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This thesis explores the representation of Thailand and its people. It considers not only
Western representations, but additionally the way Thailand has portrayed itself in lms that
have been exported to the West. The thesis claims that many of the lms that fall into the
latter category have secured distribution in the West due to speci c generic traits, such as
the utilisation of horror codes and conventions. This means that they can be associated
with other successful Asian lm movements that are en vogue with global audiences, and
as such are marketed in a way that erases their national identity
By using a post-colonial theoretical framework, primarily drawing from the work of Edward
Said, the thesis discusses how Thailand has continuously been misrepresented in
Hollywood lms, as well as on Western television screens, and how it has been frequently
Othered and exoticised. This thesis claims that there is a new Thai lm movement
developing due to the work of three key directors. These directors are reclaiming the
imagery of Thailand. This movement has been established within the independent sector
bene ting from European lm funding streams. The directors favour the slow cinema
aesthetic to portray their version of Thailand and tell the stories of their fellow citizens. By
affording the camera extended periods of time to gaze upon the landscape and the Thai
people, a version of Thailand that had not been seen on Western screens is revealed, a
representation that also contains pertinent allegorical content.
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the focus of this thesis is on the lms marketing and reception within English speaking
countries. Original titles can be found in the lmography.
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INTRODUCTION
Asia has always been a site of fascination for the Western world. This has
resulted in many different Asian nations appearing within Western art, literature
and film. The issue of distorted representations of the East has been considered
within academia, most famously by the author Edward Said in his seminal study
Orientalism (1978). Yet it is not just Western literature and art that has depicted
Asia on the screen. With the development of various film industries within the
regions, and the ability to export these products around the globe, many of the
filmic products of Asia have been exported to the West with differing levels of
success. This has further compounded the West’s fascination with the region, and
audience’s desires to see culturally specific representations of the people and their
cultures. This thesis will address the fact that some of the films that are released to
the West can be construed as being problematic due to the way they represent
their country. This is also compounded by the way in which they are marketed
within the West. This raises multiple questions that will be addressed through a
close study of a specific country, Thailand. There are three primary reasons for this
choice. Firstly, Thailand has been used as a film setting within multiple Hollywood
films. Secondly, Thai commercial, genre cinema has been available in the West
since the late 1990s. Thirdly, Thai art films have also started to become available
to the West during this same period. The questions below will be framed around
these three areas of focus.
This thesis will consider the representations of Thailand, from within and
without. The body of work will be broken down into three primary sections. The
first will provide an overview of Thai film culture and consider the history of film
production within the country. More importantly it will consider the ways in which
Thai films have received global exposure and been exported to the West. Not only
will this provide historical context on the Thai film industry, but it will also provide
an overview of the ways in which Thailand represents itself on screen for a global
audience. Chapters 4 and 5 will consider Western representations of Thailand,
analysing primarily Hollywood films. It is important to address the Western
representations of Thailand, especially the versions of the country that have been
disseminated in the mainstream, due to the fact that frequently these versions rely
on stereotypes and as such have established a version of Thailand for the
audience that has been built on an oversimplification of image and cultural
1

practice. Throughout this study a pattern of representation has been identified in
these Western texts. As such, various categories have been applied to link these
filmic texts together. These categories will be defined and explored in detail,
considering various Hollywood productions throughout history. Chapters 6 and 7
will consider Thai films that have received critical success in the West in the
arthouse sector. I will go on to argue that the directors that work in this realm are
instigating a new Thai filmic movement, linked through aesthetics and thematics.
The reasons for analysing these three separate yet interconnected facets of Thai
film and representation is to consider whether there is common iconography
amongst both the Thai and Hollywood films that are portraying a specific version
of the country. An analysis of these different facets of Thai film will also assist in
exploring the differences in representation to argue that an Orientalist vision has
created distorted images of the country in the Western films, and ask whether this
has also continued in the Thai films as well.
It is pertinent to consider the two differing aspects of Thai film that have
been released into the West due to the fact that they show very different versions
of Thailand and its people. Firstly, that of commercial genre film, such as horror
and martial arts movies. Secondly, the films that have been released into the film
festival circuit and the arthouse, away from the mainstream. Previously in
academic and critical discourse, these films have been compiled together as the
New Wave of Thai film (see below). Yet there does not seem to be a unifying
aesthetic or thematic applicable to all of these films released to the West, as is
typical of a film wave. Through a consideration of these two separate areas of the
Western market that Thai film has found success in, I claim that the most coherent
Thai film movement can be seen in the arthouse sector. This will be argued
through an analysis of three primary directors who all have a similar aesthetic and
addressing historical and contemporary issues specific to Thailand. These three
directors are also clearly trying to stimulate a movement through the fact that they
each are involved in production companies for like-minded film makers. An
analysis of their films will also provide a version of Thailand that has previously not
been seen on screen in the other filmic examples that this thesis will consider. As
such, the films addressed in the final chapter are arguably the most culturally
specific versions of Thailand seen on Western screens. The reasons for this focus
is primarily to consider issues of representation. Thailand has frequently been
portrayed in Hollywood cinematic productions, yet these films can be considered
2

problematic as they consistently show the country and its people as being exotic,
erotic and barbaric. To address these issues it is first necessary to consider if
Thailand has its own cinematic identity, and how this has been exported to the
West. This will be done by considering genre film releases from Thailand, and how
they have been sold to Western audiences. In this manner I aim to establish a
version of Thailand created by national filmmakers, that has been exported to the
West, and then consider how the West has consumed these representations and
assimilated them into their productions. Finally, by considering films associated
with the independent sector, I aim to uncover versions of Thailand that have
previously not been theorised, through the analysis of three directors. I then argue
that this reveals a coherent film movement that is linked not only through
thematics, but also aesthetics.

Research Context
It is important to note that I am working in the English language. Many of the
pertinent governmental policy documents are available in both Thai and English.
This said, some of the Thai Film Archive’s historical artefacts are only available in
Thai. This could be construed as a hinderance except for the fact that the focus of
this thesis is on films that have been released into the Western market. As such,
there are multiple sources that will be available to provide context to the films.
Much of the focus on the Thai films that have been exported to the West since
1997 has been considered as the New Wave of Thai cinema (Ainslie & Ancuta,
2018; Stephens, 2002; Harrison, 2005; Hunt, 2005; Hunt & Wing-Fai, 2011). There
is a small amount of research available on the history of Thai film in the English
language (Ainslie & Ancuta, 2018; Barmé, 1999; Sukwong & Suwannapak, 2001).
This so called “New Wave” encompasses varying genres and aesthetics of film
under a unifying banner that is only associated by its country of origin. Some of the
horror films have garnered some academic attention due to their distribution
through successful companies such as Tartan Asia (Martin, 2015; Needham, 2006;
Shin, 2009). Some of the more popular martial arts films and historical epics have
been considered as Thai products in and of themselves. This thesis argues that
these films are only receiving distribution to the West due to the successes of other
Asian cinematic releases. This in turn has resulted in a partial erasure of national
identity, and an exoticisation of self to appeal to the West. Thomas Elsaesser
3

(2005) has addressed this issue of self-exoticisation, but again does not consider
Thailand. The ideas of Re-Orientalism will also be applied within this chapter to
support this analysis of self-exoticisation (Lau, 2009; Lau & Mendes, 2011).This
will be explored in chapter 3 where I consider whether the genre films released to
the West have excluded specific Thai cultural aspects that might deter international
genre audiences, yet also retain Orientalist characteristics.
Many academic texts have considered Western representations of the East,
most famously realised by Edward Said (2003). Matthew Bernstein and Gaylyn
Studlar’s (1997) edited collection of essays has multiple academics apply Said’s
theoretical framework to film. Whereas Said was focused on travel literature, art,
novels among other cultural forms, this collection places film at the forefront of a
consideration of the representation of the East. Ella Shohat and Robert Stam
(1994) consider racial representations in their seminal work Unthinking
Eurocentricism, addressing the Eurocentric view of other nationalities and
ethnicities. These ideas will be applied to Western representations of Thailand in
chapters 4 and 5. Yet these important texts exclude any detailed consideration of
Thailand within their analysis. If the country is mentioned it is only fleetingly. I am
going to address this issue by applying these seminal theories of Orientalism
(Said, 2003), ethnic casting (Shohat & Stam, 1994) and issues of ‘ventriloquising
the world’ (Shohat & Stam, 1994) to multiple films from the West that portray
Thailand. Many of the readings of films from the West that have Thailand as a
setting do not consider the ways in which the country has been represented. As
such, through an application of John Urry’s ideas of the tourist gaze as well as a
consideration of recent developments in academia focused on film tourism, I aim
to consider how the landscape has been represented and seen through a distorted
lens. This will also be done within chapters 4 and 5.
Surprisingly there is also very little academic critical literature on the ways in
which The King and I has represented Thailand despite it being one of the key
Western films representing Thailand or Siam as it was known. There is no research
that considers the earlier iteration of the film, Anna and the King of Siam
(Cromwell, 1946). The little attention that has been paid to the latest filmic
interpretation, Anna and the King (Tennant, 1999), primarily revolves around the
problems that the film had with the Thai authorities when the production requested
to shoot there (Jirattikorn, 2003; Aglionby, 1999). Representation has again been
primarily excluded from academic discourse. The King and I has received some
4

academic attention, but is primarily focused on Anna, the main western
protagonist, and the way she interacts with the King (Glassmeyer, 2012). This
clearly raises issues of orientalist representation, but this is frequently offset due
to the fact she is seen as a maternal figure. This has been termed ‘sentimental
orientalism’ by Danielle Glassmeyer (2012), in a sense lessening the negativity
of the portrayal. By considering other aspects of the film, such as landscape, I
aim to argue that its representation is more offensive to Thai citizens then has
previously been discussed. The Thai filmic landscape has not previously been
considered in academic discourse. Neither have all the films been considered
alongside each other. This analysis surprisingly reveals a lack of
representational progress in the fifty years between the first and last filmic
productions.
Chapter 6 will outline the academic context of slow cinema. The hallmarks
of the aesthetic will be considered utilising the work of De Luca (2014) and Lim
(2014). The negative critical reception the filmic aesthetic has received among
some critics will also be addressed. The festival film and Apichatpong
Weerasethakul’s link to it has received academic attention previously and his work
has been critically lauded. He has also been linked to the aesthetic of slow
cinema. What this thesis will aim to do that hasn’t previously been done is counter
the criticism the aesthetic has received by considering cultural context in a more
detailed way than has previously been done. What this thesis will do is consider
cultural practices from Thailand specifically, such as theatre productions and
poetry, to argue that there is a specific manifestation of slowness that is an
inherently Thai cultural phenomenon. This then may impact on a Western
audience’s appreciation of the text, an audience that is used to the fast pace of
Hollywood cinema. Additionally this is not acknowledged or understood by
Western critics, with all academic discourse on Thai art cinema excluding these
aspects. I will also analyse the work of two Thai directors that have received no
academic attention, Aditya Assarat and Anocha Suwichakornpong. The reasons
for selecting these other directors is due to the fact that there are clear links
between them and the work of Apichatpong. They can be seen as being linked
aesthetically and thematically, something that will be discussed in detail in the final
chapter of this thesis which will argue that they can be seen as forming a new film
movement. Not only this, but they are also involved in stimulating film production
due to the fact they all have links to Thai production companies.
5

Films from Thailand, and the rest of Southeast Asia, have become more
prominent in the European market in recent years, particularly in the later half of
the 1990s. Initially this was due to the release of genre films into the West, most
prominently horror films, marketed alongside other releases from Asia. In recent
years this exposure has increased due to the success found on the festival circuit
with films such as Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives
(Weerasethakul, 2010). Yet this is not the start of a Thai film industry. Thailand has
previously had a respectable history of filmmaking, with a specific focus on
domestic audiences that has resulted in many of the features not receiving global
release or recognition. It can be argued that the work of Apichatpong
Weerasethakul is the beginning of a new wave of Thai film that, due to
technological developments, is now able to acquire a global audience. Chapters 2
and 3 will examine the history of film in Thailand, including Thailand’s own
production of filmic texts. The purpose of this is to ask whether Thai filmmakers
have a distinctive style. By doing this, when moving on to consider the Thai art
film co-productions utilising European funding, it will be possible to see if the
funded films are portraying a different version of Thailand, one that has not been
seen on Western screens previously. It is important to note that the history of Thai
film is not the focus of this thesis. Chapter 2 is here to inform what follows. After a
brief consideration of some key texts, Chapter 3 will then primarily focus on the
Thai films that have been released into the Western market. The reason why this
is key is due to the fact that these films can all be considered generic products
that align themselves with other releases from Asia that have become successful
in the West. This has resulted in an erasure of Thai identity to appeal to the
already established market. There is minimal academic coverage of early Thai
cinema. Much of the research is normally part of edited texts, an observation
supported by Mary Ainslie and Katarzyna Ancuta (2018, p. 10). As such, Dome
Sukwong and Sawasdi Suwannapak’s informative book (2010) on the history of
Thai cinema will be used throughout.

Research Questions
Due to the structure of the thesis, each section has specific research questions.
The first two chapters provide historical context to inform what follows. The third
chapter focuses on commercial Thai cinema that has been exported to the West
6

that potentially raises issues of self-erasure. To what extent is there a lack of
national identity in commercial Thai films distributed in the West? Where is the
textual space of Thailand within the genre films? Has it been erased and
assimilated? If it has, is this a result of Western marketing strategies or is it due to
the narrative content? Or, a combination of these? Chapter 4 and 5's focus on
Western representations of Thailand raise questions of depiction. To what extent is
Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism applicable to Thailand? How does the King
and I continue a legacy of misrepresentation? Do Western films represent Thailand
in a similar way across genres and historical periods, and what are the reasons for
this? Is there a set of unifying factors in the West’s representation of the country
and its people? Chapter 6 and 7’s focus on Thai art cinema and its directors raises
questions again directed toward representation, but also its association with the
festival film and the slow cinema aesthetic. Have Thai directors utilised a particular
form of film festival aesthetic and to what effect? Is the category of slow cinema the
best framework for reading these films? Are the arthouse releases the most
culturally specific and do they counter the Western and Thai representations seen
in the previous two chapters? Is there a more efficient paradigmatic way of viewing
Thai slow cinema to better understand and appreciate its content? Can the
directors within this chapter be seen to have created a new Thai film movement,
linked through their aesthetics and thematics?

Research Methods
Before moving on to analyse the films and the area of the market in which
they are produced and distributed, it will first be pertinent to consider the country
itself. Aspects of its political history, governmental policy, as well as pertinent
cultural aspects will be considered in each of the chapters. One focus of this thesis
will be concerned with the way in which the country and its landscapes, both rural
and urban, are represented. It is important to discuss the makeup of the country as
some of the areas and provinces of Thailand have a troubled past that helps inform
readings of the films that will be discussed. Not only this, but it is also important to
consider Thailand's geographical location, and the ways in which the country
interacts with the other Asian nationalities. This in turn will help to develop an
overview of Thai national identity. This is further complicated by certain regions of
Thailand itself which have a greater number of immigrants, again, something that
7

will be considered later on within this thesis. The primary reasons for considering
these aspects is due to the fact that within film, representations of Thailand have
not always been accurate. Within Thai genre films exported to the West, Thailand
frequently masquerades as other areas of Asia, to some degree concealing its
national identity. This erasure of national identity and cultural practice eradicates
any cultural specificity to appeal to a global audience that is aware of other Asian
cinemas. Graham Huggan discusses this process and the idea of commodity
fetishism. He states that there are ‘three aspects of commodity fetishism mystification (or levelling-out) of historical experience; imagined access to the
cultural other through the process of consumption; reification of people and places
into exchangeable objects’ (Huggan, 2001, p. 19). In this way, all aspects of the
country have been simplified, making them easily accessible to a Western
audience. This process will be explored in more detail in the third chapter of this
thesis. Within Anglo-American film, primarily Hollywood productions, Thailand is
frequently misrepresented or is simply cast as “Asia”, having no identifiably Thai
aspects. This idea will be explored within the fourth and fifth chapters of this thesis.
There are also certain aspects of Thai policy that will be taken into
consideration. Censorship has affected many films related to Thailand; both Thai
and Hollywood productions. As such it is important to consider the filmic
environment that has been established within the country. This will not only include
policy such as censorship but also the ways in which the country interacts with
culture in general. Aspects of Thai history will also be important to inform the
analysis of the films under consideration. By no means will this be extensive due to
the scope of this thesis, but many pertinent issues and historical events will be
raised. These events will be chosen due to their relevance to the films analysed,
whether this be directly or thematically.
To answer the above questions and address the fact that Thai
representation is missing from much academic film discourse I will primarily be
utilising close textual analysis. Through these means, pertinent imagery from both
Anglo-American and Thai films will help establish a set of signs and stereotypes
that are frequently utilised in films that are distributed to the West. It will not only be
people and culture that are considered, but also the landscape and the way it is
presented on screen. This thesis’ consideration of films that are not usually
discussed in juxtaposition to each other requires differing theoretical frameworks
for each section.
8

The third chapter will primarily consider the Thai films as being generic
pieces, with a focus on horror, historical epics and martial arts films. Not only will
genre theory be utilised here, but it will also be necessary to conduct a paratextual
analysis of posters and DVD covers of the films released. This is due to the fact
that many of the Thai films have been marketed in a way that categorises them as
either Asian or part of a specific sub-genre. Through this means of analysis I will
consider the fact that the Thai products have had their cultural specificity erased to
appeal to the widest Western audience possible. This also means that they can be
marketed alongside other successful Asian films that have been released into the
West. Chapters 4 and 5 will use two major theoretical frameworks to address the
cultural representation of the East. The application of Orientalist theory will be
essential in analysing the imagery that is conveyed in these Hollywood
productions. Additionally, due to the fact that the landscape of Thailand is equally
important in the way it is presented on screen, the utilisation of the tourist gaze, as
well as ideas of film tourism, will be key when analysing the images of the
landscape. The tourist gaze is a concept that is used in conjunction with the ways
in which countries are portrayed on screen, either through the eyes of a nonnative, or with a foreign audience in mind, and therefore a certain ‘fascination with
things “exotic”’ (Desmond, 1999, p. 38). In other terms, its focus is on aspects of
the country that are different from the perceived norm. This results, as Strain
states, in ‘the visual objectification or the conversion of cultural difference into
spectacle...the identification of the tourist with a figure of mastery such as the
explorer, colonialist soldier or anthropologist’ (Strain, 2003, p. 37). This study will
discuss the ways in which Western film funders may be influencing Thai
filmmakers to produce films that show exotic aspects of their culture, to try and
make the texts more interesting to a global audience who will find intrigue in the
cultural differences portrayed on screen.
Within the final chapter, Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films will be
considered alongside his gallery work. By considering these disparate, yet
interconnected media alongside each other, they will provide a more detailed
analysis of the ways in which Thailand is represented within the auteur's work.
Due to the fact that many of the director's films are associated with the slow
cinema aesthetic, a consideration and application of the hallmarks of this filmic
style will be necessary. I also argue that the process of slowness is an inherently
Asian practice. To demonstrate this it will be necessary to consider Buddhist
9

practice, the primary religion of Thailand, and consider how this can be seen as
being translated into the films’ narratives and imagery. There are additional antiorientalist Asian cultural practices that will be considered to demonstrate this idea
such the concept of negative space within art work. Additionally, more traditional
Thai art and literature, such as shadow theatre and the nirat poem will be
explored, considering how these cultural practises have potentially been
translated to the cinematic screen. These theoretical frameworks will also be
used to consider the other Thai directors that will be considered within this
chapter.

10

CHAPTER 1:
THE REGION OF ASEAN - A HISTORY

It is prescient at this stage to consider not only what is meant by Asia and
the East, but also what is meant throughout this thesis by the term ‘the West’.
There are many academics that consider the historical context of the binaries of
East and West (McNeill, 1997; Nederveen Pieterse, 2009, pp. 126-128; Shohat &
Stam, 1994, pp. 13-15) and how the relationship between the two has manifested
throughout ancient history. This historical aspect is not the focus here, but it is
necessary to try and define the term and provide more clarity to the idea of “the
West and the rest”.
In a geographical sense the West, as William H. McNeill posits ‘At
first…encompassed the Atlantic littoral of Europe (the British Isles, Scandinavia,
the Low Countries, France, and Iberia) plus America. In time, it came to
encompass Australia, New Zealand, and all other European overseas
settlements’ (McNeill, 1997, pp. 513-514). Most simply, as Deborah Shaw stated in
an interview, the West ‘is associated with Western European and North American
developed countries’ (Bâ & Higbee, 2012, p. 235). Kuan-Hsing Chen makes the
distinction that the West is seen as being more developed, explaining that
interchangeable terms can be used: ‘the West/metropolitan/developed/
industrialized versus the non-West/rural/underdeveloped/agricultural’ (Chen, 2010,
p. 217). This alludes to the fact that the West is frequently posited as superiorin
comparison to the East. This is supported by McNeill who proclaims that ‘all North
America was the West…considered a “more perfect” place conducive, not to
danger and lawlessness, but to liberty, equality, and prosperity’ (McNeill, 1997, p.
513). While the West is a term used for the whole of Western Europe, its use in
this thesis focuses on English speaking countries and specifically Hollywood as my
interest is on representations of the East from a Hollywoodcentric and Orientalist
lens. This is an important distinction to make as other areas of Europe, for example
France, have a different relationship with film.
For the purpose of this study, the categories used by The United Nations
(UN) will be utilised here when defining areas of Asia. The UN states (“Geospatial
Information”, 2019) that Eastern Asia is made up of China, as well as its Special
Administrative Regions (Hong Kong and Macao), Japan, Mongolia, and both the
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Republic of Korea (South Korea) and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(North Korea). These countries form arguably the most powerful and influential
region in Asia. Southeast Asia is a region that encompasses many more smaller
countries including Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand and Vietnam. Therefore, the term that will be most pertinent to this study,
due to the filmic production of the country that will be discussed, is Southeast Asia.
It is interesting to note that ‘there is no native East Asian word for Asia - or, by
extension, for an East Asia that is clearly only a subcategory of the
whole’ (Holcombe, 2001, p. 2). Therefore, it is evident that these terms are a
Western construct. This topic will be explored further when looking at marketing of
films from various countries within the Southeast Asia, and the larger Asian area.
All of these Southeast Asian countries are also part of The Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which was established on 8 August 1967 in
Bangkok, Thailand, a construct the countries have accepted. ASEAN
encompasses a land mass of 4.43 million sq km, with a population of 604 million.
Evidently, ASEAN is a huge area, encompassing many different nations, all with
their own cultures and identities. ‘The ASEAN 10 are extremely diverse in size,
political system, culture, linguistics, ethnicity and religion’ (Wunderlich, 2007, p.
146). Clearly, the association has been established to form a unifying function in
the region between the member states. The ASEAN declaration states that the
aims and purposes of the association are:

1.

2.

3.

4.

To accelerate the economic growth, social progress and cultural
development in the region through joint endeavours in the spirit of
equality and partnership in order to strengthen the foundation for a
prosperous and peaceful community of Southeast Asian
Nations;To promote regional peace and stability through abiding
respect for justice and the rule of law in the relationship among
countries of the region and adherence to the principles of the
United Nations Charter;
To promote active collaboration and mutual assistance on matters of
common interest in the economic, social, cultural, technical, scientific
and administrative fields;
To provide assistance to each other in the form of training and research
facilities in the educational, professional, technical and administrative
spheres;
To collaborate more effectively for the greater utilisation of their
agriculture and industries, the expansion of their trade, including the
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study of the problems of international commodity trade, the
improvement of their transportation and communications facilities and
the raising of the living standards of their peoples;
5.
To promote Southeast Asian studies; and
6.
To maintain close and beneficial cooperation with existing international
and regional organisations with similar aims and purposes, and explore
all avenues for even closer cooperation among themselves.
(“About ASEAN”, n.d.)
Evidently there is a focus on the communal aspect of the countries associated with
ASEAN. There is also a clear focus on culture, and the ways in which this can be
supported by each member country. This said, there is still an insistence on
respecting the individual nations, outlined in one of the key principles of the region:
‘Mutual respect for the independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity, and
national identity of all nations’. This is evident in certain regions that have retained
their sovereignty such as Cambodia, Malaysia and most pertinently for this study,
Thailand. The reasons for this are to assist in conserving each nation’s
individuality and to retain some sort of national identity. ‘In some cases, notably
Thailand, the retention and promotion of a hereditary monarchy, albeit
constitutional rather than absolute, has provided a rallying point’ (Shaw, 2009, p.
10). Arguably, this insistence on retaining a certain amount of individuality of each
member state, reduces the importance the association places on making a region
that is solidly unified. This breakdown of the unity of the geographical area is
further exemplified due to the tumultuous past of the region. ‘Great diversity,
historical grievances, as well as some current contradictions among the countries
in the region weaken the consensus of regionalism. East Asian regionalism is still
very weak in building a real East Asian community with a clearly-defined direction,
approach and goal’ (Yunling, 2010, p. 9).
The establishment of ASEAN has helped to develop the profile of not only
the Southeast Asian member states, but also the continent of Asia as a whole.
‘Dynamic Asia is no longer mainly one country, Japan, but the whole of East Asia,
and the South and the North. ASEAN is playing a nodal part in the regionalization
of Asia, through its own enlargement to ten countries’ (Therborn & Khondker,
2006, p. 3). This is interesting to note as much of the cinematic output that has
been released to the West has consistently been from China and Japan. Evidently
there has been a concerted effort to raise the profile of the other countries of Asia.
Even though this is a positive outcome for the member states, it has also created
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the problem of a loss of each nation’s own identity, along with other complications.
Arguably, the use of terms such as ASEAN could be seen to reduce the
importance of a nation's individual identity. ‘We define nations as communities of
people tied together through common culture, who have as their pre-eminent
political goal the attainment of some form of independence, autonomy or
devolution’ (Donnan & Wilson, 1999, p. xx). By combining various countries under
the one banner of terms such as South East Asia, there is the potential for each
country’s own cultural practices to become reduced and therefore blend with the
other cultures involved to create a cohesive group of related nations. And so,
through the development and use of terms such as Southeast Asia, it is not only
the cultural individuality of each nation that could be seen to be lost as the country
becomes part of a larger community, but also its geographical environments and
landscapes. Donnan and Wilson highlight the ethnographic significance that
borders between countries hold. ‘Borders are zones of cultural production, spaces
of meaning-making and meaning-breaking. Experiences of borders, as in all
liminal experiences, simultaneously reinforce and disintegrate social and political
status and role, and structure and meaning, by putting into sharp relief the full
range of our identities’ (Donnan & Wilson, 1999, p. 64). The idea of a regional
identity breaks down the borders that have been established, and arguably
reduces each country’s national heritage. Due to erasure and oversimplification in
film representations I believe it is necessary to ground filmic analysis in an
overview of the complexities of Thailand.
National identity has become increasingly more important through the
liberation of various countries from their colonial rulers. ‘Nationalism was an
inclusive and liberating force. It broke down the various localisms of region,
dialect, custom and clan, and helped to create large and powerful nationstates’ (Smith, 1998, p. 1). To understand filmic culture, distortions and
representations of the nation are important to provide context. This said,
national identity can also be seen as having negative connotations and
merely being a fictional construct. In his seminal work, Benedict Anderson
claims these are merely ‘imagined communities’. He states,
it is an imagined political community…it is imagined because the
members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow

14

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each
lives the image of their communion (2006, p. 6)

Not only does Anderson’s notion problematise the idea of nation identity, it also
raises the question of exclusion. For every person that is included in the
community, another is (in turn) excluded. As Triandafyllidou states, ‘The doubleedged character of national identity - its capacity of defining who is a member of
the community but also, and perhaps more importantly, who is a foreigner compels one to ask to what extent national identity is a form of inward-looking selfconsciousness of a given community’ (Triandafyllidou, 2003, p. 10). This statement
could be key in potentially proving the importance of films that are emerging from
the regions themselves as they may be an ‘inward-looking’ portrayal of the
community , an idea supported by Van Der Heide.
National cinema is typically discussed using the nationalist discourse of
cultural authenticity, while at the same time confronting the perceived
external threats to national sovereignty through legal, economic,
esthetic and cultural sanctions. Consequently, the films are commonly
examined as expressions of unique cultural characteristics, squeezing
out the essence of national identity (Van Der Heide, 2002, p. 28).
However, this perspective may be too consummate and ignore many of the outside
conditions that stimulate, and potentially restrict, national filmic production. To
explore the problems that surround national identity fully, it will be necessary to
look at one country in detail that will be the main focus of this thesis, Thailand.
Thailand, formally known as Siam, is bordered by Myanmar (Burma), Laos,
Cambodia and Malaysia, and therefore is at the heart of Southeast Asia. To the
south of the country is a body of water called the Gulf of Thailand. Thailand has
had a fractured relationship with its border countries, but more importantly
immigrants, primarily in the North of the region. This area of Isan is important to
this thesis for two reasons. Firstly, it is the location of many of the films made by
the Thai director Apichatpong Weerasethakul. His work will be considered in
chapter 7 of this thesis. Also, when a country is erased and distorted on screen,
areas such as Isan provide a complexity that is missing from Western films.
Additionally, the area complicates the idea of Thailand having a cohesive national
identity. To understand Isan is to see it in direct opposition to the capital of
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Bangkok. ‘The capital of Thailand since 1782, Bangkok is a sprawling metropolis
of more than 10 million people, and, as home to almost one-sixth of the country’s
population, it is the unrivalled centre of national economic, political, and cultural
activity’ (Jackson, 2011, p. 1). Evidently this urban location is considered the hub
of Thai nationalism. Within their essay on Isan, Duncan McCargo and Krisadawan
Hongladarom explore the background of the region. They identify it as the poorest
part of Thailand that is home to a multitude of ethnic identifications including Lao,
Khmer, Suay, Vietnamese and Chinese (2004, pp. 220-221). It is also the most
populated area of Thailand with 19 provinces and over 20 million inhabitants, a
third of the population of the country as a whole’ (McCargo & Hongladarom, 2004,
p. 221). Initially, this multitude of immigrants from various countries can be seen
as complicating the identity of the area. This is further compounded by the fact
that ‘Virtually all inhabitants of this region are Thai citizens; the majority would
view themselves ethnically as Lao, and speak a version of Lao as their mother
tongue. Yet most prefer to identify themselves, at least to Thai outsiders, as khon
isan’ (McCargo & Hongladarom, 2004, p. 219). Even though the inhabitants are
considered Thai citizens, it is interesting to note that they would consider
themselves ethnically from another region. Not only this, but there is certain
terminology used to identify people from the region.
When Thais use the terms lūk Isan (children of Isan), lūk khao-nīeo
(children of glutinous rice) and khon khāi ræng-ngān (people who sell
their labour), they specifically mean those who come from the northeast
region. These terms have a collective nationwide connotation that
defines Isan personhood and subjectivity in a particular way. They refer
to impoverished peasants in the region who encounter difficulties,
political and economic injustice, and often have to become labour
migrants (Pinthongvijayakul, 2018, pp. 66-67).
This further compounds the idea that this region can be seen as being separate
from the urban capital of Bangkok. It is not only its geographical distance from the
capital, as well as its diverse citizenship that differentiates it, but also due to its
politically tumultuous past.
Isan has been a site of frequent rebellion and resistance, a challenge to
the power of the Thai state. The history of Isan in the twentieth century
was a long time of resistance towards domination from Bangkok,
demonstrated in the millenarian movements of the early twentieth
century…, the dissenting voices of independent-minded leftist Isan MPs
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from the 1930s, the emergence of Isan as the main base of the
Communist Party of Thailand in the 1960s and 1970s, and the Isan
focus of much non-government organisation, peoples’ organisation and
protest activity from the 1980s onwards (McCargo & Hongladarom,
2004, p. 222)
It can be argued that the region become a site of a multitude of rebellions due to
the fact that ‘Isan is a casualty of the country’s longstanding centralisation policy
that favours that growth of Bangkok’ (Alexander & McCargo, 2014, p. 62). This
historical context will be key when the films of Apichatpong are considered within
chapter 7 of this thesis. He is one of the few filmmakers, either from Thailand or
the West, that has directly addressed this Northern region. More pertinent incidents
that have occurred within the region will be detailed within the analysis of the films
themselves. At this juncture the region is of importance due to the ways in which it
complicates the idea of there being a cohesive Thai national identity. It is important
to challenge this notion due to the fact that it is overlooked by most critics who
miss the nuances when discussing Thai culture. Not only this but it challenges the
representation of the country seen in the films of Hollywood.
Additionally, the region is also part of the reason why the country changed
its name. ‘The country of Siam was renamed Thailand and 'Thai' became both a
country adjective and a demonym, with even the concept of regional divisions of
Thais such as 'Isan Thai' being outlawed’ (Draper & Kamnuansilpa, 2018, p. 82).
The renaming of the country was instigated by an army officer Luang
Phibunsongkhram (Phibun), who led a coup against the king and set up a
government closer to a Western style democracy with a parliament. ‘The change
was part of Phibun’s determination to bring his people into the modern world and
at the same time to emphasise their unique identity…with the slogan “Thailand for
the Thai”’ (Cavendish, 2014, para. 3). Evidently there has been a concerted effort
to erase the various nationalities that made up the country. One way this was done
was through the renaming of the country, and the aforementioned eradication of
any regional divisions. This further compounded Isan’s isolation from the rest of
the country. The Thai films that will be explored within chapter 3 of this thesis also
eradicate regional specificities. This eradication of provincial specificity is
challenged by the work of the Thai director Apichatpong Weerasethakul which will
be explored within chapter 7.
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Thailand tries to differentiate itself from the other member states of ASEAN
by placing particular importance on aspects of their culture that stand them apart
from other countries. The most prominent being the fact that the nation is one of
the few Asian countries that still retains a monarchy. King Bhumibol Adulyadej
began his reign on the 9 June 1946 until his death on 13 October 2016. As such he
was the longest reigning Thai monarch in history. This is a fact that the Thai
citizens and country as a whole feel is very important to their national identity.
The Thai see their king as providing a unifying character to the country
and as generating awareness of being uniquely Thai. He has provided
continuity, growth and stability throughout the country and greater
visibility to the nation than any other monarch. Throughout his reign he
has been dedicated to the welfare of his people, and they have
responded with trust and affection for the monarchy. He is respected
more than any other national leader and is the dominant national
symbol for the country and the people (Zeferys, 2009, p. 34).
Not only has the previous King benefited the country by providing a unifying
symbol, but he has also had a hand in the politics of the country itself. It is
important to note that these positive comments of the monarchy must be
considered with some skepticism. This is due to the fact that criticism of the
monarchy is illegal within the country (“King’s sacking”, 2019). This current line of
royalty, the Chakri dynasty, is inexorably linked to many important points in Thai
history, such as the founding of Bangkok in 1782.
Founded, along with Bangkok in 1782, the Chakri dynasty is
represented today in the beloved person of Rama IX, King Bhumibol,
Adulyadej, who, at his coronation in May 1950 recited the ancient oath
of accession: “We will reign with righteousness, for the benefits and
happiness of the Siamese people.” As a symbol of national unity, the
royal family reinforces the primacy of Bangkok as the cosmological,
religious, political and economic centre of the nation (Van Esterik, 2000,
p. 8).
The Current monarch, Vajiralongkorn, son of Adulyadej, ascended to the
throne after his fathers death. During his reign there has been much controversy
surrounding the king (Bernstein, 2020; Profile, 2019). Since his ascension to the
throne the enforcement of Thailand’s lese-majeste law, which proclaims that
‘anyone who “defames, insults or threatens the king, the queen, the heir-apparent
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or the regent” will be punished with a jail term between three and 15 years’ (Lesemajeste explained, 2017) has increased. This has resulted in pro-democracy
rallies marching to the royal guard barracks demanding the king relinquish some of
his vast power and wealth (Ratcliffe, 2020). This political unrest is an aspect that
needs to be considered in relation to the films that are released within Thailand
since the ascension of Vajiralongkorn.
Another aspect of Thailand’s history that helps to create its own distinct
national identity lays in its relationship with colonial powers of the past. What
differentiates Thailand is the fact that it was never officially colonised. ’Thailand is
the one nation in Southeast Asia that was never colonized by European powers.
This historical fact, proudly asserted by Thais, is often attributed to the Chakri
administration’s skills at compromise and negotiation’ (Van Esterik, 2000, p. 9). It
is evident why this aspect of Thai history is regarded so highly. This said,
Thailand has taken influence from these European colonisers, the difference
being that it has not been thrust upon them as happened with so many other
Asian nations. Because of this “unforced influence” on Thailand, there is an
assumption that the scholarship that has developed within Thailand is routed in
Thai culture, without any outside influence. Thongchai Winichakul discusses Thai
scholarship and its influence from the West:
In Thailand, whose academia has never been dictated by a colonial
power, colonial knowledge was imported and adapted to serve
domestic interests since the late nineteenth century. In my view, the
situation has been the opposite to what is generally believed, which is
that Thai studies in Thailand have been under the strong influence of
the homegrown intellectual traditions, including Buddhism, royalism,
and Thai parochialism. Western scholarship on Thailand has suffered
from following Thai scholars, most of whom are elite intellectuals, too
much and for too long. Therefore, not only is it hard to identify
“indigenous” scholarship nowadays, it is also debatable whether it has
suffered more from Western scholarship or the other way around
(Winichakul, 2003, p.21-22).
Winichakul raises the interesting perspective that Thai scholarship is written by the
elite. This indicates that there is no perspective from the lower echelons of society;
the everyday citizen. Within chapter 7 of this thesis, the films that will be discussed
are from the art cinema sector. Many of these are set in rural locations and are
concerned with the present and the past of these areas of the country. As will be
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demonstrated, this is a version of Thailand that is not frequently seen within the
genre films covered in chapter 3, or the Western representations of the country
discussed in chapters 4 and 5. The idea of trying to find an “indigenous” voice is
further complicated when funding is taken into consideration. This will be
discussed when the Thai films that have been made with the assistance of
Western funding streams, primarily within the art cinema sector, are considered in
the chapter 6 and 7 of this thesis. Not only this but the influence of Western art can
also be seen in the filmic output of the country. More pertinently, this culmination of
Western and Asia influence can still be seen within the films of Thailand that have
been distributed to the West.

