the film seems even more culpable of 
the essentialism that one can accuse Tokyo-Ga of and 
it is not helped by the gravitas of the narrator’s voice. 
One notices, for instance, the repetition of the phrase, 
“Japanese style”4, that tags itself to the descriptions 
of various everyday rituals: there is a Japanese style of 
working, of praying and even of waiting at the red light on 
an empty street. Krasna’s assertions are often absolute 
and finite, as if striving towards the purity of Japanese 
poetry as he describes:

“Japanese poetry never modifies. There is a way 
of saying boat, rock, mist, frog, crow, hail, heron, 
chrysanthemum, that includes them all”.5

And yet, the penetrative quality of the gaze here, if it can 
even be called as such, is missing. The camera never 
dwells long enough for any attempted excursion into 
the depths of the image to happen. Moreover, unlike the 
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strict chronology of Tokyo-Ga, the film leaps intermittently 
across time and space. In one moment, we are observing 
from afar a stork treading through an African marshland, 
and in the next, we are in the Île de France watching an 
emu. The desire to fix, to grasp and finally to know so 
evident in Wenders’ film is absent. One may here speak 
less of a gaze than a graze, a caress across the delicate 
fabric of space-time.

An interesting counterpoint to the pachinko parlour 
scene in Tokyo-Ga can be found in the scene of the 
neighbourhood celebrations in which crowds of Japanese, 
some elaborately costumed in varieties of ethnic garb, 
are dancing on a street. As in the former, the festivities 
are captured through a range of angles, but the images 
produced by the handheld camera are much more 
unstable. At times, the camera zooms in so much that 
the figures collapse into abstraction; in other instances, 

The Absent Tokyo

Sans Soleil (1983) by Chris Marker 
Image © New Yorker Films/Photofest 
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the blinding flare of the streetlights obscures them, and 
intercutting the scene are split-second cutaways of a 
boatman rowing a boat and the emu from Île de France. 
But while images themselves emanate a nervous energy, 
the fluidity of the cutting subdues them, lending the 
hypnotic quality of a dream to the unruliness. The images 
are constantly slipping into each other, and as I watched 
the sequence, I found myself completely entranced, 
leaning forward and straining not to identify the figures, 
but to see the grain – those tremulous freckles of colour 
most visible in the intermediate zones of lightness. One 
does not gaze because these are pure, tactile surfaces 
that do not purport to conceal an abyss. One merely 
touches them, for touching is all that will suffice.

This slippery quality extends to the textual and aural 
textures of the film. The aphoristic nature of Krasna’s 
writings, for one, is diffused by the slippages within the 
text as it shifts between direct and indirect voice, between 
utterance and quotation. “I’ve heard this sentence,”6 he 
writes, and then proceeds to quote one of the many sage 
sayings he has amassed in the corpus of his mind through 
his travels. At other times, he precedes his quotations 
with the subtler, “they say”.7 Then there is the voice of the 
narrator-ventriloquist herself, which asserts its presence, 
its texture and with the occasional sigh that we are not 
quite sure belongs to her or Krasna’s writings. The sound 
too is an enigma. While in Tokyo-Ga, one can differentiate 
between the diegetic and non-diegetic layers of ambient 
sounds, and between composed and found music, here 
they have all been stitched into a single embroidery: 
an unceasing muzak track playing discreetly in the 
background.

This flattening of cinema into surface texture finds its 
most provocative expression in the images of the “zone”.8 
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Sans Soleil 
Image © New Yorker Films/Photofest
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Sans Soleil 
Image © New Yorker Films/Photofest
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The zone is the world of the video synthesizer of Hayao 
Yamaneko, a friend of Krasna who treats the historical 
footage of the clashes between the left and right in the 
sixties with his machine. Figure and ground collapse as 
the images disintegrate into a flurry of eddying colour 
fields. The zone is not a world in the conventional sense  
of filled, contained sphere of meaning; it is a mere plane,  
a field of contact.

Near the beginning of the film, the narrator reads a 
precious line from Krasna’s letters:

“My constant comings and goings are not a search for 
contrasts; they are a journey to the two extreme poles  
of survival”.9

In Krasna’s travels between Tokyo and Guinea-Bissau, 
what matters is not the act of juxtaposition – a primarily 
discursive act which cinema through the conventions of 
montage can easily effect – but the passage, the act of 
brushing across the surfaces of cultural worlds.

But one question begs to be addressed: does this 
retreat to the surface not reduce the image to pure affect, 
stripping it of all cultural context? Perhaps. But such an 
indictment can also belittle the capacities of touch, or 
what Laura Marks in The Skin of the Film calls “haptic 
visuality”.10 Marks writes that while optical visuality 
“privileges the representational power of the image”, 
haptic visuality privileges its “material presence”.11 The 
former builds itself upon the rather grandiose presumption 
of the ability of the gaze to disclose the non-visible, 
while the latter emphasises the moment of encounter 
between the self and the other. For most of us who are 
the inheritors of a primarily ocularcentric tradition, haptic 
visuality offers us a mode of encountering the other that 
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has yet to be routinised by culture. The gaze is selective, 
trained to focus, to disclose. The graze, on the other hand, 
senses everything, the whole plenitude of particulars, even 
if only in passing. In the scene in Sans Soleil showing a 
ceremony held in a zoo in memory of the animals who had 
died over the year, one sees not only the mourners bowing 
in respect, the white chrysanthemums they lay upon the 
table and the curious eyes of the children; but also the tiny 
gap between the two front teeth of a little praying girl, the 
now-outlandish colours of that checkered dress worn by 
a young lady, the bandage wrapped around the hand of a 
young boy, and of course, the grain. Unlike the gaze, the 
graze opens the eye. The haptic image is ever-emergent. 
It renders pre-conception impossible, demanding that 
we feel our way around, as if in blindness, and touch the 
foreign object for everything that it is and can be,  
as opposed to what we want it to become.

