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ABSTRACT

This essay considers the cuftural significance of the commercial
success of recent fiction feature films from the Philippines, Thailand
and South Korea. The author situates the emergence of contempo-
rary Asian blockbusters in relation to the discourse of econonmiic
recovery and the revitalization of national film industries—especially
as these Asian films outperform Hollywood at the domestic box-
office. | use Hollywood's blockbuster Titanic as a reference point,
and films such as Nang Nak (Thailand, 1999), Jose Rizal (Philippines,
1398), and Shiri (South Korea, 1999) will be discussed in terms of
their cinematic strategies of representing “nation.” £lements such as
‘indigenous” narratives, genre, stars, special effects, production
quality, marketing, and critical/popular reception are considered,
Trends such as international co-productions, distribution and exhibi-
tion strategies, and the rise of pan-Asian movie-going (and Westemn
interest in Asian films) are also addressed—as further evidence of
the connections between popuiar culture, comme ree, globalization,
and geopolitics.
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Hollywood’s 1997 bloated blockbuster about a gargantuan sink-
ing ship set a new standard for filmic global domination. In the wake of
the Titanic, a number of Asian film industries have been revitalized by
domestically-produced films made in competition with, in reaction
against, and as an alternative to Hollywood products. This essay ex-
amines representational trends in recent hit films from the Philippines,
Thailand and South Korea, and studies their negotiations of the global
and the local. As examples of commerciaily viable contermnporary film-
making, these films combine “indigencus” elements—manipulation of
familiar stories and characters (folk narratives, home-grown stars,
reinvented favorite genre conventions)—with spectacle-driven, ex-
panded-scale entertainment. Aspects of Western “style” are appropri-
ated, mimicked, and subverted; the marketing, promotion and critical
reception of contemporary, box-office friendly Asian films favorably
compare them to Hollywood fare. Additionally, alliances between
national film organizations/policies and powerful corporate interests,
and other factars such as media attention to international festivals, have
resulted in ambitious new Asian productions and distribution deals.

Films perceived as “Asian” have a growing commaodity value in
Western markets. The sensational stateside reception of divector Ang
Lee’s (and Sony Pictures Classics’) English-subtitled “neo-wuxia”
movie Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) demonstrates an in-
creasing receptiveness in markets outside Asia to what New York Times
critic Dave Kerr touted as the “Asian alternative.” The profoundly
penerically-hybrid film asserts Chineseness, Asianness and potential
global-ness, all at the same time, Rather than choose between “Eastern”
and “Western” cinematic traditions, the filmmaker incorporated what
he refers to in the afterword of the Crouching Tiger film-book, the
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“creative tension between these two styles” (137). Crouching Tiger’s
uneven audience draw throughout Asia exposed the East/West polyse-
my of the film (and its perceived “Asianness”), with many audiences in
Asia unable to stomach, in Variety writer Derek Elley’s front-page
words, “cleverly packaged chop suey” (1).

The keenest Westemn interest in Asian cinemas to date follows
quickly on the heels of the Asian financial difficulties of 1997-98—
linked to such factors as panic of domestic and international investors,
banking problems, political and policy instability, imbalances in for-
eign debt accumulation and management, currency devaluation, “crony
capitalism,” etc. This “crisis” was followed by an influx of vulture
venture capitalists from overscas and opportunistic corporate expan-
sion in Asia, the International Monetary Fund bail-out (which arguably
benefited the West more than Asia), the promotion of Western-style
“free market” capitalism in Asia, and, finally, the discourse of the re-
covery and rebirth of “emerging” Asian markets.' The fiscal fiu and
so-called rebounding of East and Southeast Asian film industries is
contemporaneous also with other events of nation-reinforcing histori-
cal importance: the 1997 handover of British Crown colony Hong
Kong back to mainland China, the December 1997 election of former
political dissident Kim Dae Jung as president of South Korea, and the
Philippine Centennial in 1998, to name just a few.

The films I study in this essay were made by Filipino, Thai and
South Korean talent and money, and demonstrate sustainability in
national film production. They have been marketed principally for
target audiences at the national level—and secondarily for foreign
export (trans-Asian border-crossings, festival circulation in Europe and
North America). These exemplars of contemporary Asian popular
cinema are incredibly exciting explosions of local creative output
which are nonetheless fraught with all the potential contradictions of
resurgent nationalisms, capitalism/consumerism, and globalization.

Throughout my discussion of recent films from the Philippines,
Thailand, and South Korea, T will retum to Hollywood’s Titanic as a
cultural reference point.” The future of local feature filmmaking and
film-going in Asian countries is obviously subject to countless socio-
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political and cconomic factors, including the ever-present forces of
globalization. However, the potential of local productions to blow the
Hollywood ship out of the water cannot be underestimated.

Rejnventing the National Hero: A Populist/Auteurist Cinema in
the Philippines?