Thai Ministry of Culture
Representations of Thailand are also a consideration for the government,
both internationally and domestically. This resulted in the establishment of the
Ministry of Culture to oversee the cultural products of the country.The Thai Ministry
of Culture was established in 1952, when the current Prime Minister, Field Marshal
Plaek Pibulsonggram took on the role of the Minister of Culture. The establishment
of the Ministry had little effect as ‘the social climate during the late 50’s favoured
economic development and failed to incorporate the cultural dimension into the
development plan’ (“About Us”, 2008). This resulted in the Ministry becoming
somewhat redundant. That said, during this period the Ministry began to develop
relationships with other countries around the world, a process they termed bilateral
cooperations. Evidently, Thailand was aware of the threat Western countries posed
to them due to their colonial exploits throughout Asia. Therefore, by establishing
these connections between not only Western countries but also other Asian
countries, as well as the ASEAN member states, the Thai government was making
the country less likely to be invaded and have another culture thrust upon them
(“Association of Southeast”, 2019). The Thai Ministry of Culture is a governmental
department that was established to oversee culture within the country. Its official
website states that its task has three major concerns; culture, religion and art. They
proclaim that culture is not only the responsibility of the Ministry to preserve, but
also every Thai citizen. They appear to view themselves as cultural gatekeepers,
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guiding the citizens of Thailand in their cultural beliefs. Not only are they
emphasising the important aspects of Thai culture, but they also wish to harness
and incorporate other cultures from around the world without forgetting their past.
The website emphasises this, stating that they mission is:
To maintain, preserve, and hand over our existing culture and to
incorporate it with appropriate effect a vast number of streams of new
and foreign culture in the way that keeps our culture intact requires
co-operation from every person in society, in the analysis of the weak
and strong points, benefits and disadvantages, opportunities and
signs of danger aiming at Thai culture. This is enhancing our culture
with desirable characteristics, capable of supporting and encouraging
sustainable national development (“About MOC”, 2017).

The idea of cultural enhancement is an interesting one and seems to contradict
the body’s main objective of keeping Thai culture intact.
A lot of significance is placed on the importance that religion has in society,
with the Ministry stating that ‘religion is the force holding the mind of the people
together and plays a very important role in the promotion of positive cultural values
enhancing a living based on morality and ethics’. The final component, art, is seen
as being ‘a source of knowledge and a heritage handed down from our
predecessors’. Interestingly, it is not just ancient art that is seen as being of worth,
but also the contemporary. This is due to the fact that ultimately contemporary art
will eventually become part of the cultural canon that future generations can learn
from. Evidently this thesis will consider film as part of the art that provides
knowledge, as dictated by the Ministry of Culture. This again makes the
representation of the country and its people key when regarding the films
themselves.
What follows below is the Ministry’s official policy. It is important to highlight
this in detail due to the impact they have on the film industry within Thailand. This
is due to the fact that they censor cultural artefacts that do not conform with their
policy. Two films that have fallen foul of the censorship regulations, Mundane
History (Suwichakornpong, 2009) and Syndromes and a Century (Weerasethakul,
2006) will be discussed in more detail in chapter 7. Not only this, but they also
have the capacity to dictate which Hollywood productions are allowed to film within
the country. This will be considered in more detail within the 4th and 5th chapters
of this thesis when Western representations of Thailand will be analysed. This is
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due to the fact that some of the productions were not allowed to shoot within the
region.

Thai Ministry of Culture Policy
Vision
The Ministry serves as an organization integrating religion, art and culture to
the people, fostering pride in Thai identity with proper culturally based lifestyle that
leads to sustainable and peaceful society.
Mission
1. Promotes national religions, art and culture and serves the requirement for
major tasks of the country, religion and the monarch, fostering sustainable
propagation and development;
2. Integrates religions, art and culture to the people and communities;
3. Develops socio-economics with cultural dimension, at community, locality,
national and international levels;
4. Integrates co-operation in the administration of knowledge, art and cultural
heritage for the benefits of the Thai people and the world community (“Vision
and Mission”, 2017)
Goals
1. To uphold nation, religion, monarchy and cultural identity.
2. The general public should be good and possess ethical values while taking
pride in Thai culture and applying religious principles in their daily life. They should
also possess creativity and appreciate aesthetics.
3. A harmonious society with ability for selecting and creating valuable products
including culture-based socio-economic development is encouraged.
4. The body of knowledge on culture should be systematically managed and
promoted among the general public.
(“Policy and Planning”, 2017)
Evidently the Ministry clearly places a focus on upholding a certain set of morals
and ideologies that they believe will have a positive impact on the country and its
citizens. Yet this raises interesting questions about what is being excluded and
censored. This aspect will be considered later within this thesis when Thai art
cinema is addressed. There is also an emphasis on religion and monarchy and the
ways in which they are promoted and sustained. Theravada Buddhism is the main
religion practiced throughout the country, with 85% to 90% of the population
practicing the religion. (“Thailand”, 2006). With such a large amount of the
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population practising the religion, it has had a major influence on culture and art.
‘The Thai are a deeply religious people. Buddhism is the backbone of Thai culture
and has continued to thrive since the Sukhothai period. Thai people have
remained united and independent throughout their history, largely due to the
Buddhist teachings’ (Zeferys, 2009, p. 55). It is believed to be the oldest form of
Buddhism still practiced in the world. Buddhist practice will be used in chapters 6
and 7 of this thesis as a way of considering the visuals of Thai cinema. The
Ministry’s focus on religion and the monarchy is of importance when it comes to
the analysis of film due to the fact that there are instances where certain texts
have been censored due to their representation of the monarchy. This will be
considered later on within this thesis when the films in question are analysed.
The Ministry has also developed ‘bilateral cooperation’ with various
countries around the world. They claim the purpose of these bilateral cooperations
is to promote ‘wider contacts between Thailand and its counterpart in the interest
of consolidating and developing friendly relations and enhancing mutual
understanding through encouraging and promoting cultural exchanges between
two countries on the basis of the principles of equality, reciprocity and mutual
benefit’ (“Bilateral cooperation”, 2017).
The countries, and the dates that these cultural agreements were struck on, that
may be of interest to this thesis are listed below:
• Japan (6 April 1955)
• ASEAN Member countries; Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Phillippines (17
December 1969)
• Australia (16 Dec 1974)
• Philippines (22 July 1976)
• India (29 April 1977)
• France (16 Sept 1977)
• Germany (24 March 1983)
• Vietnam (w/ the draft of Cultural Executive Programme 06-08) (8 Aug 1996)
• Cambodia (21 June 1997)
• China (w/ the draft of Cultural Executive Programme 08-10) (28 Aug 2001)
• Indonesia (17 Jan 2002)
• North Korea (1 March 2002)
• South Korea (25 Aug 2004)
• Mongolia (17 Aug 2006
The reasons for identifying the countries above is beneficial in two ways. Firstly it is
important to highlight the countries from the West that Thailand has entered into a
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mutual exchange programme with. As part of this thesis considers co-productions,
the ways in which Thailand as a country interacts with the West in a
political, constitutional way may provide relevant information for analysis.
Secondly, Thailand’s interaction with other areas of Asia will be of relevance due to
the fact that chapter 3 of this thesis considers the ways in which Thailand has
hidden its cultural specificity in favour of masquerading more generally as “Asia”.
Evidently the idea of bilateral cooperation shows that Thailand is willing to
not only exchange cultural products, but can be seen as an attempt to diversify
itself as a country, drawing influence from other nations. The Thai Ministry of
Culture was established as the body that is still recognisable today in 2002, with
the main mandate to ‘protect, sustain, enhance, disseminate, and promote the
religious, art and cultural affairs of the nation, and thus contribute to maintaining
the ultimate symbols of Thai social values i.e. nation, religion and
monarchy’ (“History of”, n.d.). This again seems to be stating that the artefacts that
individualise Thailand from its neighbouring Asian countries are of utmost
importance. It is also interesting to note that the Ministry of Culture is continuously
reemphasising the idea that the nation, religion and monarchy are the most
important aspects of the country’s identity. Due to the fact that the governmental
body is in charge of censorship, this has impacted on the films themselves.
Censorship issues within the country will be explored in more detail in the chapter
7 of this thesis. As such, these ideas will be considered throughout this thesis.
Many films, both Thai and Western productions, address certain aspects of these
topics. These have been received both positively and negatively by the Ministry of
Culture. Due to the fact that the governmental body is in charge of censorship, this
has impacted on the films themselves. Censorship issues within the country will be
explored in more detail when the films that have fallen foul of the governmental
body are considered directly.
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CHAPTER 2:
THAI FILM CONTEXT
A Thai citizen was first seen on the cinema screen in 1897, with the release
of Berne: Arrivée du Roi de Siam (Lavanchy-Clark, 1897). This short film
documents the King of Thailand, King Chulalongkorn, arriving in Berne,
Switzerland. The film grabbed the attention of the King’s brother, Prince
Thongthaem “the Duke” Sambassatra, who was so enamoured by the medium
that he went out and bought filmmaking equipment, making him the so called
father of Thai cinema (Barmé, 2002, p. 51). During these formative years of Thai
cinema, filmic production was considered an expensive hobby of the royal family.
The screening of these home movies, not only let the citizens of Thailand see the
lives of their royals, but also acted as a form of propaganda for the monarchy
(Barmé, 1999, p. 313). Other nation’s films were available to see in the limited
number of cinemas in Bangkok, primarily from France and Japan before World
War I, and Hollywood after (Sukwong & Suwannapak, 2010, pp. 7-8).
The first feature film made in Thailand was by an American director and
producer, Henry MacRae in 1923, entitled Miss Suwanna of Siam. It was set in
Thailand, with an entirely Thai cast. A newspaper article of the period, from the
English language, Bangkok Daily Mail states:
The film is of special interest as it is the first big thing of the kind ever
made in the country and it has been so constructed as to afford the
greatest collection possible of scenic backgrounds, thus affording a sort
of panorama of the country with the story of Suvarna running through it
all, like the leit motif of an opera. The story itself has all the necessary
features of melodrama, love, hate, revenge, injured innocence, false
accusation, man-slaughter, etc., etc., and it all ends up nicely and
pleasantly with the long-lost heir coming to his own and the lovers
wandering off hand in hand into the bright future. And all this wanders
through a lot of real life scenes, from Their Royal Highnesses the
Princes Damrong and Purachatra sitting "at the receipt of custom" to
"elephants a pilin' teak," golf at Hua Hin, the Raek Na ceremony, a
Bangkok fire, and views upon views of palaces and wats, incidentally
proving a really first-class advertisement to the State Railways and
various other of Siam's modernities. The film is certainly well worth
seeing, from the scenic standpoint alone and all concerned in its
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production merit all credit for good work well done (“Suwanna of Siam”,
1923).
Evidently, the film was received well by the country, with another Thai
commentator, quoted in Scot Barmé’s work, stating ‘After seeing Nangsao suwan,
the first Thai film, I am ecstatic. It shows various regions of the country, temples,
palaces, rivers and canals, rice paddies and beautiful forests, not to mention our
beloved ancient sites that look so dignified. And it’s wonderful to see a cast
composed entirely of fellow Thais’ (Barmé, 2002, pg. 54). Even during this early
period of film production, the landscape of Thailand is being a key component in
the narrative. What is interesting to note, during this formative period of film
production, the idea of a national product is being discussed, and the issues that
surround this topic have begun to arise. The issue of competing claims for a film’s
national identity are already prevalent. The film was considered Thai due to the
cast that appeared in it. But due to the director’s nationality and the fact the film
was made by Universal, it is regarded as an American picture. Even at this early
stage of filmic production, Thailand is showing an interest in allowing foreign
filmmakers to produce feature films within the country, something that is still
prevalent today and will be discussed later within this chapter. Another aspect of
the filmmaking process that is still relevant today is the resources available to
foreign filmmakers to the region. The director of the film Henry MacRae ’secured
permission to use the royal actors and sacred white elephants, and have at his
disposal the king’s 52 cars, 600 race horses and the entire Thai navy’ (Clarke,
2001, para. 9). Thailand makes aspects of its royal heritage available to
prospective filmmakers if they shoot within the region. This will be explored in
more detail when the films made in the West are considered in chapters 4 and 5
of this thesis.
What is also interesting is that the film was also ‘a means through which to
promote the scenic backgrounds and tourist sites of Thailand…requested by King
Rama VI’ (Ainslie & Ancuta, 2018). Unfortunately no footage of the film exists so it
is not available for analysis. This said, it is important to note that the film is
portraying a version of Thailand that is interesting to a global audience, with
specific emphasis on historical and cultural differences to the Western world. This
practice of using film to promote the country as a tourist destination is still utilised
today and will be considered when more contemporary films are addressed. This
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process is a clear example of the tourist gaze. Suwanna of Siam can be seen as
being the first film whose national identity is called into question, in regard to the
case of Thailand.
Thai silent film production began in 1927 when the two main production
companies, the Thai Film Company and the Bangkok Film Company run by the
two Wasuwat brothers, began vying for the first release, with the latter
succeeding when it released Double Luck (Chok Sorng Chan) (Wasuwat,
1927). Between 1927 and 1932, 17 silent features were produced. Much like
Miss Suwanna of Siam, only fragments of these features still exist to this day. It
wasn’t until 1932 when the Bangkok Film Company released the first feature
length Thai sound film, Going Astray (Wasuwat, 1932) (Barmé, 2002, p. 55-57).
Suwanna of Siam also heralded the beginning of censorship within the country.
This censorship was fairly simplistic ‘in which all films, both imported and
locally made, were to be shown to the monarch and his close associates for
their authorization before being released for general exhibition’ (Barmé, 2002,
p. 56). Going Astray caused controversy as it contained an execution scene
that the monarchy thought would depict the country as uncivilised, and thus
had to be cut before the film was allowed to be screened. Even in the early
days of cinema, the monarchy had a key role to play in terms of the identity
that the country was trying to construct for itself. The monarchy continues to
play a role in the national image of Thailand today. The censorship laws were
fully enacted by 1930, with very little changing to this day. These aspects,
censorship and the monarchy’s involvement in film and the country’s identity,
will be discussed later throughout this thesis in regard to more contemporary
filmic texts.
It was during the 1920s that American filmmakers began to use the country
as a setting. As previously mentioned, Suwanna of Siam was the first example of
American filmic production. The most notable film to follow was Chang: A Drama
of the Wilderness (Cooper & Schoedsack,1927). The film follows a farmer, Kru,
who lives deeper in the jungle than any other member of his village. The film is a
documentary of sorts that follows Kru through his daily activities and the struggles
he experiences with the constant threat of wild creatures such as leopards and
elephants being ever present. These were real wild creatures and posed a threat
to the crew as well as Kru. There are many scenes of animal slaughter as Kru
deals with the aforementioned danger. The documentary aspect of the film is
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questionable as some of the scenes were restaged at a later date as they had not
been captured as originally planned (Biggs, 2019). The narrative of the film is
ultimately about Kru capturing a baby elephant, the Chang in the title being the
Thai word for elephant, with the intention of rearing it to assist in his daily tasks.
He tethers the baby elephant to one of the support structures of his raised house.
Its mother ends up coming to find its baby and destroys Kru’s house. Kru and
his family flee for the village where a herd of elephants stampede through the
village, destroying the buildings. The film was nominated at the first Academy
Awards in the category of Unique and Artistic Production, but lost to Sunrise: A
Song of Two Humans (Murnau, 1927). Cooper and Schoedsack went on to
achieve great acclaim as the uncredited directors of King Kong (Cooper &
Schoedsack, 1933).
The opening titles of the feature lists the cast as follows: Natives of the
wild: who have never seen a motion picture; Wild Beasts: who have never had to
fear a modern rifle; The Jungle. Clearly the producers are trying to make the
difference between the two civilisations clear from the outset, placing the people
watching the feature in the Western world as the civilised community. The fact that
the people seen on the screen are Thai is unimportant to the narrative. They are
only there to provide a community that is exoticised and strange to a Western
audience. They are simply a representation of ‘The East’. One American
newspaper article of the time stated, ‘many persons will believe that the picture is
concerned with the ways of the Chinese’ (Hall, 1927). This is almost a given within
Orientalist discourse that Western constructs of the East will sloppily homogenise
and generalise the disparate countries. It is also interesting to note that this article
frequently talks about the animals on screen, yet neglects to mention the people
of Thailand. This representation of the Thai people is a trait that was prevalent
throughout the 20th Century, with many Hollywood productions using Thailand
primarily as a location and paying little attention to the culture of the country, or
the representation of its people. The landscape is an exotic clime for the narrative
to unfold in. Mary Louise Pratt’s consideration of the landscape within travel
writing is applicable here. She discusses the fact that the ‘landscape is
estheticized’ (2007, p. 200). The landscape is merely there for visual pleasure.
Not only this but Pratt’s term ‘anti-conquest’ is also applicable (2007, p. 9). Again,
Pratt posits this term in relation to travel writing but it is clearly relevant to the films
discussed within this thesis. She states that the term refers to ‘the strategies of
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representation whereby European bourgeois subjects seek to secure their
innocence in the same moment as they assert European hegemony’ (2007, p. 9).
The main protagonist, or as Pratt refers to him as, the ‘seeing-man’ then guides
the reader, or in this case the viewer, ‘whose imperial eyes passively look out and
process’ (2007, p. 9). In this way, the audience are viewing the landscape through
an imperial gaze, seeing it in opposition to the West.
The people of the film are portrayed as much like wild beasts as the
animals are. The human aspects of these people are removed from the film,
instead showing them crawling around in the undergrowth, shot in exactly the
same way that the animals are. Chang: A Drama of the Wilderness was shown
primarily in American and was not screened in Thailand, a clear indication of the
audience that the filmmakers were aiming the film at.
After the Wasuwat Brothers first foray into sound production with Long
Thang, talkies did not become the staple for Thai film. Many other filmmakers did
not have the funds available to them to invest in sound recording equipment. This
limitation, like many others that the filmic world has experienced over the years,
caused filmmakers to find other ways of making filmic products. This resulted in a
process similar to dubbing in modern cinema. The premise was to have people,
or “dubbers” in the cinema as the film was playing, saying the lines of dialogue
into microphones. These so called “dubbers” became stars in their own right,
performing both male and female roles, as well as accompanying sound effects.
This method was also used to show films not in the Thai language. The
technique had such an impact on the Thai film industry that from 1932, films
were either recorded with sound or dubbed. The Wasuwat brothers again had a
hand in the next stage of filmic development in the country. They built the first
fully equipped sound studio in 1935 around the suburbs of Bangkok, called the
Sri Krung Studio. This studio has since been turned into the Thai Film Museum
(Sukwong & Suwannapak, 2001, p. 11).
During World War 2, film production effectively ceased. Thailand were not
really involved in the war, taking a stance of neutrality until they were invaded by
Japan. When this occurred, they sided with their Asian neighbours. Even though
they did not commit troops in the war, their support of Japan had a negative effect
on the country. ‘By 1945, the economy was wrecked by Japan’s wartime
demands; Bangkok was subjected to over 4000 Allied bombing raids, resulting in
evacuation of 60 per cent of the population’ (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2014, p. 137).
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There is one particular film of note during this war period, The King of the White
Elephant (Vasudhara, 1940). This English language historical epic concerns a
monarch that is reluctant to go to war, yet does so when the country is under
attack and threatened with occupation. The film was intended as an anti-war
propagandist text. With the threat of Japanese occupation looming on the horizon,
this film was clearly a statement that Thailand was not ready to have its land taken
by a foreign force. Like many of the other films discussed, it also had ties to the
royal family. It was produced by Governor-General Pridi Banomyong, who was the
representative of King Anada, and as such had a more important cultural
meaning. As Richard Williamson states, the film can be seen as ‘a response to the
growing pressure on Thailand to enter into the Second World War’ (Williamson,
2005). This may be the reason why it was shot in the English language. This said,
Williamson also raises an interesting aspect of the production of the film that may
have influenced the language of the film. ‘A print of the film was required to be
kept at the Library of Congress in Washington DC because Pridi had taken the
unusual step of registering the copyright of the film in the United
States’ (Williamson, 2005). There does not appear to be any reason why this was
done, other to ensure the safety and longevity of the film. This would not be
possible in Thailand due to the poor facilities film was kept under. By shooting the
film in the English language it would evidently be of more interest to the United
States of America. America themselves famously did not enter World War 2 until
late on so there is also the potential that the film spoke to the American people in
a similar way that it did to Thai nationals; that there is a foreign danger that is
threatening their people.
Following World War 2, economic restraints dictated film style much in the
same way as Italian national cinema changed in the years that preceded the war
(Sukwong & Suwannapak, 2001, p. 11). Italian Neorealism was a style that shot
on location due to the main studio at the time being used as an army barracks and
a displaced persons camp, and used natural lighting, due to a shortage of lighting
rigs. Film stock was also hard to come by so films were compiled from whatever
was available. A similar approach and style appeared in Thailand. With film stock
being so hard to come by, and extremely expensive, Thai filmmakers began to
use 16mm instead of the more traditional 35mm. One of the first films that was
produced following the war, The Village of Chon Kawao (No production details,
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1946), is mentioned by the National Film Archive in Thailand and is an adaptation
of a Thai folktale (Kislenko, 2004).
This period following World War 2 until the 1970s, where 16mm film was
utilised, came to be known as the “Golden Age” of Thai cinema. Huge quantities of
low budget genre films were produced that relied heavily on genre and
recognisable film stars. They were primarily ‘escapist films, mainly action
melodramas featuring stereotypical characters, gangsters and corny love interest.
Many of these films starred Mitr Chaibancha, Thailand’s greatest ever film star. He
played the handsome hero in 265 films’ (Ridout, Gray, & Vickers, 2012, p. 782).
The films released were not well received critically, with the action films
colloquially being termed “raboed phoo khao phao krathom”, “bomb the mountain,
burn the huts”, due to the similar narrative of each release. These films have
never been made available to a global audience, yet some of the more recent
cinematic releases hark back to this period in Thai cinema. Even though 16mm
film was the standard during this period, there were still some releases on 35mm.
These formulaic genre films are still prevalent today.
Rattana Pestonji sought to improve the general quality of Thai cinema,
both aesthetically and stylistically. One of his films, Santi-Weena (Pestonji, 1954),
became the first Thai film to be entered at an international film festival, the 1st
Asia Pacific Film Festival in 1954. Another of his films, Black Silk (Pestonji, 1961)
was the first Thai film to be entered at the Berlin International Film Festival.
Through the work of Pestonji, the Western world began to be aware of Thailand’s
involvement in filmic production. It seems more than a coincidence that the
same year that Santi-Weena was entered into competition, Akira Kurosawa’s
Seven Samurai (1954) was being critically lauded at the Venice Film Festival.
The same situation occurred in 1961, where Yojimbo (Kurosawa, 1961) was
nominated for the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival, as well as winning a
best actor award. This has been raised as it is important to point out that during
the time that Thai film was beginning to travel outside its native country, Asian
cinema as a whole was garnering attention throughout the Western world. The
idea of Thai film finding success in the West due to the release of other films
from Asia is a pattern that has continued into the 2000s. This will be explored in
greater detail when the Thai genre films from that period are considered directly.
In the 1970s, even more locally produced films were released. This was
primarily due to the fact that in 1977 the Thai Government imposed a heavy tax
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on all foreign films that were imported into the country. The void left by the
Hollywood films had to be filled and in 1978 alone, 150 Thai films were released
(Houton, 2016, p. 122). The films during this period were referred to as “nam
nao”, literally meaning “stinking water”, as they are normally viewed as clichéd
and stagnant. Most of the films that were released from the 1950s to the 1970s
relied heavily on generic codes and conventions, as well as popular stars of the
period, to entice audiences into the cinema, regardless of the artistic quality of the
filmic texts.
This said, it wasn’t solely these genre films that were released.
Chatrichalerm Yukol, a member of the Thai royal family, was a director that
attempted to relay a more political message within his texts. Hotel Angel (Yukol,
1974) addressed the negative side of prostitution, whilst The Elephant Keeper
(Yukol, 1987) showed the importance of protecting the environment and the
problems that arise from illegal logging. Three of Yukol’s films from this period
were submitted by The Kingdom of Thailand to the US Academy Awards for Best
Foreign Picture. Since this award was established in 1956, Thailand has
submitted only eighteen films, with their first submission being received in 1984.
Even though this is 28 years after the inception of the award, Thailand is the
second independent nation in Southeast Asia to join the competition, after the
Philippines. Until this date (2014), no Thai candidate has been nominated for an
Academy Award. This said, there has been a dramatic increase in the amount of
Thai films submitted for this award since the new millennium began, with one film
being put forward each year since the year 2000. This supports the idea that
Thailand is now an industry that is looking to release its features globally, looking
for awards and validations from foreign countries, and therefore potentially
tailoring the film's narrative and aesthetic style. These breakthrough films can be
divided into two primary categories; that of the genre film, including such releases
as the martial arts film Ong-Bak (Pinkaew, 2003) and the Thai art film.
From the mid-1980s until the late 1990s, filmic product in Thailand
practically ceased, with the industry barely producing ten films a year (Williamson,
2005). This decline in production can be seen on the one hand as a response to
the Thai population’s developing interest in television shows. Additionally,
American productions were becoming a regular occurrence within the country
again, and thus the need for Thai films to fill up the previously created void left by
Hollywood in the late 1970s, was no longer needed. This left many film makers
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out of work, so to make a living they joined the industry that had ended their
careers and entered the world of advertising. There was also little opportunity in
the film industry due to the lack of state funding. The fortunes of feature film
production were again to change in 1997. This can be seen to align with the
catastrophic economic downturn that was to occur within Thailand.

Economic Success and Failure
By no means is this thesis going to cover the extensive issues that arose
for Thailand before and after the crisis. Thailand’s economic crisis has been
discussed extensively elsewhere (Phongpaichit & Baker, 1998; Phongpaichit &
Baker, 2000; Hewison, 2000; Lauridsen, 1998). It is not the primary focus of this
work, but it is important to raise the incident as it can be seen as being a catalyst
that reinvigorated not only the Thai fi lm industry, but a sense of national identity.
This idea is supported by Benjamin Baumann who states that ‘Beyond its
economic impacts the Asian fi nancial crisis had even more profound ideological
dimensions. Submission to IMF conditions required the Thai government to further
open its economy to foreign capital. Fueled by feelings of vulnerability, an interest
in cultivating a strong “Thai self” grew as an attempt to withstand the impact of
impeding foreign domination’ (2014, p. 170). I believe that it is no coincidence that
Thai fi lm seems to be reinvigorated after the economic crash and the IMF’s
involvement. Due to this economic downturn the fi lmmakers that had turned to
the advertising industry were again out of work. This enabled them to return to
their primary passion, feature fi lm production. Not only this but it made the fi
lmmakers wish to see a sense of “Thainess” on their screens once again, instead
of the important cinematic releases that had proliferated in the preceding years
(Lewis, 2003, pp. 69-70).
Firstly, it is important to note that the decade before, the 1980’s, was a
period of huge, unexpected financial success for the country. ‘For a decade,
Thailand was the world’s fastest-growing economy’ (Phongpaichit & Baker, 1998,
p. 1). This unexpected success was partly due to the way in which Thailand
differentiated itself from the other countries within the region. ‘Thailand seemed
less modern, less likely to leap ahead. Its politics were an old-fashioned mix of
kings, coups, and generals. Its economy was a classic third-world blend of
agriculture and tourism’ (Phongpaichit & Baker, 1998, p. 1). The success Thailand
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had was also seen in other areas of Asia during the 1980s. But Thailand’s
success was not to last long as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) was called
in to assist the country economically. By 1996 ‘growth slumped from over 20
percent to zero. The stock market lost two-thirds of its value. The IMF was called
in to arrange its second-largest-ever bailout’ (Phongpaichit & Baker, 1998, p. 5).
This resulted in the IMF implementing policies within Thailand, covered
extensively in the work of Chris Baker and Pasuk Phongpaichit (2000, pp. 36-65).
There were many sources of protest over the involvement, but one of the most
pertinent was from the working class citizens and farmers. ‘Political activists
argued that the strategy of the IMF and government was saving the rich at the
expense of the poor’ (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2000, p. 47). Maybe more pertinently
the IMF launched ‘an ambitious plan for opening the Thai economy up to greater
foreign penetration’ (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2000, p. 36). It is important to
reemphasis the point that Thailand was never under colonial rule. As has been
highlighted earlier, US involvement in the country during the Vietnam war was a
point of consternation due to the perceived outside influence. The IMF’s
involvement in the country can in a sense therefore be seen as being a form of
colonial hold and a way of the West directly influencing the nation. The theoretical
framework of ‘dependency’ is clearly applicable here. B. N. Ghosh considers
dependency in detail, explaining how ‘dependency is a form of unequal
international relationship between two sets if countries’ (2001, p. 1). The
developed capitalist society, or metropolitan centre, conditions the economic
development of the periphery or less developed countries (LDCs). ‘According to
the dependency theory, underdevelopment can be explained by the fact of
relations of dominance over the LDC’s’ (Ghosh, 2001, p.1). As such, the IMF’s
involvement can be seen as a form of dominance over Thailand due to its financial
dependency, a form of colonial hold.
As has been highlighted, the Ministry of Culture believes that all forms of
art require their attention due to their cultural worth. Due to the mandate, it can be
assumed that film is one such art form that the government will support and
protect due to the ways in which it can act as a mirror on society. This does not
appear to be the case. An interview with Nonzee Nimibutr, a leading Thai
director and producer who has received critical global acclaim with films such as
Jan Dara (Nimibutr, 2001) and Bang Rajan (Jitnukul, 2000), reveals the state of
the film industry within Thailand.
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The Thai film industry still needs a lot of improvement. This year for
instance, the industry has been severely hit by the recession. I for one
haven’t been able to make a single movie this year because of the
meltdown. Moreover, the poor economic situation of the country and
conflicts between the filmmakers and the government has hindered the
industry’s progress. It still thinks that movies are only made for
commercial gain. As a result, many good films turn into flops at the box
office because of a lack of adequate funding and publicity. Moreover,
Hollywood movies screened in Thai cinemas, especially summer
blockbusters, make it even harder for Thai films to gain recognition
(Fernandes, 2009).
This is a damning view of an industry that has been compared to the thriving
Japanese and Korean markets. This view is supported by another Thai film
director, Anocha Suwichakornpong, who had trouble receiving funding during the
making of her first feature Jao Nok Krajok/Mundane History (Suwichakornpong,
2009). Anocha applied for funding from the Thai Office of Contemporary Art and
Culture. She was denied funding twice from the Ministry of Culture, yet managed
to garner funding for post-production from the Hubert Bals Fund in 2009. She did
eventually receive support from the ministry due to the fact she was taking a short
film to the Cannes film festival, obtaining 50,000 baht, a quarter of the original
figure she had applied for. Anocha’s films will be considered in greater detail i
chapter 7 of this thesis as much of the money she receives for film production is
from Western funding streams. It is also interesting to note that although the
Ministry don’t seem to view film as an important artistic practise worthy of funding,
it is aware of the influence it may have on the country’s citizens. This is
demonstrated by the censorship that is prevalent within the country.
Evidently there are multiple factors that can be seen as impacting upon
Thailand’s cinematic output. What is of interest for this section of this thesis is the
films that have been made within Thailand that have been exported to the West. I
believe these films demonstrate a nation that is still searching for a distinctive
cinematic identity and is relying on genre films to receive global exposure. Instead

of appealing to the funding available from the film festival circuit, these films have
achieved global exposure by harnessing generic traits and being marketed
alongside successful products from other areas of Asia.
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CHAPTER 3:
21st Century Genre Films
From 1997 until present day, the films that have been released in Thailand,
and exported to the Western world, appear to be from a country that is still
looking for its own filmic identity. This statement is based on the fact that many of
the Thai films released rely heavily on genre. Most importantly the films released
to the West are utilising genres that have been exported by other countries in
Asia to the West to great acclaim, both critically and commercially. Yet, this does
not mean that these films are just produced for a world audience. They still
address certain topics that will appeal to Thai nationals to some degree. This
idea is supported by Tanyatorn Panyasopon who states, ‘Historical films,
comedies, and horror films have increased in production; especially, there has
been an increase in those that reflect the ideals of Thainess, which enables Thai
audiences to appreciate nationalism’ (2012, p. 557). Even though these films may
appeal to a Thai audience, due to their harnessing of recognisable genres, some
of these texts that have been released in the West seem to dilute their
“Thainess”. This can be seen as a clear example of what Lisa Lau terms ‘ReOrientalism’ (2009). Building upon the seminal work of Edward Said, Lisa Lau and
Ana Cristina Mendes claim that ‘“Orientals” are seen to be perpetrating
Orientalisms no less than “non-Orientals”’ (Lau & Mendes, 2011, p. 1). This
perpetuation of Orientalist imagery by Asian filmmakers is evident within the films
that will be discussed here. What is seen within the films is ‘cultural producers
with eastern affiliations come to terms with an orientalized East…by complying
with perceived expectation of western’ (Lau & Mendes, 2011, p. 1) viewers. In a
sense these Thai films are erasing Thai national specificity to appeal to a wider
audience, harnessing recognisable Orientalist traits and conforming to global
audience expectations. This auto-erasure of nationality for global success will be
considered in the chapter that follows.
When discussing universalities within film, Leon Hunt states that they ‘say
more about the inequalities between “core” and “peripheral” cultures, and the
imperatives for the aesthetics of the latter to resemble the former in order to find
international acceptance’ (2003, p. 3). Within the section that follows Thailand will
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be considered as one of the “peripheral” cultures that Hunt addresses, utilising a
style of a “core” culture.
There are three clear examples of genres that have been exported to the
West. They are the historical epic, the martial arts film, and the horror film. There
is a sense of fluidity between the categories as, for example, some historically set
films have a presence of martial arts. The reasons for a specific categorisation will
be explored within the analysis that follows, considering thematics as well as
visuals and narrative content. Much of the academic discourse surrounding these
generic films refers to them as being part of a New Thai Cinema (Ainslie & Ancuta,
2018; Stephens, 2002; Harrison, 2005; Hunt, 2005; Hunt & Wing-Fai, 2011). This
thesis will argue that these films in particular are not a symptom of a New Thai
cinema. Previously Thai films produced from 1997 to present day have been
labelled as being part of a cinematic movement, yet there are no unifying factors
other than their location of production. I believe this label is more applicable to a
group of films that can be associated with the slow film movement. These will be
considered in the final chapter of this thesis. This movement utilises an aesthetic
and contains similar thematics. I would argue that each of these genre films has
found a footing within the Western market after similar releases from other
countries within Asia have received acclaim. This will be demonstrated when each
genre is considered. It is important to reemphasise the fact that the films under
consideration here are from 1997 onwards. The reasons for this are due to the
fact that this was the period where Thai cinema was reinvigorated. Not only this
but within the West, multiple distributors came to the fore with the sole remit of
releasing Asian cinema in the West. These companies include Cine-Asia, Tartan
Asia Extreme and Hong Kong Legends. I am aware that the generic parameters
that will be established can be seen further back in cinematic history. For example
the historical Asian epic can be seen as being released in the West with the work
of Akira Kurosawa in films such as Seven Samurai. The difference here lies in the
fact that the Western market place became saturated with Asian cinema in the late
1990s that has continued to this day. Interestingly, many of the filmic blueprints
that Thailand seems to have followed are from Japan and China. As such, they
will be the main sources of comparison. There are also recurring distribution
companies that are key to the spread of Asian cinema within the United Kingdom.
These companies, many of which no longer exist, will be considered where
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relevant. The first genre that will be considered is that of the martial arts film, a
genre ostensibly linked with Chinese cinema.