But ultimately, haptic visuality “acknowledges that it 
cannot know the other”.12 A film like Sans Soleil is a mere 
precursor that opens us towards the hitherto unknown. 
It recognises that the gaps in intercultural knowledge 
can only be filled by means beyond the present limits of 
cinema, which is at best only a surrogate of experience. 
As such, it is the expression of a humble cinema –  
a cinema not of presence, but absence.
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Mall multiplexes and Tagalog movies have thus far 
dominated the Philippines. In this essay, the writer 
describes her journey to a small city in the Philippines 
for the opening of the nation’s first National 
Cinémathèque and why this might spell a shift 
towards something more nuanced.

Opening Night 
On a brisk September evening in Baguio, a small city 
in Philippines’ Cordillera mountains, the doors to a new 
movie theatre opened to a diverse gathering of devoted 
film lovers. Visitors from the Film Development Council’s 
newly formed provincial outposts represented regions 
ranging from Iloilo, a province in the central island chain 
of the archipelago, to Mindanao, the southern region of 
the country. I had traveled from Singapore to join them in 
Manila, and together we had taken a seven-hour van ride 
from the capital through the mountains to help inaugurate 
the country’s “National Cinémathèque,” the first in a series 
of state-supported cinemas intended as a rare alternative 
to the country’s countless mall multiplexes. 

Ruins and Revival: 
Film Archiving in 
the Philippines

Jasmine Nadua Trice
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In Singapore, I was helping with the early stages of 
planning for the Southeast Asian Cinemas Conference  
on “The Politics, Poetics, and Practices of the Archive.”  
I was eager to see how these politics and poetics  
would play out in the opening of the Philippines’  
National Cinémathèque, which would be welcomed  
with a film from the country’s newly established National 
Film Archive. 

The screening space occupied a wing of the century-
old Casa Vallejo hotel, a recently restored building that 
served as a dormitory for government workers during the 
American colonial period.1 It is one of only two Baguio 
structures to survive the Japanese bombing in 1941.2 
As we participated in the usual ceremonies—singing the 

Ruins and Revival

At the opening of the National Cinémathèque. Clockwise from left to right: Feliz Perez (Mt. Cloud 
Bookshop), Lucenio Lauzon (UP Film Center and Film Development Council of the Philippines [FDCP]), 
Koji Imaizumi (Filmmaker), Dr. Martin Magsanoc (FDCP, National Film Archive), Teddy Co (Film historian), 
Laida Lim Perez (Café by the Ruins), Princess Tarhata Pacasum (FDCP’s coordinator in Lanao del Sur), 
Briccio Santos (FDCP Chairman), Ed Maranan (FDCP, Head of Media and Publications), Ana Karina 
Avellana-Cosio (FDCP, Media Bureau), Peter Lat (FDCP’s coordinator in Davao), and Jasmine Nadua Trice.
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national anthem, and listening to city officials and Film 
Development Council chair, Briccio Santos—it occurred to 
me that this new space would prove an apt partner for the 
city’s other surviving, pre-War building, Baguio Cathedral. 
In their particular ways, both were sites of devotion. 

It’s a well-worn metaphor—the cinema as religious 
experience—but for the Philippines, the simple act of 
sitting in an alternative theater is so unusual that it lends 
itself to reverence. The National Cinémathèque’s opening 
seemed to encapsulate the directions that Philippine 
cinema might take as it embarked on its next chapter.

Firstly, it wasn’t founded in Manila. This is no small 
matter for a local cinema trying its best to be national, in 
a country with over 150 dialects and languages, whose 
filmic output is dominated by Tagalog works from the 
capital. Members of provincial Film Development  
Council branches attended in order to both represent 
their regions and to learn from the proceedings for their 
own Cinémathèque openings.  These gestures reflect 
moves towards regional variety and decentralisation  
that many in the film community promote. 