Philippine cinema has experienced a number of recent set-backs,
as the Variety correspondent for that region Tessa Jazmines explains,
because of the tenuous state of the economy, governmenta! furmoil and
a new conservatism, decreasing cineplex audiences, rampant Piracy,
increasing access to VCDs/DVDs, and censorship (“Politics, Pesos
Plague Production” 92; “Censors Stifle Production” 14). However,
Jose Rizal: The Movie, an epic biopic of the life and death of the na-
tional hero (directed and co-produced by Marilou Diaz-Abaya) was a
monster commercial and critical success in the Philippines in 1998,
showered with local awards and screened at numercus infernational
festivals.” Its production and release corresponded with the commemo-
ration of the Philippine Centennial; according to the Centenmial Com-
mission’s Five Year Plan, 1998, the year of Jose Rizal: The Movie’s
release, was the climatic “Year of the Philippine Centennial.” One of
the Commission’s objectives at a time of economic downturn was to
produce what it called a “world class” film about the life of the national
hero. GMA Network Films, Inc. with its mission of producing “world
class movies for local and international markets” and spearheading “the
breakthrough of Philippine cinema all over the world,” was established
in 1995 as a subsidiary of the GMA Network, which runs one of Ma-
nifa’s seven television stations.” Reportedly, the company was ap-
proached by the Centennia} Commission to make a Rizal film, and the
project was in turn proposed to filmmaker Marilou Diaz-Abaya who
accepted with one condition: that Filipino superstar Cesar Montano be

- cast in the role of the national hero. The result was the most expensive
movie ever made in the Philippines {(with budget and publicity coming
to nearly $2 million U.S.). Jose Rizal: The Movie had its premiere at the
Metro Manila Film Festival where it won best filim; in fact it won 17 out
of the 18 awards overall.” Before his sensational fall, ex-movie star and
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ousted President Joseph Estrada effused during a speech at the 50"
anniversary of GMA Network in July 2000: “You have destroyed the
myth that in our country, quality films and programs are not compatible
with high box-office revenues and TV ratings [. . .]” When Jose Rizal:
The Movie was released the general sentiment was that it was top-
quality cinema, with the added value of heritage preservation,® _

Marilou Diaz-Abaya’s version of the Rizal story employs an in-
ternationalized aesthetic (influenced by the European art-film as well
as Hollywood epic) in defiant contradistinction to the ubiquitous low-
budget popular form of entertainment, especially bomba or sexploita-
tion films, churned out by the prolific local film industry on shoestring
budgets and quickie shooting schedules during the post-Marcus era.’
Diaz-Abaya also brought to the Rizal project an established reputation
as an “auteur.” She has directed 18 features to date and is a central
figure in what has been variously called the “New Philippine Cinema”
and the “Second Golden Age of Philippine Cinema”—the period film
scholar Joel David identifies as stretching from the mid-70s to the
People Power Revolution in 1986 (8). Diaz-Abaya, like a number of
“new wave” filmmakers in the Philippines, was educated abroad; she
was frained at Loyola Marymount in Los Angeles and the London
Intemnational ¥ilm School. Her acclaimed early features—with ironi-
cally bomba-sounding titles like Brutal (1980) and Karnal (1983)—are
some of the most powerfully feminist {ilms ever made in the Philip-
pines. Diaz-Abaya has been deeply involved in the business and poli-
tics of making movies in the Philippines for over twenty years. Her
resume lists her as the Division Head of GMA Films International. And
as one of the founding members of the Directors Guild (DGPI), she was
one of the filmmakers who broke away from the Film Academy. which
supported ousted President Estrada in Fanuary 2001. She has also re-
cently been a visible figure in the moral war against media corruption
and debates about censorship and Church intervention, publishing a
widely circulated pesition paper called “Sex Every Ten Minutes” in
April 2001 calling for reform of the Philippine Film Industry.®

In the discourse of Philippine film culture, the term “bakya
crowd” is often used as a derogatory term for the masses that consume
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selves. Throughout the film, Montano’s tragically flawed character,
Fredo, is revealed through tight closeups of his expressive face and
multiple, adoringly voyeuristic shots of his pumped up torso (presuma-
bly to reveal a life-threatening injury he has suffered). Until the final
sacrifice, Fredo survives impossible odds, escaping after being thrown
overboard in a fishing net by a jealous power-hungry rival, Botong;
when Fredo reappears on the boat he is received by the children almost
like a resurrected Christ. The sinking ship at the film’s end is no match
for the Hollywood vision of the Titanic in scale, but what the §1.2
million Philippine film lacks in grandly chorcographed spectacle it
more than makes up for in melodramatlc emotional power and an almost
religious devotion to its star.””

Mining Folklore and History in Recent Thai Pepular Films

The depreciation of Thailand’s currency, the baht, in 1997 was
described as the first sign of a “‘sick” economy in the Western discourse
of the Asian economic crisis. Therefore, the production and reception
of domestically-made, commercially-successful Thai features offers a
potential counter-narrative to a hegemonizing globalization discourse.
Establishing strong film audiences at the national level (and then ex-
panding and exporting to other parts of Asia and beyond), contempo-
rary Thai cinema in effect culturally inoculated itself against the inevi-
table threat of Hollywood’s omnipresence in the multiplexes.

Like Jose Rizal: The Movie’s reinvention of a celebrated national
hero, the 1999 Thai film Nang Nak, directed by Nonzee Nimbufr (the
second feature by a director who had his start in the advertising busi-
ness), is part of a long line of film and television versions of a familiar
story that is part of the popular imagination.”* A box-office record-
breaking ghost movie which mixes horror, melodrama, and romance
with folklore, Nang Nak’s ads in Thailand reportedly capitalized on the
film’s ability to compete with Hollywood locally, using the phrase
“Slightly Breath Closer to ‘Titanic’s’”(sic), and the movie poster tag-
tine is “Death Do Us Never a Part” (sic). Variefy's Ken Eisner called
the film a “Buddhist Ghostbusters” (59). The film is set in the 19"
century but creates a contemporary feel through its casting of beautiful
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young stars Winai Kraibutr as Mak and Intira Jaroenpura (2 pop singer
who goes by the name “Sine™) as the ghostly Nak.