MARTIAL ARTS - THAI STYLE
Since the dawn of cinema, China has been producing films, yet it wasn’t
until the 1980s that the industry began to receive acclaim outside of its native
country. The West was aware of the cinema of China in the early 1970s,
primarily through the martial arts genre and its first exported star to the West,
Bruce Lee. These films were shown on American television and were dubbed,
not subtitled, which created an odd, humorous effect that has since become
synonymous with the genre. Due to this initial influence, Chinese cinema and
the martial arts film are inextricably linked.
Leon Hunt has written extensively on the genre of martial arts films (2003).
He makes the point that the genre has always been a cultural hybrid, with
Chinese directors receiving influence from Japan and America (2003, p. 3). Hunt
highlights the fact that it is a ‘genre of bodies; extraordinary, expressive,
spectacular, sometimes even grotesque bodies’ (2003, p. 2). The foregrounding of
the body as spectacle is not only due to the musculature of the martial artist, but
also the seemingly superhuman activities it is able to do. The genre is also
inextricably linked to ideas of authenticity (Hunt, 2003, p. 21-47). Hunt addresses
this idea of authenticity through a performative lens and martial arts link to it. He
raises the idea that kung fu films have been likened to the musical, as have its
stars, such as Jackie Chan due to ‘his athleticism, his sense of rhythm and love of
incorporating inanimate objects into choreography’ (Hunt, 2003, p. 25). These
manifest themselves on screen during the extensive fight sequences which are
the driving force of the genre. Both of the aspects discussed above, the
performative and the body, are also linked to ideas of authenticity. The spectacle
of the genre comes from the audience’s belief that what they are seeing has
physically been achieved, not created through technological intervention. This is
attained by ‘championing long takes and wide framing as a guarantee of the “real”’
(Hunt, 2003, p. 35). Man-Fung Yip links this authenticity to the violence seen on
screen and the ways in which the genre relies on ‘an intense engagement with the
viewer’s body, with the corporeal materiality of the sense’ which ‘is a defining
characteristic of the genre’ (2014, pp. 76-77). It is this link between the audience’s
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sensory engagement with the film and the realism of the action that makes the
genre a success. It is not just the violence that is made to seem realistic, ‘but also
more general sensations such as power, dynamism and speed’ (Yip, 2014, p. 78).
This again, draws links back to Leon Hunt’s ideas of the body as spectacle. These
hallmarks of the genre: spectacle, violence, and realism will all be used to analyse
the films from Thailand that have utilised the genre.
The martial arts film is one genre that Thai film has harnessed for its own
devices in films exported to the West. One such example is Ong-Bak (Pinkaew,
2003) and its various sequels. As with many of the filmic texts analysed within
this thesis there is little academic discourse on the film series. Ong-Bak’s
narrative follows the quest of a villager Ting, who is highly skilled in Muay Thai, a
form of martial arts specific to Thailand, as he seeks to return the stolen head of
a statue that resides in the community’s Buddhist temple. The film is set in the
rural Northeast of the country, with the antagonists hailing from Bangkok. The
villains are heavily influenced by western culture and as such do not respect the
Buddhist statue. Ting’s devotion to the statue and the impact it has on the local
community is the only aspect that could be construed as being nationalistic in any
sense. Rachel Harrison argues that ‘the restoration of order that Thai kickboxer
Ting effects is tantamount to the preservation of a traditional way of life’ (2005, p.
334). This statement would be more compelling if there was a greater sense of a
Thai way within the film, other than the presence of a Buddhist statue. Instead
the rural areas appear to be a nostalgic view of the past, whereas the city is seen
as spiritually depraved (Harrison, 2005, p. 334).
The plot appears to just provide a way for the main protagonist, played by
Tony Jaa, to travel from one compromising situation to another, with each new
locale providing a wealth of possibilities for fight sequences. This became the
film’s major selling point, that what was being shown to audiences on the big
screen had actually been performed through stunt work, not through computer
generated imagery or camera trickery. This can be seen as a manifestation of
Leon Hunt’s ideas of realism being integral to the genre, as well as viewing the
events as spectacle. Not only was the stunt work important to the marketing of the
film, but also the unusual country (for Western audiences) that it was made in.
‘Tony Jaa was promoted as a ‘spectacle of the real’, but according to Hunt &
Wing-Fai Ong Bak was also seen as remarkable for coming from a national
cinema with no international reputation for making Martial Arts films’ (Hunt, 2008,
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p. 228). This statement may hold some sway, but I would argue that the location
of the action was inconsequential, it was about the spectacle on screen. This is
supported by the majority of the marketing focused on the martial arts itself. Little
attention was paid to the country of production. I believe this was done, as with
the other examples explored in this section, to appeal to the already established
market that had an interest in martial arts films as a whole, building on the legacy
of such stars as Jackie Chan, Bruce Lee, and Jean Claude van Damme. It could
have been made in any other East Asian country due to the absence of specific
cultural markers. The West’s fascination with martial arts can also be linking to the
orientalist assumption that the East is ‘characterised by inherent
violence’ (Kabbani, 1986, p. 6). This theme is clear within Ong Bak and supports
the notion that the location of the action is irrelevant, it is the spectacle of the
action that is key, as well as the assumption that the East is brutal in comparison
to the West. This is also a clear example of Lau and Mendes’ Re-Orientalism.
Within the martial arts films from Thailand, the filmmakers or, to use the authors
terminology, re-Orientalists ‘instead faithfully keep to the tradition of Orientalism in
maintaining the “world-as-exhibition”’ (Lau & Mendes, 2011, p. 5). The exhibition
here relies on the idea that the East is barbaric and violent, proliferating the idea
that these images and events are ‘in fact the norm in the wider…Asian community’
(Lau, 2009, p. 584).
The film was distributed in the United Kingdom by the now defunct Premier
Asia which operated between 2003 and 2008. The films that Premier Asia
distributed were primarily from Japan and South Korea, with a small selection
from Thailand. The films that received distribution can broadly be placed within
the genre categories established within this thesis. Many were either martial
arts based such as Duelist (Lee, 2005), set in the historical past such as
Bichunmoo (Kim, 2000) and The Warrior (Kim, 2001) or were horror films. The
horror films were the company’s most recognisable titles with films such as Juon: The Grudge (Shimizu, 2002), One Missed Call (Miike, 2003) and Shutter
(Pisanthanakun & Wongpoom, 2004). Other notable releases relied primarily on
directors whose names were becoming recognisable to a global audience, such
as Takashi Miike whose film Ichi the Killer (2001) was also released by the
company. All the DVD releases by the company had a small logo located on of
the top corners of the cover. Interestingly they were the sister company of Hong
Kong Legends, a company that specialises in Hong Kong martial arts films,
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making available to the UK market multiple releases by Bruce Lee and Jackie
Chan. Both of these companies ceased to exist around 2007-2008. None of the
official websites are available anymore, but forums are still accessible where
fans are discussing the closure of the companies (“Are Hong Kong Legends”,
2008).
The tagline of Ong-Bak emphasised the importance that was placed on the
stunt work; ‘No Stuntmen, No Wire Action, No Computer Graphics’. This can be
perceived as a nod to the films of Jackie Chan, an actor who was renowned for
his stunt work. His film Rumble in the Bronx (Tong, 1995) had the tagline ‘No Fear,
No Stuntmen, No Equal’. Not only is the marketing aligning itself with the realism
required for the genre to find success, but it is also clearly referencing
recognisable films of the genre that have received international success. One of
the most famous scenes from the film that exemplifies this idea of realism within
the stunt work is shown when Ting is chased through the streets of Bangkok. His
speed is emphasised as he overtakes every other character on the screen,
speeding past the static camera. He is seen jumping over groups of children and
market stalls, with the camera positioned at a low angle. This emphasises the
height and distance of the leaps that are undertaken. Action is frequently shot in
slow motion. When the more spectacular stunts are undertaken, such as sliding
under a car whilst doing the splits, the action is shown from two angles. This
repetition of the action clearly breaks the rules of Hollywood cinema, just this is
done to compound the audience’s admiration of the events occurring on screen.
Some of the stunts, such as jumping over cars, are shown in slow motion. This
is again done to emphasise the spectacle to the audience and compound their
enjoyment and awe. Clearly these cinematic devices are utilised to demonstrate
the spectacle of Tony Jaa’s body and skill, as well as the fact that the stunts
seen on screen were actually achieved. Leon Hunt argues that ‘Ong-Bak is, on
the face of it, a throwback - it has been widely celebrated as how Hong Kong
cinema used to be (2005, p. 70). This reverence for a past cinematic style and
aesthetic that was previously lauded globally reinforces this thesis’ argument
that Thailand is utilising past global successes for their own gains.
The film was a huge success on the domestic market being ‘second only to
The Matrix Reloaded at the 2003 Thai box office’ (Hunt, 2005, p. 70). Evidently it
is a highly entertaining blockbuster that has global appeal, yet Hunt argues that
the narrative retains enough local custom to appeal to a Thai audience. The ‘story
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is locally inflected; Ting is an exponent of Muay Thai and the weapons-based
Krabi Krabong rather than Chinese kung fu, there are allusions to Thailand’s old
enemy Burma…and a memorable chase involving three-wheeled tuk-tuks’ (2005,
p. 71). Even though these aspects are present, as Hunt states, there are mere
allusions to Thailand’s troubled past with Burma. This is important for a global
audience who then do not need to understand the historical context of the film to
fully understand the narrative. Not only is the historical context not necessary but
neither are the specificities of the martial arts utilised. This is a clear example of
Graham Huggan’s commodity fetishism where the national specificity has been
levelled out for ease of consumption (2001). The lack of information also does not
detract from the narrative as a whole as the references are only fleeting. I would
argue that the presence of the tuk-tuk has more appeal to a global audience as a
tourist attraction and as a short hand for the country, rather than being a marker of
anything authentically Thai. Images such as these proliferate in Western cinematic
representations of Thailand and will be considered in more detail in chapters 4
and 5.
Other Thai martial arts films have tried to emulate the success of Ong Bak
in the West but have failed to capture a global audience’s attention. One such film
is Fireball (Pongsuwan, 2009). The narrative primarily revolves around an illegal
bloodsport, a form of basketball held by gangsters for gambling purposes. The
first team to put the ball through the basket wins and violence, even if it leads to
death, is permitted. It can be seen as being a vehicle again for the spectacle of
Muay Thai, but this was not achieved. Western reviews were all negative
(“Fireball review”, 2010; French, 2010). Arguably this is due to the fact that the
main protagonist was not a martial artist but a pop star, seemingly cast to appeal
to a Thai audience (“Fireball review”, 2010). The film is primarily constructed of
four extended matches that become tiresome. This is due to the frenetic pace of
the edit meaning the spectacle that should be seen within a martial arts film is not
present. The audience are shown nothing that can be construed as being
remotely Thai. Much of the film is set in a warehouse where the sport takes place.
Any other location could be anywhere in Asia. The film’s national identity, other
than the presence of Muay Thai, has been erased.
A film that was more successful globally was Chocolate (Pinkaew, 2008).
The narrative places an adolescent female, Zen, in the lead role who, due to her
autism, is able to mimic the Muay Thai warriors in the school next door, as well as
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martial artists such as Bruce Lee and Tony Jaa that she sees on television. Unlike
Ong-Bak the action primarily takes place in Bangkok, away from the rural
locations. Jane Chi Hyun Park argues that another stark difference between the
two films is that Chocolate’s narrative and characters are not motivated by a local
or national issue. ‘Zen does not fight for the recovery of national honor stolen by
foreigners but…for the money to pay her mother’s medical bills’ (2013, p. 249).
The small amount of national pride shown in Ong Bak, based on the recovery of
the head of a statue, is negated here in favour of a more universal relationship,
that of a mother and daughter. This creates the potential for a wider, global
empathetic connection with the main protagonist and her exploits. It is also
interesting to note that the landscape within the film is itself devoid of any sort of
Thai significance. ’The final scene, in which father and daughter walk towards the
horizon, in a liminal, nationally non-specific space, with windmills to the left and
the ocean to the right’ (Park, 2013, p. 254). Again, through the erasure of any sort
of Thai aspects including location, the film can masquerade as any location within
Asia. This means it can be marketed alongside other successful films from Asia
for release within the West. Chocolate was released on home media in the UK by
the distributer Cine-Asia, a company that specialises in the release of Asian
cinema. The packaging of the DVD mentions the fact that the film had an
association with Ong Bak.
The other Thai martial arts films of note that have received a Western
release primarily revolve around the star persona of Tony Jaa that arose due to
the success of Ong-Bak. This resulted in the release of Warrior King (Pinkaew,
2005) as well as two sequels to Ong-Bak. Jaa’s involvement in the sequels was a
major part of the promotion, as was the fact that he was a co-director for Ong-Bak
2 (Rittikrai & Jaa, 2008) and sole director of Ong-Bak 3 (Jaa, 2010). Ong-Bak 2 is
set in the 15th century with the antagonists practicing various martial arts styles
from Asia. As detailed earlier, one of the main aspects of the original film that
indicates any sort of Thainess is the presence of Muay Thai. With the inclusion of
other martial arts styles this nationally identifiable practice is further diluted, again
for ease of consumption by a Western audience (HUggan, 2001). The Warrior
King follows a narrative similar to that of Ong-Bak. The main protagonist is a
guard of the King’s war elephants. The elephants are stolen and Jaa’s character
goes on a quest to return them. Like Ong-Bak there are references to the
monarchy and a Buddhist monastery. Again, these references to the more Thai
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aspects of the narrative are only fleeting and are used to give the main
protagonist a purpose to continue on with his quest. The Warrior King also
introduces different martial arts practices to the film, again diluting one aspect that
has clear links to Thai cultural practise. All of the above mentioned Jaa vehicles
are focused on the spectacle of the actor as a proficient martial artist. Due to the
transnational appeal of Jaa he made his Hollywood debut in Fast & Furious 7
(Wan, 2015).
It is interesting to note that the tagline for Ong-Bak makes reference to
‘Wire Action’, a technique that came to prominence in the early 2000s with the
release of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (Lee, 2000). Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon garnered huge critical acclaim in the West, receiving a standing ovation
at the Cannes Film Festival. It also had enormous success at the box office in
America. ‘It earned $128 million in the theatres, plus another $112 million in video
and DVD rentals and sales. It made the rare transition out of the art houses and
into the multiplexes, and in so doing became the most commercially successful
foreign language film in U.S. history and the first Chinese-language film to find a
mass American audience’ (Klein, 2004, p. 18). The enormity of the success of
this film resulted in not just an interest in historical films from Asia, but also a
reinvigorated interest in Chinese cinema.
Since the turn of the millennium, the cinema of China has once again
been prolific on the screens of the West. This is partly due to the star persona of
actors such as Jackie Chan and Jet Li, who have also made a name for
themselves within Hollywood films. This said, there have also been
developments within the genres that are exported from the country, which have
had huge success outside of China, primarily the wuxia genre. Wuxia films
harness the visual style of the historical epic, yet utilise martial arts set pieces. It
also became a way for the current directors to celebrate the China of old; a
historical, nostalgic past. ‘Having been grafted onto the period epic, wuxia
becomes a showcase of Chinese history, seeking to be universally accepted
while at the same time locating itself within the historicist confines of the nationstate’ (Teo, 2009, p. 172). During this same period, Thai filmmakers also began
to make historical epics. These films were released in the West, clearly due to
the success that the Chinese wuxia films were having both at the box office as
well as critically. One such film that will be considered here is Bang Rajan
(Jitnukul, 2000).
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HISTORICAL EPICS
The Asian historical epic films became prominent in the early 2000s. As
previously stated, there have been a plethora of films with a similar theme
released in the past, most notably the work of Akira Kurosawa. In the 2000s the
films that garnered the most critical acclaim were primarily from China. Following
the success of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon notable films such as Hero
(Zhang, 2002) and House of Flying Daggers (Zhang, 2004) received huge
commercial and critical success. There were also a large amount of similar films
released by distribution companies in the West, most notably Hong Kong Legends
that didn’t receive as much attention. These include Moon Warriors (Hung, 1992),
Seven Swords (Tsui, 2005) and Bodyguards and Assassins (Chan, 2009) to name
a few. This success has clearly influenced the cinema of other areas of Southeast
Asia, and Thailand in particular. It is also another clear example of a genre that
became exportable to the West, with Thailand utilising the success of the Chinese
and Hong Kong films to garner attention for their filmic productions. Multiple Thai
films were released in the early 2000s that were set in the past. These historical
epics have similar thematics and visuals that align themselves with the releases
from China. Arguably, due to the epic scale of the films that will be considered
here, this genre can be seen as the development of the transnational Thai
blockbuster. Two films will be considered here: Bang Rajan (Jitnukul, 2000) and
The Legend of Suriyothai (Yukol, 2001).
Steve Neale states that the epic is 'essentially a 1950s and 1960s term ...
used to identify, and to sell films with historical, especially ancient world settings;
and large scale films of all kinds which used new technologies, high production
values and special modes of distribution and exhibition’ (2000, p. 87). This short
definition reveals a lot about the genre of the epic that is relevant to this section,
as the term clearly relates to the films from Asia, and as such, will be taken as
the blueprint for analysis, primarily the historical setting and large scale. The
idea of scale is further compounded by James Russell who asserts that, ‘in the
epic, huge production resources are used to recreate, on the screen, a
significant moment in the history of the world. In this way the epic film makes its
claims to cultural significance’ (2004, p. 241). Interestingly for the purposes of
this study, Russell aligns the epic with a reproduction of a significance historical
event. This direct link to the past will also be considered in the films that follow.
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More pertinently I will also consider the reasons why the films have been
produced in the period they are. The main point of analysis will again be to see
whether these Thai releases retain enough of a national historical perspective
for them to be culturally significant within Thailand, or whether this Thainess has
been eradicated in favour of an Asianess that would arguably have a greater
global appeal.
Bang Rajan is set in the 18th century and is based on a courageous,
legendary tale. Facing imminent danger from invading Burmese troops, a sparsely
populated village, Bang Rajan, defends the nation from this foreign threat. Bang
Rajan was so well received in its native country that it dwarfed all American
releases, including the hugely successful Titanic (Cameron, 1997). Evidently the
film can be seen as reinforcing a sense of Thai nationalism, showing normal Thai
citizens repelling the forces of Burma. This was further compounded by its release
when it ‘was shown in many cinemas alongside a glossy election advertisement
for telecommunication magnate Thaksin Shinawatra. Shinawatra’s political party
Thai-Rak-Thai (Thai-Loves-Thai) was similarly based on nationalistic sentiment,
promising to stop foreign business takeovers and aid small businesses’ (Lewis,
2003, p.69). The party would go on to win a landslide victory.
As with many Asian epics such as this, its release in the US was instigated
by a Hollywood director who displayed an interest and passion for the text; in this
case Oliver Stone. Stone, who saw the film in Bangkok whilst scouting for
locations for Alexander (Stone, 2004) stated ‘I just fell in love with it. “Bang
Rajan” stood out because of its technical brilliance, because it has classic values
of family, village and country and what a man and woman would fight for’ (Hui
Hsu, 2004, para. 16). Stone highlights the technical brilliance of the film, a
hallmark of the genre as defined by Steve Neale. More pertinently, the aspects
that Stone calls ‘classic values’ can be more accurately interpreted as American
values and therefore at the forefront of global cinema. Stone went on to say that
the film is ‘a throwback to [Akira] Kurosawa and “Seven Samurai”…it really
speaks to today, of the fear [that Americans are experiencing] right now’ (Hui Hsu,
2004, para. 18). Released in America in 2004, the terrorist attacks of September
11th were still prevalent in the American consciousness. Stone clearly felt that the
narrative about the imminent invasion from a foreign nation, even though it is
clearly historically relevant to a Thai national, would appeal to the American
people who had experienced such a traumatic event. This displays the films
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ability to retain a small amount of locally relevant identity, yet evidently its
universality is more pronounced due to its harnessing of generic traits. It received
a mixed critical response in the the West (Kislenko, 2004, pg. 75), and only
opened in 7 theatres in the USA garnering a small worldwide gross of $460,000
(Box Office Mojo, n.d.).
One of the most famous of these Thai historical epics is The Legend of
Suriyothai. The film was released in Thailand with a running time of 185 minutes.
It was then later released in its native country in a DVD box set that had a more
complete cut of the film, with a running time of five hours. Both of these versions
are considerably longer than the version that was released in the West (Kislenko,
2004, pg. 75). Francis Ford Coppola took a keen interest in the film and ended up
editing the version that was released in the West, shortening the film to 142
minutes. Not only was The Legend of Suriyothai one of the longest films in Thai
cinema history, it ‘also broke most Thai film industry records with the longest
shooting and post-production period (three years)…the most spectacular sets and
costumes, and the biggest casts (70 main characters, 2,000 extras, 80 elephants
and 70 horses)’ (Jirattikorn, 2003, p. 298). It was also the most expensive Thai
film ever made when first released (Kislenko, 2004, pg. 75). This opulence and
grandeur, which was a staple for many years within American historical cinema, as
well as the influence of a prestigious Hollywood director, helped the film to be
released in the West. The success of other Asian films being an influence on
Western distributors is confirmed by Mick Elmore who states that during its initial
release in Thailand ‘at Cannes earlier this year, both New Line and Miramax were
said to be circling, hoping to find another breakout hit from Asia’ (2001, para. 11).
This clearly demonstrates Western distributors’ urge to find films that can benefit
from the success of previous releases from Asia.
The film's narrative revolves around the life of the sixteenth century
Ayuthia queen, Suriyothai. Based on historical events, Queen Suriyothai dies on
the back of an elephant during a duel to help stem the attacking Burmese forces,
riding alongside her husband dressed in the uniform of a soldier. Due to this
event Suriyothai went down in history as a ‘warrior heroine’ (Lysa, 2008, p.325).
The films production ‘was sponsored by Her Majesty Queen Sirikit, apparently
with the hope of helping Thais to learn more about their own history and of
enhancing the country’s reputation overseas’ (Jirattikorn, 2003, p. 296). The royal
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family provided over five million dollars for the production of the film. Not only this
but the director is also a member of the royal family, Prince Chatrichalerm Yukol.
Even in the early stages of development, The Legend of Suriyothai was
considered to be a film that would cause interest overseas, not just be a success
in the domestic box office. Due to the involvement of the current Queen, the film
was able to gain access to areas that have been restricted to Hollywood
productions. ‘Made at the initiative of the present day Queen of Thailand, the film
boasts unparalleled access to palaces, battlegrounds and other locations’ (Frater,
2001). These areas were restricted to a film that was being made during the same
period as The Legend of Suriyothai, Anna and the King (Tennant, 1999), which
was not even allowed to be filmed within Thailand. Since its release Anna and the
King has been banned from the country ‘due to its historical inaccuracy and what
the Thai censors perceive as disrespect to the monarchy’ (Jirattikorn, 2003, p.
302). This Hollywood production will be explored in greater detail in the following
chapter, but it is worth noting here as a comparison. Yukol has claimed that his
film can be seen as being a true representation of the period. ‘Unlike Anna and
the King, I have evidence to prove the historical accuracy of my film…everybody
knows that movie is a joke’ (Khaikaew, 1999). This idea of authenticity is
compounded by the settings available to the filmmakers as they were able to
shoot anywhere in the country they desired. Yet this aspect can also be seen as
being a draw for international audiences, a form of tourist propaganda showing
the sites of Thailand and placing them within their historical context.
Not only would this film become attractive to a Western audience through
its historical accuracy at a time when another well-known story about Thailand
had been made by Hollywood, but also through the nature of the narrative; the
main heroic protagonist being a female. ‘Since warfare is normally an exclusively
male business, every culture is probably inclined to romanticize and celebrate
those exceptional women who emerge to save a desperate situation…Queen
Suriyothai who was killed defending Ayutthaya in 1564’ (Reid, 1988, p. 167). This
is arguably something that is not as prominent within Western history, and
therefore historical films; the image of a women being involved in military action.
‘If such militant heroines played a larger role in Southeast Asia than elsewhere it
is probably because status was more prominent than gender, and women were
not excluded from taking the lead if the occasion required it’ (Reid, 1988, p. 167).
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The Legend of Suriyothai is one of many films released throughout the
history of Thai cinema that has links to the Thai royal family, whether it be through
financing or a more hands-on approach. The director is himself a descendant of
royalty, as well as the funding coming primarily from King Rama IX as a supposed
gift to Queen Sirikit. As Roger Clarke states, ‘it’s a staggering royal enterprise, full
of famous Thai movie stars and stuffed with cameo roles from eminent
politicians’ (Clarke, 2001). The royal family clearly has a hand in deciding what
films are produced within Thailand, and as such, arguably have a motive for
choosing the films that they do. It has already been stated that the support for
The Legend of Suriyothai was due to the queen’s desire for Thai citizens, as well
as other parts of the world, to know the history of the country. Yet this can be seen
as a convenient explanation for their involvement in filmic production in general,
not just in regard to this film. The real reasons for their involvement seems to lie in
the reinforcement of the importance of a national identity that, as seen in The
Legend of Suriyothai, revolves around the monarchy as a strong, positive force.

HORROR GENRE
Another genre that has been harnessed by Thai filmmakers is that of
horror, with the ghost story in particular coming to the fore. As with the Chinese
epic previously discussed, Thailand’s interest in the genre on the global cinematic
circuit seems to stem from the success that Japanese and Korean horror genre
films had throughout the world. These Asian horror films are more often than not
compiled into a category together in the UK, ‘Asia Extreme’. This is due to the UK
distribution company Tartan Films, now Palisades Tartan Films, who specialised in
the release of East Asian films in the West. It created the brand Tartan Asia
Extreme, which dealt exclusively with horror films from Asia, regardless of country
of origin. This idea of marketing Asia as one entity is something that will be dealt
with in greater detail within this analysis.
Horror cinema is one of the most popular genres within the Thai
domestic industry. Yet the amount of these that are exported to the West is
minimal, and was in fact nonexistent, until the success of Japanese horror,
more commonly know as J-Horror, achieved in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s.
Through an application of generic horror traits, these Thai films have lost much
of their specific cultural identity in a bid to seek global exposure. This is done
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through the films’ self-erasure processes; Thailand masquerades as ‘Asia’,
rather than situating itself as a Thai cultural product. There are aspects that
deal with Thai societal issues but these interludes within the narrative are short
and infrequent and are not the focus of the plot. The following analysis will
argue that this was done so that these Thai products could be distributed
alongside other Asian films en vogue, such as the previously mentioned JHorror. This is a clear example of Huggan’s commodity fetishism explored
earlier within this thesis (2001).
Many of these films associated with the J-Horror film movement rely
heavily on Japanese folkloric tales that revolve around a ghostly figure, normally
a female, that is seeking revenge for being wronged in life. These kaidan, or
ghost stories, have been seen on screen before the Japanese horror boom of the
late 1990’s in films such as Onibaba (Shindo, 1964), Kwaidan (Kobayashi, 1964),
and Ugetsu Monogatari (Mizoguchi, 1953). J-horror draws on these previous
films, utilising similar imagery and narrative turning points, yet repurposes them
for contemporary society, reflecting current issues and providing a social
commentary of sorts. Ring (Nakata, 1998) and Ju-on: The Grudge are the most
famous of this cycle of releases from Japan.
In the UK specifically, J-Horror was frequently labelled ‘Extreme’ Asian
cinema alongside other films such as Battle Royale (Fukasaku, 2000) and the
work of Takashi Miike. This branding was popularised by the Tartan distribution
company who categorised any horror film they released from Asia as extreme,
encompassing Korean and Thai cinema under the same banner. As Daniel Martin
states in regard to a Thai film, ‘The Eye demonstrated that the ‘chilling’ horror
cycle is not confined to Japan’ (2015, p. 97). Clearly Edward Said’s study on
Orientalism is applicable here as the way these films are sold is primarily on their
‘otherness’, the exotic qualities of these films that differentiate them from similar
Western releases. Yet, as Emma Pett (2017) explores in her study, this isn't
necessarily the only reading of this marketing strategy. It is important to note that
many exploitation films are sold on these exact same qualities; films that will
excite and repulse in equal measure, exploring exotic and othered people and
experiences. Exploitation film is currently going through a resurgence of sorts with
DVD and blu-ray labels such as Arrow Video and 88 Films releasing old and
new exploitation films into the UK market. These brands are now following a
very similar strategy as their predecessors. As such, some of the seminal J50

Horror films that were released during the early 2000s are now being
redistributed and finding a new audience.
The branding utilised by Tartan Extreme ignored the diverse generic traits
that each film employed, but most importantly ignored the specific national identity
of each of these cultural products. When discussing marketing of Asian cinema,
Daniel Martin highlights Asia Extreme ‘began as a cycle of distinctly Japanese
films and then grew into a brand which elided differences and failed to distinguish
between Korea, Japan, Thailand and Hong Kong as individual and distinct
countries’ (2015, p. 10). Since their collapse and subsequent reemergence there
has been more of an acknowledgement of the film's heritage, but I would argue
that this is Tartan trying a different marketing strategy. Daniel Martin (2015), Gary
Needham (2006), Chi-Yun Shin (2009) among others consider the Tartan Asia
extreme brand in great detail in their studies, yet don't examine any other
distribution companies that were releasing Asian films into the West during the
same period. This creation of a pan-Asian filmic identity wasn't solely utilised by
Tartan extreme; companies such as Premier Asia and Cine-Asia also
foregrounded the Asian qualities of their films over specific national identity.
Arguably, this branding is not the only aspect of the films that erases its
national identity. The films themselves rely on a process of auto-erasure, ignoring
culturally specific aspects of the folkloric tales in favour of conforming to a
formulaic narrative, in the case studies presented here, that of the ghost story.
This erasure of national traits means that the films themselves can be sold as a
collective, a marketing strategy utilised by Tartan. Additionally, it also means that
films such as the Thai release Ghost of Mae Nak (Duffield, 2005) can ride on the
coat tails of the success and cult following that Japanese cinema garnered,
without alienating any potential audience through cultural specificity. This idea is
supported by Katarzyne Ancuta who states that ‘Any chance of making ghost
films globally successful thus depends on finding ways to reconcile differences in
cultural attitudes to ghosts and their representations’ (2013, p. 149). Asian horror
became synonymous with the wronged female figure and as such, many of the
films distributed in the West conformed to Western expectations about the
vengeful ghost. The link to Japanese horror has been admitted by the director
himself, Mark Duffield. In an interview Duffield admits to paying homage to his
favourite horror films, in particular Ring and Ju-on (“Mark Duffield”, n.d.).
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Much has been written on Ring as a Japanese cultural product reflecting
societal issues. Colette Balmain is one such academic who discusses the social
commentary that is prevalent throughout Ring, stating that ‘the motifs of
alienation, emptiness and isolation contained within an apocalyptic mise-enscene of techno-horror, articulate urban alienation in a society dominated by the
image, commodity fetishisation and economic instability’ (2008, p. 168). I would
argue that the social commentary that is prevalent in Japanese filmic releases
such as Ring has been erased, to some degree at least, in the Thai films
released in the West. Marlane Guelden has written an extensive exploration of
the importance that the spirit world has to Thai culture. She states that ‘ghosts
have captivated the Thai imagination and become an integral part of Thai life’.
Yet, this is not fully seen in the Thai horror films that have been released in the
West.
Mae Nak is one of the oldest folkloric Thai ghost stories, so ingrained
within society that she is called the female Dracula due to her enduring status
(Guelden, 1995, p. 77). The tale is of a woman Mae nak, sometimes known as
Nang (Mrs) Nak who is the daughter of a wealthy village chief. She falls in love
with a lowly gardener, Mak, and to save face, her father arranges for her to marry
a rich Chinese merchant. Mak and Nak elope together and become rice farmers.
Nak falls pregnant but before the baby arrives Man is called away on military
service. Nak and her baby both die in childbirth. As Guelden states (1995, p. 78)
‘when both mother and infant die together, the combined spirit is considered the
most frightening and angry of all Thai ghosts’. In an attempt to contain the spirits,
the mother and baby are buried, not cremated as is the Buddhist custom. This
doesn't work, and when Mak returns home he is greeted by his wife and baby.
They live happily together until the other villagers reveal to Mak the situation that
he finds himself in. As her idyllic life is destroyed, Nak seeks revenge on the
people that have wronged her. This tale is prevalent throughout Thai culture, with
shrines throughout the country to Mae Nak, as well as, it’s claimed by The
Bangkok Post, a different version of the story made for film or television every
year. The focus of this analysis will be the 2005 release Ghost of Mae Nak.
Primarily because it was distributed by Tartan in the UK during a period when the
company’s success was starting to dwindle. Additionally, the film is directed by a
British cinematographer and director, and acts as a sequel to one of the most
successful adaptations of the tale in the Thai market, Nang Nak (Nimibutr, 1999).
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Nang Nak earned seventy million baht in one week (Lewis, 2003, p. 70) when first
released and was a huge success domestically. The reasons for choosing a Thai
film directed by a British filmmaker is due to the fact that not only was it
successful in the Thai domestic market, but it was also released in the West as
part of the Tartan Asia series of films.
The film is set in modern Bangkok and follows a young couple, Mak and
Nak. The narrative follows them starting a life together; moving into their own
house and getting married. Their happiness is soon shattered when they are
robbed and all their wedding gifts are stolen. In a turn of events, Mak is critically
injured and falls into a coma. Due to the acquisition of a mystical brooch, the
ghost of Mae Nak protects the young couple but will not release the soul of Mak,
allowing him to return to the living world. The narrative is resolved when Nak
releases Mae Nak’s spirit which was trapped inside the brooch. This winding
narrative (made all the more complicated by the similarity of the names!), tries to
bring the traditional folkloric narrative into the modern world. This said, there is a
flashback of sorts that recounts the original story of Mae Nak as detailed above.
Importantly, many of the aspects that are inherently Thai, for example the
importance of Buddhism, are only briefly addressed. I would argue that this is part
of the auto-erasure that I have previously mentioned; Thailand is subsumed within
a generic Asia to appeal to a wider Western audience through the eradication of
specific cultural cues.
It is also interesting to note the appearance of the ghost of Mae Nak. Her
image clearly resembles that of the female Japanese ghosts seen in Ring and JuOn. She has the recognisable long, dank hair coupled with the dark, deep set
eyes that became instantly recognisable as a quintessentially Asian ghost. Ghost
of Mae Nak utilises many of the themes present within Ring. The main
protagonists are young adults but most importantly we see that societal collision
of the old and the new, the traditional with the contemporary. This said, it is not
explored in a way that makes these societal issues directly associated with
Thailand. They primarily concern themselves with that collision of traditional
values and folktales with a modern society that is more aligned with technological
developments; the same themes that are explored within Ring. One criticism of
the film, as highlighted by The Bangkok Post, is the appearance of Mae Nak. They
argue that she is not as menacing as she could have been due to the fact that she
has been enhanced with special effects instead of just using makeup. The
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Bangkok Post goes on to state that this harnessing of special effects is a result of
increased budgets that the Thai film industry has received to give their filmic texts
a higher quality aesthetic more in line with Hollywood than the B-movie fair that is
a staple of the Thai domestic product.This is another example of the Thai
product’s auto-erasure to provide a pan-Asian identity.
The film posters and DVD covers that were used in the UK market place
the ghostly figure of Mae Nak directly in the centre of the image, whilst placing the
face of the female lead as the largest figure. This is a technique that Tartan
consistently utilised; placing one of the Asian protagonists predominantly on the
DVD to make the audience aware of the cultural identity of the film, but as detailed
above pan-Asian rather than nationalistically specific.
It is not just through these ghostly films that Thailand has found a
modicum of global exposure. When the horror sub-genre of torture porn came to
the fore, a Thai release was marketed in a similar way to appeal to a specific
audience. The term ‘torture porn’, sometimes called ‘splatter cinema’, was first
used by the film critic David Edelstein (2006) when considering a recent trend in
cinema in the mid 2000s, drawing on a range of films from Hostel (Roth, 2005) to
The Passion of the Christ (Gibson, 2004). He stated that films now had a
tendency toward ‘Explicit scenes of torture and mutilation’ which were once
confined to small independent cinemas showing ‘Italian cannibal pictures…
whereas now they have terrific production values and a place of honor in your
local multiplex’ (Edelstein, 2006, para. 2). Edelstein wasn't only addressing this
fluidity between high and low brow culture and film aesthetics, but also the way in
which the victims and torturers were presented to the audience. No longer are
the victims promiscuous young adults as seen in many seminal slasher films of
the 1980s, here ‘the victims here are neither interchangeable nor expendable.
They range from decent people with recognizable human emotions to, well,
Jesus’ (Edelstein, 2006, para. 3). Most tellingly, Edelstein claims that torture porn
is ‘viciously nihilistic…titillating and shocking’ (2006, para. 12).
Gregory Burris expands on these ideas of torture porn (2010), stating that
it can be seen as a result of the post 9/11 climate, where torture has seemingly
become a worthy and necessary defensive action, facilitated by such media
franchises as 24 (Cochran & Surnow, 2001-2010). He goes on to claim that ‘Not
only does Hostel anticipate the now all-too-familiar horrors of Abu Ghraib,
Guantánamo Bay, and Bagram, but it correctly diagnoses them as symptoms of
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the social order and not as inexplicable aberrations’ (Burris, 2010, p. 10). These
images are now all too familiar, seen on the news daily and frequently on the
internet, shared on social media. Yet, feature films still have the potential to push
the boundaries to the very limit which maybe one of the reasons for their
continued success. Interestingly, one of the reasons why torture porn is frequently
derided is potentially due to the fact that more often than not the torturer is
represented as humanely as the victims. Burris states that:
one of the primary themes of post-9/11 splatter cinema: self-mutilation
as spectacle. In the Hostel series, identification becomes complicated,
with both the victim and the victimizer appearing to represent the
American audience’s own society. Hostel thus presents us with a
vision that is as masochistic as it is sadistic. The films feature our
suffering as well as our wrath (2010, p. 11).
This can be seen in other films of the sub-genre, such as Jigsaw, the sadistic
mastermind from the Saw franchise, as well as in the Thai film Meat Grinder
(Moeithaisong, 2009). We clearly feel for the victims in Meat Grinder, yet a
strange sense of sympathy is discerned for the torturer who we want to see
improve her living conditions.
Thailand is one of a range of national cinemas that has made a film that
can be categorised within this sub-genre of torture porn, with the release of Meat
Grinder. The film follows a female protagonist Buss, who owns a small noodle cart
in the 1970s. The way that she manages to provide the meat for her exquisite
noodles is through the butchering of any human that happens to conveniently
make themselves available to her, clearly evoking the English tale of Sweeney
Todd. These scenes of butchery become more and more graphic as the narrative
progresses, relishing in the repulsiveness of the gore shown on screen. Yet this
female protagonist still invokes a sense of sympathy from the audience who want
to see her succeed. Her mental instability is made clear, with the narrative
becoming hallucinatory and fractured in places, as reality and fantasy mix,
recalling the work of Apichatpong. As Maggie Lee states (2009), writing for the
Hollywood Reporter, ‘As much as Buss' crimes repulse or titillate, the film prevents
the audience from passing hasty judgment by elucidating her motives (often
expedient or defensive) through a humanizing and arguably feminist perspective.
By the end, it is hard to say which is more harrowing: her tragic life or the murders
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she compulsively commits’. This supports Burgess’ previous statement about
identification becoming confused, as the audience feels at least as much
sympathy, if not more, for the victimiser over her victims.
The narrative also changes between two time periods, the present day and
the 1970s; a period of civil unrest within Thailand that resulted in an uprising that
set to mark the end of the military dictatorship. Clearly, there are parallels between
the political climate in the 1970’s and present day, which has seen mass protests,
a civilian government restored in 2007, around the same time as the film was
being made, before another military coup in 2014. Even though the civil unrest is
seen within the narrative, it is only fleeting and in the background. It is never fully
explored as a theme. As Derek Elley, film reviewer for Variety points out, ‘In
staying true to its own universe, Meat Grinder follows genre conventions to the
letter, but surprisingly never attempts to push the story into social or political
allegory, despite the '70s setting’ (Elley, 2009). This rejection of political allegory
may be due to Thailand’s strict censorship laws, with the director keen to have a
domestic release. I would argue that this narrative choice has also been taken to
strengthen the appeal to a global market, especially when coupled with the
aesthetics which now appear more ‘Hollywood’, rather than the cheaper, B-movie
quality of much of Thailand’s domestic horror. By eradicating any allegorical
content that could tie the film to a specific nation, the film can be taken as an
‘Asian-global’ product, as well as an example of torture porn. The film was initially
only sold to Taiwan and Hong Kong, as well as on the domestic market, where it
was cut heavily due to the excessive violence. It was eventually released in the
UK the following year uncut.
Through a paratextual analysis of the DVD cover and film posters, it is
clear that Meat Grinder was sold to the UK through its association with the torture
porn sub-genre. The cover features a fragmented body of one of its victims as the
main image, emulating many other examples of the genre such as Hostel and
Martyrs (Laugier, 2008). The images also appear dirty, with blood splashes
prevalent and fading to the edges of the main colour - a darkness spreading over
the figures. Interestingly, Meat Grinder is the only film that elects to put the
torturer on the poster. This may have been done to highlight the fact that the film
is an Asian product, appealing to another branch of the market to try and entice
the largest possible audience. Its release came at a time when some of the
smaller distribution labels that specialised in Asian cult cinema, such as Tartan
56

Asia Extreme, had folded. These company’s logos were a recognisable badge
present on DVD releases that enticed audience members to buy a product that
they may have not heard of or had any prior knowledge of; helping to build on the
cult status and success of extreme cinema from Asia. Importantly, these films
were frequently broadly sold as ‘Asian’, rather than indicating which country they
were specifically from.