It’s worth stating that filmmaking in the provinces is  
not new, but it has declined despite efforts to revive it  
in regions such as the Visayas, which had a film industry 
that flourished in the post-war era. More recently, there 
has been an upsurge of regional works emerging in 
the context of the latest “Philippine New Wave” of 
independent cinema, which until recently has been based 
primarily in Manila. The presence of a regional National 
Cinémathèque offers hope in addressing this problem of 
local circulation, viewing distribution and exhibition not as 
a bonus or an afterthought, but as an essential component 
in the production and maintenance of a film culture.
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The second direction that the National Cinémathèque’s 
inauguration pointed to was a turn towards history.  
Perhaps a likely candidate for an opening film might 
have been one of the aforementioned independent films.  
Since 2005, the Philippines has become one of the most 
recognised Asian cinemas in the international film festival 
circuit, with filmmakers including Raya Martin, Lav Diaz, 
Pepe Diokno, and Brillante Mendoza winning awards at 
the Venice Biennale and the Cannes Film Festival. These 
filmmakers have helped transition Philippine film from a 
decade and a half of stagnation to one of Asia’s most 
prolific emerging cinemas on the international scene. 
However, the National Cinémathèque opened with 
Lamberto Avellana’s Anak Dalita / The Ruins (1956),  
a film from the “golden age” of Philippine cinema, when 
it was ruled by the “big four” studios—LVN, Sampaguita, 
Lebran International, and Premiere—who released 
approximately two hundred films per year during their  
mid-century peak.  Thus a salute to Philippine cinema’s 
past became a way of celebrating its present.

A National Film Archive
The founding of the National Cinémathèque has 
happened in parallel with another key development. 
This past year, the country took long-awaited steps 
towards creating a National Film Archive, following the 
reformulation of the Film Development Council upon the 
election of President Benigno “Noynoy” Aquino in 2010. 
This wasn’t a sudden move. Rather, it reflects the decades 
of ongoing struggle that preceded it. As the late critic 
Alexis Tioseco alluded to in his 2009 blog post, “Dear 
Film Development Council of the Philippines,” Senate 
bills towards creating a National Film Archive had been 
in place since 2008, but their implementation suffered 
from a lack of funding and prioritisation.3 Perhaps in part 
due to the presence of Briccio Santos, an independent 

Ruins and Revival
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filmmaker, at the helm, the Council’s current incarnation 
has been more proactive about the archiving project.  
A provisional clearinghouse with around-the-clock  
climate control was established, and archives such as  
the National Historical Commission, Sampaguita Pictures, 
and the University of the Philippines Film Institute trans-
ferred their holdings there.4 The French Embassy has 
agreed to provide technological and financial assistance 
for the project.5 Eventually, a permanent structure will 
open in Tagaytay, a cooler, mountainous region just 
outside Manila. As more and more Cinémathèques open 
throughout the country, the National Film Archive will 
supply the theaters with content. If all goes according 
to plan, the archive will be a safe, centralised base for 
Philippine film history, providing the historical foundations 
for a national cinema’s future.

Much of this vast history is inaccessible. The approx-
imately 75 films produced in the Philippines between 
1912 and 1933 were all shot on combustible nitrate 
stock, and virtually all have been lost due to the 
destruction wrought by World War II and natural 
elements, as well as a lack of preservation efforts during 
cinema’s early years, not only in the Philippines, but 
worldwide.6 Since 1919, the Philippines has produced 
roughly 8,000 films, of which only 3,000 remain, many 
in poor condition.7 Those in the Philippine cinema scene 
have been acutely aware of this problem and have 
struggled to establish a National Audio-Visual Archive 
for decades. With few financial resources for cultural 
preservation, the task of maintaining the Philippines’ 
extensive film history has been an ongoing challenge.

Previous attempts to establish ‘public’ archives in the 
80s and 90s have collapsed because of regime changes 
and funding withdrawals. So, private institutions have 
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provided preservation facilities. For example, the remains 
of the LVN collection are housed at the Film Archive of 
ABS-CBN, a Philippine media conglomerate. In addition, 
Mowelfund, an industry nonprofit established in 1974 as 
the Movie Workers Welfare Foundation, maintains its own 
archival Resource and Information Center. Many prints 
are also stored overseas. The U.S. Library of Congress 
has between 150 and 180 Filipino films. Others are at the 
Cinémathèque Française (Manuel Conde’s 1952 feature, 
Genghis Khan, a version dubbed in French) and the 
British Film Institute (Lino Brocka’s 1979 film, Jaguar). 

To provide an appropriate home for such prints in the 
Philippines, organisations like The Society for Filipino 
Archivists of Film (SOFIA), established in 1993, have 
worked to create a National Audio-Visual Archive under 
the auspices of the state. Filmmaker and historian 
Clodualdo del Mundo has been one of the most vocal 
SOFIA members, writing several essays for popular media 
outlets on the struggle for a national film archive over 
the past several years. Del Mundo dubs the prevailing 
archiving method an “ukay ukay” tactic of preservation, 
referring to the ukay ukay shops of used, donated 
clothing, where buyers might search through piles of 
discarded garments.8 Del Mundo’s use of the term  
was inspired by LVN’s 1994 dumping of almost 1500 
reels to make room for post-production facilities. SOFIA 
and Philippine Information Agency staff rummaged 
through the reels, located 72 titles, and found 25 they 
listed as a major priority. Of these, only five had printable 
picture and sound negatives.9