The film is based on the story of a young woman who dies in

childbirth while her husband is at war and refuses to be parted from her
family; the unwitting spouse is thus reunited with his ghost-bride and
ghost-baby. Nang Nak employs atmospheric landscapes and occasional
gory special effects of bodies being incinerated by the ghost’s fiery
rage. In one of the film’s most ferrifying-but-poignant narrative mo-
~ments, a circle of chanting Buddhist monks tie a holy thread around
husband Tid Mak in a ritual expulsion of the ghost of Mae Nak whilc an
exorcist digs up her body: she appears hanging upside down from the
ceiling to mrake a plea to her husband.

The success of Nang Nak in Thailand and in other parts of Asia
such as Japan and Hong Kong was due in part to the “Asia Fantasia”
phenomenon, the late nincties pan-Asian popularity of stylish psycho-
logical horror films. One major landmark of the genre is Japan’s hugely
popular 1998 film Ringu (Ring, directed by Hideo Nakada), which
spawned a sequel, a prequel, and a Korean remake (titled Ring: Virus),
and inspired Dream Works SKG to purchase the remake rights to the
onginal. Indeed the rich pan-Asian heritage of ghost romance/horror
films is rooted in decades {indeed centuries) of literary, theatrical and
other cultural forms—including cinematic genres.” Nang Nak’s cor-
mercial success outside of Thailand is linked to what Stephen Cremin
(one of the creators of a weekly Asian film e-bulletin that lists box-
office figures in Asian market centers) has called “a rise of pan-Asian
filmgoing culture in Hong Kong, Japan, and Korea.”'® Nang Nak also
won for best film, best direction, and best art direction at the 44™ Asia
Pacific Film Festival, held in Bangkok in 1999.

Nang Nak’s director Nonzee Nimibutr’s first film was the popular
1997 action film 2499: Antapan Krong Muang (English title: Dang
Bireley's Young Gangsters), based on a real-life 1950s Thai gangster
obsessed with Elvis and James Dean. Recent Thai films such as Dang
Bireley and especially the phenomenally successful Nang Nak gave the
“green light” to bigger budgets and seem to have promoted higher
expectations for domestic production values.'” There seems to have
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been a shift from that time in the recent past when Hollywoed’s Titanic
(and also its Armageddon, Godzilla, and Deep Impact) dominated the
box office, with cheaply made youth-oriented B-movies as the main
local competition. While domestic feature production remains rela-
tively low in Thailand, considerable growth is projected, and there has
been a nationally and internationally recognized explosion of Thai
auteurist talent and locally-produced high-quality films—as well as an
unprecedented exporting of films. According io Anchalee Chaiwor-
aporn, whe covers the Thai scene for Fariefy, Thai films now capture
20% of the local market, and the average run of Hollywood films in
Thai theaters has shrunk from 6 to 4 weeks. In terms of the “context™
for film exhibition in Thailand, there has been a huge amount of local
investment in multiplex projects (led first in 1994 by Entertainment
Golden Village International, a Thai/Hong Kong joint venture). How-
ever, in Thai movie theaters the King’s anthem is still played before the
screening of all films, which is another way of localizing (and nation-
alizing) the cinematic experience.

Recent trends in the production and disiribution of Thai films in-
clude co-financing and the growing interest of international distribu-
tors—for example, the Dutch-based Fortissimo Film Sales, and Mira-
max and Strand Releasing in the United States. The Thai government
has also reported a record income from foreign films shot in Thailand,
which will likely result in new policies regarding film production and
use of locations.'® A number of notable recent Hong Kong films were
made in Thailand. Hong Kong director Wong Kar-wai’s acclaimed film
In the Mood for Love (2000) was shot in Bangkok (which stands in for
1960s Hong Kong; the end of the film is shot and set in Cambodia), and
was the opening film for the 2001 Bangkok Film Festival. The Hong
Kong-born filmmaking brothers Oxide and Danny Pang have begun
making action films in Thailand: Bangkok Dangerous appeared in 2000
and One Take Only in 2001. Nang Nak director Nonzee Nimbutr’s most

- receiit directorial project Jun Dara, budgeted at $2 miilion U.S,, is'a

Hb_ng.Konnghai co-production filmed in Thailand and released in
October 2001. Jun Dara is a post-World War H love story based on a
popular 1966 novel that has made an impact at the pan-Asian box-
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office and on the international film festival circuit, while also stirring
up controversy for its rape and lesbian love scenes, (Subjected to cen-
sorship, the film exists in multiple versions for local and international
consumption)."” The company formed to produce Jun Dara, Cinemasia,
emphasizes pan-Asian co-production and distribution stralegies; the
production team includes the Hong Kong film director Peter Chan, a
self-defined Thai film supporter and co-founder of Applause Pictures,
and Thai distributor Wisute Poolworalak of Tai Entertainment.”®