The most obvious example of Thailand utilising the global success of other
Asian cinemas is mostly obviously demonstrated by the anthology film Three/ 3
Extremes II/ Saam gang (Chan, Kim, & Nimibutr, 2002). Three is a collaborative
production between three directors from different areas of Asia. It is an omnibus of
three short films, one by each of the directors. In this instance the directors are
from South Korea, Thailand and Hong Kong. What is most interesting about this
production is the fact that in the West it has been distributed as 3 Extremes II.
This is due to the fact that following the release of this production, a similar project
was undertaken two years after, which was titled Three… Extremes (Chan, Park,
& Miike, 2004). This omnibus garnered a lot more attention due to the directors
that were attached. The first sequence is directed by the least well known of the
three, Fruit Chan, a well respected film maker from Hong Kong. The second
sequence has been directed by the South Korean Park Chan-wook, who is
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critically acclaimed in the West for his Vengeance trilogy that consists of the films
Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance (2002), Oldboy (2003) and Lady Vengeance (2005).
The final sequence is directed by the Japanese film maker Takashi Miike. Of the
three men involved in this production, Miike is arguably the most recognisable in
the West. Many of his films have been distributed in the West, and his excessive
use of extreme violence has drawn both positive and negative attention to his
texts. Even though Three was made and released, arguably influencing Three…
Extremes, due to the involvement of high profile directors in the latter, the former
has been relegated to that of a sequel. Due to the success garnered by Three…
Extremes, Three was also granted distribution into the West, entering the UK
market again through the Tartan Asia Extreme branding.
Evidently national identity is entirely insignificant to these short films. What
is evident through the marketing of the anthologies is the presence of an Asian
cinema that revels in excess. This is primarily done through excessive violence
and gore. Each of the narratives has little explicit national allegory. The segment
directed by the Thai director, The Wheel, does allude to a sense of ‘Thainess’.
One of the protagonists is a tutor for a traditional Thai dance troupe. This forms
the basis of the narrative but is never a focus of the film itself. There is no
consideration of the cultural practices present, of dance or puppetry. This
information seems to only have been provided to allow the director to explore
ideas of haunted puppets, a staple of many horror films seen in the West such as
Child’s Play (Holland, 1988) and Magic (Attenborough, 1978).

Conclusion
As has been demonstrated through the analysis of three specific genres,
the martial arts film, the historical epic, and the horror film, Thai film has received
exposure in the West through the success of other national cinemas. This was
achieved through multiple avenues. Generic conventions were followed that were
recognisable to a global audience. Western distributors and marketing
foregrounded these generic aspects. More pertinently the distributors placed all of
the films from the disparate nations under one banner. This is best demonstrated
by Tartan’s Asia Extreme label. By erasing the film’s location of production, Thai
products were able to be seen alongside other releases from Asia and marketed
in the same way. The filmmakers themselves have also seemingly removed any
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aspect of Thai culture that may differentiate it from the other releases from Asia.
As has been demonstrated there are certain aspects that are still inherently Thai,
but these are only fleetingly alluded to or not the focus of the narrative. This autoerasure of national signifiers was another way that the aforementioned Thai films
were able to market themselves as more generally “Asian”, which resulted in their
ability to be marketed alongside releases from more recognisably profitable
national cinemas such as Japan and China. The overall significance of Film within
Thai society has begun to take a more prominent place. In 2011, the Thai Ministry
of Culture, along with the Thai film archive, began to compile a list of 25 films that
they deemed worthy of mention, and have the title of cultural heritage. These texts
range from the dawn of cinema, with the film Berne: Arrivee du Roi de Siam, with
the latest release being Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives. The
other additions to the list are not only feature length productions, but also
encompass shorts, newsreel footage and documentaries. The Culture Minister,
Sukumol Khunpluem, stated that ‘the films deserved to be the national heritage for
they are the masterpieces of Thai filmmakers and are about the Thai people and
Thai culture’ (“Culture Ministry lists”, 2011). Interestingly, none of the films that are
deemed culturally significant by the Ministry of Culture other than the two noted
above have been released to the Western market. This compounds the idea that
the films discussed above have been packaged as Asian rather than Thai
products.
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CHAPTER 4:
Asia in the West: Western representations of Thailand
Southeast Asia has held a certain amount of fascination for the Western
world. One of the countries that attracts particular attention is Thailand; whether
as a tourist destination or the culture of the people that inhabit the area. This has
resulted in Thailand, like many other Southeast Asian countries, being
represented within Western media, and film in particular. The reference to
Thailand has extended to many different types of popular media, not just film. The
purpose of this chapter is to analyse the representation of Asia, with a specific
focus on Thailand, within a selection of Western film texts. Through this analysis,
the way that Thailand has been portrayed by the West will help in understanding if
the films that have been made by Thai directors, yet funded by Western money,
have been influenced by these Western texts to appeal to a Western market. This
chapter will make a useful point of comparison with the films in the final chapter.
As a broad selection of media will be analysed, from film to literature and
music, a common thread will be used to link all of these different examples. In all
of these various media, certain stereotypes appear to reoccur. These can be
separated into four categories: Thailand as an exotic playground for the West;
Thailand as a site of urban crime; Thailand as a historical site of cultural conflict;
the Thai landscape as character. All of these will be explained in greater detail
within this chapter, using examples to highlight their use. Each of these different
media forms uses the categories outlined above, as a short hand for the ways in
which the creator has presented the country, whether this be as a site of
debauchery, or as an escapist, exotic locale. Due to the broad scope of this
chapter, aspects such as literature, music and television will be used to inform
the analysis of the films, which is the primary focus. This will be done to
demonstrate how certain images and stereotypes have perpetuated many
different types of media.
Each of these stereotypes that run throughout the Western texts can be
viewed through a postcolonial lens and as such, Shohat and Stam’s (1994) work
will be essential in supporting my argument. Another key theory that will be used
is Edward Said’s Orientalism (2003). All of these Western media texts have an
aspect of portraying not only the Thai people, but the landscape itself, in an exotic
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way, posited as Other. This results in both appearing alien either to the reader or
viewer of the text, or to the characters within the narrative. As one type of
television show that I will be looking at is that of the travel documentary, the tourist
gaze will be a useful frame of reference. This is also a pertinent framework to
analyse the films that will be considered within this section as well.
When representing the cultures of other people and places, the Western
world has consistently relied on stereotypes as a shorthand. This is primarily to
show the differences between the represented culture, in the case of this study,
Thailand, and the perceived norm of the hegemonic class in the West; white,
middle class and male. This has been the norm of Hollywood for many years,
with the representation of the African American being one of the most problematic
examples in its history, as outlined by Donald Bogle in his seminal work Toms,
Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies and Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in
American History (1994). One of the main problems with black representation
was the practice of black face. This is where white people played a caricature of a
black people and darkened their skin with shoe polish or blackened cork. This
process has also been mirrored by Western representations of Asian characters.

The Practice of Yellowface
One of the problems that has affected the representation of Asian
communities and people, is the practice of casting white actors in the role of an
Asian character. This is highlighted many times throughout this chapter, but is
particularly pertinent to the film, Anna and the King of Siam (Cromwell, 1946).
Many of the Asian characters within the film were played by Caucasians. Clearly
this makes the depiction of Thai nationals problematic due to the fact that they
were not cast in these roles. Gale Sondergaard, an American actress who was
clearly cast in the role due to her star persona, played the principal Thai wife to
the King in the film. Sondergaard isn’t particularly revered today, yet had a large
amount of success in the 1930s and 1940s. In her debut role in the film Anthony
Adverse (LeRoy & Curtiz, 1936) she became the first recipient of the Academy
Award for Best Actress in a Supporting Role. She also had roles in recognisable
films such as The Life of Emile Zola (Dieterle, 1937), The Mark of Zorro
(Mamoulian, 1940) and The Letter (Wyler, 1940). Even though she appeared in
many films before her role in Anna and the King of Siam she was never really
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considered a leading lady. Due to an allergic reaction to the make-up that was
used on the white actors playing Asian characters, Sondergaard was required to
sit in the sun extensively to build up a sun tan and thus darken her skin colour to a
level that pleased the film makers. This example mirrors the ways in which African
Americans were portrayed on film in the early twentieth century with many of the
key roles being played by Caucasians. Two of the most famous are the films The
Birth of a Nation (Griffith, 1915) and The Jazz Singer (Crosland, 1927). Blackface
was prevalent in society from early in the nineteenth century with minstrel shows
touring America on the vaudeville circuit. As has been well documented, the
practice resulted in stereotypical and negative representations of African
Americans being seen both on stage and on screen (Lott, 1993; Strausbaugh,
2007; Gubar, 2000). As Stephanie Dunson states ‘at issue is the work that
blackface performed in a society that essentially felt compelled to evict black
people from their own skin and then allow pretenders to take up residency
there’ (2011, p. 45). Blackface was just part of the inherent racism that was
prevalent within American society at the time, yet it was also used as a form of
rebellion for Caucasians to break away from the strictures of the middle classes.
Dunson goes on to state that:
The first era of the blackface tradition constituted a cumulative denial
of the corporeal fact of black identity. White performers appropriated
the black body for use as a screen upon which to defy the social
behaviors antebellum standards of propriety demanded of the classconscious populace of the North (2011, p. 54).
This all changed with the civil rights movement in the 1960s, and blackface
vanished from screen and stage.
The blacking up of white actors to play African American characters has been
analysed and derided by critics, commentators and the film industry for many
years (Lhamon, 1998; Bogle, 1994; Ellen, 2015), whereas the practice of
“yellowface” has garnered little attention. One exception is Robert Lee who
analyses the use of yellowface stating:
Yellowface marks the Asian body as unmistakably Oriental; it sharply
defines the Oriental in a racial opposition to whiteness. Yellowface
exaggerates “racial” features that have been designated “Oriental,”
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such as “slanted” eyes, overbite, and mustard-yellow skin color. Only
the racialized Oriental is yellow; Asians are not (1999, p.2)
There have been many famous cases of white actors playing Asian roles
throughout history, in many cases creating successful franchises. This is what
Shohat and Stam have termed ‘ethnic casting’ which ‘constitutes a kind of
delegation of voice with political overtones’ (1994, p. 189). One such franchise is
the Charlie Chan films, which has nearly fifty films that star the main protagonist
Chan. Chan is an American Asian detective that was originally portrayed by East
Asian actors. In the 1930s, 20th Century Fox cast the Swedish actor, Warner
Oland, as the main protagonist. This was the start of the franchise’s success.

Warner Oland is also associated with another series of films where he
played an Asian character, that of the villain, Dr Fu Manchu. He is a master
criminal and murderer who chooses not to use conventional weapons; instead
favouring natural poisons and exotic creatures such as snakes and spiders. The
character has had an influence on the portrayal of Asian villains due to his
recognisable narrow, drooping moustache. This look has become a staple for
many other Asian villains: Lo-Pan from Big Trouble in Little China (Carpenter,
1986) and Ming the Merciless from Flash Gordon (Hodges, 1980) drawing the
closest comparison. Other films have harnessed the character traits and
discarded the style of Fu Manchu; for example Dr. No in the first James Bond film,
Dr. No (Young, 1962). It is not just the film industry that has been influenced by
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the character of Fu Manchu. One of the biggest villains in the Marvel Comic
Universe, the Mandarin, has obvious comparisons to the character. Interestingly,
in Iron Man 3 (Black, 2013), the Mandarin makes an appearance and is played by
Sir Ben Kingsley, an English actor who has Indian heritage, not Chinese like the
fictional character. Evidently this is highly problematic issue that raises multiple
points of discussion.
The casting of a non-member of the “minority” group is a triple
insult, implying (a) you are unworthy of self-representation; (b) no
one from your community is capable of representing you; and (c)
we, the producers of the film, care little about your offended
sensibilities. (Shohat & Stam, 1994, p. 190)
Most pressingly the practice of yellow face is clearly not just a product of a
specific racist era, but has continued into the modern day, while blackface has
been vehemently rejected.
The most infamous example of a white actor playing an Asian character is
arguably Mickey Rooney’s portrayal of a Japanese man in Breakfast at Tiffany’s
(Edwards, 1961). This heavy lidded, buck tooth portrayal has been severely
criticised in recent years. On its initial release, the film, and Rooney’s character
was not chastised, with a review in The New York Times exclaiming ‘Mickey
Rooney’s bucktoothed, myopic Japanese is broadly exotic’ (Weiler, 1961).
Interestingly, it is one of the few performances that has been critiqued by
Hollywood in another of its films, Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story (Cohen, 1993), a
biopic about the life of the martial artist and movie star Bruce Lee. The film uses a
scene from Breakfast at Tiffany’s to predict the racism Lee would experience
when he moved to America to continue his film career. In recent years, Rooney’s
character has been reevaluated and critically derided, with comments such as ‘a
cringe-inducing stereotype’ (Durant, 2006) and ‘unconvincing and illadvised’ (Allardice, 2011, para. 1) have become the norm.
While blackface is now completely unacceptable, for good reason, the use of
yellowface continues, albeit to a lesser degree. Felicia Chan explores the
enduring existence of yellowface within her article (2017). In the same way as
Graham Huggan links representations of the exotic to commodity fetishism (2001),
Chan links representation to cosmopolitanism, a way of experiencing the world
through consumption of “world” products found in most major cities and urban
centres (2017, p. 44). This consumption of world products has also affected
64

representation which can also be seen as aestheticised consumer goods. Chan
explicitly makes this link stating ‘it is possible to read contemporary yellowface
practice as a latter-day form of chinoiserie, a hangover from the days when
European empires collected oriental artefacts for display in their domestic
domains as a symbol of their worldliness’ (2017, p. 45). Chan goes on to argue
that through these means, the reduction of a culture to ‘aestheticised features…
the consumer (and perhaps the producer, too) bears no responsibility to the
agency of any representations of the culture at large’ (2017, p. 46). Not only is
yellowface still accepted due to cosmopolitanism and consumption, but Chan also
goes on to make the point that the makeup associated with the practise is
frequently poor, making it clear that there is an actor masquerading as Asian. Due
to the obvious artificiality of the makeup, ‘they operate as figurations, as masks
that signify the role… It is these figurations, devoid of subjectivity, that also
precisely enable these images to continue to circulate in the popular
culture’ (Chan, 2017, p. 47). The knowingly artificial look of yellowface makes it
acceptable in a way that blackface was not. It has become a specific stereotype of
Asian cultures.
One of the most prevalent places that yellowface can be seen is within the
advertising industry. This is evident in many adverts from the Western world. One
example is from AirFrance, which shows European women dressed in traditional
clothing from areas such as Japan. This is not as explicit as the process of
yellowface, yet it still conveys the same problems and issues of cultural
appropriation. It is not just within advertising, but also within popular, mainstream
television shows. How I Met Your Mother (Bays & Thomas, 2005-2014) is one
show that in 2014 received criticism for its representation of Asia and its culture.
The episode in question showed one of the main characters played by Jason
Segel learning martial arts from kung fu masters, all played by white actors. As
Time magazine states, ‘what’s problematic here - other than the lazy writing - is
that HIMYM doesn’t feature Asians or people of color in its regular rotation. So a
white person in a Fu Manchu moustache is one of the few “Asian” representations
ever featured on the show’ (Ma, 2014, para. 2).
Yellowface and its legacies are still part of the Hollywood industry, not just
within the television and advertising industries. The recent release, Cloud Atlas
(Wachowski & Wachowski, 2012) has a white, American actor, James D’Arcy,
playing multiple Asian characters. The plot of the film spans six different eras, set
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in different countries, with the same actors and actresses playing characters in
each of the time periods. The film, based on the novel of the same name by David
Mitchell, does not state the nationality of the characters played by D’Arcy. One of
the time periods is set in a future version of Seoul. This is one of the major
threads of both the novel and the film. D’Arcy’s character is stated as being a
Seoul national at this point within the narrative, yet it is never divulged that this
character cannot be Asian in the other eras. The film-makers made the decision to
have the character of D’Arcy only be Asian in the futuristic version of Seoul, and
remain Caucasian for the other time periods. While acceptable to have an Anglo
character assume the identities of other ethnic groups, Halle Berry plays a
character whose skin colour does not change throughout the entirety of the film’s
narrative. As such, it seems that it is acceptable for an African American to be
present in all aspects of the narrative, but it is not acceptable for a character of
Asian heritage. This may be due to the fact, as highlighted earlier, that
representations of African Americans have been criticised and analysed for a
longer period of time than that of the Asian. Yet the film did receive criticism for its
use of yellow face (Brooks, 2012; Allen, 2012). More recently, Scarlett Johanson
has starred in the live-action remake of the Japanese animation, Ghost in the
Shell (Sanders, 2017). The character that she is playing is a robot, yet this still
drew criticism due to the fact that the original text was Japanese. By casting a
white actress it continues Hollywood’s legacy of “whitewashing” Asian roles
(Berman, 2017; Rose, 2017).
It is not just within film that yellowface can still be seen, but also as an
advertising tool. As Jane Chi Hyun Park states, ‘the buck-toothed caricatures of
Chinese laundrymen featured in the 2002 line of Abercrombie & Fitch tee shirts
and the 2003 Wal-Mart Halloween costumes of Filipina mail-order brides typify
contemporary yellowface as a form of anti-Asian racism that attempts to
masquerade as supposedly harmless entertainment’ (Park, 2010, p. 190). As
can be seen from the examples given, these examples of the legacy of
yellowface still appear to be acceptable to practice both within the film industry
and as a tool for humour. Evidently yellowface is still part of the Western
mainstream, in both explicit and seemingly less offensive ways. Even as
recently as 2013, Katy Perry was seen at the American Music Awards
performing dressed as a geisha. Even though this isn’t as stark an example of
yellowface, due to the absence of stereotypical accents and eye makeup, it is
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still an example of the fetishisation of the women of Asia. Yellowface will be
considered within this chapter, as well as the one that follows when Hollywood
films are considered, specifically the various versions of The King and I.

Theoretical Framework
As previously stated, the work of Edward Said is key to many aspects of this
thesis, but holds particular importance in regard to this chapter. Said first
published Orientalism in 1978 and, due to its importance, it has remained in print
ever since. He claims that discursively the Orient is a construct of the Occident,
and has been built on a series of stereotypes. ‘The Orient was almost a European
invention, and had been since antiquity a place of romance, exotic beings,
hauntings memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences’ (Said, 2003, p. 1).
These ideas of exotic beings, landscapes and remarkable experiences will be key
later in this chapter when closely analysing the chosen filmic examples. Due to the
nature of the way in which the West has constructed the Orient, it is never
understood as a whole, rather a series of interconnecting ideas, myths, and
images. ‘The Orient is less a place than a topos, a set of references, a congress
of characteristics, that seem to have its origin in a quotation, or a fragment of a
text, or a citation from someone’s work on the Orient, or some bit of previous
imagining, or an amalgam of all these’ (Said, 2003, p. 177). The Orient was
constructed by the West, not just as a simplistic way of viewing it, but also as a
way of gaining power over it. ‘The relationship between Occident and Orient is a
relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex
hegemony’ (Said, 2003, p. 5). The East or the Orient for Said encompasses North
Africa, Asia and the Middle East. It is important to note that the Western world has
had a long history of domination over the East, through the many colonial powers
that invaded multiple areas of the East, and as such, this Orientalist view of the
East can be seen as a way of the West regaining symbolically the power it once
had. ‘The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s
greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilisations and
languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring
images of the Other’ (Said, 2003, p. 1).
This establishment of Orientalism wasn’t just a way of containing and
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undermining the culture of the East. It was also a way for the West to understand
itself. ‘The Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting
image, idea, personality, experience’ (Said, 2003, pp. 1-2). The Orient can be
seen as being in binary opposition to the West. But for this to be established, the
Orient needs to have some sort of mythical identity of its own.
As much as the West itself, the Orient is an idea that has a history
and a tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given
it reality and presence in and for the West. The two geographical
entities thus support and to an extent reflect each other (Said,
2003, p. 5).
This is prevalent when looking at the chosen filmic texts as many icons and
images recur throughout. Not only this but many of these Western texts that are
set in or focus on Thailand, are done so in a way that helps the main Western
protagonist of the piece, whether that be an actor in a film or a presenter in a
travel show, find something out about themselves. A form of personal
enlightenment occurs that makes their experience in an exotic location
worthwhile.
Another of the main theories that sheds light on Western representations of
Thailand, used initially in this chapter, but also in the next, is that of the tourist
gaze. John Urry and Jonas Larsen address the ways in which the Western world
presents other cultures and countries to its audience. They state that:
The tourist gaze is directed to features of landscape and
townscape which separate them off from everyday experience.
Such aspects are viewed because they are taken to be in some
sense out of the ordinary. The viewing of such tourist sights
often involves different forms of social patterning, with a much
greater sensitivity to visual elements of landscape or townscape
than normally found in everyday life. People linger over such a
gaze (Urry & Larsen, 2011, p. 4).

As such, their argument revolves around the fact that multiple forms of media,
travel documentaries in particular, highlight the areas of the chosen subject, the
country, that can be seen as being the polar opposite of the Western world. In a
sense, this can be applied in the case of films set in Thailand and seen as a form
of geographical Orientalism; presenting a view of the country that is highly exotic,
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visually alluring, Other in comparison to our everyday normality. ‘Places are
chosen to be gazed upon because there is anticipation, especially through
daydreaming and fantasy, of intense pleasures, either on a different scale or
involving different senses from those customarily encountered’ (Urry & Larsen,
2011, p. 4). This is done in the majority of the film texts I will be looking at, and as
such this concept of the fantasy gaze is central in understanding representations
of Thailand for a Western imagination.
Urry and Larsen also look at the ways in which photography is used to
capture moments in time, and specific locations, and how this helps in the
construction of a location or a county's image in the West (Urry & Larsen, 2011,
pp. 155-188). The reasons why this is important is due to the fact that ‘the
development of a country’s identity, image and cultural representations can be
traced through popular film and television series’ (Beeton, 2005, p. 7). This is
evident throughout Western representations of Asia, and Thailand in particular.
Many of the Western films that are set in Thailand linger on images of the
landscape that, due to the stillness of the shot, resemble a photographic image.
The Thai films that will be explored in the final chapter also do something very
similar, but linger on settings that are not so overtly tourist-like.

The West’s Representation of Thailand
As stated in the introduction to this chapter, there are many different media
that have portrayed Thailand. As such, it has been necessary to find a common
thread that links these examples together. This section of the chapter will analyse
each of the categories that have been established and explore the ways in which
Thailand has been portrayed. It is important to note that these categories are not
rigid. Many of the films addressed will be relevant to one or more of the categories.
Much of the cross-over occurs between the categories addressing sites of urban
crime and Thailand as an exotic playground; as well as between the historical site
of conflict and landscape as character categories. The reasons for these links will
be explored further within this section.
It is not only Thailand that has been the site of various narratives across
multiple media types. Other areas of Asia have held just as great a fascination. The
reason for highlighting this is because the categories of stereotypes I am using in
regard to Thailand have been used time and time again as a shorthand for different
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areas of Asia, with Japan garnering the most attention. As such, this paradigmatic
model can be applied to a multitude of representations of different nationalities. It is
also important to state that this analysis will address the media’s representation of
multiple locations in Asia. This is done not only to foreground the universality of the
paradigm, but more importantly to demonstrate how Thailand is frequently posited
more broadly as ‘Asia’, negating nationalistic signifiers in favour of a broader
perspective. In this way the country is more palatable and marketable within the
media to a wider audience. This was done in the previous chapter in relation to
Thai films exported to the West. The Western representation adds a new
dimension to the paradigm as Thailand is frequently represented within Hollywood
Blockbusters negating the need to appeal to an audience that may be interested in
a specific Asian national cinema.
There have been many novels written from the perspective of a British
individual or family living in the East, which can be seen as being a direct result of
the British Empire’s extension into many areas of Asia. James Clavell is one such
author who has written a series of books, The Asian Saga, that follow the exploits
of a British family that runs a trading company between Asia and England, and the
various descendants that take over the running of the business as time passes.
The first book was written in 1963, entitled King Rat (2006), with the last book in
the series, Gai-Jin released in 1993. Clavell is himself an interesting character.
Born in Australia, his father was a British Royal Naval officer stationed in the
country. Clavell joined the Royal Artillery and served in Malaya during World War II
to fight the Japanese. He was ultimately caught and sent to a Prisoner of War
camp. This experience has clearly had an effect on his writing with one of his main
characters also serving time in a POW camp. Before and during the writing of The
Asian Saga, Clavell worked for Hollywood, writing the scripts for some major
releases such as The Fly (Neumann, 1958), as well as going on to direct such
features as To Sir, With Love (Clavell, 1967). This troubled personal background
and the interactions he had with Asia are interesting to note due to the fact that
Thailand does not have as an intwined history with the West. The country was not
heavily involved in World War II and as such does not hold the troubling memories
that Japan would.
In 1965 the first novel in The Asian Saga was released as a film, King Rat
(Forbes, 1965) that was nominated for two Academy Awards. Arguably, the most
famous adaptation of one of his literary works was the television series, Shogun
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(London, 1980). The series follows the exploits of an English navigator whose ship
is wrecked just off the coast of Japan in the 17th Century. What follows is a
narrative that concerns itself with the relationship the British man has with the
Portuguese crew of the ship that he is imprisoned with, and more importantly for
the focus of this study, the tentative relationship that develops with the Shogun of
his captors. This television series focuses on the differences that are evident
between the two countries from the perspective of the Western man, and makes
clear the cultural differences, and perceives the ways of the Japanese people as
being strange and barbaric. This is an example of one of the stereotypes
mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, that of the historical narrative, and is
a clear example of Edward Said’s Orientalism. By grounding the narrative in a
historical setting, it is possible to make the differences between the cultures more
prevalent and stark. This normally results in the Asian community looking
uncivilised and their cultural practices alien to the Western protagonists and
audiences. This can be seen in such films as The Last Samurai (Zwick, 2003),
which shows the contrasts between Japanese and American cultures, and Rush
Hour (Ratner, 1998) which partners an African American policeman with a Chinese
inspector. These two examples, both set in locations that have popular
transnational cinematic outputs, can be seen as aligning themselves with the
categories considered below. The Last Samurai is a clear example of a historical
site of cultural conflict. Rush Hour shows Asia both as a site of urban crime and as
a playground for the West. This is another demonstration of how the paradigms
developed below can be applied to different Asian cinemas that foreground the
contrasts in culture between the East and West. One of the most famous examples
of this difference in cultures that has been seen on the screen is the various
adaptations of the memoirs of Anna Leonowens, most famously adapted as The
King and I. This will be explored later within this chapter in regard to the category
entitled Thailand as an historical site of cultural conflict. Below I will give a brief
overview of each of the categories developed, before moving on to consider the
representation of Thailand within key case studies in detail.

Asia as Playground for the West
Frequently Asia has been portrayed as being an exotic playground for the
West. This entails a Western character, normally male, travelling to Asia and
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partaking in actives that may not be the norm in the protagonists’ home country.
For example, in Lost in Translation, the main protagonist, Bob Harris (Bill Murray),
a married, ageing American movie star, arrives in Tokyo to record an advert for a
brand of whisky. He meets a younger female, Charlotte. The film is primarily an
account of these two characters’ loneliness, further exemplified through being in a
country where neither of them can speak the language or understand the culture.
This said, the time they spend in Japan is full of adventure, primarily at nighttime.
They explore the night life of the city, having begun the evening in a night club.
There are frequent images of people drinking. They go to a strip club, get chased
out of a bar with a fake gun, and smoke marijuana before doing karaoke. There is
clearly sexual chemistry between the two characters, yet Bob ends up sleeping
with the jazz singer of the hotel bar, evidently completely forgetting about his wife
at home. In the films of the West, Asia comes to be seen as place where anything
goes. Normal life and existence is paused so remarkable experiences can be
undertaken, a manifestation of Edward Said’s ideas.
One of the most obvious examples of Western characters treating Asia as a
playground can be seen in The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift (Lin, 2006). This
is essentially a film about an American teenager that travels to Japan (again
Tokyo) to live with his Anglo-American U.S. Navy Seal father. Whilst there, he gets
involved in an underground street racing competition. As such, the film is primarily
images of this teenager driving around Japan, in and out of recognisable urban
landmarks: treating the roads as a playground. The majority of the local citizens
are only seen in the background of the film, with the main characters only
engaging with Japanese people if they are partaking in the races. To a lesser
extent Skyfall (Mendes, 2012) could also be seen as an example of this category.
James Bond travels to Shanghai, where he is sent to complete an assassination.
At this point in the narrative the most the audience see of Shanghai is a nighttime
sequence set in a skyscraper where Bond completes this part of his mission.
Evidence leads him to a casino in Macau. This is where most of the Asian section
of the narrative is spent. The casino is full of glamorous, exoticised women, and
clearly gambling. Again, Asia is seen as being a location where gambling is the
norm, and beautiful promiscuous women are available to the Western protagonist.
As such, Asia, or Asian characters are used frequently in many films in the James
Bond franchise and will be considered when Thailand is directly addressed.
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Asian Cities as Danger
The next category is one that relates to Asia being seen as being a site of
Urban crime. This category addresses the fact that many of the films that are set in
urban areas of Asia contain some sort of criminal activity or violence. As stated
earlier, these categories are fluid so there is some overlap. Clearly, due to the
nature of the James Bond films, Skyfall contains scenes of violence in a
skyscraper, as does The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift where one of the
character’s uncle is a member of the Yakuza. The Yakuza are a global organised
crime syndicate that originated in Japan. Evidently the Yakuza aren’t a key
component of this category, but the use of gangs and gangsters is.
Even quintessentially American superhero stories, in this case The
Wolverine (Mangold, 2013), based on the limited comic series Wolverine
(Claremont & Miller, 1982), places the main protagonist into an Asian country
where he encounters violence, again from the Yakuza gangsters. If these Western
versions of Japan are to be believed, everyone that visits the country will
encounter trouble with some form of indigenous criminal group. Even Disney has
conformed to this violent version of Asia in its film Big Hero 6 (Hall & Williams,
2014). Even though it is set in a fictional city, San Fransokyo, its iconography is
clearly Japanese. Here the main protagonist is attacked by a Kabuki maskwearing assailant. He also partakes in a robot battle that is undertaking at night in
a warehouses due to the gambling involved. As has been demonstrated, gambling
and its association with criminal activity is also a key component of this
categorisation.

Landscape as Exotic Backdrop
Frequently Asia has been seen as being a site of natural beauty and
mysticism, as such the landscape becomes a character within itself. One instance
of this can be seen in Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (West, 2001). During this
globetrotting narrative, Lara Croft travels to Cambodia to retrieve an artefact. This
whole sequence is set in and around Ta Keo, a temple-mountain in Angkor. This is
a highly recognisable location, a site of historical and cultural importance,
resplendent in its natural beauty. All the exteriors show this impressive location,
yet the majority is spent inside the temple, where Croft is engaged in a fight to
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retrieve the required artefact. This is a common trait of Southeast Asian landscape
on screen. It is mined for its exotic spirituality, manifested in the location, yet it
frequently becomes a backdrop for violence and fights featuring Western
protagonists.
The remake of The Karate Kid (Avildsen, 1984), The Karate Kid (Zwart,
2010), can be seen as another example where the location becomes a character.
The original film was set in America and followed the exploits of a boy who is
bullied and learns karate from a Japanese caretaker for self-defense. The remake
follows a similar premise, except it is set in China. The film is full of images of, not
only the busy cities, but also the landscape. The main protagonist learns karate on
The Great Wall of China, overlooking lush forests and mountains, on a lake, in the
Wudang mountains themselves, and visits the Forbidden City. Even though karate
is a Japanese martial art, the film’s producers decided to set The Karate Kid (2010)
in China. Why this location has been chosen is unclear, but it is extremely
plausible that it was done to reach a wider audience. The Chinese film industry
tries to promote its local product, and as such places restrictions on the amount of
foreign films available for release within the country. ‘Imports capped at 20 films
per year and a blackout instituted on the screening of imported films during the
main holiday periods in order to maximize audiences for domestically produced
features’ (McDonald, 2013, p. 175). To address this, Will Smith, a producer of the
film, and his production company, Overbook Entertainment, got a Chinese
producer, Stephen Chow, to collaborate on the production. ‘Although Chow
ultimately did not work on the film, engaging a Chinese partner could qualify the
film as a Chinese co-production rather than an import…the film could circumvent
China’s trade barriers’ (McDonald, 2013, p. 176). Even though, the location
provides an exotic background for the narrative to unfold in, ultimately it could be
construed that this was only done to widen its global box office. As stated, the
images of China that we do see are focused on either recognisable landmarks,
such as the Great Wall of China, or on areas of natural beauty that will appear
exotic to a Western audience. This is a clear manifestation of the tourist gaze,
highlighting the recognisable yet fascinating aspects of the landscape.
It is important to highlight the fact that these categories are applicable to
other areas of Asian cinema, not only to support the idea that Thailand itself does
not have its own filmic identity, and arguably doesn’t have an identity of its own
when presented on screen by the West; but additionally to demonstrate how this
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paradigmatic view can be applied to representations of various countries.
Frequently countries from Asia stand in for other areas of Asia; Thailand being a
perfect example of this. Before moving on to address these categories directly, it is
first pertinent to raise the fact that Thailand has frequently appeared in Hollywood
films, masquerading as other areas of Asia. Interestingly, the Thai government
seems to facilitate this interaction with Hollywood through the Thailand Film Office.