In addition, filmmakers and fans have made significant, 
if ad hoc contributions to preserving specific portions of 
Filipino film history. For instance, the late Armando Diaz, a 
self-designated “superfan” of star Nora Aunor, amassed a 
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personal archive of memorabilia. The enormous collection 
included 47 books of clippings from 1967 to 2008, ten 
photo albums, and 172 original layouts of Aunor’s films.10 
Simon Santos runs Video 48, a website and DVD rental 
shop based in Quezon City.11 Santos’s expansive online 
collection of magazine covers, film stills, clips, and other 
movie ephemera provides a virtual museum of Philippine 
cinema history. For distribution, others have turned to 
piracy. YouTube user jotiv69 regularly posts Philippine 
golden age films to the streaming site, winning him  
4,600 subscribers.12

While filling a much-needed gap in the preservation and 
circulation of Philippine film history, these methods of 
film history are limited. As Del Mundo described to me 
in a 2010 interview, the process of doing historical work 
is difficult when researchers have to rely on personal 
collections. If you want to look at films, you go to this 
person, if you want to study posters, then you seek out 
another. Moreover, without proper storage facilities, all 
these artifacts are at great risk. In 2009, Typhoon Ondoy 
covered Manila in 455 millimeters of rain in 24 hours, the 
most devastating storm in the history of the city. Floods 
destroyed 90% of Diaz’s Nora Aunor collection, which 
was undocumented at the time of its loss. 

The newly formed National Film Archive’s future seems 
promising, with various institutions gladly donating their 
collections.  To what extent the Archive will be able to 
successfully gather materials from personal collections 
has yet to be seen. Despite the promise of available 
facilities, there may be those reluctant to part with 
artifacts they have spent much of their life gathering, or 
inherited from family members.  In many respects, this is 
understandable; state stewardship doesn’t always evoke 
the idea of safety and stability in the Philippines. My hope 
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is that whatever form the facilities eventually take will 
enable more access to materials for research, providing 
different windows onto a holistic film culture. In an ideal 
scenario, reception becomes discourse, whether this is 
the affective enthusiasm of fandom, the more distanced 
analysis of criticism, or variations in between. Prolonged 
life in public memory stems from discourses made 
possible by having a wealth of cinematic history to draw 
from. In these early, nascent stages, the National Film 
Archive promises to provide a vehicle for these dialogues. 

Revival
The night of the National Cinémathèque’s opening in 
Baguio was filled with a sense of possibility. As the 
lights dimmed, Anak Dalita opened with shots of Manila 
Cathedral, an icon of old Manila, nearly flattened when 
the city became a battlefield. As the camera tilts down, 
however, we see that although these buildings might 

Ruins and Revival

Anak Dalita / The Ruins (1956) by Lamberto V. Avellana 
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be “ruins,” as the English title of the film indicates, they 
still teem with the daily goings-on of the urban poor 
community living amid the rubble of a once beautiful 
metropolis.  Though the city was nearly destroyed, the 
people who eke out homes in its remains are not. 

Events organized around ritualised celebration often 
lend themselves to unwarranted metaphorising; for me, 
this opening night was no different. Manila, captured 
on film and nearly ruined by external forces beyond its 
control, seemed a fitting stand in for Philippine film history. 
Meanwhile, the people living in the ruins’ shelter struggled 
to salvage what was left.  This was the real object of 
devotion for those of us sitting in the newly established 
site of homage to Philippine cinema—not only the films 
and the ruins they left behind, but the people who have 
organised for decades to ensure that this history would 
endure and take new forms. 

In these respects, the Philippines is not unusual, 
especially in Southeast Asia. With tropical climates  
and histories of political instability, preserving cinematic 
heritage is a daunting task throughout the region. 
However, there has been much development over the past 
few years, as the theme of the upcoming Southeast Asian 
Cinemas Conference suggests. Participants include 
representatives from SOFIA, Bophana Audio Visual 
Resource Center in Cambodia, Filem Negara Archive in 
Malaysia, and Sinematek Indonesia. Each country has an 
erratic cinematic lineage, its chronology disrupted by the 
interventions that have made archival work difficult or at 
times, impossible. The conference will allow archivists, 
filmmakers, academics, and cinephiles to gather and 
discuss the future of preserving and sharing our  
cinema histories.  
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She has published in journals such as Asian Cinema and the International 
Journal of Cultural Studies. Her research has been funded through 
fellowships from the Asian Cultural Council and the American  
Association of University Women. 
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For the last decade Tan Pin Pin has used the documentary 
form to make visible aspects of daily life in Singapore that are 
selectively ignored or conveniently forgotten. Her films seek out 
fascinating characters with stories to tell, objects that trigger 
memories and traditional practices that have to be continually 
modified to make way for an efficient and hyper-modernised way 
of life. A careful observer, Pin Pin’s filmmaking shows sensitivity 
to a city in a perpetual state of flux, as well as a keen eye for the 
fatalism and dark wit that typifies Singaporean humour. In this 
e-mail interview with the Cinémathèque Quarterly, she discusses 
her filmic beginnings, the processes behind many of her works, 
and why it’s important to keep asking the right questions.