Youngyooth Thongkonthun’s debut film Satree Lex (Jron Ladies)
became in 2000 the second-highest grossing film in Thailand’s history.
A festival crowd-pleaser based on the true story of the almost all
gay/transvestite (“katoey”) championship-winning volleyball team, the
comedy was picked up for 1.8, theatrical distribution by Strand Re-
leasing. Both Nang Nak and Sairee Lex were produced by the Bang-
kok-based Tai Entertainment, currently the most lucrative production
company in Thailand. The stylish films of U.S.-educated Thai director
Penek Ratanarwang have also met with favorable critical atlention, a
cult audience, and some commercial success starting with Fun Bar
Karaoke (1997), which was followed by ixtynin9 (1999} and Monrak
Transistor (2001), the latter film produced by Nonzee Nimibutr.”' Alt-
hough the renegade director vehemently resists the idea of a Thai film
“renaissance,” his films exemplify the growing “glocal” appeal (to use
sociologist Roland Robertson’s term) of the new Thai cinema;
Ratanarwang’s deadpan comedy/thritler Gixtynin9 (the first film dis-
tributed by the Dutch company Fortissimo Film Sales) offers a par-
ticularly subversive Thai take on how to survive the Asian economic
crisis when a demure young woman is laid off, accidentally finds and
keeps a box of money, and ends wp mixed up in the criminal under-
world and a mess of bloody bodies.

Nang Nak’s scriptwriter Wisit Sasanatieng made his directorial
debut with Fa talai jone (Tears of the Black Tiger, 2000), a digitally
enhanced, super-saturatedly colorful bandit story set in the 1950s; it
was picked up for distribution by Miramax after its sensational
screening at the Cannes Film Festival. Tears of the Black Tiger cre-
atively mixes pastiche elements of Hollywood melodramas and musi-



12 Tamkang Review, Vol, XXXII1, No. 2

cals, and those of spaghetti westerns, in what has been critically per-
ceived as a campy, novel, and exotic hybrid.” Strikingly, this film also
makes nostalgic retro references to 1950s Thai movies (particularly
those of director Rattana Pestonji), demonstrating the validity and’™
endurance of Thai cinema through allusions to its complex genealogy.

The popular epic Bang Rajan, another history-mining, record-
breaking Thai hit from 2000, directed by Tanit Jitnukul, features strong
female characters and a plot based on the history of Thailand’s wars
with its Southeast Asian neighbors—in this case, a baitle between a
village in Siam and Burmese forces.” Through such contemporary
- cinematic representations of history and excess, Thai cinema officially
and expensively sent Hollywood’s Titanic to its watery grave in 2001.
A huge amount of publicity was also generated around the epic super-
spectacle Suriyothai, two years in the making and finally released in
August of that year—by far the most expensive film ever produced in
Thailand (made without foreign backing, using Thai private and gov-
ernment resources). The lavish movie cost somewhere in the range of
200-500 million baht including product merchiandising {likely over 10
million US), and has a cast of 2000.** Of course, this manufactured
masterpicce about a legendary 16™ century Thai queen, seen by some as
Thailand’s answer to Anna and the King/The King and I, had unusual
access to capital because it was made by a member of the royalty, film-
maker Prince Chatichalerm Yukol” Besides becoming the largest-
grossing film in Thai film history, Suriyothai created another landmark
moment in that history, according to Thai journalist Chawadee Nulak-
hair; it dominated local theaters and forced Hollywood’s summer
blockbusters to be rescheduled in Thailand.

Brothers, Friends, and Fellow Gangsters in South XKorean Box-
office Smashes

In the case of South Korea, narratives which foreground geopoli-
tics have been crucial to the explosion of contemporary domestic cin-
ema, and also to the construction of a new Korea in the global public
sphere. After the 1997 election of Kim Dae Jung (who was honored, in
2000, with the Nobel Peace Prize), the establishment of lines of com-
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munication and new links between North and South Korea (including
the reuniting of familics) have made the possibility of reconciling the
two Koreas seem like more than a celluloid fantasy. Swiri (English title
Shiri), directed by Kang Chegyu (also known as Jacky Kang), is a
thriller which centers around the timely issue of reunification of North
and South Korea. In the 1999 movie, a South Korean intelligence offi-
cer unwittingly becomes romantically involved with a North Korean
sniper (posing as a gentie fish shop owner) who is part of a terrorist plot,
The main strategy of the militant North Koreans involves planting
liquid explosives around Seoul, even in a packed soccer stadium where
a reunification game is being played, with the objective of triggering a
second Korcan War.*® Their mission (voiced by several North Korean
characters throughout the film) is to “open up a whole new history of
Korea.”

Shiri opens up 2 dialogue with the extra-diegetic, historical reality
of the divided nation; South Korean President Kim Dae Jung has re-
ferred to North Koreans as both ethnic brothers and political (Commu-
nist) enemies. In a tense and strangely moving showdown between
Choi Min-Sik’s passionate patriot Park (the sniper’s commander) and
wtelligence agent Ryu (played by Korean superstar Han Suk-Kyu), the
North Korean calls the South Korean his “old friend” in a thirty-mimite
waming call before the first bomb goes off. He talks about the ob-
scenely conspicuous consumption of the Seoul youth, who eat fast food
and get drunk while North Koreans starve to death. In the particularly
vivid sequence that follows, the South Korean counfer-terrorist unit is
unable to find the explosive in time. The Golden Tower observation
deck in a Seoul skyrise erupts into flames, office workers frantically try
to escape the crumbling building, an escalator full of screaming people
collapses, and the burning bodies of the cmergency squad members fall
to the ground.