Thailand as “Asia”
Hollywood has not just used Thailand as a site within its narratives for the
story to unfold, but also as a shooting location, doubling for countries such as
Cambodia in The Killing Fields (Joffé, 1984), Vietnam in The Deer Hunter (Cimino,
1978), and acting as the alien-looking home world of the Wookiees in Star Wars
Episode III: Revenge of the Sith (Lucas, 2005). These examples support the idea
that Thailand has become interchangeable with other South East Asian identities,
as well as being a place that is perceived as Other. In the case of Star Wars
Episode III, it is presented as so Other that it can double as an alien planet. The
country has also been shown in various war and action films. It has been the home
of John Rambo in two films from the franchise, Rambo III (MacDonald, 1988) and
Rambo (Stallone, 2008). Evidently, this all helps the argument that Thailand is
seen as a generic Asian country and as such, is not portrayed on screen in a way
that reflects the country accurately. In the examples stated above, there is nothing
inherently Thai about the representations seen on screen.
James Bond even travelled to Thailand in The Man with the Golden Gun
(Hamilton, 1974). The portrayal perceived in this film is not overtly Thai; I would
argue this is a clear example of Thailand acting as a generic “Asia”. The first Thai
national the audience are introduced to is an entrepreneur, Hai Fat, who lives in a
large house that contains a dojo. This dojo resembles ones seen in many
Japanese films and serves no purpose to the narrative other than to provide a
setting for a martial arts fight to take place. At this point, Hai Fat is surrounded by
doting female servants, dressed in traditional Thai clothing, the only real indication
that this location is meant to resemble Thailand. What follows this fight sequence is
a boat chase along a river. The banks are full of shanty houses with people walking
along the banks carrying baskets and wearing unkempt clothing. A small boy is
swimming from boat to boat trying to sell a wooden elephant, haggling with every
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person he comes in contact with, including Bond. When jumping from a tourist tour
boat into the water, this small boy splashes an American who exclaims “God damn
little brown water hog”, one of many offensive exclamations from this character.
When two boats crash as a result of the chase with Bond, this tourist shouts, “If
you got your little pointy heads out of them pyjamas, you wouldn’t be late for work”.
These comments are clearly offensive to the Thai character, yet it is the American
tourist that is the butt of the joke due to his embodiment of the redneck stereotype.
The Thai people that are in the background of these shots can be seen conversing
in a boat while the white tourists are deep in conversation sat at tables. Clearly this
juxtaposition is provided as a comparison to the civilised nature of each nation.
This idea is further exemplified to the audience when an old man is seen washing
in the river, and boats are seen full with exotic fruits such as bananas and
pineapples. Clearly, The Man with the Golden Gun is not trying to present a view of
Thai nationality or even a perspective of the country. It has reduced the setting to a
generically stereotypical pre-modern Asian location. This is common to tall
locations in the Bond franchise where each location is seen as other compared to
London.
This analysis is further enhanced when considering the costume of the
Asian characters. As Pua and Hiramoto state ‘Countless extras and side
characters are dressed in outfits that are easily identifiable as being of “Asian”
origin, such as costumes that harken back to the long-past era of Imperial China. If
these characters are heard speaking, usually exclusively in languages other than
English, their dialogue is not subtitled’ (Pua & Hiramoto, 2018, p. 5). Not only is the
location being portrayed as quintessentially Asian, but also the ways in which the
characters are dressed. As such, the county that Bond is interacting with is
insignificant. It is merely there to be the setting of the exploits, playing the role of
Asia.
The conflation of Thai identity into that of Asia is also compounded by the
spoken language used between the Asian characters present within the film. Pua
and Hiramoto go on to consider East Asian representation across all Bond films,
with a particular focus on the use of language within the Bond franchise (2018). In
The Man With the Golden Gun one of the Asian characters, Lieutenant Hip,
survives as an ally for Bond. In one scene where Bond and Hip are conversing,
Hip’s two nieces, Nara and Cha, are present in the back of the vehicle. ‘What is
highly significant, however, is their non-English dialogue lines; Cha speaks to Nara
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only in Thai and Nara and Cha, only in Mandarin’ (Pua & Hiramoto, 2018, p. 7).
These two Asian females are not only speaking in different languages to each
other, but the dialogue they are speaking is also of interest. ‘Moreover they are
merely repeating the same dialogue in their respective languages…which is
atypical of normal conversation. This improbable (and illogical) exchange is
crucially obscured in two ways; first, it takes place off-screen in the aural
background…and second, it is not accompanied by English subtitles’ (Pua &
Hiramoto, 2018, p. 7). Even though aurally the dialogue sounds authentic to a
Western audience, clearly this is just another example of a form of stereotyping,
positing language in direct opposition to that of the English speaking characters.
Evidently, the location and characters, in appearance and through their dialogue,
are inconsequential and are merely there to function as Asia, with little to no
consideration of regional specificity.
This idea of Thailand being cast as Southeast Asia can be seen most
obviously in the Marlon Brando star vehicle The Ugly American (Englund, 1963).
Brando plays an American Ambassador to a fictional Southeast Asia country, called
Sarkhan troubled by political unrest. Sarkhan is meant to be an allegory for
Vietnam during the period of war. Much of the film was shot in Hollywood but some
scenes were filmed in Thailand, including at Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok
(40 of the best, n.d.). Not only this but the role of the Sarkhanese premier is played
by Kukrit Pramoj. During the making of the film in the 1960s he was a Thai political
and finance minister who went on to become the Prime Minister of the country in
the 1970s (Rithdee, 2015). Due to this direct link to Thai politics the term Sarkhan
is now used by contemporary Thai citizens to refer to their country in a derogatory
way or due to anger at political repression (Sereemongkonpol, 2016).
Presenting each Asian country in a similar way makes the idea of
geographical fluidity easier. Additionally, when an audience is watching a film set
within a specific country, if that country is not identifiably, in this case, Thailand,
then the viewers do not need to know any cultural background of a specific
location, other than it is Asian. This creates a shorthand, a set of stereotypes that
audiences will be able to relate to quickly, with little cultural knowledge or thought.
Due to the fact that Thailand can masquerade as other areas of Asia easily, the
country has become attractive to Western filmmakers. The Thai governmental
authorities are more than aware of this and actively seek to promote the country
as a setting for foreign filmmakers. As such, the Tourism Authority of Thailand has
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created an organisation entitled the Thailand Film Office. The purpose of the
Thailand Film Office is to advertise the country of Thailand as a shooting location
and make evident the benefits that the kingdom will provide. The website
www.thailandfilmoffice.org, available in English, French, Japanese, Korean and
Thai, acts as, not only a brochure for the country but also provides all the
information needed for a filmmaker wishing to shoot in the country. There is a
comprehensive list of films that have been shot in Thailand, each title
accompanied by a short description of how the country was used and any
additional benefits provided for the production of the film. For example, a royal
barge was borrowed for a scene in Around the World in Eighty Days (Anderson,
1956) and Thai actors were used as stunt doubles in Mortal Combat: Annihilation
(Leonetti, 1997). Other benefits are also made apparent: ‘The availability of
elephants, exotic jungles and beach settings, relatively low production costs, and
a mature domestic film industry that provides a legion of experienced crew
members, have made Thailand an attractive location’ (“History of Films”, 2018).
From the statistics available on the official website, for the last nine years Japan
has produced the highest number of films shot in Thailand each year, followed
closely by Europe and India (“Foreign Productions”, 2018). Through this website it
is evident that the Thai government are aware of the importance of film in
drawing, not only Hollywood film productions but also tourism as a whole, and
creating jobs for local practitioners.
By having certain areas of Thailand in major film productions that are
distributed throughout the world, such as The Man With the Golden Gun, these
sites have now become major tourist draws. Scaramanga’s secret hide out located
on the island of Ko Kow-Phing-Khan and the “Nail” islands are now referred to as
the “James Bond Islands” in tourist information (“James Bond island”, n.d.; “James
Bond sightseeing”, 2019). This could be construed as a double discourse. On the
one hand, the location has been used due to its exotic look, yet the Thai
government have used this to their advantage and promoting it as such, therefore
assisting the tourist industry and the economy. As such they are therefore
internalising the Orientalist assumptions of Westerners. It is not only the Western
market that is drawn to Thailand due to filmic depictions, but more recently the
Asian market. A recent Chinese road movie Lost in Thailand (Xu, 2012) ‘is
explicitly cited as the main reason for an increase in Chinese visitors to Thailand.
According to the Hollywood reporter, the film has generated a 44.4 per cent
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increase in tourism turnover, and investment of as much as 29.6bn Thai baht (a
jaw-dropping $1bn) into the Thai economy in 2013’ (Brzeski, 2013, para. 9). It is
clear through these figures why there is such a heavy emphasis on drawing
Hollywood producers to the country. This said, at times the government do
intervene in Hollywood productions shooting in Thailand and try and dissuade
them. This will be explored in more detail when The Beach (Boyle, 2000) is
considered later in this thesis as the filming locations within the film were points of
contestation. This enthusiasm for filmic production is not so readily available for
Thai filmmakers wishing for support when making their own features. This has
been mentioned earlier within this thesis with one Thai filmmaker's damning verdict
of the Thai industry. It is also something that will be considered in the final chapter
of this thesis which will look at Thai films that have been produced due to Western
funding streams.
Having demonstrated how Thailand is frequently utilised as an exotic
setting to masquerade as various areas of Asia, being portrayed as generically
Asian and exotic, I will now move on to directly address the Hollywood films that
make clear they are set in Thailand through dialogue, using the categories
outlined earlier in this section. Even though the films that follow make clear of
the location to the audience, whether through conversation or an image of a
sign, there is little to no other visual signifiers.

Thailand as a Playground for the West
The first category that will be analysed is Thailand as a playground for the
West. As stated earlier, many films portray Asia as being a site of debauchery and
excess: whether this be sexually, through consumption of alcohol and drugs, or
gambling. Thailand is no different, and due to the ways in which the West has
posited the country in the past, this is the category that holds the most importance
over the others. One of the most famous examples of this is the Hollywood film
The Hangover Part II (Phillips, 2011). The first film in the trilogy, The Hangover
(Phillips, 2009), followed the exploits of four men who travel to Las Vegas for a
bachelor party. The Hangover Part II is set two years after the first film and has a
very similar premise. It follows the exploits of five middle aged men as they
celebrate the impending marriage of one of the other protagonists seen in the first
film. The narrative revolves around the five men travelling the country trying to
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remember their drunken night and find one of their number who has gone missing
during the celebrations. The film initially starts in a luxurious beat resort
reminiscent of tourist brochures. Sandy beaches and sunsets prevail. After their
drunken night, they awaken in a dirty hotel in the centre of Bangkok where they
realise the groom to be is missing. On their search for him they converse with a
Buddhist monk that has taken a vow of silence and is unable to reveal any details
to them. One remembers having sex with a transgender, or kathoey prostitute.
Normalcy only returns when the protagonists leave the city of Bangkok to attend
the marriage, which is taking place on the beach.
The representation of Thailand in The Hangover Part II is one that shows a
city that is dirty and uninviting. This is emphasised by a review in the New Yorker
which states, ‘In "The Hangover Part II," the men, again seeking to find out what
atrocities they have committed, run afoul of thugs, hookers, and various other
denizens of Sin City East’ (Denby, 2011, para. 2). There is little to no reference to
any of the cultural signifiers of the country; religion being the only one that is
shown briefly, and this is in a mocking way. The films lack of a concrete identity is
compounded when the main characters try and discern their location, with one of
them exclaiming ‘Some city…fucking Asia town’ with another calling it ‘the city of
squalor’. The main characters encounter a disabled monk who knows the events of
the night, but due to his vow of silence is unable to tell them. They also go to a
monastery to try and garner information. Again, having taken a vow of silence, the
monks are unable to converse. Instead they elect to beat the characters. As Daniel
Weber states writing for IndieWire, ‘Never mind that this is a non-violent religious
order, it’s apparently hilarious when a big silent Thai gentleman in robes beats a
bunch of Americans for just opening their mouths’ (2011, para. 5). Not only are the
religious figures the butt of the joke, but the representation of the religion itself is
inaccurate. Another stereotypical aspect of Thai culture that is considered in a
derogatory way is that of the kathoey, or transgender woman.
Sex tourism and more specifically the katheoy have become synonymous
with Thailand. This is clearly demonstrated by the fact that even within seminal
academic studies such as John Urry’s tourist gaze, Thailand is only considered in
relation to its sex industry (Urry & Larsen, 2011, pp. 67-68). Gender and sexuality
are convoluted subjects within Thai society, a topic looked at extensively by
Dredge Byung’chu Käng in his important essay (2012). He outlines the multiple
sexuality and gender categories prevalent in Thai discourse. He defines kathoey
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as ‘a general term encompassing all third gender categories, theoretically
referencing all non-normative gender presentations and sexualities beyond
heterosexual male and female. But in practise, kathoey seldom refers to femalebodied individuals, regardless of their gender expression’ (2012, p. 477). As such,
kathoey is another example of Asian practise that has been simplified and turned
into a stereotype for a Western audience. ‘There are many institutions and
traditions amongst the countries of south-east Asia that are incommensurable
with those of the Western world, and kathoey represent one of them. It is quite
inappropriate to describe them using Western terms such as “cross-dresser”,
“transvestite”, or “gay”. Even the recently imported term “ladyboy” lamentably
obscures the history of these people and their traditional place in Thai
culture’ (Totman, 2003, p. 11). Totman highlights the fact that many of the more
recognisable items of Western terminology are considered derogatory and
offensive. Yet Käng raises the point that the term kathoey can also be used as a
derogatory term (2012, p. 477). Therefore it is important to note that kathoey can
be used offensively as well, depending on the usage of the term.
Within Thai society, kathoey are frequently ostracised as ‘the presence of
kathoey literally demonstrated that Thailand had not succeeded in civilising
gender’ (Käng, 2012, p. 480). Yet in a strange dichotomy, ‘the state encourages
the use of “hospitality girls” in tourism, and the Ministry of Tourism recommends
various brothels (Urry & Larsen, 2011, p. 67). As stated earlier, prostitution has
become synonymous with the country. It has also become a hallmark of the
Orientalist imagery of the country, one instigated by the government itself.
‘“Ladyboy” cabarets are commodified by government and private agencies for
foreign tourists to demonstrate the “amazing” character of Thainess, an exotic
place with an institutionalised third gender’ (Käng, 2012, p. 479). As such, due to
the prevalence of related imagery, it is assumed outside of Thailand that the
country is ‘a supposedly queer-accepting culture where almost anything
goes’ (Jackson, 2011, p. 2). Yet the situation is not this clear cut. The state’s
attention to prostitution as a selling point for the country is one explained by a
double standard driven by the dictates of globalised capital that creates one rule
for rich Westerners and another for the indigenous citizens. This is compounded by
the fact that the government try and limit the ways in which kathoey are seen on
national screens. ‘Government policy encourages sanitising representations in the
hopes of moulding normative behaviour’ (Käng, 2012, p. 484). Not only this but
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kathoey are also shunned in Buddhist belief. ‘Being differently-gendered was not
considered a lifestyle choice but the consequence of previous karmic infractions…
thus the kathoey must suffer in this lifetime’ (Käng, 2012, p. 484). Due to the
negative views of transgender people within Thailand, kathoey have frequently
been ‘reduced to stereotypical roles of screaming clowns (Ünaldi, 2011, p. 64)
when seen on national television and cinematic screens. Yet, since the resurgence
of the Thai film industry in 1997, ‘movies dealing with lives of kathoeys became a
major part of the country’s cinematic culture’ (Ünaldi, 2011, p. 59). Some of these
films from the 1990’s, such as The Iron Ladies (Thongkonthun, 2001), were also
released into the West and showed a different version of transgender existence in
Thailand. As Serhat Ünaldi states, The Iron Ladies narrative ‘about a group of
kathoeys joining forces to fight for acceptance in the sporting arena on a national
level constituted a new style of kathoey film’ that ‘depicts the lives of katheoys as
worth living’ (2011, p. 65). These transgender and gay representations seen on
screen became even more realistic and supportive with releases seen in the
arthouse. These films will be considered briefly in the final chapter of this thesis.
The reason for highlighting the intricate history of the kathoey within Thailand is
due to the fact that kathoey are frequently used within Western representations of
Thailand, and are still represented in a stereotypical way. The Hangover part II is
arguably the most famous example of this.
As stated previously the kathoey character within The Hangover part II is a
prostitute. She is introduced to the audience as a glamorous female, her
transgender identity hidden. The brothel she is situated in is dirty and run down
looking. The kathoey, played by the real transgender porn star Yasmin Lee, is
merely there to provide a comedic interlude. The comedy is derived from her
revealing the fact she has a penis. This is shown to the audience in a long shot
allowing the main characters to react in disgust around her. The character she had
sex with cries whilst one of the other men seems to try and hold back vomit. She
exclaims “there’s a reason they call it Bangkok sweetie, not Bang-cunt”. This line
reveals the assumptions of the filmmakers and the Western audience about
Thailand and its transgender population. Within this film the character of the
kathoey is merely there as an exotic and erotic figure, to shock and repulse the
audience and the characters within the film. In an interview with Yasmin Lee she
claims she is aware of the negative representation seen in The Hangover part II,
yet states that the film ‘definitely brought a lot of light to the transsexual community,
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not the 100 percent positive light that we all hope for in an Oprah interview, but it
reached millions and millions of people that now either know about transsexuals or
question what’s going on and ask’ (“Life as a transexual”, 2012). Evidently Lee’s
intentions are naïve, yet representations such as this are merely reemphasising
stereotypes.
Western representation of the kathoey are not only seen within The
Hangover part II but also on English television screens. One of the more prominent
examples is a show titled Ladyboys (Heffernan, 2012-2014). As the promotional
video for the series states, the series follows more than just ‘prostitution, cabaret
shows and gogo bars and looks at the ladyboys’ struggle to move from the margins
of society into the mainstream’. Yet, this is not the main thrust of the narrative.
There is a more personal stance taken to the representation of the ladyboys, with
many interviews revealing how they feel within their bodies and the ways in which
they experience life. Clearly this appears to be a liberal stance on transgender yet
there is still a negative, undercurrent to the series. The main purpose of this series
appears to be in revelling in the Western men that travel to Thailand to have a
relationship with them. Through this means, the ladyboys and their potential suitors
are seen as being weird and exotic. More importantly, the kathoey are posited as
another form of entertainment, there to pleasure Westerners. Their interactions are
frequently in bars, alongside alcohol consumption. Evidently the Western males
are in Thailand to have a holiday of excess, a more believable version of the one
seen in The Hangover part II, and kathoey are part of the Thai experience.
There are many other examples that posit Thailand to be used only as a
site of debauchery. One such television show that has been screened in the United
Kingdom is Sun, Sex & Suspicious Parents (Norris, 2011-2015). The fourth series
was set in Thailand. This is the first time that the show has visited a country
outside of Europe. The premise of the show is as follows: people in their late teens
and early twenties go on holiday with their friends for the first time without their
parents. Yet, little do they know that their parents have followed them to their
holiday destination and watch the antics that their children get up to. Needless to
say, what ensues are copious amounts of alcohol, sleeping with strangers and
other irresponsible activities. The show ends with the parents revealing
themselves to their children and chastising them for their antics. It is interesting to
note that the show’s producers chose to relocate the show outside of Europe, and
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their destination of choice was Thailand. This again highlights the perceived
representation of the country. Evidently there is a thriving nightlife within certain
areas of Thailand, primarily tourist sectors, but this is one of the primary images
that the Western world is shown of the country. There is no juxtaposition
between the tourist, bar-led areas and the more traditional aspects of the
country. Areas away from the bars, other than the beach, are rarely, if ever
seen. There is no attempt to convey any sense of Thai culture, or even citizens.
This representation becomes extremely problematic when it is the primary
version of Thailand that is shown to the rest of the world. It provides a sense
that the country only exists to provide pleasure for the West.
It is not just film that conveys this image of Thailand, but also music and its
accompanying videos. The single One Night in Bangkok (Andersson, Rice, &
Ulvaeus, 1984) released in 1984 was part of a concept album and musical, Chess,
by the singer Murray Head. The album and musical were written by Tim Rice, and
Benny Anderson and Björn Ulvaeus from ABBA. The narrative revolves around two
chess players partaking in a match in the Thai capital. Evidently the song relies on
stereotypes to convey a sense of Thai culture. Certain lyrics of the song appear to
sarcastically criticise the country, such as its reference to the ‘Muddy old river or
reclining Buddha’. The many rivers that run throughout the country provide an
essential trade route, and religion, as with many Asian countries, plays a major role
within society. Towards the end of the song, one line states that ‘the queens we
use would not excite you, so you better go back to your bars, your temples, and
your massage parlours’. Here the song is evidently trying to highlight all the things
that are perceived as being the main attractions and sources of entertainment of
the country. Thailand is a country that has a rich history that it is clearly proud of.
Yet this is another topic that is made fun of in the song with the lyrics ‘You’ll find a
God in every golden cloister, a little flesh, a little history’. The song reduces the
historical interests of the country to the same level as the strip clubs and brothels.
Religion and historical architecture are reduced to the same cultural importance as
that of the sex industry.
The pop video that accompanied the song contains images that can be
seen as being stereotypically Asian. There are people wearing conical bamboo
hats shown singing the chorus as they walk away with their hands clasped in
prayer. The next image is of a woman that is wearing what appears to be a
traditional Thai head piece. This image becomes confused when arms appear from
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behind the figure, making her seem as though she has three sets, recalling images
of Hinduism. Fans are present throughout the video, and at one stage two men are
seen boxing, supposedly doing Muay Thai. A person is also seen wearing a mask.
Wooden masks were prevalent throughout Asia, used in theatrical productions.
Thailand had its own style of mask, used as part of a dance, called the Khon
mask. The mask shown in the video is clearly not a mask from Thailand, appearing
to be from China. Due to the lyrics of the song and the images contained in the
music video, the record was banned on Thai radio stations (Crutchley, 2012, para
8). This is clearly an example of Edward Said’s exoticisation of Asia. Not only this
but John Urry’s ideas on the tourist gaze are also applicable. Even though the
audience are not shown a visual landscape of Thailand, only descriptively through
the lyrics, the tourist gaze is still prevalent. The audience are confronted with
multiple images that are stereotypically Asian, if not specifically Thai. More
importantly they are clearly seen in opposition to the Western world. As Urry
states, ‘there must be certain aspects of the place to be visited which distinguish it
from what is conventionally encountered in everyday life’ (Urry & Larsen, 2011, p.
24). Through these signs that could be, to some degree associated with Thailand,
the viewer has been taken on a tour of the country, a cultural sight-seeing trip, with
all the cultural differences brought to the fore.
In contrast, the Irish band The Pogues released a song titled Summer in
Siam (MacGowan, 1990). The lyrics of this song are primarily the title repeated
and as such, the song is a lot less offensive. It has a dreamy, warming feeling that
is conveyed within the video through the use of shallow focus and orange and
yellow hues. It shows the Pogues playing in a bar in, what is perceived to be,
Thailand. A golden hue fills the room. Images of Buddha are present, as are
statues, throughout the video. As in One Night in Bangkok, traditional Thai head
pieces are also shown, yet in the Pogues’ video they are part of a dance routine
that takes place within the bar. Its portrayal is entirely different from that seen in
the previous video discussed, with more focus on the dance instead of the
symbols that are representative of Thailand. The same can be said of the depiction
of the Muay Thai fight that is occurring in the Pogues’ video. Even though this
music video is utilising the same signs and signifiers as the previous, arguably
taking a stereotypical view of the country, it is the handling of these aspects that
differentiates the two videos. These recognisable symbols of Thailand are not just
individual images taken entirely out of context. The Pogues’ music video provides
85

a small amount of context to the more traditional images, even if this is done
fleetingly. As has been highlighted in the beginning of this chapter, the use of the
name Siam in the song title can be seen as containing negative connotations due
to the name’s original definition. Even though the imagery seen within the video is
more culturally sensitive, Thailand can still be construed as merely a playground
for the West. The whole video takes place in one room, as the band play in the
background. Scantily clad women frequently walk in front of them. The Muay Thai
fight takes place before them. Instead of the Western characters having to explore
the location, the fun and debauchery is brought to them.
Both of the songs analysed had differing levels of success. One Night in
Bangkok achieved number one success in multiple countries around the globe.
Summer in Siam was less successful but still reached number 64 in the UK charts.
Both these songs and their accompanying videos would have been seen and
heard by a multitude of people, disseminating this stereotypical view of not only
Thailand, but Asia as a whole, reinforcing the images seen and described in other
forms of media.
As has been demonstrated above, one of the most common ways that
Thailand is seen within the West is as a site of debauchery. Excess is key, as are
exotic people, locations and unorthodox experiences. Within each of the examples
Thailand is primarily a setting for the events to unfold. Little to no attention is paid
to cultural belief. It is merely reduced to a set of signs that are easily digestible for
a Western audience as Asian. The small direct references to Thai culture are only
fleeting and are primarily there to provide humour as a juxtaposition to the
“normalcy” of the Western world.

Thailand as a Site of Crime
The next category that has been identified is that of Thailand portrayed as a
site of crime. Most notably this occurs in urban locations, but at times does drift out
to the more idyllic, picturesque areas of the country. It is important to note that the
majority of the time these sites of crime are undertaken within the cityscape and
urban environments, yet the first example discussed here, The Beach (Boyle,
2000), situates the crime in a rural, as well as urban, location. Within the film
Thailand is initially portrayed as an idyllic country, with heavy interest being placed
on the beauty of the country and its smaller, remote islands. These images make
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the film applicable to the next category, where the landscape becomes a character
in its own right, as the beauty and exotic appearance of the landscape are
foregrounded. The Beach will also be considered within this category due to the
ways in which the filmmakers had to interact with the Thai authorities. This said, it
is primarily placed here due to the fact that it is only the opening of the film that is
concerned with the location. As the narrative develops, the main protagonist,
Richard (Leonardo DiCaprio), is told of an island paradise where the beaches are
full of marijuana and a small community of people live in a relative utopia. Again,
slippage can be seen with the previous category as this clearly returns to the idea
of Thailand being a place of debauchery, and a playground for tourists. He decides
to investigate these stories and travels to the small island. Needless to say, this
paradise is not as idyllic as the stories have led people to believe and Thailand is
therefore seen as having a dark and dangerous underbelly.
The island is home to a gang of farmers who are growing marijuana. There
is also a small settlement of primarily Westerners who have settled in the island to
live an idyllic self-sufficient lifestyle in paradise. They are allowed to inhabit the
same island as long as they stop tourists exploring and finding the illegal crop.
Due to the prevalence of drug culture, not only in regard to marijuana, ‘leading
Thai politicians have called for The Beach to be banned, claiming the film is
blasphemous and portrays their country as a drugs paradise’ (“Thai MPs”, 2000).
The reasons for the claim of blasphemy is due to the fact that a statue of the
Buddha is shown on a bar, something that is considered disrespectful. Again, The
Beach contains images and signs that signify Thailand, or more broadly Asia, yet
they are handled in a derogatory way.
The first view of Thailand that the audience see within the film is that of the
city. There is no introduction to the location. A giant golden statue and a small
shrine are the first things that are seen. Within five minutes the audience have
been exposed to a bustling market, pushy salesmen, and the prospect of drinking
snake blood. The narration supports this exotic view of the city and foregrounds
the danger. ‘Bangkok. Good-time city. Gateway to Southeast Asia. Where dollars
and Deutcshmarks get turned into counterfeit watches and genuine scars’. This is
the audience’s first introduction to the city and the country as a whole and it is
clearly setting up a location that mixes intrigue and mysticism, with danger and
criminality. Due to the fact it is shot at night, the pools of light and darkness
emphasise its exoticness and mysticism. This said, there is a sense of foreboding
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that permeates, due to some of the people that the main protagonist interacts with,
one of which turns out to be one of the criminals involved in the criminal activity on
the island. The audience are made to feel that the areas away from the tourist
locations are dangerous and may be concealing something. This is
emphasised again by the use of light which makes alleys and back streets
appear dark and perturbing. Thailand is portrayed as a Westerner’s idyll. The
only Thai citizens are either there to provide for the tourists, or are involved in
criminal activity.
The idea of Thailand having a dark underbelly is further explored in Only
God Forgives (Refn, 2013). It revolves around an American, played by Ryan
Gosling, running a kickboxing club in Bangkok who is also embroiled in the
criminal underworld due to his involvement in drug dealing. As such, Bangkok is
shot mostly in the dark, with streets garishly lit by neon lights, much in the same
vein as the city within The Beach. This is clearly drawing on the aesthetic of film
noir which was popular in Hollywood throughout the 1940s. In particular it can be
seen as utilising the technique of chiaroscuro lighting. This expressionistic device
brings with it connotations of danger. As Eleni Varmazi & Şirin Fulya Erensoy state
‘Light and shadow allowed for mood to come through, where the audience sensed
the desolate urban spaces, deeply affected by alienation, isolation, a dangerous
space where all kinds of moral indecencies were free to happen’ (2017, p.185).
Within film noir the alienation mentioned was in regard to societal issues. Within
films set in Thailand this alienation has more to do with Edward Said’s concept of
orientalism. The cityscape is recognisable to some degree, yet different in others.
It seems alien, other, exotic to the Western audience as well as the main
protagonists of the films.
The audience are not shown much of the city. 'In Refn's vision, Bangkok is
composed almost entirely of dimly lit bars and whorehouses’ (Melsow, 2013, para.
8). These form the backdrop to the criminal activity and violence that Refn is
known for. This said, the culmination of location, violence and representation of the
citizens of Thailand becomes uncomfortably problematic. One of the antagonists
who is also a policeman, Chang, carries a sword around with him at all times. This
character is constantly surrounded by an assortment of scantily clad women who
do anything he asks. In his review Scott Meslow supports the analysis stating that
‘At best, Refn is relying on tired, lazy sexual and racial archetypes; at worst, he's a
sexist and racist’ (2013, para. 9). The cinematographer on the film, Larry Smith,
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states that much of the film was shot on location in real sex clubs and bars
(Pizzello, 2013, pp. 52-53). The issue with the cinematic representation is not
whether the places seen on screen exist or not. It is the proliferation of these
locations and the absence of any other that makes the film problematic. This,
coupled with the continued presence of crime and crime related activities
reinforces the negative stereotypes associated with Thailand.
Another aspect that is interesting about this production is the director’s
attempt at trying to posit the film as being Asian. He has tried to primarily achieve
this through the end credits. ‘He’s presented what is in fact a Franco-Danish coproduction as if it were an Asian movie: the credits are printed in elegant Thai
followed by the English translations as if they were subsidiary’ (French, 2013,
para. 9). By doing this, the director is trying to bring a sense of authenticity to the
text, making the film appear as though it is a non-European text and therefore an
Asian product. This again further complicates the view of Thailand to a Western
audience who may believe the presence of the Thai language means the images
that preceded are a realistic representation. David Spurr’s ideas on the ways in
which the West takes aspects of non-Western cultures and uses them as markers
of authenticity (1993, pp. 49-51) are clearly applicable here. He states that
‘aestheticization does not so much falsify as it takes hold of and commodifies
reality, securing it for the expansion of the observer’s sensibility’ (Spurr, 1993, p.
59). The reality of the Thai language has been used within this Western film as a
marker of authenticity, commodified for the Western viewer.
There appears to be no account in English of how the film was received in
Thailand. This said Kong Rithdee, a Bangkok resistant and film critic gives a
condemnatory view of the film in her review for Cinema Scope. She initially
highlights the stereotypical aspects of the country that are seen within the film:
elephants, Muay Thai, monk-like figures, prostitution and tawdry bars to name a
few (Rithdee, 2013, p. 42). Most damningly she confirms this thesis’ view that Asia
is frequently seen as a place of criminal activity. She states:
This view of Thailand in particular and Southeast Asia in general as a
homicidal siren, a hellish amusement park full of bodies writhing in
either ecstasy or agony, is of course skin-deep in the way most Third
World titillation is, or in the way tourism is…Southeast Asia is all pain,
with no redeeming pleasure, to visitors who underestimate this region
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associated with cheap sex and omnipresent smiles (Rithdee, 2013, p.
43)
Rithdee’s comments here can be seen as being the hallmarks of the category
established. Within films that posit Thailand as a site of urban crime, there are no
redeeming features. The only way to escape is to leave.

The Landscape and Nature as an Exotic Backdrop
It is not just the inhabitants of Thailand that have been used as stereotypes
in Western representations of the country. The landscape itself is vital to the ways
in which the country has been represented on the cinematic screen. As discussed
above, multiple films have shot their films within Thailand due to the stunning and
exotic landscape. This has also resulted in a tourism developing around the
locations seen on screen. This has been introduced more broadly in relation to The
Man with the Golden Gun. The reason for it not being included in this section is
due to the fact that the location is utilised as generically Asian. Its Thainess is
frequently concealed, allowing the country to eradicate its cultural specificity and
appear as a non-specific Asian location. The most famous example of Thailand’s
filmic representation influencing tourism can be seen within the previously
mentioned The Beach. Much of the film takes place on various beaches. An
interesting juxtaposition is established in the opening scenes of the film in regard
to the visual representation of these locations. During daylight, the beaches are
shot in close up, focusing on the vast swathes of people that are occupying the
location. The small amount of background that is seen is full of people. The
audience do not get a sense of location at all. When the main protagonist and his
companions are alone the beach is seen in a completely different way. Shot at
sunset, red and golden hues fill the screen. The characters are frequently shot in
long shot showing the expanse and beauty of the location. The rocky outcrops are
shown in silhouette contrasting with the dappled light of the beach coming from the
bordering jungle. The narrative then moves toward the island that then becomes
the location for the remainder of the film. Not only can these images be seen as
exemplifying John Urry’s ideas of the tourist gaze as detailed earlier within this
thesis, due to the prevalence of ‘Picturesque views [which] became a key
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component of the tourist gaze’ (Beeton, 2005, p. 5), but additionally ideas of film
induced tourism are applicable.
Film induced tourism, or simply film tourism, is fairly self-explanatory, most
simply defined by Wioletta Bieńkowska-Gołasa who states that it is ‘the
phenomenon of visiting places known from the screen’ (2018, p.5). This is a
growing field of research that is rightfully receiving academic attention due to the
fact that many diverse locations are seen on global screens. Peter Schofield
discusses the ways in which the imagery of a location is created in the public
consciousness, stating that ‘organic images of places are developed through the
vicarious consumption of film and television, images without the perceived bias of
promotional material’ (1996, p. 334). This disjunction from the promotion of a
location in the tourist sphere is, as Schofield states, a perceived one. The Beach
is a perfect example of a film that convolutes these ideas and demonstrates that
the creation of the imagery associated with a country can be linked to ideas of
promotion. Sue Beeton’s stance is that film’s function is to knowingly present a
country in an enticing way. She states, ‘such spatial and temporal separation
makes film more of a promotional vehicle akin to a brochure or television
advertisement’ (Beeton, 2005, p. 9). This perspective is supported by Donata
Juškelytė who states that ‘We can think of the image of a country or a specific
region as some sort of placement’ (Juškelytė, 2016, p. 54). The placement and
promotion of a country is clearly beneficial to the nation that is represented due
to its exposure on global screens. This said there can also be negative effects.
The Beach was shot at Ko Phi Phi Leh which is the second largest island of
the Phi Phi Archipelago. The island is frequently shot from above, showing its
beauty and isolation. The island is made up of a ring of mountains that shield two
isolated bays, Maya Bay and Loh Samah. Due to the film’s presentation of the
island, a huge tourist industry began. It is claimed that ‘During peak times, Maya
Bay reportedly received as many as 5,000 visitors a day’ (“Maya Bay”, 2019, para.
4). Mary Mostafanezhada and Tanya Promburomb write extensively on filminduced tourism in Northern Thailand (2018) but do not consider The Beach.
Rodanthi Tzanelli (2006) considers The Beach’s impact on Thai tourism: ‘When we
look at ‘cinematic tourism’ in particular, we can problematise the differentiation of
film and tourist industries, as both share and are conditioned by “sign
reading”’ (2006, p. 123). Interestingly, as has been outlined earlier, the Thai tourist
board seem to wish to create the same iconography as the film industry. This is
91