What was the initial trigger that made you want to be  
a filmmaker? 
While I was an undergraduate studying to be a lawyer, I was intro- 
duced to photography as I was browsing through the art section of  
the University library. I am influenced by photographers Robert Frank,  
Gary Winogrand and Diane Arbus. In particular, I was blown away by 
Robert Frank’s The Americans (1958). They championed a personal  
way of seeing and an independent way of working which I identified with. 
I started out as a photographer and moved to film a few years later when 
the technology became more affordable. At that time, filmmaking was 
a very exotic and expensive sounding activity, but I sensed that things 
were about to change. 

What was your very first film, and did it contain within it,  
a hint of the themes that would come to preoccupy you? 
My first film was Moving House, which was made in 1997. Most people 
have seen the 2001 version which was commissioned by Discovery 

Interview 

Tan Pin Pin
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Channel. This was shot in 1995 with Jasmine Ng's help. I borrowed a 
16mm Bolex and a Betacam video camera from Ngee Ann Polytechnic. 
I filmed my extended family coming together to exhume my great-
grandfather and moving his remains to Mandai Columbarium. I wanted 
to make a memoriam for the first Tan who came to Singapore in the late 
1890s from Fujian, China, and spawned five generations. So in a sense, 
it was a story of Singapore. I am interested in beginnings and questions 
like, where do we come from, what have we become and why, and 
where to from here?

Was your interest in filmmaking furthered through film school, 
or are you entirely self-taught? 
Those were the pre-Internet days, so I read voraciously at the library and 
was a fervent attendee at all Singapore International Film Festival (SIFF) 
and Singapore Film Society (SFS) events; but watching and making are 
different things. I decided to work at Mediacorp in the drama department 
to learn the ropes of production. I was an assistant director in the series 
Triple Nine and VR Man. To this day, keeping continuity is second nature 
to me because of the training from that period. When I won a scholarship 
to attend Northwestern University's MFA film programme 2 years later, 
I found I had to unlearn everything I learnt at the TV station as their 
approach was very different. They were industry focused but they had  
a strong art school slant in their pedagogy too.

Moving House (2001)  
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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Do you think it is more difficult being a filmmaker in  
Singapore, as compared to elsewhere in Asia, or beyond?
In Singapore, the cost of living is manageable (barely) compared  
to the west and the lumpy political and censorship environment is a  
bore and detrimental to creativity. But at the end of the day, I would  
still choose this life over any other. I enjoy the challenge of making  
this life work and pushing myself to make great work. 
 On the funding front, documentaries and non-narrative films  
have only just begun to register in the Singapore Film Commission’s 
radar. Previously they were considered too uncommercial. I am  
looking forward to the new works that will come out of this new  
phase in film funding.

Which of your films did you most enjoy making? 
Singapore GaGa (2005) was enjoyable. It was an opportunity to meet 
people I had always wanted to meet, like the MRT train announcer 
Juanita Melson, avant garde toy pianist Margaret Leng Tan and 
ventriloquist Victor Khoo. Snow City (2010), which will have its 
international premiere at Cinema du Reel, felt the most effortless.  
It was edited in three days with Sun Koh. I had spent a long time looking 
at rushes for the Singapore Biennale, so I knew my rushes very well and 
a film was born in the process. In Moving House (2001), a thunderstorm 
broke as the graves were being demolished. I felt like the film gods were 

Interview

Singapore Gaga (2006) 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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looking upon me favourably at that moment. I couldn’t have asked for a 
better dramatic turning point than this naturally ocurring one. I follow my 
curiousities and let them lead me.
 The most seemingly intractable film was Invisible City (2007); I felt 
it had to be as jaunty as Singapore GaGa, which had preceded it. It’s 
an entirely different film in every sense, and it took time for me to realise 
that. It has come into its own, winning several awards along the way. 

Your earliest works, Microwave (2001) and Lurve Me Now (1999), 
seem like anomalous experimental outtakes compared to your 
other films. What prompted these shorts? 
Those films were made while I was a graduate student in the USA. I think 
if I had stayed there, my films would have continued in that whimsical 
yet dark vein, but I returned to Singapore, for better or worse. I don’t 
think we have a choice in the kind of work we produce as filmmakers, 
but we do have a choice as to where we live. By deciding to move back 
to Singapore, I made a subconscious decision regarding the kind of 
work I would be making. I knew it would be primarily for a Singaporean 
audience and that it would be work that would attempt to push open 
their perspectives of Singapore, to see this country as a teeming, 
contested terrain.

Tan Pin Pin

Snow City (2010) 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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Lurve Me Now, which features Barbie dolls being fondled  
and caressed by human hands, with the voiceover of a woman 
breathing heavily, was banned here in Singapore. When was it 
banned? What reasons were given for the ban and has the ban 
since been lifted? 
The film was submitted for a screening at SIFF where it was banned.  
The ban has not been lifted since 1998 despite an appeal, but it can  
be seen online on my Youtube Channel.  I was told that it was banned  
for the sexually explicit audio which consisted of heavy breathing 
sounds! A first.