Besides its proleptic imagery (for Western viewers, eerily com-
plicated by the falling-tower imagery of September 11", combined with
the bizarre convolutions of George Bush’s “axis of terror” discourse
which demonized North Korea), the action film’s dialogue is rife with
ideologically-infused rhetoric. After killing the female North Korean
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assassin with the double identity Hee/Hyun, Ryu compares the multiple
personalities of the duplicitous woman he has loved to the “Hydra of
our times—the reality of separate Korea.” The film’s title refers to an
indigenous fish, also an emblem for this Hydra-like splitting. “Though
they’re separated with a country divided,” Park explains, “some day
they’1! reunite in the same stream.” The Korean press played with this
trope as well, using it as proof of Korean cinema’s ability to compete
with Hollywood. With the history-making, local box-office-breaking
reception of the film, a South Korean newspaper headline read: “Small
Fish Sinks Titanic.””’

Korean cinema itself is currently experiencing a remarkable re-
surgence. Some industry-watchers, such as Darcey Paquet, argue that
this revival can be traced back to renewed box-office interest in local
films in 1997, but 1999°s Shiri is the truc domestic break-out.”® Shiri
marks a triumph for both the electronics and digital fechnology con-
glomerate Samsung Entertainment Tilm Group and the Korean Film
Commission (KOFIC), which was established in 1999 as a reincarna-
tion of the Korean Motion Picture Promotion Corporation and has
adeptly been carrying out its goal to “accelerate activation of Korean
film production throngh management of fitm promotion funds.” The
film industry involvement/investment of conglomerates such as Sam-
sung, Daewoo, SK, and Hyundai—referred to as chaebols—was a
major development in the 1990s, as was the development of film pro-
motion companies and concept-oriented films with hit potential. Sam-
sung and other conglomerates and multinationals have been an ubiqui-
tous presence in contemporary Kerean movies through product piace-
ment and advertising tie-ins. As Gina Yu explains in a special issue of
Koreana: Kovean Art and Culture on “Korean Cinema Today,” with
the Asian economic crisis many conglomerates pulled out of the film
industry and a new phenomencn of investment companies supporting
the early stages of film development emerged, which in turn has belped
to diversify domestic product. “To further penetrate the global market,”
Yu asserts, “it is necessary to produce movies with universal appeal
from the initial planning stages” (15).

The Korean Fitm Commission (KOFIC) has helped build a new
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infrastructure for Korean filmmaking by establishing training programs
and technological support systems. In addition to financial support
from KOFIC and the Ministry of Culfure and Tourism, major local
mvestment in the film industry comes from venture capital and also
now from the banking sector and public investment. Additionally, there
has been a proliferation of local distribution and exhibition companies,
Keorean studios such as Cinema Service are actively involved in dis-
tribution as well. Another top studio (and a founding shareholder of
Dream Works SKG), CJ Entertainment, established in 1995, became
the first Korean company to distribute into international territories—
including Hong Kong, Taiwan, and couniries in Southeast Asia. Inter-
national exposure has been instrumental to the growth of the South
~ Korean film industry and market-building throughout Asia.” There has
also been impressive development in local film technology; for exam-
ple, the Seoul Cinema Complex, a major site for film technologies,
opened in 1997. :

With a budget of approximately $3 million U.S., Shiri benefits
from Korean special effects technologies and talent, including com-
puter graphics and miniatures. With Shiri, as with other landmark con-
temporary Asian films I have discussged, sfar power and directorial
authority also have an impact on the popularity of local films at the
national level, As David Scott Diffrient writes in his insightful review
of the film, “The discursive formations surrounding the film in print
media and television advertisements capitalized not only on the com-
modify of [matinee idol] Han Suk-kyu’s celebrity but also on [director]
Kan Che-gyu’s ability to make a film as technically proficient as Hol-
lywood” (45). Hollywood alsc has recognized this fact. Shiri was the
first Korean film to be picked up by a major American distributor,
Columbia Tristar (the parent company of Sony Classics), although the
film’s U.S. theatrical release was postponed from October 2001 untl
February 2002 in the wake of the September 11" attacks. Columbia
Tristar has also become involved in the full financing of new Korean
projects, guarantecing worldwide distribulion rights. Additionally,
Hollywood has bought the remake rights for a number of recent Korean
comedies including 2001°s My Wife Is a Gangster (Miramax, a deal
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which includes distribution rights for the original), My Sassy Girl (also
kmown as Wild Beauly, Dream Works SKG), and the monk/gangster
action-comedy Hi, Dharma!—films which trounced Hollywood block-
busters at the local box-office. Korean stars have a growing fan base
throughout Asia, and are in increasing demand for roles in Asian pro-
ductions outside Korea, co-productions, and even Hollywood films (for
example, Korean actors Joon-Hoon Park and Shin Bun-kyung).