compounded when the production context of The Beach is considered. Upon
selecting the location for filming, the studio decided it wasn’t quite picturesque
enough. '20th Century Fox decided that the location chosen for the filming of the
story, Phi Phi Leh island of the Krabi complex, was not pleasing enough to the
tourist eye. It was agreed that planting some 50 to 60 coconut trees on Maya Bay,
cleaning the ‘rubbish’ that the sea washed ashore from other locations and
bulldozing a few natural dunes would produce the desired result’ (Tzanelli, 2006, p.
135). This distraction and tampering of the natural environment was approved by
the Thai government, but was protested by the local population. Rodanthi Tzanelli
covers extensively the repercussions and controversy caused by, and for the film
following the impact it had on the environment (2006, pp. 135-139). What is
interesting to note is even though the controversy was widely reported, it has not
impacted upon tourists wishing to visit the region. It could be argued that to some
degree the landscape is also artificial, due to the alterations made by 20th Century
Fox’s involvement. Yet this has not deterred the vast swathes of people wishing to
visit the location seen within the film. This can be seen as a perfect example of film
tourism. As Peter Schofield states ’Popular films and television programmes act as
“pull” factors to tourists in terms of generating interest in the geographical locations
which they feature’ (1996, p. 334). This interest in Maya Bay has had catastrophic
repercussions.
In recent years there has been a renewed interest in Maya Bay. Due to the
tourist industry, marine life has suffered. This has resulted in the bay being closed
to try and reverse the damage done to the marine environment (Coldwell, 2018,
para. 1). The bay will now remain closed until at least 2021 (Holden, 2019). This is
evidently a major decision made by the government as the country relies on its
tourist industry. Many tourists have remarked on the fact that the isolation and
beauty seen within The Beach is far removed from the reality of the location, which
is inordinately busy and noisy (Holden, 2019). This is by no means an isolated
incident with tourism contributing to the destruction of ‘almost 80% of Thailand’s
coral reefs’ (Coldwell, 2018, para. 4). As such the government are shutting certain
areas like Maya Bay to allow the ecosystem to recover and bring back a
semblance of the “paradise” seen in films such as The Beach.
Since the tsunami that hit the country and caused devastation in 2004, this
has become more prominent. This may be due to the fact that the landscape was
changed drastically, or it may simply be due to the fact that filmmakers are now
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trying to show more of the country that the West has been introduced to through
the news coverage that followed the natural disaster. This has been done by both
Western and Thai filmmakers. The focus of this analysis will be on the Hollywood
productions that represent the tsunami. The main film that is applicable to this
category is The Impossible (Bayona, 2012). The Impossible makes an interesting
companion piece to one of the case studies that will be analysed in the final
chapter, Wonderful Town. This Western funded Thai film also addresses the
devastation the tsunami inflicted on the country and its people, but is set four
years after the disaster. It is also from the perspective of Thai people working
within the tourist industry. Clearly the tsunami makes for a potentially harrowing
film experience. Hollywood has continuously made film narratives around natural
disasters and the effect they have on citizens. Due to the global coverage of the
tsunami that struck Thailand it was only a matter of time before a cinematic
adaptation was made. Not only was the world aware of the incident due to global
news coverage, but it also hit a large tourist area. This meant that the Western
world was directly affected by the incident. This is foregrounded at the beginning
of the film which starts with inter-titles detailing the films narrative focus is of the
tsunami and the fact that ‘The lives of countless families all over the world
changed forever’. The fact that it is a true story is made clear with the words ‘true
story’ lingering on the screen. At no point is Thailand or its people mentioned.
This continues throughout the narrative.
The film opens with an aerial shot of Thailand from the clouds. This extreme
long shot shows the coastline surrounded by sparkling blue water, glinting in the
sun. The opening scenes focus on the location of Thailand as paradise, in much
the same way as seen in The Beach. As the family are led through the holiday
resort, aerial views show the opulence and beauty of the area. Palm trees sway in
the wind, as the sun beams down. This continues when the family go to the beach.
The beaches are clean with bright white sand. The sea is clear and bright blue.
They go snorkelling where the sea is full of beautiful coral and exotic fish. The
mum is seen reading on the beach whilst the father and children frolic in the sun.
The image of Thailand is again seen as utopia. At night over dinner, fairy lights
hang from trees as paper lanterns hang overhead. There is a constant focus on
couples kissing, portraying the country as a place of romance. The moon is big and
low in the sky, casting light across the rippling waves of the ocean as it laps gently
against the beach. Not only is Thailand established as being idyllic, these images
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also help to foreshadow the disaster that the audience is aware will occur. There
are also mid shots of the surrounding foliage, placing the audience in amongst the
leaves as the camera focus on exotic flowers, lizards and colour insects. Again, the
otherness and unfamiliarity of the country is foregrounded.
After 13 minutes the image of the landscape changes as the tsunami hits.
What follows is primarily aerial views of the devastation caused. This said, in the
background the bright blue sea can be seen consistently sparkling. Interestingly
the ‘film was shot in the same real-life locations in Thailand that were affected
by the tsunami’ (Pilkington, 2012, para. 3). These include ‘the actual Orchid
resort where the family stayed, and the same hospital where the mother was
looked after. In addition, the majority of extras were local families equally
affected by the catastrophe, as well as doctors and nurses who had taken care
of injured people’ (Diestro-Dópido, 2013, para. 6). Scale models of the resort
were also used for when the wave hit. Other areas of Thailand are barely seen.
The camera is placed on a vehicle with one of the children as they drive down a
road surrounded by sparse foliage. This again conveys a sense of unfamiliarity,
but it is not imposing. The surrounding trees and plants aren’t tangled or
cloying, in a sense they seem manicured, continuing the idyllic foreignness of
the country. This said, they are juxtaposed with images of people bleeding and
crying, reminding the audience of the incident that has occurred.
Even though the narrative of The Impossible is concerned with a
devastating real life event, the landscape is consistently seen as being a place of
paradise and utopianism. Even when the family are separated, they are seen
sitting in beautiful scenery on mountainous outcrops, lit only by the stars twinkling
in a cloudless sky. Problematically, the only images of the country that are seen
are primarily tourist locations or hospitals. This has also impacted on the way in
which the people of Thailand are also portrayed, or more pertinently, not.
Consistently the people seen on screen are white. A Thai native is seen on screen
leading the family through the resort. Other than this it takes around 35 minutes for
another person of Asian descent to be seen on screen. Thai citizens are only
present when a white person requires help or assistance. A small village is shown
when the mother is being rescued by two Thai men. Local women come out to
tend to her. All of these people seem to be fine, untouched by the devastation of
the tsunami, even going so far as providing the mother with clean, dry clothes. This
can be seen to align with the words of Edward Said who states that ‘The West is
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the actor, the Orient a passive reactor’ (2003, p. 109). In a change for Western
representations of the country, the Thai language is frequently heard throughout
the film; when the family are receiving assistance or most pertinently at the
hospital. Even though this is clearly grounding the location in a sense of reality,
language also acts as an alienating device here. When the mother and son arrive
at the hospital a cacophony of Thai language is heard. This, coupled with the
cinematography utilised, alienates the audience as well as the protagonists of the
film. The camera is handheld, and close ups are frequently used, positioned at
the level of the son. People run in front of and behind the frame, frequently
obscuring the character and the doors of the hospital. The sound of the
untranslated language adds to the audience’s discomfort. Even though the use of
Thai brings a sense of realism to the film, its utilisation is problematic.
It is not just within film that the landscape has become a key protagonist, but
also in literature. One such book is Catching the Sun (Parsons, 2012). The
narrative follows the lives of a family who have left ‘broken Britain’ for an idyllic life
in Phuket, Thailand. More than being a detailed portrayal of Thailand, it is more
about the author’s thoughts on his home country of Britain. Much of the narrative
takes place in more rural areas of Thailand. Rice paddies form the backdrop to the
narrative. The children of the family swim with elephants and gibbons can
frequently be heard. Much is made of the tropical paradise away from the urban
landscape of London. The simple lives led by the Thai inhabitants are enhanced by
the surrounding landscape, with restaurants having fairy lights hanging from the
trees (Parsons, 2012, p. 9). This idyllic paradise is soon shattered when, half way
through the novel, the tsunami in 2004 hits. The family are not directly involved
with the aftermath like the family seen in The Impossible but they question whether
this blissful landscape is as perfect as first assumed.
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CHAPTER 5:
Thailand as a Historical site of Cultural Conflict Between East and
West
The final category addresses the ways in which Hollywood presents a
historical version of Thailand. As with many different countries that have a filmic
culture, there is a fascination with showing the past to reflect the current climate.
The Thai films that have done this have been explored in chapter 3, films such as
Suriyothai and Bang Rajan. Yet, in the case of some Asian countries, Thailand
being one of them, Hollywood decides to make its own interpretation of the history
of the country by placing a Western foreigner, normally from a privileged
background, within the setting. In this way, the West can be seen as having a
historical influence on Asia, which may not be true. Again, it is a way of showing
the barbaric East as only being able to succeed and progress with the help of the
West. The main example of this can be seen in the various filmic versions of Anna
and the King. The main protagonist of the story, Anna, actually had little impact on
Thailand in historical terms, yet the films proclaim that Anna was a catalyst that
brought Thailand into the 21st Century. Anna and the King can be seen as being
the most famous of these texts, and as such, will be used as a key case study
within this chapter.
The most prominent example of a western representation of Thailand is the
novel Anna and the King of Siam (Landon, 1999/1944). This book is a partly
fictionalised biographical novel of a female teacher, Anna Leonowens, who moved
to Thailand to teach the King’s children and wives the English language and
customs of the country at his majesty Rama IV King Mongkut’s request. This book,
published in 1944, is based on two memoirs, The English Governess at the
Siamese Court (Leonowens, 1988/1870) and Romance of the Harem (Leonowens,
1991/1872), that tell of the five years Anna spent in what was then Siam, in the
1860s. The rights to the book were brought by Twentieth Century Fox after one of
the founding members of the company, Darryl F. Zanuck, had read the fictionalised
account. This resulted in the first filmic interpretation of the book being made, Anna
and the King of Siam (Cromwell, 1946). It is interesting to note that the film
decided to keep the original title and used Siam for the name of the country. It is
believed the word is derived from the Sanskrit word meaning “brown race.
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Evidently, because of this, the use of the word Siam has racist connotations, yet
was still used by the film’s producers. This decision may have been taken due to
the fact that during World War II the country changed its name multiple times. It
could also be argued that by using the old name of the country the film is
foregrounding old colonial stereotypes of Asia that have been perpetuated by the
media. The film received great critical acclaim, winning the Academy Award for
Best Cinematography and Best Art Direction (1946).
It is not just through the use of yellowface, as analysed earlier in chapter 4,
that Anna and the King of Siam is problematic. The nation of Thailand is shown to
the Western audience in broad brush strokes, relying on the most obvious
signifiers. The film’s credits are backed by a long shot overlooking a lake with palm
trees in the foreground and temple spires in the background. Immediately, the
audience are confronted with an image of a landscape that looks as far removed
from the West as possible. The film opens with inter-titles that bring the audience
up to speed on the story of Anna, to the point where she arrives in ‘Siam’ stating;
‘Her arrival in Bangkok marked the beginning but almost terrifying adventure into
that strange and still half-barbaric country’. Clearly from this initial inter-title, the
representation of Thailand from the perspective of the contemporary cultural critic
is going to be a troubling one, one that relies heavily on a neo-colonial perspective
of Asia that posits the Western characters as superior to the ‘barbaric natives’. This
perspective is continued throughout the film, primarily through comments made by
the young son of Anna, Lloyd. He states for instance, ‘these people are so funny.
Everyone goes barefoot’ and ‘they write in such a funny way here’. This inherent
racism has tried to be disguised by the filmmakers by allowing the youngest
Western character to exclaim them, and therefore seem as though they are simply
childish, innocent observations of a foreign nation, nonetheless, they ‘other’ and
make strange, and centre a Western perspective. These Western characters
appear to be merely observing the practices and behaviours of the indigenous
citizens, and as such the audience also experience Thailand through this lens.
Edward Said states that ‘The West is the actor, the Orient a passive reactor. The
West is the spectator, the judge and the jury, of every facet of Oriental
behaviour’ (2003, p. 109). This is clearly the case with the various incarnations of
Anna and the King as the audience are led through the narrative and the country
by judgmental Western protagonists.
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This foreignness is further emphasised through other lines within the film
such as ‘they don’t even have a consulate here’, making it clear to the audience
that the Western world hasn’t set foot in Thailand yet and therefore the country is
again seen as being underdeveloped, barbaric and uncivilised. As previously
stated, all of the main Thai characters are played by white actors in yellowface.
This is also accompanied by broken English whenever they converse with the
Western characters. It is not hard to draw a comparison between the characters
here and the way in which Native American were originally represented in films
from the Western genre, films such as Annie Get Your Gun (Sidney, 1950), Black
Gold (Karlson, 1947) and Buffalo Bill (Wellman, 1944). Even in recent years,
Johnny Depp played Tonto in the filmic version of The Lone Ranger (Verbinski,
2013), retaining Tonto’s recognisable broken English. Depp’s casting did receive
criticism, as well as the way he was dressed and the makeup he wore. Peter
Bradshaw addresses the white makeup Depp wears stating ‘Tonto has a weird
whiteface mask, which the actor says is based on historical photo research, but
none of the other (genuine) Native Americans in the film have this, and it also looks
like a way of finessing the racial imposture’ (Bradshaw, 2013, para. 5). All of the
films stated above that feature Native American characters are not only played by
caucasian actors, but they are also using broken English. Ella Shohat and Robert
Stam discuss the hegemonic use of English within Hollywood films stating that ‘by
ventriloquizing the world, Hollywood indirectly diminished the possibilities of
linguistic self-representation for other nations (1994, p. 192). The use of broken
English is another way this is manifested in the film’s portrayal of Asia. Not only is
the nation unable to see a representation of itself on screen linguistically, but the
characters are unable to learn the hegemonic language well enough to convey
their message effectively, reinforcing the orientalist view of the country.
The first Thai character that is introduced to the audience, the Prime Minister
or Kralahome, at the beginning of the film emerges out of the darkness, seen only
by flickering touches, arriving on an elephant. Even a character that is of
importance and of high regard within the country is reduced to an animal-riding
figure who cannot understand the English language; a fact that is later learnt to be
false. Nonetheless, ignorance of English is equated with general ignorance. Anna’s
initial meetings with the King are continually postponed and as such, the
Kralahome is the character she converses with the most. He tells her that the King
has many engagements that are taking him away from the meetings with her.
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These prior engagements continue the air of mysticism and alienation that is being
shown to the audience. The Thai New Year festival, Songkran, is mentioned, as is
the procedure of tonsure; the process of cutting the hair on the scalp as a sign of
devotion to one’s religion. The Western world is probably most aware of this
through images of Buddhist monks and Christian clerics. The final task the King is
said to be doing is going up river to receive a sacred white elephant. The white
elephant is sacred in various areas of Southeast Asian, and in particular Thailand.
It is seen as a sign of power and wealth. This is due to the fact that the white
elephant costs a lot to keep and provides little usefulness. All of these mystical,
folkloric tasks that are told to Anna assist in the alienation of the character, and the
audience, as well as further making the country of Thailand and its people appear
strange and almost magical.
Other aspects of Thai culture are also incorporated into the narrative in a
negative or exoticising manner. Throughout the film it is made clear multiple times
that women are considered to be the lesser gender. Anna is called ‘Sir’ by many of
the Thai characters. When she questions them she is told that “I call you Sir so
you won’t be lowly like a woman”. The King is the main character that makes clear
the divides in gender through such exclamations as “How can a King be wrong
and a woman be right?!” The King also introduces Anna to his vast swathes of
wives and children. The idea of the King having a consort and additional wives is
an outdated custom that had not been used in the country since 1932. This was
until the surprise decision of King Maha Vajiralongkorn who ascended to the
throne in 2016 and took a Royal consort in 2019 (“Thailand royal consort”, 2019).
These aspects are clearly used to further alienate the audience from Thai
culture, showing the stark differences between the two countries, and potentially
reinforce the already perceived barbaric and outdated ways of Thailand. The
barbaric representation of the country comes to a head when one of the King’s
concubines, Tuptim, is caught trying to run away from the palace to be with her old
love. As punishment both Tuptim and her lover are burnt at the stake. This is a
clear example of ‘the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves
reiterating European superiority over Oriental backwardness’ (Said, 2003, p. 7).
Through these representations, Thailand is seen as being inferior to the West,
uneducated and barbaric.
There are also many examples of Thailand conversing about, and to the
Western world. At one point it is told to the King that Cambodia, once part of
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Thailand, has sold out to the French. At this period in history, many of the countries
surrounding Thailand in East Asia had become colonies of France, and as such
were seen to have lost their Asian identity. The King claims that he will never let
Thailand fall. This causes a discussion about the power and might of Europe and
the threat they have posed to ‘Siam’. Anna suggests that to stop European interest
in the country, they should appear more “scientific” so they seem less “barbaric”.
This is again another example of Thailand being posited as a nation that is inferior
to the West, and will only progress globally with the assistance of the Western
world. This results in the King holding a dinner for many leaders from the Western
world, set up by Anna. During the dinner the King raises many of the scientific
topics that Anna has taught him. It is clearly reinforced that the reason the King is
able to converse with the Western world is solely because of Anna, made clear
when the King is presented with a knife and fork to eat with, to make him seem
less uncivilised, something that Anna hasn’t taught him to do and this therefore
backfires. Instead of using his normal implements, chopsticks, he decides to just
not eat anything during dinner until everyone has left. More traditional customs are
observed as each of the guests is welcomed by being flicked with rose water and
a traditional dance is performed. Anna’s involvement in Thailand’s relationship with
the West is further enforced when she helps the King write a letter to the president
of America, Abraham Lincoln. The King wants to offer him enough elephants so
that they can be released into the wild and thrive, as it is impossible to win a war
without having elephants. This is again another example of the ways in which the
Thai people are shown to be inferior and simplistic compared to the West. This is
supported by Edward Said who states that the Orient is:
a locale requiring Western attention, reconstruction, even
redemption. The Orient existed as a place isolated from the
mainstream of European progress in the sciences, arts, and
commerce. Thus whatever good or bad values were imputed to the
Orient appeared to be functions of some highly specialized Western
interest in the Orient (Said, 2003, p. 206).
This is typified within the film through Anna’s involvement in cultural and academic
education, showing the King the perceived correct way to behave and act.
Importantly, this correct way is a Western way.
The representation of Thailand and its people in Anna and the King of Siam
is clearly greatly Eurocentric, primarily due to the fact that all of the main Thai
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characters are played by white, Western actors. Even when aspects of Thai
culture are shown to the audience in a positive way, they serve a mystical purpose
to appeal to a tourist gaze. A clear example of this is when Anna’s son dies. There
is a period of mourning where fireworks are let off and many religious festivals are
held. This demonstrates that death doesn’t have to be a melancholic affair. Also
the discussion of the Thai New Year, the white elephant, the procedure of tonsure
and the traditional dance and music are all raised as important to the King, and
therefore the country. These cultural practices both serve as visual spectacle for
the viewer/tourist, while drawing attention to the stark differences in culture. Many
of these traditional events are never explained; the film clearly posits Thailand as
being a place of curiosity and wonder, while still inferior to the West and slightly
barbaric. It is also heavily reinforced that the only reason Thailand is able to
progress and converse with the Western world is through the help of an outside
influence, that of Anna.

The King and I (1951)
Following the release of Anna and the King of Siam, the story was adapted
by Rogers and Hammerstein and turned into the stage musical The King and I in
1951. This in turn was made into arguably the most famous filmic incarnation of the
novel, The King and I (Lang, 1956) starring Yul Brynner and Deborah Kerr.
Brynner, playing the character of the Thai king, can be construed as a form of
yellowface. His father is of Swiss-German descent but moved to Russia at the age
of sixteen, where Brynner was raised. His mother was Mongolian (Brynner, 1989,
18-19). Within his biography, written by his son Rock Brynner, his ethnicity and
heritage was always seen as enigmatic. ‘Yul Brynner almost constituted a new
species. Even his name was a mystery: one cannot confidently guess form which
continent those three syllables emerged, for they are neither European nor
Oriental’ (Brynner, 1989, p. 18). His cultural fluidity allowed him to find success
playing various roles of the culturally other. ‘Yul Brynner was just a whole different
species…His exotic masculinity tapped different chords, promising the danger and
excitement of all that was uncommon…[He] embodied the quintessential foreigner
of indefinite origins’ (Brynner, 1989, p. 83). This allowed him to play a multitude of
different ethnicities, Egyptian in The Ten Commandments (DeMille, 1956), Russian
in Anastasia (Litvak, 1956), Native American in Kings of the Sun (Thompson,
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1963) and Thai in The King and I. Brynner can be seen as erasing his ethnic
heritage in favour of being the exotic other, in effect utilising a version of
yellowface. This again goes to show Hollywood’s disregard of ethnicity when
casting actors in roles. The film went on to win five Academy Awards including Best
Actor for Yul Brynner and Best Music. The soundtrack for the film also went on to
become a huge success reaching the number one position in the UK album chart.
As this was a film that was made at the height of the Hollywood studio system,
none of the film was shot on location within Thailand; it was filmed entirely on the
20th Century Fox studio lot in Los Angeles.
Academic discourse on all three incarnations of this story are sparse. The
story is not included in Matthew Bernstein and Gaylyn Studlar’s edited collection
on Orientalism in film (1997). Consideration of The King and I primarily revolves
around the involvement of the white female in the narrative as a maternal figure
that softens the orientalist imagery (Glassmeyer, 2012; McConachie, 1994). Bruce
McConachie’s article considers the Oriental musicals of Rogers and Hammerstein
as a response to the US war in Southeast Asia, allowing the American audience to
support the US policies (McConachie, 1994). Yet little consideration is afforded the
representation of Thailand, aside from the King. McConachie considers ‘the
generational split of the King’s inner and outer character for the audience is to
justify and reinforce a condescending attitude toward the East’ (1994, p. 391). This
is achieved through Brynner’s masculine exterior, juxtaposed with the child-like
wonder he portrays.
Unlike Anna and the King of Siam the film opens in daylight. Whereas that
film relied on flickering flames and shadows to convey the mysteriousness of the
nation, The King and I is vividly colourful. It is the dialogue that conveys the
audience’s initial fear of Thailand. The captain of the ship that drops Anna off
states that he shouldn’t leave “a woman alone in a country like Siam”. This is
further enforced by Anna’s son who spots the Thai prime minister approaching
their boat. He says “They look so cruel mother” and exclaims “they’re naked!”.
Before the audience have even been introduced to the people of Thailand visually,
a negative and backward perspective of them has already been established.
Interestingly, this representation has not changed or been amended throughout
the three filmic versions. This is further compounded later in the film when Anna’s
lessons begin. When Lady Chang, one of the King’s wives, leads the lesson she
shows a map of Southeast Asia with a caricature of the king of Burma. Lady
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Chang states in broken English that ‘No clothes mean how poor is king of Burma’.
This line comes after the audience have been shown the vast majority of Thai
citizens outside the royal palace shirtless. When Anna and her son leave the boat
they arrived on and get to the mainland. The audience are shown a bustling
marketplace, with the majority of the people half dressed. Within five seconds an
elephant is seen walking across screen. Birds are continuously squawking. Plant
shrouded temples form the backdrop as stereotypically Asian music plays.
‘Rodger’s music consciously precludes Asian sounds’ (Glassmeyer, 2012, p.116).
When the palace is entered a colossal Buddha head is prominent. The King is
seen sat high on a throne with a vast amount of people bowed in front of him
whilst he reads. The broken english that was used within Anna and the King of
Siam is still utilised here, including by the King. ‘The film does include occasional
Siamese utterances, the literal, childish pidgin-English prattle produced by Asian
adults is the Asian “language” that lingers in viewers’ memories’ (Glassmeyer,
2012, p.116). In this initial exchange the King receives the gift of Tuptim but
doesn’t utter a word until Anna talks to him. The King then introduces Anna and
her son to a room full of wives. The King, and the nation as a whole, is instantly
conveyed as being barbaric, strange and other. The use of language is
immediately casting them as uneducated and inferior to the Western characters.
Each interior setting is sparsely adorned except for the consistent presence
of large vases and religious statues in the background. When the setting moves
outside into the palace gardens the amount of statues of Buddha, lions, elephants
and palaces increases. The painted backgrounds show even more palaces and
Thai-style spires. The colour pallet of these scenes is awash with gold and pastel
hues. This shows not only the opulence of the palace but also creates a dream-like
quality to the fabricated landscape of the country. Interestingly there are little to no
images of an external landscape. The characters only leave the interior of the
palace to go into the palace garden. The only other external scene is when Anna
arrives at the dock. There is one incident where Tuptim and her lover Lun Tha
meet in a less manicured section of the garden. The foliage appears jungle-like, lit
sporadically, casting dark shadows and pools of light through the foliage. This
seemingly wild landscape is undercut by the fact that the painted background is
pale blue with a plethora of fountains and brightly lit water. Unlike many screen
versions of Thailand the landscape is not utilised as a means to convey the
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otherness of the country. This is done through the cultural practice of the King and
his people as well as the mise en scene of the interior locations.

Anna and the King (1999)
The final version of the story, and the most recent is Anna and the King.
This can be seen as a star vehicle for both Jodie Foster and Chow Yun-Fat.
Arguably, this film caused the most controversy within Thailand and was ultimately
banned (Aglionby, 1999). It is interesting to note that unlike the other films
discussed above, Anna and the King does not cast a white actor in the role of the
King. In this case he is played by Chow Yun-Fat, a Hong Kong actor more
commonly seen in martial arts and action films, arguably his most famous
appearance being Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (Lee, 2000) and his frequent
collaborations with the famous director John Woo. Even though the actor chosen
to play the role is from Asia, eradicating the use of yellowface which can be
construed as a progression of sorts, it is still a form of ‘casting’, in the same way
that in the previous incarnations cast a white actor. This said, it still raises the
same issues. It appears that Hollywood does not see any Thai actor as being
either capable, or popular enough, to play the lead male role in a film about their
own history. This again links to Ella Shohat and Robert Stam’s ideas of casting
considered earlier (1994, p. 189-190). Arguably, due to the nature of the Thai film
industry and its star system, there is only one Thai actor that has global appeal,
and that is Tony Jaa, whose films have been analysed in the previous chapter. As a
martial arts actor, arguably he would not have been suitable for the role. It also
reinforces the idea outlined earlier that the Western world doesn’t see people as
being from certain nations, but as being ‘Asian’ and therefore interchangeable and
unidentifiable from one nation to the next. In The Story of Anna and the King
(Holland, 1999), a visual companion to the film that provides production details, all
that is said about the casting of Chow Yun-Fat is that he is an ‘Asian superstar,
whose virility and charisma bring this greatest of Thai kings brilliantly to
life’ (Holland, 1999, pg. 3). His Asian heritage is foregrounded, almost as a marker
of authenticity, and the characteristics that the actor has similar to the King are
highlighted, again as a justification for the decision to cast him.
This book provides an interesting companion piece to the film. It is broken
down into various sections, looking at the ways in which the film has reflected the
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so-called facts. It also provides history on the real life Anna and the King, as well
as various aspects of Thai history and culture. As such, it acts as a sort of a tourist
guide. The first few paragraphs state that the film maker wanted ‘to capture that
excitement, that zest and fire, that overflowing profusion of color and image and
feeling, that sheer delight in life that is the heart of Thai and make it the backdrop
and setting for the legendary story of the governess and the king’ (Holland, 1999,
pg. 1). The film itself emphasises certain aspects of Thai culture and imagery to
make the country seem more mystical and alien to a Western audience.
The film was not received well within Thailand. The filmmakers wanted to
film within Thailand itself. There are various stipulations and rules in place for
filmmakers wishing to shoot within the country. These are set by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand. Ultimately the filmmakers are required
to submit an application form along with supporting documentation which includes
the final script. (“Rules and Regulations”, 2016). Upon seeing the final script for
Anna and the King, the producers were denied access to the country to shoot.
Evidently, another Asia country stood in for Thailand, in this case Malaysia. As has
been previously stated, it is extremely common for one country within Asia to
represent another. After the film was made, the Thai authorities banned its release
within the country, stating that it ‘has too many scenes which distort history and
insult the king’ (Aglionby, 1999, para. 2). It is not stated what these scenes are but
it is clear that the King is perceived as being stupid and backward, something that
the Thai authorities have evidently taken offence to. The board also stated that
Chow Yun-Fat’s version of the King was more insulting than Yul Brynner’s version.
‘The film-makers have made King Mongkut look like a cowboy who rides on the
back of an elephant as if he is in a cowboy movie. In one scene Chow Yun-Fat
pushes the king’s crown and his portrait down to the floor - that’s totally
unacceptable’ (Aglionby, 1999, para. 5). Clearly the Thai censorship Board is
concerned with the representations of their own monarchy. This does not come as
a surprise as the King has a hand in censoring the films of Thailand. This idea of
censorship is something that will be discussed further in the final chapter of this
thesis in relation to the Thai director Apichatpong Weersethakul. There are certain
commentators that hold the opinion that by banning the film, Thailand may be seen
as being more ‘backward’ than the representation shown within Anna and the King.
Journalist for The Nation Thailand, Tony Dabbs, states that the general public will
be confused if they are exposed to the historical inaccuracies shown within the film
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and that a disclaimer at the beginning or end of the film would suffice and make
clear that there are many historical inaccuracies (Dabbs, 1999, para. 2). The other
issue that Dabbs raises is that any film that depicts the monarchy, must receive a
Royal blessing. This was not given to Anna and the King, therefore ‘no board will
approve such a movie without it’ (1999, para. 4). Ian Buruma writing for The New
York Review of Books holds a similar perspective, yet arguably a more contentious
one. He states that the Thai authorities were wrong to ban the film because it is
obviously historically inaccurate, and that in actual fact the story does something
different. ‘The story is actually a reversal of the usual Orientalist trope - Anthony
and Cleopatra, say - where the sultry Oriental female corrupts the virile Western
male. Here the sexy and very masculine king falls under the spell of the prim
European schoolmarm’ (2015, para. 2). This argument is weak and shows a
certain naivety on the part of the Anglo-Dutch academic. His point is that the Asian
character is not using exoticism to gain control, yet in Anna and the King it could
be argued that the King is seen as being barbaric and in need of Western
education. Buruma addresses this point by saying that in reality the King’s
education helped keep the country from becoming a Western colony. ‘The only two
countries to escape from being colonized by a Western nation were Siam and
Japan. They achieved this through a combination of geographical luck, shrewd
diplomacy, and what has been called “protection by mimicry”. The only way to keep
Western powers at bay was to modernize as quickly as possible along Western
lines’ (2015, para. 5). Even though this is factually correct and is one of the
reasons why Anna was chosen to teach at the royal court, this is not the
perspective that is shown within the film. The king is seen as being barbaric and
backward, and the only way his perspectives are changed is through the input of
Anna; not as the forward-thinking diplomat. This is the main flaw of the all of the
filmic versions of this story, and the naivety of Buruma’s article. For the film to be
seen as harmless as Buruma seems to think it is, the audience will have to all be
educated in the historical facts, so they can identify the aspects of the narrative
that are fictitious and are used for dramatic reasons and character development.
The representation of Thailand begins not with the film itself, but with the
DVD. The cover foregrounds Anna over the King, another issue that the Thai
Ministry had concern with. There are images of fireworks exploding, men riding on
rearing horses, with traditional buildings hazily seen in the background in an
almost dream-like way. The back cover shows a line of soldiers, led by an
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elephant. This all assists in establishing the representation that will continue
throughout the film. The menu on the region 2 DVD shows the exterior of the
golden, glittering palace, and as the audience we are left to gaze upon it, with the
lighting emphasising the opulence and majesty of the King’s palace. As John Urry
and Jonas Larsen state, images of foreign countries ‘are consumed because they
supposedly generate pleasurable experiences which are different from those
typically encountered in everyday life (2011, p. 1). When the movie is selected the
great doors open and the audience enter into the world of Thailand.
Anna and the King’s opening credits are not only in English but also in Thai,
as though the production is speaking in both languages, potentially for both
audiences. This is clearly done to try and bring a sense of credibility to the
production, almost as if it is a certificate of authenticity from the Thai people.
Behind the credits are shown a hand drawn image of a map of the Indian coast,
followed by a boat, a signifier of the journey that Anna has undertaken. What
follows are images of Thai art and architecture, along with drawings of elephants,
before ending up on a map of Siam. There is a golden and red hue that envelops
the screen, a colour palette that will be featured throughout the film. The opening
shot is of the sky as the camera pans down to reveal a busy port surrounded by
wooden buildings. There are people everywhere, seeming to run about all over the
place in a disorganised manner, shouting and yelling. There are small boats in the
water carrying fruit and possessions. As the camera follows one such boat, a larger
ship dominates the screen, looking grander than anything else that has been seen
thus far. This is not only a way of Othering the Thai people but also links to John
Urry’s theories on the tourist gaze. He states in relation to travel photography, ‘by
erasing contemporary signs, modern humans and connections elsewhere, western
travel photography imprisoned the Orient in a timeless ancient space of
architecture and monuments to produce the desired authentic Orient’ (2011, p.
169). Clearly this is what the filmmakers are trying to achieve, to establish Thailand
as an uncivilised, barbaric and backward country. This also links to Urry’s fourth
category for the tourist gaze, ‘the seeing of ordinary aspects of social life being
undertaken by people in unusual contexts’ (2011, p. 16). The first shot of Anna
comes as a stark contrast to the images of the Thai people. She is first shown sat
in the large boat. The camera focuses on her hands as she packs away her
belongings, before panning up to a medium shallow focus shot of her gazing into
the distance. This reveal harks back to the Hollywood studio system and to the
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way in which the leading ladies were shown on screen. She is the first human that
the camera has not only stopped on, but been close enough for the audience to be
able to see her face clearly. This is again a tool to make the citizens of Thailand
appear alien by not allowing the audience any time to gaze upon them, negating
the empathetic connection a close up shot provides.
The audience are then taken back outside where a simplistic crane made of
wood is shown snapping, dropping its contents of fruit all over the floor. This
sequence is clearly a way to show the audience that this country that the
protagonists have entered is behind the times, where even simple tasks cannot be
completed. Much like Anna and the King of Siam, many of the contentious and
problematic lines of the film are delivered by Anna’s son, Louis. His first line upon
witnessing the crane break is, ‘Mumma, come look, I think they've killed someone’.
When he disembarks the ship he is shown stood amongst the hustle and bustle of
the people, with a look of disgust on his face, looking at the shirtless men going
about their tasks.
Anna, Louis, and their two Indian servants look for a carriage to take them
to the palace as no one has come to meet them, again showing the inability of the
Thai people. The carriage that they are ride in is made of wicker and pulled by a
man. This is again emphasising the backward nature of the country. The camera
follows the carriages and pans above them, revealing a busy market, full of people
shouting and elephants being ridden, stealing bunches of bananas from stalls.
When they arrive at the doors of the palace, they open in much the same way as
the DVD menu, revealing a completely different image. Everywhere looks clean,
the people are fully clothed, buildings are made from stone and there is a golden
hue within. This is a theme that runs throughout the film, the contrast between the
normal Thai citizens and the goings on behind the palace walls. Nothing is said
about this social contrast, it seems to be utilised more as a tool to emphasise the
opulence and beauty of the palace and the artefacts that are seen within. This first
entrance into the palace grounds has the camera lingering on the statues and
decor, before slowly panning to the left to show the exquisite architecture of the
buildings. There are people lighting incense and again, elephants wandering
around, again alienating the audience and exoticising Thailand.
This opening sequence differs from the earliest incarnation of the story,
Anna and the King of Siam. Where as that film emphasised the mysticism and
exoticism of the country, Anna and the King places the emphasis on the ways in
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which the country may be construed as being inferior to the West, before
contrasting this with the opulence of the palace grounds. Even though the
mysticism has been played down in this latest release, exoticisation is still
prevalent in many ways, for example through the recurring image of the elephant.
Arguably the representation within Anna and the King is more problematic than the
previous versions. This is due to the fact that not only is there a reverence in the
way that ‘the gaze’ is utilised, looking at not only the grandeur of the royal family,
but also the poverty and ‘uncivilised’ behaviour of the Thai people. It is almost as if
no time has passed at all and the images shown in 1999 replicate those shown in
1946, changing the historical facts. The argument put forward by Buruma that the
film should not have been banned due to the fact that it is obviously fictitious is in
itself problematic, as for this not to be an issue the mainstream market that the film
was aimed at would have to have prior knowledge on the history of Thailand. King
Mongkut is still seen whipping his concubine Tiptum for being unfaithful to him,
even though it is known that he greatly improved rights for women within Siam,
releasing a number of royal concubines and banning forced marriage (Wongchaum, 2019). It is true that he instigated the influx of Western culture to the country,
yet he did not abandon his country's cultural heritage, again something that is not
really shown in any version of his story.
All three versions are evidently problematic and extremely orientalist in their
presentation of the country. Yet they all function in the same way, to provide
‘American viewers the maternal promise of sentimental orientalism. If we approach
Asians as the children they are, and give them the love and education that we
know they need…we will make good the lack - and end the cycle of deprivation that neither barbarism, nor colonialism, nor communism have been able to
supply’ (Glassmeyer, 2012, p. 120). In recent years there has been a renewed
interest in the representation of Thailand, and more broadly Asia, within The King
and I. This is due to the fact that the stage production returned to the West End in
2018. Many of the reviews (Billington, 2018; Taylor, 2018; Lukowski, 2018)
highlighted the ever-present racism. Interesting, the ideas raised within this
analysis around yellowface, and actors from differing nations masquerading as
other ethnicities is still applicable. Ken Watanabe, a Japanese actor, plays the
character of the King in the latest production. This reinforces the point that forms of
yellowface still seem to be acceptable, as do stereotypical portrayals of Asian
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nations. The King and I has the luxury of hiding behind its past incarnations and
staying true to the award winning filmic portrayal.

Conclusion
The West’s representation of Thailand can be read productively with
Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism. The country is consistently shown as being
primitive and uneducated. This has resulted in Western characters having to travel
to the country to save them from their backwardness and develop them
emotionally and intellectually. The female characters are eroticised and exoticised,
and shown in an alluring way. Interestingly, the country is also shown in a similar
way. Its beautiful landscapes are foregrounded, as is the architecture of the
historical buildings and the Thai-style spires. This is a clear example of the tourist
gaze. The audience are given a guided tour of the beautiful locations that the
Hollywood directors deem alien, or utopian enough to interest and appeal to a
Western audience. Yet these rural images are juxtaposed with urban settings that
appear menacing and full of danger. This may be due to the fact that if these
modern cities of Thailand were shown, the backward image that had previously
been perpetuated may seem to be less true and appropriate. Therefore, by
showing the urban locations as sites or crime, the barbarity of Asia is
foregrounded. After all, if Western media is to be believed, the Orient cannot be
seen as being as developed as the Western world. This is in stark contrast to the
films that will be considered in chapter 7. The representations considered in the
previous two chapters rely on stereotypes of character and location. Thai
filmmakers working within the arthouse sector provide a representation of Thailand
that has not been seen on Western screens before. These films and directors will
be considered in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 6:
Thailand in the Arthouse
As highlighted in the previous chapters, Thailand has received a small
degree of mainstream success in the Western world, primarily through its genre
films, with horror in particular garnering most of the interest. As well as these
generic pieces, there are also a limited number of cases where a high profile
American director has championed a Thai product, as demonstrated by the
analysis of The Legend of Suriyothai in chapter 3. That said, Thai film has found
some success in the arthouse sector, primarily through the work of Apichatpong
Weerasethakul, yet there are other Thai directors that require consideration.
Apichatpong is the most famous Thai director in the Western market. His films are
not only labelled as “arthouse”, or art film, but are also frequently termed as being
examples of “slow cinema” (De Luca & Barradas Jorge, 2016; De Luca, 2014;
Jaffe, 2014; Lim, 2014; Lim, 2016). Slow cinema is a global film language that has
been applied by many filmmakers from around the world, including areas of Latin
America, Asia, Russia, America and the United Kingdom. It is not only Apichatpong
who has embraced this aesthetic and had success within the arthouse sector, but
all of the case studies within this section. Anocha Suwichakornpong is another
such Thai film maker. The films of Aditya Assarat have also had some success, yet
his use of slow cinema characteristics is not as overt as Apichatpong and Anocha,
instead favouring a more traditional cause and effect narrative, yet still retaining
moments of contemplation. As an aesthetic approach adopted by auteurist Thai
directors, this chapter will consider the term slow cinema, discussing its
characteristics and aesthetics and its association with art cinema and the film
festival.
Frequently the terms “festival film”, “art film”, and “slow cinema” become
conflated in academic discourse, lessening the importance of slow cinema.
Therefore it is essential to understand what makes slow cinema an important,
individual aesthetic style in its own right; one which has its own codes,
conventions and artistic worth. This will not only be done through defining and
analysing the critical discourse around slow cinema. Importantly, its aesthetics will
be considered in a much broader way. Slow cinema will not only be considered as
a medium of the moving image, but as having an inextricable link to the still image
displayed in traditional galleries. This allows each composition to be analysed as
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an individual piece of art for contemplation, but to also reconsider readings of the
image displayed on screen, whether it be beautiful, visceral or displeasing.
There is a clear link between the film festival and slow cinema, with many of
the films either receiving funding through festivals, or selected in the screenings,
appearing on their programmes. This raises questions of whether the slow cinema
aesthetic is a style imposed by the festivals themselves, or to what extent it has
been adopted and adapted by directors to create an auteurist and national film
language. After mapping the academic field on the issues surrounding slow
cinema, this chapter will then go on to consider the work of the three Thai directors
mentioned above in detail, analysing not only their use of the aesthetics, but also
the portrayal of their country and culture. As all the films that will be discussed
have received funding from the Western film funding bodies, this chapter will
consider whether it is an aesthetic style that is popular with the filmmakers
themselves due to social conditions and beliefs, or whether filmmakers are utilising
the style as it seems to be popular with the funders. It will also be necessary to
consider whether these funded films also reinforce aspects of an orientalist
perspective of Thailand. Do these films reinforce any of the imagery seen in
Western films that has been discussed in the previous chapter? Or do they directly
reject stereotypical and touristic imagery in favour of a more culturally rounded
perspective? With Western representations of Thailand in mainstream Hollywood,
and the generic fare released to the West, Thailand becomes subsumed into Asia.
The slow cinema releases retain a Thainess that is absent from these other two
filmic examples which have been explored earlier within this thesis. This is the
reason why the slow cinema aesthetic is the focus of this chapter. It also appears
to be the aesthetic that is most often used by Thai directors that garner a release
to the Western world.