The narrator for Moving House states that, “For Singaporeans, 
moving, rebuilding and resettling is a way of life, whether 
voluntary or involuntary…the dead are not exempt.” There is a 
kind of stoicism running through the film, a sense that things 
ought not to be this way, but since they are, one has to adapt. 
But your films also invoke a sense that if we keep adapting,  
we also risk a kind of death. 
I included that in the voiceover because I was surprised that 
centuries old syncretic religious practices could be transposed into a 
columbarium set up. The family had no space to place the food spread 
in the tight columbarium so they just brought along a folding table, lined 
it with a table cloth and continued the prayers without a break, as if they 

Interview

Moving House (2001) 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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were still in the grand gravesite that had just been demolished.  
Perhaps they were merely exhibiting the adaptability of immigrants?  
Why fight? Just adapt and move on. All through the documentary  
I wanted someone to say, enough is enough. I WON’T MOVE! But no 
one said that. However in fairness, when I asked the Chew family why 
they agreed to be featured in Moving House, they said that this was their 
way of resisting the move. Their mere existence was resistance. This 
recent campaign to save Bukit Brown (an old gravesite in Singapore 
with the remains from as early as the late 19th century) is an interesting 
case study for me, because I see the fighting spirit I didn't see when our 
families had to move. 

What do you feel about that spirit of adaptability, as  
a filmmaker and as a Singaporean? 
I think artists, and I think of myself as one, are as a breed, eminently 
adaptable. We have to be. Most of us are supplicants and we have to 
satisfy the whims of funders, (government or private), investors and for 
some, the audience too, as well as ourselves. Serving several masters, 
we are chameleons and Houdinis. Fortunately, the form is very malleable. 
It is, after all, a system of signs so we can, with some dexterity, serve all.

There are wry notes and even humorous moments that alternate 
with sombre rituals and beliefs in your films. Do you think 
there’s something idiosyncratically Singaporean about that, or 
something innately human – that we laugh despite the tears?
My films have a strain of the absurd which I feel isn’t often noticed.  
You see it in the films I made while in the USA. From the gravedigger 
bidding for a miniature gold coffin pendant during the 8th month 
auctions (Gravedigger’s Luck, 2003), to Margaret Leng Tan playing the 
toy piano in the void deck (Singapore GaGa), to the jazz band playing 
“It’s Gotta Be You” at the Fort Canning Tunnel Opening (Snow City), to 
Barbie’s relaxed pose while in the microwave (Microwave); I feel these 
moments spring from the same dark roots. I have been very influenced 
by Eastern European writing and films in that respect.
 As to whether these funny bits have to do with being Singaporean, 
perhaps they do. I feel that we live in Kafkaesque times. I love 

Tan Pin Pin
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Singaporean humour. You get its full blown effect in sites like sammyboy.
com, with its combination of sex and politics. I can't reproduce it with 
fluency but when I hear it, I enjoy it. It is very passive-aggressive, always 
said with a gleam in the eye and it can be bawdy. I wish I could do it 
enough justice. 

In your description of 80km/h (2004) (a single shot of Singapore 
filmed from a car, starting from its most eastern point, to its most 
western point), you state that its ‘duration is its message’. The film 
suggests that what the landscape lacks in sheer immensity and 
variation, is compensated for by the constant changes, layer upon 
layer, that the island undergoes. Again, that idea of “moving, 
rebuilding and resettling” recurs. What are your thoughts on this? 
The whole work lasts 38 minutes, which is the length of time it takes 
to traverse the country at 80km/h. The land keeps being churned and 
churned. My mother was cremated and interred in a Columbarium in 
Mount Vernon. Fifteen years later, we were told that the government 
needed to re-settle the columbarium to Chua Chu Kang. Only in 
Singapore do you resettle columbariums! So I agree with your analysis. 
Archaeology and the act of rediscovering are themes in my work. I feel 
that the documentary form is very suitable to tackle these issues.

Interview

Singapore Gaga (2005) 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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If 80km/h has cartographical value, August 9th (2006) has 
sociological value, in that it too is a map – its heady sequence  
of parades, floats and mass patriotic spectacles vividly show 
how the national agenda has shifted over 40 years. Tell us a little 
bit about the genesis of August 9th. It was commissioned by the 
National Museum of Singapore, but did you already have the 
idea in mind beforehand? 
I am a great fan of National Day Parades (NDPs) and have attended  
it and filmed it for as long as I can remember. However, even as a fan,  
I have never sat through all the NDP recordings back to back in  
10 days, which I had to do for the purposes of making August 9th. 
Several impressions emerged.
 I was struck by how similar the parades were except for cosmetic 
changes. Singapore may have moved from third world to the first, but 
the style of this public display of nationalism over forty years remains a 
constant. It is so consistent in fact that shot sizes, framing and camera 
positions for the T.V. recordings of the event have remained unchanged 
over the years.
 I came to see the parade for what it is - a ritual. Its filming and our 
viewing is ritualised too. The other aspect of NDP that struck me was 
that the qualities that make the NDP what it is also embody Singapore. 
The whole event is very organised and disciplined in a precise and 
militaristic way. Even the SIA stewardesses had to march in unison!

Tan Pin Pin

80km/h (2004)  
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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 I was also struck by the passing of time. In the 10 days that I sat 
through all the footage, I saw the same leaders age incrementally before 
my eyes. As the years passed, they became more bent and grey, just as 
the parades became more flashy, colourful and better funded. I couldn’t 
help but feel the journey of a country through time and this is the main 
theme I hope to communicate to the viewer. 