Shiri’s male leads fook Golden Bell Awards (Korean Oscars) for
their work in the film. Following the robust domestic Korean box-
office performance of Shiri, the recent Korean hit Joint Security Area
(JSA), directed by Can-wook Park (2000), also deals provocatively
with North/South relations, specifically the humor, suspense, and tra-
gedy of illicit, unlikely friendships in the DMZ-the Demilitalized
Zone, Shiri and especially JSA move beyond the crude stereotypes of
demonized North Koreans that abound in South Korean cinema. (Fur-
ther, initia! attempts have been made to introduce North Korean films
to South Korean audiences and to tentalively open up possibilities for
filmic North/South border-crossings.) JSA4 got a record $1.5 million for
Japanese rights. Variety’s Derek Elley described JSA4’s confribution to
the consolidation of South Korea’s new “‘brawny’ box office profile in
the region {East Asia},” even though it is “neither an art movie nor an
out-and-out actioner like Shiri”(43). Chingu (Friend), a gangster youth
drama released in March 2001 and directed by New York University
graduate Kwak Kyung-taek, has bested both JS4 and Shiri as all-time
box office record-holder. The domestic market share of Korean movies
rose to nearly 40% in 1999, and to almost 50% in 2001. 1999 was the
banner year for growth in the export of Korean filims. While the biggest
market for Asian films is still Japan, the market 1s steadily expanding in
East and Southeast Asia, Europe, and North America. As in Thailand,
multiplex mania has hit South Korea, and cinema-going is on the rise.
Reportedly, the number of Korean film screens is approaching 1000
(doubling the figure from 1997). The embattled question of mainte-
nance of the quota system in South Korea, which requires theaters to
show South Korean films a certain number of days per year, despite
extraordinary pressures from the United States, points to a fierce desire
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to protect Korean film culture. Korea’s largest film festival, the Busan
(formerly Pusan) International Film Festival, established in 1995 and
considered the “Cannes of Asia,” now rivals the Hong Kong Interna-
tional Film Festival as a major showcase and marketplace for Korean
films. (The city of Busan agpressively encourages regional production,
and it is, in fact, the location for the mega-hit Chingu/Friend.) Korean
audiences are clearly hungry for films that are identifiably Korean, and
Korean films have generated more capital than ever in the international
1mage market,

Conclusion: Western Eyes on Asian Popular Cinema®™

In the diachronic time-lines marking the spread of capitalisim and
international film history, the very late twentieth century/carliest years
of the twenty-first century will likely be recorded as the period when
Asian cinema began to exist as a global player. Making, marketing, and
critically establishing a film like Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon
(2000) as the first “Asian” blockbuster in the United States had the
multi-valenced effect of promoting East-to-West crossover possi-
bilities for Asian-produced films while also potentially homogenizing
hybrid forms into a “global” Asian style. As mentioned above,
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon’s processes of cultural franslation,
such as ifs genericized rendering of transnational “Chineseness” and
unoriginal treatment of the wuxia genre, were perceived as a derivative
compromise by some Asian audiences. Culturally hybrid Asian cin-
ema’s exportability, its capacity to break through to Western audiences
and/or hold its own and even outperform Hollywood in different terri-
tories of the East, has already been proven many times over—for ex-
ample, with Hong Kong action and martial arts films and Bollywood
masala movies, When examining the cross-over career trajectory of a
Hong Kong filmmaker such as John Woo, the first Asian to direct a
major Hollywood studio picture, the discourse of auteurist style is one
way of debating what’s been lost, saved, or gained by insertion into the
American industrial matrix and multiplex. In the summer of 2000,
multiple screens in Hong Hong multiplexes were showing two ostensi-
bly Hollywood films: Mission Impossible 2 directed by John Woo and



20 Tamkang Review, Vol. XX XTI, No. 2

rhetoric frequently employ metaphors of sickly national economies—
and, implicitly, unhealthy cultures. That is, the histories and creative
continuities of cultural production can be too easily elided in Western
critica} “discoveries” of newly vital films from the Philippines, Thai-
land, and South Korea. And as I review my evidence—films like Jose
Rizal or Muro Ami in the Philippines, Nang Nok and Suriothai in Thai-
Jand, Shiri or Chingu in South Korea—other issues emerge to problem-
atize the largely celebratory perspective I’ve offered on contemporary
Asian filmmaking: the relationships between acsthetic criteria of judg-
ment and the state, the role of cultural watchdogs, elitist attitudes com-
bined with economic opportunism, and perceptions of audience at the
local/national level.

In the Philippines, for instance, there is a contentious yet widely
accepted concept of a mass audience that needs the government to
regulate what it watches, to filter out the “trash,” and a perpetuated
myth that the conventional filmgoer is immature. What happens when
the big-budget film (and its director) is publicly constructed as a na-
tional arbiter of taste and morality? Emphasis on didacticism and the
“elevation” of popular culture for both artistic and commercial ends
ohfuscates the allied workings of statc and industry.

In the new Thai cinema, there has been a de-emphasizing of “low
scale, low budget films” as the popular model—especially nang nam
nao or “polluted water films” which scholar Annette Hamilton has
described as formerly occupying “most of the commercial ground”
(92-94). There has been a trend toward higher budgets and higher
(perceived) quality in feature production, which seems to have poten-
tially altered the general anti-cinema stance of Thai elites—especially
as contemporary Thai cinema garners wortdwide attention, Thai cen-
sorship rules are challenged and reinterpreted as they continue {o re-
strict images of politics and sexuality on the screen. The bigger budgets
raise the financial stakes over representational rights, and Thai censor-
ship tends to be more rigid with domestic productions than foreign
imports. The recent syntheses of old Thai stories with new visuals for
bigger audiences locally and abroad arguably reveal inscriptions of
what Rey Chow has termed (in her study of break-through Fifth-



Ways to Sink the Firanic 2}

generation Chinese filmmaking) “autoethnography.” Knowing that the
Western world is curious about what Thai cinema looks like, how
does/will Thailand look at itself in cinematic terms?