Slow Cinema definitions and characteristics
As with any selection of films that are labelled as being of the same, or
similar, form, there are concurrent stylistic and aesthetic aspects that are
consistent throughout. There are filmic choices that clearly differentiate slow
cinema from the Hollywood mainstream. De Luca summarises many of the
characteristics of this style coherently within his work. He addresses not only
the aesthetic choices but also the narrative components of slow cinema,
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stating that it has a ‘presence of solitary characters and empty environments,
which provides the cue for observational scenes largely depleted of
dramaticity’ (De Luca, 2014, p. 11). These solitary characters are not isolated
solely from the other characters within the narrative, but also distanced from
the audience. The camera roves around the protagonists, slowly moving
closer into or away from the figure, panning alongside as they move through
their environments. This is one of the major hallmarks of the style, the
‘utilisation of hyperbolic application of the long take, which promotes a
contemplative viewing experience anchored in materiality and duration’ (De
Luca, 2012, p.183). Not only does this allow the audience to contemplate the
images on screen and appreciate their beauty, but it also creates a dual
alienation effect; the audience from the image due to its duration, but
additionally the protagonists from their environment. The environments take
on an almost alien quality, as these characters seemingly float through their
existence.
Equally, the long take has also been utilised by the Italian Neorealist
movement to provide a sense of authenticity and reality to the moving image. ‘The
long take, the schematic and primordial element of cinema, is thus in the present
tense. Cinema therefore “reproduces the present’” (Pasolini, 1980, p. 3). A sense
of reality and authenticity is key to the work of Apichatpong, not only due to the fact
that he is associated with the slow cinema movement, but additionally he
frequently conflates documentary and feature film. This will be explored later when
the directors’ films are considered in greater detail. As Flanagan states, a cinema
of slowness isn’t just about ‘the employment of (often extremely) long takes’ but
also relies on a ‘de-centred and understated modes of storytelling, and a
pronounced emphasis on quietude and the everyday’ (Flanagan, n.d., para. 3).
This emphasis on the everyday is an aspect that Hollywood films have consistently
strived for in some way or another. To make the filmic text as accessible as
possible there has to be some form of grounding in reality, whether this be through
the narrative or characterisation; otherwise there would be no empathetic
connection created with the audience. The establishment of verisimilitude is
essential to the success of Hollywood. Yet, a strange dichotomy is created in slow
cinema. The extended take, on the one hand provides a sense of reality such as
that seen in Italian Neorealism, on the other an uncomfortable distancing effect
due to its duration. This may be one of the reasons why a cinema of slowness is so
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divisive. Some may construe the shot as alienating whilst others have a completely
different experience. This is important to note as much of the critical reception of
slow cinema can be understood as being aligned with audience expectations of the
aesthetics of cinema as a whole, a medium that is driven by pace and narrative
progression.
Another key component of slow cinema is its focus on the protagonist of the
film, and importantly, how this differs to the presentation of a main character in the
films of Hollywood. The mundanity of their everyday existence is favoured over the
plot-driven narrative of traditional Hollywood fare. Gilles Deleuze’s ideas have
frequently been used to explain the tension between the fast paced montage of
Hollywood and the workings of the slow image and is frequently referenced in
discussions about slow cinema. Deleuze applied the concept of the motion or
movement image to Hollywood whereas, he uses the films of Yasujira Ozu to
demonstrate the time-image. He states that the time-image ’shows the absence of
plot: the action-image disappears in favour of the purely visual image of what a
character is, and the sound image of what he says, completely banal nature and
conversation constituting the essentials of the script’ (Deleuze, 2018, p. 14). The
character may be the focus of the film, but characterisation and development are
not necessarily key. The camera will focus on a person’s features for example, but
the audience may have no idea who the character is, or their significance to the
narrative. Deleuze also states that the movement image ‘is a process of
specification’ (2018, p. 29). Within the movement image, due to the utilisation of
various signs, the audience are told what to think and feel. This is not the case with
the time image. As such, the viewer may have to have a greater level of
engagement with the film itself. ‘In this way, the image is a dialogically interpreted
sign that requires the observer to classify an object as representative of something
extrinsic to itself’ (Lipton, 2016, p. 76). This aspect of Deleuzian thought is a key
component of slow cinema and the ways in which it is consumed and appreciated.
Audience participation and expectation will be explored within this chapter.
The most important and applicable aspect of Deleuze’s time image is the
use of time itself. Narrative progression is not key, therefore time itself becomes
the focus. ’The implication of Deleuze’s concept of the time-image is to open up a
space - both cinematic and discursive - in which time itself can become a new
subject of representation’ (Lim, 2014, p. 18). In this manner, absence, whether that
be in terms of narrative content and progression, characterisation, or within the
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frame itself, become just as important. The unsympathetic connection to the
characters and rejection of classic Hollywood montage editing allows the space for
the viewer to consider the image in detail, potentially allowing for the
understanding of underlying meaning. The ideas of the time image are clearly
applicable to the films of Apichatpong and as such will be discussed later in more
detail.
As with many facets of the arthouse film sector, slow cinema is often seen
as being more “high-brow”, appealing to a different audience to that of Hollywood an audience that is more artistically minded. Yet it can simply be construed as
being more about audience expectation. Song Hwee Lim’s important book on slow
cinema, discusses the aesthetics of the style, but also considers the audience
reception.
A cinema of slowness is much more than a temporal aesthetics that
appeals to a certain class of audience with a particular taste for art
cinema. By formulating a different relationship between film images and
the audience through the use of long takes, extended duration, and the
trope of waiting, this cinema comprises aesthetics acts that promote
new modes of temporal experience, new ways of seeing, and new
subjectivities that are politically committed to an ethos of slowness (Lim,
2016, p. 91).
Lim highlights the fact that new ways of seeing are required to fully understand the
use of aesthetics within slow cinema. Even though this statement is true, audience
expectation also needs to be considered. With the majority of films released into
the mainstream market being produced by Hollywood, audiences have come to
expect a frenetic pace that allows for escapism, not the reflective and
contemplative style of slow cinema. For slow cinema, people and landscapes take
precedent; the mundane and seemingly inconsequential become the focus.
Fascinated by landscapes and cityscapes, bodies and faces, animate
and inanimate matter, these cinemas are driven by a materialist impetus
through which the facticity of things and beings takes precedence over
representational categories and functions. They display a penchant for
real sex onscreen, location shooting, amateur and physical acting, and
improvisational modes of production - all of which assert the reality of
the profilmic event at the expense of illusionism. Their visual stress on
materiality is further relayed by intricate acoustic designs that underline
the purely concrete quality of sounds. In them, rather than mere
complements of the image track, sounds are sensory components
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whose heightened physicality stands out in their own right’ (De Luca,
2014, p. 13).
De Luca’s mention of the importance of sound is especially pertinent to the work of
Apichatpong, whose use of sound adds to the ethereal quality of his films, yet also
aids in the contemplative nature of the filmic text. Not only this but Apichatpong
has a tendency to foreground certain aspects of diegetic sound. This is frequently
done for example with the sounds of a jungle, as will be seen below. The
importance of sound within his work is emphasised due to the fact that
Apichatpong has additionally released a record of some of his soundscapes titled
Metaphors: Selected Soundworks from the Cinema, which was widely distributed
(Weerasethakul, 2017).
As has been highlighted by the critics above, contemplation is a key
component of slow cinema. This idea of moments of contemplation, devoid of
narrative content can also be construed as periods of nothingness, as defined by
Samuel Frederick and Nilima Rabl in relation to works of literature (2006, p. 71).
Frederick and Rabl’s ideas on nothingness also add gravitas to the idea of
contemplation. They state that:
a poetics that tries to perform nothing, to produce non-meaning, but that
cannot seem to escape asking for the meaning of that absence of
meaning; a poetic that insists on nothing as an object of perception (and
does not try to eliminate it or collapse it with the subject); a poetics that
strives to articulate alternative modes of perceiving the relation between
subjects and objects; a poetics that insists on nothing as existing, and
on our capacity for experiencing it; a poetics, finally, that calls for
accepting nothing for what it is, an impossibility that provokes possibility
(2006, pp. 71-72).
Frederick’s ideas of the poetics of nothingness can be applied to that of slow
cinema. As far as I am aware this idea of nothingness has not been applied to that
of film but it is useful as it reinforces some of the points on contemplation explored
by other theorists. These moments of quietude and contemplation - or nothingness
- allow the audience to experience whatever they wish from the image, whether
that be aesthetic pleasure or reflection. Frederick goes on to discuss this idea of
the pleasure of nothing stating, ‘Must what we perceive mean something? Can it
not mean, and just be, nothing?’ (Frederick, 2006, p. 72). This aligns with the idea
of lack of narrative content being there purely for aesthetic pleasure. Not only this,
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but it can also be seen as a further argument against Nick James’ statements
about the validity of slow cinema due to its lack of political content. It doesn’t
necessarily have to be there in every frame of the image, instead still images can
just ‘be’. The audience bring their own set of cultural and personal beliefs, and
importantly, expectations to the experience of watching cinema. This is why a new
paradigm of spectatorship needs to be considered for slow cinema; where
audiences expectations are not aligned with that of narrative cinema, neither the
mainstream Hollywood product, nor more popular arthouse cinema. The use of a
slow aesthetic also affords Thai directors the time to represent their country with a
less distorted perspective. Unlike the Hollywood films discussed earlier within this
thesis, stereotypical images of the country and its people are not necessary. The
camera is allowed to linger on locations and characters, relishing in the stillness of
the scene, displaying aspects of Thailand that have not been seen before.

Slow Art Cinema Versus Hollywood
There is much academic discussion on the Hollywood style, and how slow
cinema can be seen in direct opposition to this. In recent years the term slow
cinema has become more prevalent in academic and critical discourse on art
cinema and, as with many facets of art cinema, is used to differentiate the filmic
text from those of the mainstream Hollywood market. Nagib states that, ‘the idea
of “slow cinema” carries with it a politics. It suggests the existence of a “fast
cinema” against which it posits itself as an advantageous alternative…it seems
indeed sensible to advocate slowness as an antidote to mindless
consumerism’ (Nagib, 2016, p. 26). The “fast cinema” that Nagib is addressing can
clearly be construed as the product frequently produced by Hollywood. This could
be in terms of not only the narrative progression, but also the utilisation of fast
paced editing and handheld cameras as seen in films such as the Bourne
franchise. The influential film scholar David Bordwell has also written on
Hollywood’s film style, terming it ‘intensified continuity’ (2002, p. 16); an
‘intensification of established techniques’ (2002, p. 16) such as rapid editing and a
camera that is in motion during longer takes (2002, p. 20).
This is a form of spectacle to keep the mainstream audience interested in
the Hollywood blockbuster, as outlined by Geoff King in his influential essay, a
technique which he terms the ‘impact aesthetic’ (King, 2003, p. 117). This impact
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aesthetic relates to not only the narrative content of the films themselves, but also
the editing “hits” that are prevalent in much of Hollywood film; quick editing
techniques where a cut occurs, for example, with a violent action from the main
protagonist. This can be seen as being part of the ‘mindless consumerism’ that
Nagib discusses, where action and pace are the key components, the polar
opposite to the idea of slow cinema. By aligning the Hollywood product to that of
consumerism, Nagib is clearly delivering a value judgement by stating that the
product is potentially inferior as it is just mindlessly consumed, yet she also
highlights the fact that Hollywood is a money making behemoth. Slow cinema can
be seen as a reaction to this fast paced mainstream product.
As stated previously, slow cinema not only utilises the long duration take,
but also favours the long shot over the close up. The long shot is frequently utilised
to view not only the protagonist but also the surrounding landscape and setting.
This freedom dictated by this shot choice allows the audience to rove around the
still image, looking where they see fit, seems to be one of the main points of
consternation. Yet interestingly, one of the most revered shots within mainstream
cinema could be considered a forerunner of slow cinema; the extreme long shot in
Lawrence of Arabia (Lean, 1962), as Omar Sharif rides a camel over the crests of
monolithic sand dunes. It is acceptable for mainstream cinema to slow the
narrative down to gaze for extended periods of time at beautiful bodies, as
discussed by Laura Mulvey in her seminal article (1985, p. 809), and is accepting
of extending sequences that are utilised to show the vastness of a setting, for
example the westerns of Anthony Mann as exemplified in The Man from Laramie
(Mann, 1955). The long shot is lauded within commercial cinema, but when it
becomes the main component of a film’s aesthetic, as seen in slow cinema, it can
be seen by some critics as a negative constituent. It is not only the mainstream
that has previously utilised the extended static shot. B-movie directors have also
seen some worth in this aesthetic choice. In his early films, Crimes of the Future
(Cronenberg, 1970) and Stereo (Cronenberg, 1969), David Cronenberg favoured
long shot duration. These aesthetic choices are still a cause of criticism, with Kim
Newman declaring ‘the monotony is increased by the use of extended static
shots…if nothing else, these movies prove it’s possible to be boring and interesting
at the same time’ (2011, p. 158).
The use of the long take within slow cinema becomes not only a hallmark of
the genre, but additionally a recognisable trait of the director. As such, it is
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pertinent to consider the majority of the directors that utilise the style as being
auteurs. Evidently the application of the term is problematic in the film industry due
to the inherently collaborative nature of the medium. This said, there are clearly
recognisable aesthetics, characteristics and thematics that can be seen duplicated
in Apichatpong’s oeuvre. More importantly these traits have transcended the
medium and can be also be seen in the director’s artistic output as well.

Link to art cinema/festival
Slow cinema is aligned with the wider concept of art cinema, and is normally
viewed in similar locations. Therefore, it is also important to discuss how slow
cinema can be seen as niche product in a market that is already smaller than the
mainstream. David Andrews discusses the fact that the term ‘art cinema’ creates
not only an opposition to other forms of cinema, but posits these other forms as
‘non-art’ (2010, p.62). Clearly this is problematic, and more importantly incorrect.
The success of mainstream, genre cinema seems to have positioned it as a lesser
artistic medium. The distinction between art cinema and genre/commercial cinema
that I use in this thesis will be more focused on the narrative content and pace of
the two media. Andrews goes on to state that art cinema is itself a form of generic
categorisation; a marketing label that functions in exactly the same manner as any
other (2010, p. 62). The codes and conventions of art cinema may not be as
obvious as that of the horror genre, yet there are still repeated motifs present. It is
also considered a marker of value and worth; again assisting in the marketing
process, primarily to distance and legitimise it in opposition to the Hollywood
model. What art cinema and slow cinema can achieve in terms of representation
that mainstream Hollywood can’t is take time to know people and the country.
Characters can exist in a landscape, not merely function as an extra. Locations
can be explored in unrelenting detail, allowing for the audience to consider them in
a way that Hollywood would not allow.
Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover in the introductory chapter to their
seminal book on the subject of art cinema, state that art films are ‘often a code for
foreign film…art cinema provides the only institutional context in which films can
find audiences abroad’ (Galt & Schoonover, 2010, p. 7). Here they emphasise the
use of the term to market the product, but also draw attention to the fact that art
cinema is normally regarded as world cinema or films that are not American. This
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idea is supported by Thomas Elsaesser who states that ‘World cinema…is a
category conceived of and circulating from the point of use of distribution and
exhibition which in turn determines the profile of production. For instance, if we
look at marketing and distribution, it is evident that the label world cinema gains its
primary currency, as already noted, through the international festival circuit
(Elsaesser, 2005, p. 504). Therefore, it can be claimed that the terms art cinema,
world cinema and the festival film have been used interchangeably, especially in
regard to marketing strategies. Elsaesser also draws attention to the fact that the
terms ‘art cinema’ and ‘world cinema’ are inextricably linked to film festivals. This
is key when considering the films from Thailand, in particular the art films that will
be discussed within this section. This is due to the fact that many of them have
received funding from mechanisms associated with festivals. The film festival is
also where they have received the most attention and critical acclaim.
What is being discussed by the previously mentioned theorists is popular
art cinema; films that, even though they are evidently different from the Hollywood
product and are not comparable at the box office, are still reasonably successful
and appeal to a wide range of people: ‘Neither experimental nor mainstream, art
cinema moves uneasily between the commercial world and its artisanal
others’ (Galt & Schoonover, 2010, p. 7). This is done through use of conventional
narrative structures and characterisation but also through other non-mainstream
techniques. They are still shown on a cinema screen, not within a museum or art
exhibition. Galt and Schoonover go on to provide a definition for the term art
cinema that clearly differentiates it from mainstream cinema:
In common usage, “art cinema” describes feature-length narrative films
at the margins of mainstream cinema, located somewhere between fully
experimental films and overtly commercial products. Typical (but not
necessary) features include foreign production, overt engagement of the
aesthetic, unrestrained formalism, and a mode of narration that is
pleasurable but loosened from classical structures and distanced from
its representations (Galt & Schoonover, 2010, p. 6).
This description of art cinema discussed by Galt and Schoonover is clearly
applicable to films associated with the slow cinema movement. Arguably slow
cinema is the perfect example to typify what the academics are stating, potentially
exaggerating the aesthetics, verging on the experimental. Therefore, we can
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understand slow cinema as being a sub-genre of art film, with its own niche
market and set of aesthetics.
Slow cinema relies on the film festival as not only a place to screen and
promote the product, but also as a way of receiving funding. Therefore, both slow
cinema and art cinema (in which we can place slow cinema) are inextricably linked
to the film festival. As Galt and Schoonover state, ‘in many cases, art films are
simply those films shown in art-house theatres, or at film festivals, so that their
very existence is dependent on certain critics, programmers or distribution
models’ (2010, p. 7). In the introduction to their seminal book on the subject of
slow cinema, Tiago de Luca and Nuno Barradas Jorge discuss the funding
mechanisms in place for these films and their link to the arthouse and film festival
circuits, stating ‘that slow cinema circulates within, and is in turn supported by, the
international film festival circuit…situating slow cinema within the larger category
and institution of art cinema’ (2016, p. 11). Due to this, it is also key to consider the
funding mechanisms that are in place for these films. Frequently, film festivals are
providing the funds to the filmmakers for their product, aiming to differentiate their
films from commercial Hollywood and genre films.
Film festivals hold a place within current academic discourse, and within
society as a whole, as a marker of cultural capital and artistic worth. There is a
badge of honour that is applied to the films that are screened and successful on
the festival circuit, more worth applied to them than the regular fare that is
released into the mainstream box-office. James Quandt discusses a film festival
aesthetic, stating that these films have
adagio rhythms and oblique narrative; a tone of quietude and reticence,
an aura of unexplained or unearned anguish; attenuated takes, long
tracking or panning shots, often of depopulated landscapes; prolonged
hand-held follow shots of solo people walking; slow dollies to a window
or open door framing nature; a materialist sound design; and a
preponderance of Tarkovskian imagery (Quandt, 2009, p. 76)
This definition clearly aligns with Galt and Schoonover’s previously discussed
definition of art cinema, yet interestingly more parallels can be seen with slow
cinema, with Quandt even going as far as referencing Andrei Tarkovsky the
seminal slow cinema director. As discussed previously, slow cinema utilises the
tracking shot, favouring the long shot so the audience can explore the image. This
allows the viewer to focus on the location as well as the main protagonist. A slow
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cinema aesthetic has become intrinsic to the festivals themselves. The fact that
Quandt describes this aesthetic as that of a festival film raises interesting
implications that this chapter is exploring. Is this a style that is dictated by the
festivals themselves, through funding mechanisms or festival programming, or
have directors utilised the slow cinema style to appeal to this market? The slow
cinema aesthetic is a form of language that allows directors to present their
country in a different way to previous forms of representation. The utilisation of
this filmic language provides a non-colonial, non-Orientalist point of view.
Cindy Hing-Yuk Wong states that festivals favour films that are ‘dark,
serious, challenging, and linked to classic or emergent auteurs’ (2011, p. 7). This
said, she does state that there is not one cohesive formula for what a festival film
is (2011, p. 99). One of the hallmarks she does identify is that they all need active
participation from the viewer: ‘films that require work and do not allow the audience
to just sit back and be manipulated. Carefully constructed rather than spectacular,
austere and evocative rather than pedestrian, novel but referential’ (Wong, 2011, p.
99). This aligns with what Tamara Falicov states about mainstream cinema’s
obsession with genre. ‘If genre films usually are construed to be more formulaic,
popular, and predictable, then one might say that festival films, on the whole, are
not considered genre films’ (Falicov, 2016, p. 215). By ignoring generic constraints,
the festival film requires the audience to consider the character archetypes and
metaphorical signs in greater detail.
Film festivals allow slow cinema a place within the market. As Mark
Peranson states ‘in the current political economy of cinema exist as an alternative
distribution network; the most significant purpose is providing audiences with
opportunities to enjoy commercially unviable films projected in a communal
space’ (Peranson, 2008, p. 37). Peranson highlights the fact that the film festival
allows films to enter the marketplace and be accessible to a spectatorship, yet
there is still an aspect of commercial viability to be had. Marijke de Valck (2014,
pp. 40-59) considers the implications of commercialisation on the film festival and
the films they screen and fund. Her article considers whether the need to create a
sustainable business affects the films that are funded and screened; whether films
are chosen for their potential money making return, or for their artistic merit. She
states that ‘film festivals provide valuable opportunities to research the changing
intersections between art and commerce because - while traditionally committed to
screen cinema as art, in celebration of its artistic achievements or for its
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sociopolitical relevance - the major festivals have also always doubled as meeting
points for the international film industry’ (De Valck, 2014, p. 41). Her focus is
primarily on the IFFR. Through her extensive research and interviews with former
employees of the film festival and fund, she draws the conclusion that
compromises are made, but by no means are they pandering to commercial
pressure (2014, p. 56). Not only is this invaluable research for this thesis as
Apichatpong has received funding from the Hubert Bals fund, but it is also an
interesting standpoint to consider, leads to the question, how much harnessing of
mainstream cinematic techniques negates the ‘arthouse’ label? She goes on to
consider this, stating that 'most interviewees are acutely aware they are walking a
tight rope when it comes to pressures to commercialise, as the festival might lose
credibility if it deviates too far from its original niche focus on art, avant-garde and
auteurs’ (De Valck, 2014, p. 57).
The idea of the auteur is intrinsic to the film festival. Not only do the festivals
themselves champion specific directors and give them auteur status, but they also
assist in terms of commercialisation. ‘Auteurs, over time, guarantee the availability
of films for the festival and transmute novelty and controversy into a canon, both
moving forward and retrospectively’ (Wong, 2011, p. 68). By entwining the auteur
within the film festival model there is a guaranteed draw, something to entice the
viewers to want to come to the festival; a recognisable figure and badge of
success. Wong goes on to place Apichatpong into a category entitled ‘emergent
global auteurs’ (2011, p. 68), not quite fully established, but on the path to the
revered status. Clearly Apichatpong has moved beyond emergent and is well
established, gaining an auteurist status. He will be considered as such throughout
this thesis. Here is a Thai filmmaker who, through the European funding
mechanisms available to him, is able to tell Thai stories, opposing the colonial
orientalism that has previously been the normal representation of the country.
De Valck’s concerns around the commercialisation of art are also a
consideration for this thesis and the work of Apichatpong, but what also needs to
be considered is the content of these Thai slow cinema narratives. Are these works
explicitly Thai, or are they more culturally open and generically Asian in their
representation. In this way, are European funders reinforcing orientalist
stereotypes, by supporting certain filmmakers over others, perpetuating an image
of a country that is easily digestible to a global audience, with recognisable traits
and images. Tamara Falicov considers this idea in regard to films from the Global
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South, funded by the North. She states that ‘one could argue that transnationally
funded films are shared to be more universally understood, or how such
sponsorship can help reinforce assumptions (Falicov, 2010, p. 10). Her argument
that assumptions may be enforced by the films that are funded is a concern for this
thesis. Is the Thailand that is seen within these films coming from an orientalist
perspective? This thesis aims to answer these questions by considering not only
the imagery and iconography used within the funded films, but by also placing
them within their cultural conditions and taking into account other aspects such as
religious practice. Bill Nichols also raises a key idea stating that ‘Never only or
purely local, festival films nonetheless circulate, in large part, with a cachet of
locally inscribed difference and globally ascribed commonality. They both attest to
the uniqueness of different cultures and specific filmmakers and affirm the
underlying qualities of an “international cinema”’ (Nichols, 1994, p. 68). This
concern of the contradiction between the global and the local is one that also
needs to be considered. Are the differences in cultures overly emphasised to
appeal to a viewer that wishes to see the ‘other’ in favour of a more authentic
portrayal? Not only this, but has the aesthetic style of the films also been imposed
upon the filmmakers, to some degree, by the festivals and funders. Is slow cinema
a style that is being perpetuated and enforced by the festivals themselves, or is it
an artistic choice by the directors to tell stories of their cultures - or both? The
previous two chapters discussed Hollywood representations of Thailand,
considering location and character. The films that will be discussed in the following
section will also consider these aspects and their portrayal.
Film festivals are not just influential in terms of what they show, but
additionally many have the capacity to fund future projects. This again raises
questions of representation and filmic content. What narratives are being
produced, aided by Western funding? De Valck states that ‘Projects that qualify for
financial backing are typically required to contribute to the greater diversity of
world cinema production by virtue of being local, authentic or rooted in traditional
cultures, while also being capable of conveying a universal message and of
appealing to the international art audience’ (de Valck, 2014, p. 46). This suggests
that the films that are funded retain some form of cultural identity, as well as a
universal message. Even though this is a viable view of the situation, it may not be
as reductive as this. Through a consideration of Asian cultural practices, it will be
pertinent to address whether the slow cinema movement is a product of an
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imbedded cultural appreciation of slowness and contemplation, or whether these
aesthetic choices have become a hallmark of the film festival film that through their
utilisation funding may be easier to acquire. These questions and others will be
considered in the following case studies.

Criticisms and Defence
As has been previously stated, the premise and value of slow cinema, as
well as its link to film festivals, has divided critics and academics for as long as
the term has been in circulation.. Jonathan Romney argues that there is an
interest in slow cinema due to the ways in which society functions. ‘Art cinema,
even at its loftiest, simply offers a different (not necessarily nobler) form of
escape. We understandably thirst for abstraction at a time when immediacy and
simultaneity - culminating in the multiple-strand captioning of television news
screens, or the instant feedback of Twitter - are tyrannical demands, forcing our
aesthetic sensibility to seek ways of slowing itself down’ (Romney, 2010, p. 43).
Therefore slow cinema offers the viewer a chance to forget about the busy lives
they may lead, constantly bombarded with information, in favour of a slower, more
contemplative viewing experience. This, therefore aligns with the argument that
slow cinema can be seen as a reaction to Hollywood film, creating its own generic
codes and conventions as well as a niche market. The fact that Romney equates
art cinema with slow cinema again causes issues in its reception. Denying slow
cinema its own value, not only eradicates its worth within the cinematic market as
a reaction to Hollywood, but also means an arthouse audience may have
expectations of a more populist, cause and effect art film.
One of the most vehemently negative responses to this aesthetic in film was
by Nick James. His is an important point of view that needs to be engaged with.
Being the editor of Sight & Sound magazine, one of the most prominent and well
respected film magazines in the United Kingdom, he holds a crucial position in
terms of film criticism. Sight & Sound provides much of the critical engagement
with arthouse and global cinema in Britain and is considered a barometer of filmic
worth. As such, James holds the position of cultural gatekeeper, casting his critical
voice and influencing potential audiences. In relation to slow cinema he stated that:
I admire and enjoy a good many of the best films of this kind, but I have
begun to wonder if maybe some of them now offer an easy life for critics
and programmers. After all, the festivals themselves commission many
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of these productions, and such films are easy to remember and discuss
in detail because details are few. The bargain the newer variety of slow
films seem to impose on the viewer is simple: it’s up to you to draw on
your stoic patience and the fascination in your gaze, in case you miss a
masterpiece (James, 2010, 5).
James not only draws attention to, and criticises, the length of the films, but he
also takes a pessimistic view of why they are produced and why they are screened
at film festivals; a cheap way of filling a schedule. This view completely negates
any of the aesthetic pleasure that may be derived from such films. This is
compounded by his further statements:
…you feel an implicit threat: admit you’re bored and you’re a philistine.
Such films are passive-aggressive in that they demand great swathes of
our precious time to achieve quite fleeting and slender aesthetic and
political effects: sometimes it’s worth it, sometimes not. Slow Cinema
has been the clear alternative to Hollywood for some time (James,
2010, p. 5).
James claims that slow cinema may be a colossal waste of the viewer’s time. Yet
surely this argument could be applicable to Hollywood as well. Major Hollywood
blockbuster running times now frequently push the three hour mark. Surely this is
not a facet of slow cinema, but cinema in the twenty first century as a whole.
James may be addressing the contemplative visuals of slow cinema, compared to
Hollywood’s focus on entertainment; yet this is not made clear. Instead time, or
duration, appears to be the problem. Therefore, we could consider the lack of
appreciation of the length of these films a preconceived critical misunderstanding
of their worth. Deleuze’s time image affords the directors a way of representing a
country that the movement image does not allow. The inherent slowness and
contemplative perspective of this aesthetic allows for a move away from the
distorting Eurocentric Orientalizing lens that relies on stereotypes to quickly
convey meaning to an audience.
James raises slow cinema’s association with political engagement,
something that other academics have claimed is a hallmark of the aesthetic style.
James’ point that the engagement with the political world is ‘fleeting and slender’ is
contradicted by De Luca and Barradas Jorge who state that ‘in a world where
speed is the normative ideological paradigm underpinning late capitalism’s
economic labour systems, slowness necessarily intervenes in wider political
debates insofar as it speaks to this paradigm and opens up a space to look at,
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reassess and question these systems, values and regimes from a new-sensory
prism’ (2016, p. 15). It could be argued that James’ criticism is due to a
misinterpretation of the signifiers present throughout the filmic texts. As has been
highlighted previously, filmmakers from around the world have utilised the
aesthetics of slow cinema. To understand the political content of all the films would
be an impressive task, especially as the political standpoint may be subtle and only
alluded to. No only this, but the direct rejection of a Hollywood aesthetic is itself a
political act.
David Teh discusses the way in which Thai art functions on the international
circuit, and how there has constantly been a dialogue between the presentation of
national ideas and themes and the global art movements that assist in global
success. Interestingly, Teh states that ‘success on the international art circuit has
often depended not on bridging the two worlds, but on keeping them
separate’ (2017, p. 82). This is also applicable to the films that will become the
case studies in the following chapter, and therefore will be explored in more detail
later. It is pertinent to raise Teh’s ideas here as a counterpoint to what James has
stated in relation to slow cinemas engagement with, or lack of, politics. Teh’s idea
that Thai art doesn’t bridge the gap between the local and global can be
considered one of the reasons why James does not see the political worth within
slow cinema. Viewers of art film are not versed in the political climate of every
nation, and therefore the allegorical content and pertinent symbolism inherent
within a film may be lost on a western viewer. This will be explored in more detail
when considering the films of Thai directors in the following section.
Karl Schoonover’s article on slow cinema posits that spectators of art
cinema are encouraged to ‘consider how watching wasted screen time differs from
wasted time in real life’ and makes the audience wonder whether the time spent
viewing the film ‘counts as productive human labor’ (2012, p. 65). He goes on to
state that ‘art cinema exploits its spectator’s boredom, becoming as much a
cinema of expectancies as one of attractions’ (2012, p. 70). Yet this idea of a
spectator becoming bored with the filmic text is a controversial assumption,
insinuating that anyone who is watching art cinema is expecting to be bored by the
product. De Luca and Barradas Jorge highlight the accusation that slow cinema
caters to a ‘particular niche market and its corresponding association with elitism
and the overly aesthetic’ (2016, p. 11). Yet it is important to note art cinema is itself
a niche market in comparison with mainstream cinema; one that to differing
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degrees goes against the Hollywood model. They also draw attention to the fact
that many of the directors associated with a cinema of slowness frequently choose
to display aspects of their work within art galleries. One such director is
Apichatpong whose installations will be considered within this chapter. This is
something that Schoonover doesn’t consider within his article, and to some degree
is not explored fully by De Luca and Barradas Jorge. The directors associated with
slow cinema are frequently not only film makers that use these aesthetics, but also
artists, photographers, painters, or experimental short film makers. As such, some
slow cinema crosses boundaries between art and narrative film, aligning
themselves with traditional artistic exhibition spaces. Therefore, there is an
inherent link to the still image within a gallery, something that can be seen in the
majority of slow cinema films where individual shots can be considered artistic
moments in their own right.
Both these articles frequently refer to the films as “art”, yet they are not
being discussed in the same way that we would consider high art, or even
photography, displayed in a gallery. They discuss slow cinema’s long duration
shots that allow for moments of contemplation, yet seemingly even De Luca and
Barradas Jorge only accept these shots for an unstated amount of time. When
discussing a famous scene from Bela Tarr’s Sátántangó (Tarr, 1994), where the
protagonists walk in the rain, they state that ’five minutes is an unjustifiably long
time to show an event seemingly devoid of narrative significance and/or
momentum’ (2016, p. 5). Even for these academics who seemingly champion the
aesthetic of slow cinema, there is a point at which the style becomes negative and
unacceptable. Why does their aforementioned contemplation have to last for a
certain amount of time? As such, I believe a new paradigm for viewing films of
directors such as Bela Tarr, Andrei Tarkovsky, Lav Diaz, and Apichatpong
Weerasethakul needs to be created, situated between art and cinema. These films
relish in their ethereal beauty. Each image, no matter the length, can be
considered to provide some sort of pleasurable experience, whether they are
static, or as with Bela Tarr, having the camera rove around the protagonists,
showing a 360 degree view of locations and characters. Galleries allow for
contemplation of still images, whether they be paintings, photographs or statues,
for an unmediated length of time. It can be argued that the same practice should
be applicable to the moving image. Galleries allow for contemplation of the image
in a primarily silent arena. Therefore, these “art” cinema directors should have the
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capacity to allow for contemplation within their narratives, in effect formulating a
visual gallery, allowing viewers to wander through the narrative but alight a while to
consider the previous and present image. The screenwriter and film critic Paul
Schrader, who wrote the academic book Transcendental Style in Film (2018) has
also stated that slow cinema is slowly dying and that ‘it’s getting closer and closer
to the art gallery and museum…Now the novelty has worn off’ (Ritchie, 2017, para.
12). As displayed by Schrader’s rethinking, even critics that have previously
spoken highly of slow cinema aesthetics now feel that the duration of shots used is
becoming too long. I would argue that the reason these lengthy shots are needed
is t reclaim the image previously seen of the country through a colonial gaze.
As all the academics above discuss, slow cinema is a direct rejection of the
codes and conventions of the mainstream Hollywood product. Yet some
academics deride this aesthetic when it goes as far as allowing moments of
stillness; it is seen as being too pretentious and boring. This is clearly one of the
flaws with the process of critical writing on slow cinema. Mainstream critics and
audiences are applying similar viewing experience to these art films as they would
a Hollywood blockbuster, one rooted in traditional cinematic spectatorship.
Evidently this will make them seem slower in pace and potentially boring to some
viewers as they are the polar opposite to mainstream fare. It will be more
applicable to discuss the following films discussed within this chapter by the Thai
directors Apichatpong, Aditya and Anocha, as a hybrid form situated between art
and cinema. As such, a new paradigm is needed to assess the value of these
filmic productions, one where we consume these films in a similar way as art
within a gallery, yet retaining some form of a traditional narrative. This will negate
the aforementioned ‘boredom’. Western expectations of cinema are still primarily
under the influence of the Hollywood paradigm. The more successful films within
the arthouse sector still rely on a cause and effect narrative, something that is not
intrinsic to slow cinema. If a new viewing paradigm is created, the artistic, political,
aesthetic and contemplative nature of these films will be experienced in a more
positive and thought provoking way.