Singapore GaGa feels like an auditory montage – singing  
tissue sellers, clog-wearing uncles playing on harmonicas; 
students singing cheers during sports day and avant garde 
pianists making space for silence. What inspired this? 
I wanted to create a CD of specifically Singapore sounds. Whether 
it was the toot of the karung guni man's horn, or the mannered voice 
of the MRT announcer, or Charlee and Victor Khoo performing their 
ventriloquist act; I wanted to set it down as an auditory record of sounds 
that mattered to me in Singapore. As I went around collecting these 
sounds, it evolved into a documentary. I am glad this work has resonated 
with audiences, but it started as a personal ode to our soundscape.

A recurring element in Singapore GaGa is people who've  
been neglected or marginalised in some way and yet the film 

Interview

August 9th (2006) 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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was embraced as a celebration of the rich tapestry of life in the 
city-state. Were you aware of these various, arguably opposing  
readings of the film as you were constructing it? 
Yes, I was aware of the opposing readings in its construction. It was 
intended. Singapore GaGa is a bitter film. I thought Wasted Days and 
Wasted Nights was the perfect song to bracket it. Yet the sense of hope, 
humour and celebration runs alongside that. I think internal tensions and 
contradictions make a work strong. The text should be readable in many 
ways, by as many people.

Invisible City is a paean to ethnographic filmmakers and 
photographers like Ivan Polunin, who has reams of footage he 
shot in Singapore and Malaya between the 1950s–1960s, and 
Marjorie Doggett. What drew you to these documentarians? 
I felt a great affinity with Dr. Polunin as well as Marjorie Doggett,  
Marjorie Topley (anthropologist in Invisible City), as well as Lim 
Chen Sian and his team of archaeologists; in fact I felt connected to 
everyone I met who is featured in Invisible City. They are recorders and 
documenters of Singapore, which is what I feel I am. I sought them out 
because I wanted to find out about their motivations. I hope my work is 
as valuable as theirs.

Tan Pin Pin

Singapore Gaga (2005)  
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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What projects are you working on at present?
The National Library Board has commissioned me to produce a 
work that explores using words as images; I am also working on a 
documentary about our linguistic heritage and collecting material  
for a work on our “islandness”. I am also completing a feature script.

Does Singapore still interest you, in that it will continue to 
feature as the primary subject of your films, or has the very  
act of uncovering, prompted a desire to explore other 
landscapes? 
I find Singapore endlessly fascinating but it would be nice to live 
elsewhere for a while. I know my output will be very different from what  
I am making now if I lived elsewhere. It would be very nice to explore  
that side of myself.

We had an exchange (the Museum Cinémathèque team  
and yourself) about the films that have influenced you or that 
you simply love as works of art. You mentioned the Canadian 
filmmaker Arthur Lipsett (whose works are being featured in  
our World Cinema Series this year). Why Lipsett and what else  
would you put on your dream list?

Interview

Invisible City (2007) 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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Tan Pin Pin

I listed 13 works including artist videos by Artur Zmijewski, and I think 
they picked this film (Lipsett) because they have never shown much 
work from the margins. Lipsett works with found footage and his 
treatment of it in 21–87 (1963), which is his most well-known work,  
is brilliant. 9th August is a found footage film which tries to excavate  
the meaning of the parades through juxtaposition with other footage.  
I would like to see more of this kind of films in Singapore.

Tan Pin Pin's films have screened in Singapore schools, clan associations and in  
Singapore Airlines. They have also been shown in art galleries, at film festivals and  
they have been broadcast on international television. She has won more than 20 awards,  
most recently for Invisible City. The citation from Cinema du Reel describes it as “[a] witty, 
intellectually challenging essay on history and memory as tools of civil resistance”. Singapore 
GaGa, chosen as the Best Film, 2006 Straits Times, is described as “[o]ne of the best films 
about Singapore". It was the first Singapore documentary to have a theatrical release  
where it had a sold out 7-week run. Her latest works, The Impossibility of Knowing and  
Snow City were both shown at the Singapore Biennale 2011. She is currently completing 
Yangtze Scribbler.

Invisible City (2007) 
Image courtesy of Tan Pin Pin 
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Word on the Ground 

Watching the Wheels  
(Life is what happens when 

you are busy making  
other plans) 

Philip Cheah

About two years ago, I came to the conclusion that archiving is  
just "something to do." I arrived at this from the philosophical point of 
view that everything is finite and nothing material is meant to last forever. 
So in this sense, we cannot be too obsessive about archival work. It's 
just "something to do" because it's part of the whole environment or 
ecosystem of film. We need the past in order to understand the present 
and project ourselves into the future.

Comparatively, it would seem that archiving in the East is less  
developed than in the West. Take, for example, how well the European 
and Australian POWs have documented their experiences during  
World War II, memorialising it with films, research, databases and 
museums. We know far less about what happened to the Malayans  
who perished building what they call the ‘Death Railway’ because 
we simply didn’t keep track, we didn’t make films, we didn’t archive 
documents and we didn’t record stories. 

I wonder if this is because Asians are always busy creating. If the 
philosophy of Buddhism originated in the East, it's also because  
we understand the meaning of living in the moment and that life  
is transient. 