Finally, in my discussion of South Korean cinema, I have hinted
idealistically at the possibilities of a nation reimagined through cinema,
but the truth is that Korea’s history has also been exploited in the inter-
ests of consumer culture. Although political censorship has been re-
laxed in democratic South Korea, globalized genre movies {and
state/corporate conmections in South Korean filmmaking) have built-in
regulatory mechanisms that keep things from getting too progressive.
The North Korean figures in Shiri may be more complex and sensi-
tively rendered than the usual caricaturc, but the destruction they wreak
(the “action”) is more spectacular, horrific, and thrilling than ever. The
ideological messages of recent South Korean genre films, from the
espionage thriller to the proliferating crime and gang-themed movies,
ultimately seem ambiguous. However, this is not to deny their power as
popular entertainment, or to impose upon them the “titanic” burden of
representing a fixed national narrative.

As more and more contemporary Asian movies from the Philip-
pines, Thailand, and South Korea find audiences in the West, it will be
interesting to see how they, and the nations they signify, will be forced
into defining categories—and how they will resist.

NOTES

T am deeply grateful for the support of the International Programs
Office of the University of Massachusetts-Amherst for a grant for re-
search support in Asia in the summer of 2000, My special thanks to
Chalida Uabumrungit of the Thai Film Archive (Bangkok) and Lee
Sunyoung of the International Business Department of KOFIC (Seoul)
for their expertise and assistance, to novelist/screenwriter Roger King
who initially exposed me to the work of Marilou Diaz-Abaya; and to
Adam Knee, Chuck Stevens, and Chris Berry for their generous advice
in the planning stages of this research project. Different, eartier ver-
sions of this essay were presented for my colleagucs at the University
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of Massachuscits-Amherst and Five Colleges. I have also given related
talks at the University Film and Video Association Conference in
Rochester, N.Y. in August 2001, the Global Hollywood Conference in
Victoria, British Columbia, Canada in November 2001, and the Florida
State University Film and Video Conference in February 2002.

! For an excellent overview of these issues, see Nouriel Roubini's
Global Macrocconomics and Financial Policy Site: <http://
www.stern.nyu.edu/globalmacro>. See also Traci Carl (Associated
Press), “Asian Crisis 2 U.S. Boon? Opportunities for Expansion of U.S,
Companies”: <http://www.abcnews.go.con/sections/business/Daily-
News/asia990223 html>.

? Although I'do not draw from these essays directly, the anthology
Titanic: Anatomy of a Blockbuster, edited by Kevin Sandler and
Gaylyn Studlar (Rutgers UP, 1999), is a useful collection on the film’s
cultural impact.

* Jose Rizal: The Movie also met with some controversy as it
was passed over by some local awards. See Ishko F. Lopez, “Jose
Rizal inspired more coniroversy in this year’s movie seasen,” 14 June
1999 <hitp://www.emanila.com/ishko/rizal2 html>. In addition to
festival awards for her recent films, Diaz-Abaya was awarded the
2001 Fukuoka Asian Arts and Culture Prize from the Japanese city
and the Yokatopia Foundation for her confributions to Asian culture.
See Nester U, Torre, “Marilou Diaz-Abaya wins Asian arts and cul-
ture prize,” Philippine Daily Inquirer [Manila] (Fune 20, 2001)
<http:/fwww.ing7 net/ent/2001/jun/21/ent_1-1.htm>.

* See GMA Films’ mission statement on the GMA Network web-
stte: <hitp://www.gmanetwork.com>,

* The Metro Manila Film Festival which has been held at Christ-
mastime is also a savvy way of preserving space in theaters for local
films and ensuring tucrative holiday access to audiences.

8 This is also extraordinary given the fact that, as Ruel De Vera
states, “historical films are often notorious flops in the Philippines,”
See “A New Angle on a National Hero,” <http://www.asiaweek.con/
asiaweek/99/0312/featd. himl>.

Yet another recent (mmeta-)filmic take on Rizal is the richly
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layered Bayaning 3" World (1999) by veteran filmmaker Mike de
Leon about two directors working with the Jose Rizal story. It incor-
porates archival footage and parodies in a uniqus style. The experi-
mental filmreceived an “A” rating from the Film Ratings Board of the
Film Development Foundation of the Philippines, granting its pro-
ducer Cinema Artists a 100% tax break in selected cities (<http://
www.bayaning3rdworld.com/filmv/himl>).

" T have found very inconsistent fi gures for local industry produc-
tion in the Philippines. According to 1999 figures from Screen Digest

~cited in the Unesco Courier (October 2000: 24), the Philippines was
listed as the fourth largest film producer. However, Variety writer Tessa
Jazmines remarks that there has been a “downhill frend since 1997
which saw 202 local productions, then 144 in 1998, 126 in 1999 and 89
i 2000. The number of imported films was 203 in 1997, 234 in 2000.”
See her article “Censors stifle production” in Variety (July 12, 2001):
14, :

® This position paper is available in its entirety online at
<http://www.simbahayan.org/B5-mdiazabayaexpose.html>. At the eye
of the storm is a controversial film about prostitution, Live Show, re-
moved from the theaters in an overt act of censorship due to a stricter
board of censors and the conservative government; this has resulted in a
new turn of events, in film producers’ increasing fearfulness of making
sexy movies, and projected decline in annual production. See also
Tessa Jazmines, “Censors stifle film production,” cited above.

? The South Hast Asia-Pacific Audiovisual Association Newslet-
ter, National AV Archive Bulletin, offers comments on the state of
the Philippine film industry which reflects cultural attitudes: <http://
www.geocities.com/Hollywood/Academy/9772/bulletin/av4/av4p9.hinm>.
The University of the Philippines Film Center also publishes reports
on local releases and reception: <http://www.upd.edu.ph/~film ctr>,

' For a provocative study of Rizal and “American-ness,” see Sha-
ron Delmendo’s article “The American Factor in Jose Rizal’s Nationai-
ism.” The author examines Rizal’s essay, “The Philippines a Century
Hence,” Amerasia Journal (Summer 1998): 34-63.

"' See Benedict Anderson’s discussion of the Rizalist cult phe-
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nomenon, the “Rizalistas,” in his book The Spectre of Comparisons:
Nationalism, Southeast Asia and the World (London: Verso, 1998). I
believe the death scene in Diaz-Abaya’s film illustrates her attempts to
appeal to populist sensibilities.

However, Anderson alse reminds us that although “the first Fili-
pino’s” mother tongue was Tagalog, the multilingual Rizal chose to
write in Spanish, and his work has been extremely difficult to translate
into local vernaculars. Jose Rizal: The Movie draws from the words of
Rizal’s texts, as well as his life story, and the film is therefore not ex-
clusively in Tagalog language.

2 1n Diaz-Abaya’s latest film Bagong Buwan, Montano stars as a
Muslim doctor whe returns home to war-torn Mindinao after his son is
shot. The superstar has also begun directing, and he helms and stars in
Bullet (1999) and Mananabas/Reaper (2001). '

" American students I have shown this filin to in my Asian Pop
Cinema course have reacted pogitively, consistently comparing it with
other literary and filmic sea-epics by Herman Melville and Werner
Herzog, as well as the Hollywood blockbusters Titanic and Perfect
Storm {2000)—and they generally find Cesar Montano a charismatic
star. These intertextual references and observations are alse mentioned,
mostly to favorable effect, by international critics. Muro Ami was
another festival multiple award-winner, See Tessa Jasmines’ article in
Variety, “Manila winner heralds shift fo serious fare” (January 17,
2000): 34,

' For discussions of the famous Thai ghost story see <http://
www. thaifelk.com> and <http://www.thailandlife.com/nangnak.html>.

15 Pircetor Hideo Nakata acknewledges these influences in an
interview, “The ‘Ring’ Master” by Donato Totaro (June 20, 2000):
<http:./fwww.horschamp.qc.ca/new_offscreen/nakata.htmi>.

For a discussion on the impact of Ring m Korea, see “Japanese
Horror Flicks to Invade Korean Local Theaters” by Kim Mi-Hee Feb-
ruary 21, 2001, <http://www.asiandb.cont> (Japanese movie news).

' Stephen Cremin is quoted by Derek Elley in his article, “Asia lo
‘tiger’ kung-fooey” in Variety (February 5, 2001): 1.

" See articles by Anchalee Chaiworaporn: “Thai films suffer in



Ways to Sink the Tianic 25

-crunch” in Variety (December 1, 1997): 59; “Thais’ Entertainment
Golden Village leads the way” in Variety (December 1, 1997): 50, 60
and “Thal film prod’n suffers” in Variety (November 30, 1998): 42,
Chaiworaporn also offers an informative overview of contemporary,

- Thai cinema on the Thai Film Foundation website: <htip://
www.thaifilm.com/eng/journal/contempothaicine. html>,

'* See Chawadee Nualkhair, “Thai cinema kicks baht,” in the online
Asia Times {January 31, 2002) <htip://www. atimes.com/se-asia//DA31AG].
html>.

" Tammy Stone discusses the controversies around Jan Dara in
her article “In the Realm of the Father,” in Cinemascope 9 (December
2001): 29-30.

* For more information on the production of Jan Dara, see the
official web site: <http://www jandarathemovie.com>.

! However, unlike Nonzee Nimibutr who supports the idea of a
revival of the Thai film industry and wants to be at the forefront as it
crosses over into the intetnational scene, Pen-Ek Rtanaruang has been
vocal about his disgust at the thought of labeling Thai cinema “hip and
international.” See the interview with the director by Stephen Short,
“Thai Cinema Lacks Originality” in Time Asia (April 10, 2001):
<http://www.time.com/time/asia/arts/magazine/0,9754,105816,00 himl>.

2 Reviews of the film in the U.S. and the U.K. have focused ex-
tensively on genre hybridity and novelty appeal. See Anna Wood’s
piece, “Thai ho silver” in Sight and Sound (August 2001): 4-5. Chuck
Stevens in Fifm Comment (May 2001} writes, “He may not be the
quickest box-office draw in the East just yet, but from the point of view
of anewly emerging type of Thai film culture still very much in need of
fresh and homegrown aesthetic heroes, Wisit Sasanatieng sits taller in
the saddle than anyene clse in town” (16). The movie is also reviewed
in the May 11, 2001 issue of Variety.

® Chanayanit Poonyarat discusses the film’s treatment of history
and potential geopolitical repercussions in her article “Thai film re-
opens festering wounds with Myanmar,” Asia Times on-line,
<http://www.atimes.com/se-asia/CCO7Ae03 himl>.

** Some of the excitement generated around the film is registered