Left page: Lewat Djam Malam / After the Curfew (1954)  
by Usmar Ismail 
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But there’s something to be said for archiving. It aids us in analytical 
critical thinking. It is the basic tool of being able to compare and contrast. 
Without an archive, history can be manipulated. This also makes a case 
for archives being in the service of the people rather than of the state. 
Thus, we wouldn't want to charge our own people to make use of this 
collection, or at most, we charge a very nominal fee. This is the same 
principle that applies when we visit archaeological sites overseas where 
the tourist pays more to enter than a local. That is the social value of 
archives. But I think the main obstacle in restoration is often a financial 
one. The restoration process can easily pay for a new feature film 
production. Due to this, we tend to avoid restoration because the costs 
would outweigh the profit, in the short term. But there is a long-term 
value. If you build a good collection, it becomes attractive for foreign 
institutions to rent your collection. For example, how many of us ever 
knew that the junk we were collecting was worth something until  
e-Bay came along?

During my time with the Singapore International Film Festival, my 
colleague, Teo Swee Leng and I started an archival project with the 
National Museum of Singapore in 2006. It started with providing 
subtitles to classic films (the films of Singapore Malay director M Amin); 
the project then evolved to making new prints of classics (The King of 
the White Elephant [1940] from Thailand and Ms Tu Hau [1962] from 
Vietnam) that are kept in the Museum as an alternate existing print. 

When I left the festival in 2010, the Museum was keen on continuing 
this work. Indonesia was next on my list at that point because I was very 
impressed with JB Kristanto's Indonesian Film Catalogue 1926–2007. 
I asked him, if we could restore one Indonesian classic, what would it 
be? He said Usmar Ismail's After the Curfew (1954). So that led to the 
next project we undertook, which led to a full-blown restoration of Usmar 
Ismail’s film (the film was screened at the National Museum of Singapore 
Cinémathèque as part of the Merdeka! The Films of Usmar Ismail and 
Garin Nugroho programme, 28–31 March, 2012).

Word on the Ground
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So critics play a role too. We took on this restoration work because here 
was a book painstakingly written by a local critic and I felt that it (and the 
films he writes about) had to be celebrated. In the case of Asia, to have a 
local critic writing about his own cinematic history ensures that he keeps, 
instead of losing, his voice. The issue isn't that a foreign critic should not 
write about another's cinematic history. It is about balance and the fact 
that there should be local works as well, sharing of space, so that foreign 
critics share their platforms with local critics. What Kristanto's work 
means for Indonesia is that the local voice is kept, and more local  
voices can be added to it. 

I would like to think there are many other Asian critics like Kristanto out 
there – critics who are documenting their cinemas and through whom 
we find classics that should be restored and seen again. That is why this 
consciousness of local voices is important, especially when you consider 
how the culture of film festivals is changing. For over twenty years, I have 
been puzzled by the excitement that Asian directors feel when they are 
selected to screen their films in a European film festival. It's an imbalance 
that I feel can change if we support interesting Asian projects. So in my 
work as an Asian curator, I like to share my opinion with the local expert. 

Normally, in the way projects are handled, the person with the  
money calls the shots. As a person who normally doesn't have money,  
I completely understand that good opinions have their own intrinsic 
value. So I spend a lot of time listening to people who nobody would think 
of listening to - cinema patrons, young local critics, older critics and of 
course, crazy collectors - just normal people who are standing around but 
who want to talk about film. I find that everyone's got something to say. 
Maybe that is how we’ll end up re-writing and archiving our stories –  
by listening to the ones nobody really pays attention to, but who have 
stories to tell.

Philip Cheah is a film critic and is the editor of BigO, Singapore's only independent pop culture 
publication. He is Vice-President of NETPAC (Network for the Promotion of Asian Cinema). 
He is programme consultant for the South-east Asian Film Festival, Jogja-NETPAC Asian Film 
Festival, Cinema Digital Seoul Film Festival and the Dubai Int'l Film Festival.

Watching the Wheels
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Write to us

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Train 
Bras Basah MRT Station (5-minute walk) 
Dhoby Ghaut MRT Station (5-minute walk) 
City Hall MRT Station (10-minute walk) 
 
Bus  
YMCA Bus-stop (08041) 
SBS: 7, 14, 14e, 16, 36, 64, 65, 111, 124, 128, 139, 162, 162M, 174, 174e, 175 
SMRT: 77, 106, 167, 171, 190, 700, 700A, NR6, NR7 
 
SMU Bus-stop (04121) 
SBS: 7, 14, 14e, 16, 36, 111, 124, 128, 131, 162, 162M, 166, 174, 174e, 175 
SMRT: 77, 106, 167, 171, 190, 700, 700A, 857, NR7 
 
Taxi 
Pick-up and drop-off points are at the Fort Canning entrance or the Stamford entrance. 
 
Car 
Limited parking facility is available at the National Museum. Other parking facilities are available at 
YMCA, Park Mall, Singapore Management University and Fort Canning Park.

MRT

P

B
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National Museum of Singapore 
93 Stamford Road 
Singapore 178897 
www.nationalmuseum.sg 
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