Art and Allegory
Many of the theorists writing on slow cinema have considered this film style
purely in an aesthetic way. More importantly, in direct opposition to the Hollywood
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mainstream. This has resulted in the focus of their analysis being directed at the
use of long takes, slower editing techniques, a focus on the everyday, among other
aspects. Due to this analysis, the aesthetic has divided critics as to its artistic merit
and entertainment value. What these academics and critics have failed to do is
consider the specific context of the films; the national and cultural context of the
filmmakers as well as what the films are responding to socially and politically. The
seminal slow cinema director Andrei Tarkovsky, was more than aware of the
political potency of contemplative imagery. Not only this, but the ability for slow
cinema to draw the viewers’ attention and make them consider the imagery and
allegorical content in more detail:
Through poetic connections feeling is heightened and the spectator is
made more active. He becomes a participant in the process of
discovering life, unsupported by ready-made deductions from the plot or
ineluctable pointers by the author. He has at his disposal only what
helps to penetrate to the deeper meaning of the complex phenomena
presented in front of him. Complexities of thought and poetic visions of
the world do not have to be thrust into the framework of the patently
obvious. The usual logic, that of the linear sequentiality, is uncomfortably
like the proof of a geometry theorem. As a method it is incomparably
less fruitful artistically than the possibilities opened up by associative
linking, which allows for an effective as well as rational appraisal
(Tarkovsky, 1986, p. 20).
This is further compounded by another slow cinema director, Bela Tarr. When
discussing his use of the long take within his films, Tarr is also blatantly aware of
the potential it provides for active audience participation. “Early on, I noticed that
when the camera is rolling and the whole scene is moving, everyone starts to
breathe in the same rhythm: the actors, the crew members, the cinematographer,
everyone. You are all “in”. And that is very important. It creates a special tension. It
gives a special vibration. Somehow you can feel it on the screen too. You become
a part of it.’ (Wetherall, 2019, para 4). By becoming part of the filmic text through
the utilisation of a sense of slowness, the audience becomes a part of the film, and
as such, are able to process the images in greater detail.
The audience also needs to be aware of the cultural conditions of
production. By ignoring certain culturally specific aspects, much of the films’
contemplative and social impact is lost. It is also important to note that the quiet
moments aren’t there purely for a political reason, they can also be present for
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aesthetic pleasure. As such, it is easy to overlook the political content of the films.
In the chapter that follows, I consider the moments of quietude and contemplation
that are prevalent throughout slow cinema which serve social and political
purposes; on the one level they are present for purely aesthetic reasons. Viewers
are invited to contemplate the image as one would a still photo or painting in a
gallery. Nonetheless they also serve as political allegory. These two elements, art
and allegory, are inherent in the majority of slow films, especially the films from
Thailand that will be considered here.
There has been an assumption that slow cinema doesn’t have a political
perspective. What I aim to demonstrate throughout the following analysis is that
there is a political aspect to these films, yet it manifests itself as allegory. This,
unlike film movements such as social realism, means that the political commentary
within slow cinema isn’t as overt. The audience are required to have knowledge of
the context of production of the film; the nationality of the director being the most
important, but also the governmental control and censorship that may be placed
upon the filmmakers. Not only that but cultural history is also important, especially
in regard to Thailand, where slowness and aspects of the slow cinematic
movement have a more important role to play within art and society than in the
West.
This said, in recent years the West has become more conscious of slow
movements from around the globe. One example of this can be seen in the
Japanese wabi sabi aesthetic (Kempton, 2018). This is a term that is becoming
increasingly recognisable in the Western world. It has found credence following the
success of books about Nordic practices such as Hygge and the Finnish
kalsarikanni. These life style movements and countless others have one aspect in
common: escaping the frenetic pace of the modern world and relishing in the small
things in life. Whether that is watching a candle flicker, relaxing in a blanket, or
spending time in your home with friends, primarily for the purpose of just being in
the presence of somebody else. These movements have become popular during a
period where the modern world is developing at an ever increasing pace. A world
where we are becoming more and more reliant on technology and are constantly
connected and contactable, unable to escape. This may be a reason for the
success of these lifestyle movements in the West, as well as other associated
practices. Apps that assist with meditation are becoming highly regarded and
utilised by people daily. There is even a watch company that specialises in “slow
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watches” - a 24 hour, one hand watch whose mantra is that ‘slow is not a speed.
It’s a mindset that most of us somehow lost. Let’s make time to bring slow back
into our life’ (“Slow Watches”, 2018).
Whereas this fascination with all things slow and living in the moment
seems to be a recent phenomenon within the West, arguably it is more inherent
within Thai society, evidenced in some of the cultural aspects that will be explored
below. Religious practise is one cultural aspect that I believe should be
considered when discussing slow cinema aesthetics and the societies that are
producing the films, especially in regard to Thai cinema.
One such Thai artistic practise that can be seen to have links to a slow
cinema aesthetic is that of the Nirat poem. Suchitra Chongstitvatana defines the
Nirat as being ‘clearly associated with a kind of love poem - a lamentation of
love when the poet is on a journey and separated from his beloved. The
essence of Nirat lies in the charm of the expression of longing and desire and in
the descriptions of places and people’ (2000, p. 15). The focus on people and
places, rather than a specific protagonist, allows for a more detailed
consideration of the landscape itself. This is emphasised by Chongstitvatana
who states that the ‘Nirat is truly a celebration of the beauty and the grandeur of
nature’ (Chongstitvatana, 2000, p. 16). This again makes clear the shift from a
focus on the protagonist to one that relishes in the quietude of landscape and
nature.
Chongstitvatana analyses three modern Thai Nirat poems and considers
how their lamentation of love has shifted, concluding ‘A modern Thai Nirat is no
longer a love poem on a “personal” level but an expression of selfless and
spiritual love for a better world of the future’ (2000, p. 20). This move away from
the personal to a more national perspective is something that will be considered in
relation to the films that will be analysed in the following section, with many of the
narratives containing allegorical content pertaining to the nation rather than the
individual. This also aligns itself with the slow cinema aesthetic due to the fact that
it does not develop characters in a detailed way, distancing the audience from the
characters. The idea of distancing is also raised by David Teh. He states that ‘In
Siamese narrative arts, too, distancing has both a spatial and a temporal
dimension, though neither has really succumbed to modern precision: a deepseated Buddhist understanding of time as cyclical still defies any linear telos’ (Teh,
2017, p. 107). Teh’s assertion that Buddhism has affected the linearity of Thai
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narratives is an interesting one supporting this thesis’ hypothesis that slowness is
more readily accepted in Thai film due to other cultural and religious practises’
association with its hallmarks.
Another important historical Thai artistic practise is that of shadow
theatre. Shadow theatre is still a key component of Thai cultural practice and has
informed some of the films that will be discussed later. Paul Dowsey-Magog
(2002) considers shadow theatre within Thailand. He identifies two key types of
puppet theatre, that of nang talung and nang yai with his main focus being the
former. He defines nang tulang as being a ‘southern Thai genre of shadow play
previously considered a primitive form of ritual entertainment for rural
villagers’ (2002, p. 184). The consideration of the audience here is important and
sets the nang tulang in opposition to the nang yai. Dowsey-Magog goes on to
state that ‘Shadow puppetry is particularly prevalent in Southeast Asia, where it
was often important in court ritual and entertainment. Nang yai, for example, the
form of shadow play from central Thailand, common at royal ceremonies in the
past, uses the largest shadow puppets in the world’ (Dowsey-Magog, 2002, p.
185). This distinction is an important one. Not only does it show the societal
divides within the country, but it also highlights the fact that there are different
artistic practises for specific social hierarchies. As will be explored in the close
reading of his films, Apichatpong shows normal, working Thai citizens within his
work.
The most important aspect of Thai shadow theatre for this thesis is the way
in which the story is structured and the themes it may contain. Dowsey-Magog
states that ‘performances may use a classical plot in a pseudohistorical setting,
take a realistic approach by portraying dilemmas faced in everyday life by the
modern Thai, or combine both approaches within a single performance’ (2002, p.
188). This link between the past and the present within one narrative is an
interesting one that allows for the presentation of allegorical content. This is also a
technique that has been utilised within Thai cinema. It is not only the potential to
present multiple time periods in one narrative that makes shadow theatre
important to this thesis. It is also due to the utilisation of plots and subplots.
Dowsey-Magog discusses the use of subplots stating that ‘A series of subplots
may thus portray the simultaneous adventures of several protagonists, in different
mythical kingdoms, who may or may not be finally reunited. Alternatively, separate
plots with parallel themes may coexist without any narrative link’ (Dowsey-Magog,
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2002, p. 188). The use of fractured plots with many protagonists whose narratives
are never resolved is also relevant to the films discussed in the following section.
They can be considered both belonging to a shared cultural expression. This is
compounded by Dowsey-Magog when discussing the resolution of the narrative.
He states that ‘Nang talung stories never really end…as the various threads or
subplots of a tale often remain unjoined, this flexibility of plot structure inherited
from traditional folktales allows a great deal of freedom in incorporating both
mythical kingdoms and contemporary realism into a single performance’ (DowseyMagog, 2002, p. 188). The construct of narrative will be considered in more detail
in the following section when the films of Apichatpong are considered in detail.
Thailand’s link to an ethos of slowness is ingrained within multiple aspects of
society and as such is important to consider when discussing the filmic aesthetic
of slowness and contemplation.
By applying these new parameters to a critical reading of slow cinema,
much of the criticisms targeted at the aesthetic would be invalidated. These
denunciations only work when we consider slow cinema as we would traditional
Hollywood cinema. Additionally, by applying a cultural perspective to a reading of
the text, the film's political allegory can come to the fore. The application of
Western funds can be considered an opportunity for Thai directors, not a distortion
of their representation of their country. This has created a marriage between the
funding bodies and Thai culture. These films straddle the Western vogue for slow
cinema but it has roots within Thai culture, which foregrounds the importance of
silence, stillness, contemplation and nothingness, manifested in such aspects as
religion, meditation and tradition art. Therefore, these films, like the generic texts
discussed within chapter 3, are clearly transnational, yet inherently national. The
national aspects come to the fore with a more pertinent understanding of Thai
culture and art.
Not only do we need to consider the context of production of these films to
fully understand any allegorical content that may be present, but we also need to
consider a new viewing paradigm. Many of these directors, such as Apichatpong
Weerasethakul, also release short films and more interestingly for this analysis,
produce instillations for art galleries. Therefore, it is more pertinent to consider
these releases as being situated between art and cinema. By realigning our
viewing practices away from the narrative mainstream, mobilising an art gallery
ethos, an understanding and acceptance of the image seen on screen as
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individual, beautiful scenes, moving or still, will be achieved. Due to the production
of moving image for multiple viewing locales, as well as the use of stillness within
the slow cinema releases, art and photography theories will be used in conjunction
with film theory to explore the case studies in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 7:
Thailand Through Thai Eyes for a Global Audiences
Chapters three and four of this thesis explored Thailand in the West,
focusing on the ways in which Thailand has been represented by Western media,
primarily through fi lm and television shows. Through this analysis it became
apparent that the West has portrayed Thailand in an orientalist way, reducing the
country to a simple set of images that is easy for the audience to understand and
engage with. By combining these case studies and considering them in detail it
became evident that there were similarities in the ways in which the texts
portrayed the country. These can be categorised as the landscape as character,
where the setting becomes the only identifiably “foreign” or exotic aspect of the
film; as a playground for the west, where Western characters primarily use the
country as a place of debauchery; as a site of urban crime where the more
developed and urban sections of the country are merely seen as a place for the
criminal underworld; and most prominently, as a historical site of cultural conflict.
This final category is the most problematic as it enables the Western characters
to be seen as educating the uncivilised society, becoming white saviours for the
indigenous people. It is not only a simplification of Thai culture but there has also
been an erasure of Thai culture altogether, a phenomenon, seen in chapter two’s
exploration of Thai martial arts and horror films. This has resulted in areas of
Southeast Asia simply being locales and a set of people that are interchangeable.
By removing the cultural specificity of each country, Southeast Asia is considered
as a whole rather than distinct, culturally different and individual areas.
In order to counter this Western appropriation this chapter seeks to highlight
Thai culture as presented by three Thai directors. It will also argue that there is a
thriving Thai cinema scene that is primarily distributed through the arthouse sector
in the West. Due to aesthetic similarities, as well as the fact that these three
directors all have links to each other, it may be more pertinent to speak of this as a
filmic movement. What characterises this movement is the use of slow cinema
aesthetics, a fractured or non-linear narrative, and a dream-like quality, either
through the films’ aesthetics or a visual representation of the characters’ dreams
on screen. These films present an entirely different perspective of Thailand than
that seen in the Western representations. This chapter will explore the images and
representations that are seen from these Thai filmmakers to demonstrate the
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differences between the representations. These Thai versions of Thailand are ones
that are deeply national in their political content, but also in their references to
religion and their presentation of landscapes and mythologies. This said, all the
filmmakers that will be discussed are also transnational, as can clearly be seen
through their marketing, funding and distribution within the Western arthouse
sector.
It is also important to note that the exploration of the films that follow will
provide the case studies for the theories of slow cinema seen in the previous
chapter, as well as applying the paradigmatic viewpoint that will negate the
criticism made of the slow cinema aesthetic. Thai cinema negates images of
Thailand seen in Hollywood through not only imagery, but also filmic language.
This film language is again a subversion of the Hollywood paradigm and the
commercial film language that is commonplace within the American and European
mainstream. This chapter will therefore explore these slow cinema techniques,
considering them as part of the new Thai filmic movement that is developing within
the work of these three filmmakers and artists. The reasons for choosing these
specific directors are not only due to the fact that they have industry links to each
other. None of them make generic films that can be categorised easily. All of them
have had films released within the West which are still accessible on home media.
This displays a modicum of international success and a demonstration of their
cultural worth - at least from a Western perspective. Apichatpong is at the forefront
of Thai art cinema and as such his influence can be seen within the work of the
other directors mentioned. Apichatpong has arguably become the initiator of a Thai
slow cinematic movement. This chapter will explore the characteristics of these
interconnected directors and argue that they have established a cinematic code for
a form of slow cinema that is inherently Thai. By beginning with Apichatpong it will
be possible to trace the development of Thai slow cinema through these key
directors.
Apichatpong’s films are solely released into the arthouse sector, having
never reached the mainstream. He also has a close association with art galleries,
where he frequently displays installations of moving and static images. His
installations have been shown around the world in primarily Western countries
such as Germany, France, America and Britain. These installations seemingly
bleed into his feature films. They are a form of experimentation, a way of working
through the images and narrative before they take a longer form. Imagery from his
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photography presented in the installations can be seen again in his films. The
locations are explored within the installations before forming the background to the
feature films. This connection between the arthouse and the art gallery will be
explored within the following chapter when the films of Apichatpong are addressed
directly. This section will also consider the films of Aditya Assarat and Anocha. By
expanding the focus of the textual analysis to include additional directors, all of
which address the same cultural and aesthetic aspects as Apichatpong, it will
further compound the arguments raised earlier within this thesis: that slow cinema
aesthetics cannot be considered solely on their own; they need to be placed in a
national and transnational context to be properly understood. Thought needs to be
given to the country of production and the national and political history that informs
the filmic texts. Additionally, this thesis will argue that the most culturally specific
Thai films, presented through narrative content, filmic devices and iconography,
are seen within the arthouse sector and examine the reasons for this.
The arthouse art cinema in all its various guises has consistently been the
area where Western audiences are able to see films from around the globe. As has
been discussed earlier they are sold as being specific cultural products, not
necessarily of one country, but one area of the world - in the examples displayed
within this thesis, Asia. Film festivals have helped to facilitate the supposed
authenticity of the filmic texts being cultural products. This has been further
cemented by the fact that film festivals now have funding bodies that support and
aid the filmmaking process. De Valck (2014) has written on film festivals’ desire to
show ‘authentic’ cultural products, but this is something that this thesis additionally
aims to problematise. As I have previously stated, slow cinema is a characteristic
that is more aligned with Asian cultural practices. The analysis of the directors that
follows aims to not only demonstrate this, but also make the case that there is a
sense of reclamation at play, representing Thailand in a way that has not been
seen before. This is done through multiple means. Landscape is shown in a
different way to the Hollywood films discussed in chapter 4. The representation of
historical events is handled in an entirely different way to the films discussed in
chapters 3, 4 and 5. Protagonist’s interactions with spirts and the spirit world is
also different to the films discussed in chapter 3. These comparisons will be made
in the following chapter. The chapter will also consider the fact that there is a
development of a new Thai film movement, one that utilises the slow cinema
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aesthetic, presenting new representations of Thailand that have not been seen on
screen before.

The Transnational Appeal of Apichtapong Weerasethakul
Apichatpong is undoubtably the most recognisable name within the
international Thai film industry. He was born in Thailand in 1970 and grew up in
Khon Kaen in north-eastern Thailand with his parents, who were both doctors.
These are important details to note as they are consistently referred to within his
feature films, in particular the settings where the narratives unfold. Apichatpong
frequently returns to the north-east of the country as a setting for his video
installations as well. The importance of the location of the films will be explored
when the film in question is considered in detail, later within this chapter. He
obtained a degree in architecture at Khon Kaen university before gaining a
Masters degree in filmmaking from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago
(Kuiper, 2019, para. 2). Apichatpong has made it clear that his background as an
architecture student has also impacted upon his filmmaking. He has stated that
‘When you approach a building, you need time to go from point A to B. Buildings
are designed as a journey and films are the same, you have an opening that you
come through, an angle you follow, maybe a disruption in space’ (Interview
Magazine, 2010, para. 11). He has also commented on the collaborative nature of
both practices. This shows that even at this early stage Apichatpong had an
interest in diverse artistic practices and mediums. This diversification becomes
more prevalent through his filmic work, as do the influences that he draws upon.
As will be explored within the various textual analysis of Apichatpong’s work,
he draws on multiple influences, both from the East and the West. In an interview
in a DVD extra Apichatpong has stated that there wasn’t a lot to do in the quiet
Northeast region of Thailand where he grew up. Therefore, the small cinema in his
town became important. There he saw a lot of Hong Kong martial arts films, Indian
cinema, as well as Thai films. During the 1980’s, when he was around the age of
12, the cinema started to show Hollywood films, such as the work of Stephen
Spielberg. lt was only when he went to university in Chicago that he became aware
of world cinema, such as the films of the Iranian New Wave. In an interview located
on the DVD release Apichatpong believes that all of these diverse film styles had
an influence on him (Weerasethakul, 2000b). It was also at the American
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University where he discovered the world of experimental film. ‘Apichatpong cites
the American avant-gardists Andy Warhol and Bruce Baillie among the crucial
influences on his prolific, multi-media work’ (Cancela, 2003, p. 122). This
juxtaposition of the experimental and the mainstream, the films driven by narrative
and the more fractured, can all be seen to manifest within Apichatpong’s work.
It is not only these cinematic influences that have affected his work, but also
Thai art, history and politics. These aspects are crucial to an understanding of his
work. He is clearly working in the arthouse, away from the mainstream. This
potentially brings with it budgetary constraints that impact upon the look of the
films that are produced. When asked if this was the reasons for his use of black
and white film stock with his first film, Mysterious Object at Noon, Apichatpong
responded that it had nothing to do with budget, but was purely due to his interest
in the look that was produced (Weerasethakul, 2000b). By working within the
arthouse it means that Apichatpong does not necessarily feel the pressure of
mainstream fair to make back the vast sums of money that are required to produce
Hollywood films. Due to the thematic concerns, aesthetic style and frequently lack
of linearity of his work, Apichatpong shows “…a resistance to globalization as
cultural homogenization; and a commitment to ensuring that certain economic
realities associated with filmmaking do not eclipse the pursuit of aesthetic, artistic,
social and political values" (Hjort, 2010, p. 15). This idea of cultural
homogenisation, or more pertinently a rejection of, is a key component of
Apichatpong’s work, and one that will be addressed where relevant within his films.

THE EARLY YEARS - Mysterious Object at Noon, Blissfully Yours,
Tropical Malady & Syndromes and a Century
It is pertinent to consider the early feature films of Apichatpong together, as
they are linked stylistically and aesthetically. It is important to note that among the
films that are to be considered here, Apichatpong’s third feature film, The
Adventures of Iron Pussy will not be one of them. This co-directed homage to Thai
action films of the 1970s is a stark departure from his normal style that was
supposedly produced to keep his production company, Kick the Machine, afloat
(Berra, 2016, para. 10). The reasons for its exclusion within this consideration of
Apichatpong’s work is not solely down to its aesthetic departure, but also due to
the fact that it was never sold to the Western market. It did receive screenings at
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some film festivals upon its release, yet never received a wider cinematic or DVD
release. The films made in the same period that will be considered here make use
of long duration shots, a technique that is a hallmark of the slow cinema
movement, along with little character development and a focus on seemingly
mundane aspects of ordinary life. Interestingly there is also a utilisation of an
aesthetic that is more commonly seen within documentary films: that of long,
observational shots, tracking shots and utilisation of handheld cameras. The
discussion of the link between documentary, or a realist aesthetic, and slow
cinema is one that is frequently considered within this specific style of filmmaking.
Not only does Apichatpong utilise a documentary style for his feature fiction films,
but in a sense, he makes quasi-documentaries. Mysterious Object at Noon, his
first feature film, is the most obvious example of this, compounded by the fact that
it is frequently referred to as a documentary in critical reviews and synopses.
Dennis Lim makes this point, writing for Criterion (2017, para. 6) Not only does
Lim consider the film to be a documentary, but he actively rejects the labelling of
the film as having slow cinema aesthetics stating that the film has ‘been
reductively labeled “slow cinema,” there is nothing remotely leisurely about
Mysterious Object, which springs narrative twists and discombobulations at
practically breakneck speed’ (2017, para. 4). Here Lim is criticising the film's
labelling as slow cinema, but he is only considering the pace of the film. He has
however, neglected to address other aesthetic characteristics such as the lack of
character development and the use of long, static shots. This thesis will consider
Mysterious Objects at Noon to be part of the slow cinema movement in some
capacity, and as the film where Apichatpong begins to build his recognisable style.

MYSTERIOUS OBJECT AT NOON
Apichatpong’s debut feature establishes many techniques that the director
would utilise in the films that would follow, primarily the mixing of fictional film and
documentary. The film is structured like the surrealist game, exquisite corpses.
Exquisite corpses is a communal game using words or images where one person
begins a phrase or drawing on a piece of paper. It is then folded and passed to
the next contributor who has no idea what preceded. The idea was to create a
piece of work whose significance was greater than the sum of its parts (Spiteri,
2016, p. 111). A small film crew are travelling across Thailand, primarily through
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rural areas, asking a diverse range of people to invent the next part of a narrative
that revolves around a disabled boy and his teacher Dogfahr, who gives birth to a
mysterious round object that turns into an alien boy. What follows is a mixture of
these interviews where people are progressing the narrative, alongside the tale
of the disabled boy acted out, like a traditional feature film. This is then
juxtaposed with documentary footage of Thailand, its people and places. The film
jumps between the two modes, the fictitious tale of the disabled boy, and the
visual documentation and interviews of Thailand and its people. At times it isn’t
clear which section of the film you are viewing. Fiction and reality frequently
become intermingled. Dennis Lim, writing for Criterion, supports this notion
stating that the film is ‘a documentary about the creation of a story. Mysterious
Object celebrates equally the possibilities of fact and fiction’ (2017, para. 6). The
story of the disabled boy is at times progressed visually before the voice over
tells us what is occurring. In an interview located on the Blu-ray release of the
film, Apichatpong states that the reasons for structuring the film in such a way
has had multiple influences. He wanted to make a visual representation of the
exquisite corpse game. Not only this, but he wanted to make something illogical,
like dreams. The cultural upbringing has also had an influence. Apichatpong has
stated that Thailand has certain codes that make for quite a strict upbringing. He
wanted to create something that could be seen as a form of rebelling against
normal societal and cinematic restrictions (Weerasethakul, 2000b). Even though
he doesn’t specify within this interview what he is rebelling against, it can be
assumed that he is alluding to the governmental restrictions on the media,
especially any that criticise the state. His limited filmmaking experience at this
stage of his career also had an effect. Having previously only made short films,
the fragmented nature of his first feature film can be construed as being short
films compiled together to make a feature. This utilisation of a documentary
aesthetic can also be construed as a way for the director to counter the previous
representations of Thailand seen on screen, presenting a version of Thailand told
by Thai citizens.
The film opens with a shot that is reminiscent of a phantom ride. The
camera is placed, not on the front of a vehicle, but within it. The car drives around
the streets of Thailand, both urban and rural, and documents the world as the car
passes through it. This is repeated throughout the film, where the camera is
placed upon or in multiple vehicles in motion, such as cars, vans and trains.
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These sequences, and in particular the opening, are clearly attempting to ground
the film in a sense of reality, portraying the world as it is. After establishing this,
Apichatpong then plays with audience expectation by jumping between the two
interlocking sections of the film, between the fictional world of the disabled boy
and the world of the narrative creators. The first story is told by a woman who
explains how her father sold her when she was younger. As her emotions come
to the fore, Apichatpong cuts to a poster of three men, who are Thai politicians.
This is clearly politically motivated and an aspect that would be overlooked if the
viewer is not aware of Thai politics. Not only does this provide a realistic aspect to
the film, as stated by May Adadol Ingawanij and Richard Lowell MacDonald
(2006, p. 45) quoting Chuck Stephens, but it is this montage that provides the
viewer with Apichatpong’s political perspective. By following the woman’s
harrowing story with the poster, Apichatpong is implicating the establishment in
the suffering of the Thai people. This utilisation of montage is still handled in a
poetic way, imparted in amongst the slow cinema aesthetics, creating a form of
poetic montage, slow in nature yet politically motivated. Poetic montage again
becomes a hallmark of Apichatpong’s cinematic storytelling. The interviewer then
asks the woman to tell another story, real or fictitious. What follows is the start of
the tale of the disabled boy.
The audience are shown talking head interviews showing the Thai people
coming up with the next part of the narrative. This is of great significance due to
the fact that the audience are shown Thai people telling their own stories. As this
thesis has shown, much of the representation of Thailand and its people has relied
on orientalist tropes. Apichatpong’s film allows a way for the Thai people to speak
back against Hollywood distortions and silencing. Massimo Canevacci discusses
the impact that digital technology has had on the ability for indigenous people to
tell their own stories away from stereotypical representations. He states
self-representation and the decentralised use of new digital technologies
give indigenous cultures a chance…by asserting an autonomous
worldview and managing the potential of the digital culture within their
own context, through their own languages and subjectivities (2013, p. 7)
In this way, Apichatpong is allowing the people of Thailand the opportunity to tell
their own narratives as they see fit. Canevacci draws attention to the fact that
this can be construed as an anti-orientalist technique, a ‘reciprocal
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representation, a dialogic, a polyphony: it listens to the other and to itself,
interprets the other and itself as well, and is not objectivist’ (2013, p. 209). In this
way, the Thai people are able to move away from these bias and stereotypical
views of the East, and portray a version of themselves that dialogues with past
representations. Apichatpong is clearly an artist that is aware of Orientalist
stereotypes, an aspect that will be considered in relation to Uncle Boonmee
Who Can Recall His Past Lives specifically.
Alongside these staged interviews, Apichatpong shows footage of the
surrounding landscape and the people that inhabit it. This is shot using a 16mm
handheld camera. At times it appears as though the camera is zoomed in to the
figures being viewed, as though the audience are intruding, observing from afar
without being seen. It is in these sequences where the film most resembles a
documentary style; in particular the observational mode of representation. Bill
Nichols describes this mode as such:
Observational cinema affords the viewer an opportunity to look in on
and overhear something of the lived experience of others, to gain some
sense of the distinct rhythms of everyday life, to see the colors, shapes,
and spatial relationships among people and possessions, to hear the
intonation, inflection, and accents that give spoken language its “grain”
and that distinguish one native speaker from another. (Nichols, 1991, p.
42)
This ‘lived experience’ becomes key to the construction of the film and one of its
primary focuses. The audience are shown images of Thai citizens going about their
everyday lives. This is again an important and different perspective of a people
who have frequently been exoticised in Hollywood film. The streets seen in The
Hangover part II are dirty and litter-strewn, the Thai citizens hardly ever seen
unless they are shouting at the white characters. Within Apichatpong’s film men
wash cars that are stuck in traffic. Children are seen playing. Women are observed
conversing. These images further compound the link to the observational style of
documentary. ‘The sense of exhaustive (and telling) observation frequently comes
not only from the ability of the filmmaker to record particularly revealing moments
but also from the ability to include moments representative of lived time itself rather
than what we might call “story time”’ (Nichols, 1991, p. 40). Nothing narratively
significant occurs when viewing these Thai citizens. Clear links can be drawn to
the ideas of nothingness (Frederick & Rabl, 2006; Fletcher, 2001) as well as the
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Thai nirat poem discussed in the previous chapter, whose romantic idiom focuses
on location as much as people. The audience are not made aware of who these
people are, or what has happened before or after the images seen on the screen,
they are merely afforded a snap shot of their normal human existence. Interestingly
Apichatpong believes narrative is still important to his work. ’Weerasethakul’s work
comes from an interpretation of human narratives. “In Thailand we’re a very
narrative culture - even when I make so-called artwork it’s narrativebased”’ (Gibbons, 2011, para. 4). The narrative that Apichatpong is alluding to is
one that is looser and less restricted than that of the Hollywood paradigm.’ Not
everything is made clear to the audience, it isn’t always linear or driven by plot, but
to some degree there is a beginning and an end. This clearly has parallels to Thai
shadow theatre, as discussed by Dowsey-Magog (2002), which utilises subplots
that do not necessarily link or get resolved. Not only do these have links to cultural
specificity but these are all characteristics of the slow cinema movement discussed
in the previous chapter: the absence of narrative progression and lack of
characterisation and development. Apichatpong is an artist who mixes Western
slow cinema aesthetics with Eastern slow cultural attributes.
It is not only human figures that are considered, but also vistas and
landscapes. Mountainous landscapes are shrouded in mist. Alleys between
houses are lingered on. This is a departure from the Western films within this
thesis that focus on the more alien aspects of the landscape or the city. The
images within this film convey a sense of mundanity and normalcy, recalling the
portrayal of Japan within the films of Yasujirō Ozu. It is the ending of the film that
most resembles an observational documentary. The final ten minutes of the film,
after the heading “At Noon”, is primarily the camera viewing children playing
football. This comes after the credits have rolled and the narrative of the
disabled boy has been concluded.
When asked about this mixing of narrative and documentary in an interview
on the Blu-ray release (Weerasethakul, 2000b), Apichatpong states that he was
influenced by Iranian cinema and the ways in which it questioned reality. He
believes that it is impossible to present reality in movies, due to the nature of the
medium itself, the way the camera looks and the process of editing. He wanted to
make the audience aware of this and the artificiality of cinema. Apichatpong’s ideas
can be seen to chime with those of André Bazin who stated that ‘realism in art can
only be achieved in one way - through artifice’ (Bazin, 2005, p. 43). Parallels can
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also be drawn to the work of the French New Wave, knowingly breaking the facade
of cinema, foregrounding its artificiality. This again helps to reemphasise the idea
that Apichatpong is a scholar of cinema itself, and therefore has a transnational
appeal. Interestingly, Apichatpong believes that the long take does more than
provide a sense of realism. ‘Far more than a mere tool of observational realism,
long takes - according to Weerasethakul - energise attitudes of drift and
dreaming’ (Koepnick, 2017, p. 181). The idea of dreaming and its use by
Apichatpong will be considered later within this analysis of his work in relation to
his later output.
It is not only Apichatpong's aesthetic style that is established within this film,
but also some of the thematics that are developed throughout his oeuvre. There is
clearly a reverence for the traditional aspects of Thai culture, and a critique of the
ways in which globalisation and Americanisation have affected the country. One of
the early segments sees the teacher Dogfahr take her father to the doctor. She
complains of a strange line that has appeared on her neck. The doctor believes
that it is caused by an allergic reaction to the necklace she has worn since she
was a child. She is advised to use calamine and remove the necklace. Yet the
woman is hesitant as she believes that the necklace protects her. This is a clear
collision of modernity and traditional beliefs which is further compounded by the
doctor’s statement that she only prescribes real medicine, not herbal cures. There
are also multiple references from the Thai citizens shown on screen about leaving
their current location, seemingly all rural, for Bangkok, as that is the only place to
earn a respectable wage and live a purposeful life.
Most pertinently, within this film are the roots of the slow cinema aesthetic
that will become the hallmark of the director’s work. Within Mysterious Objects at
Noon the use of long duration shots is primarily used like a documentary device,
as a way of observing the normal events of the Thai citizens, to bring a sense of
realism to the film. These are frequently done with the use of a handheld camera,
which is evident through the shaking of the frame. The use of long duration shots
changes slightly within the rest of the director’s oeuvre. The frame becomes more
static as handheld cameras are changed for a steady camera which is static and
held for a longer amount of time. This technique is expanded to the way in which
Apichatpong captures people in his later films. The inclusion of political content is
also beginning to be imparted into the content of the film, commenting on the ways
in which globalisation has affected Thai society and cultural practices. This is an
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early instance of a theme that becomes more dominant as his work progresses. By
making viewers aware of traditional Thai practices, as well as the ways in which
the country can be seen to be changing, Apichatpong is becoming a guardian of
Thai culture, upholding the traditions he has grown up with, as well as making a
global audience aware of them.
The films that will be analysed next, Blissfully Yours (Weerasethakul 2002),
Tropical Malady (Weerasethakul 2004) and Syndromes and a Century
(Weerasethakul 2006) are well-known as having a similar structure as two-part
films. Interestingly, Tony Rayns, academic and expert on East Asian cinema who
provides an essay for the Blu-ray release, argues that Mysterious Objects at Noon
is also constructed in a similar way, although less obviously. He believes that the
second section begins when the story of the disabled boy ends, shown by the
heading “At Noon”. He states that ‘there’s no narrative continuity or overlap
between the two parts except for the appearance of balls (or ball shaped
objects)’ (Weerasethakul, 2000b). This divide in the filmic structure into two parts
is one that Apichatpong continues with his next films. Mysterious Objects At Noon
can be seen as containing the DNA of Apichatpong’s style. It transcends genres
and filmic style, playing with realism and fiction. Many critics consider this film on
its own, separate from the films that follow, that arguably have a clearer separation
in structure. I believe it should be considered as the testing ground for the iconic
style that is to follow and should be seen as being just as important to the career
of Apichatpong as the films that follow.
With the next two feature films, Apichatpong developed the style seen in
Mysterious Objects, and utilised the dual narrative in a more defined way. These
films can also be seen as the catalyst for Apichatpong’s global exposure and
critical acclaim. Blissfully Yours won the Un Certain Regard at Cannes. Tropical
Malady won the prestigious Jury award at Cannes two years later. Syndromes and
a Century premiered at the Venice Film Festival. These three films cemented
Apichatpong’s association with European film festivals. Due to the success these
films have had, they have received academic attention and discussion. These films
will merely be considered here as the films where Apichatpong developed his filmic
aesthetic as well as his implementation of aesthetic. This is done to reinforce the
perspective that Apichatpong is producing films that are reclaiming the imagery of
Thailand and allowing normal citizens to tell their own stories.
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Tropical Malady is constructed in two distinct sections; seemingly unrelated
but aesthetically and thematically working in opposition to each other. The first
hour shows the developing relationship between a soldier and a peasant boy. This
first half of the film is not only concerned with this homosexual relationship, a
repeated thematic within the work of Apichatpong, but it also displays to the viewer
a seemingly normal Thai urban experience. The boy works in the town during the
day before returning to his parent's rural farm in the evenings. With no conclusion
to this section of the film, the screen goes black for an uncomfortable amount of
time, around fifteen seconds. This is a stark contrast to the representation of
sexuality shown in The Hangover part II, explored earlier within this thesis.
Additionally, the representation of the urban location is also entirely different.
Apichatpong’s city is a working environment unlike the dirty, unkept city in the
Hollywood production which is merely seen as a place of debauchery. The second
half of Tropical Malady follows a soldier as he hunts a tiger shaman within the
jungle.
Matthew Ferrari has written a detailed chapter on the films Blissfully Yours
and Tropical Malady. He states that these films demonstrate ‘a formal blurring of
fiction and non-fiction modes, striking a delicate balance between presenting a
documentarian’s sensory-oriented description of Thai rural and village cultural
spectacle without quite becoming fully-fledged documentaries, and fictional
premises without the films becoming wholly fictional narrative features’ (Ferrari,
2012, p. 169). This again demonstrates Apichatpong’s ability to represent Thai
locations and citizens more effectively. More importantly, it is with these films that
Apichatpong creates his own film language that is both national and transnational.
Daily life becomes key, frequently shown through the utilisation of the long take.
There are moments of nothingness and quietude that allow for the audience to
engage with the spaces in between and consider the allegorical content of the
films narrative. These aspects of the narrative are juxtaposed with more
spiritual aspects. As Ferrari states:
In Tropical Malady’s first part, forward narrative momentum yields to a
simple observational view of cultural details from Thai daily life,
fundamentally organised around the pleasures of lingering looks at
faces, in the quotidian rhythms and sensuality of work and play, in social
communion and in its other - isolation. The film’s latter portion, however,
gives way to a mystical exploration of one soldier’s submission to, and
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transformation within, the “wild” space of the jungle and its mystical
forces (2012, p. 169).
The representation of the spirit world becomes key to the work of Apichatpong and
will be explored in more detail when the films Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His
Past Lives and Cemetery of Splendour are considered. At this stage it is important
to note that Apichatpong began to diversify and work through the thematics
present throughout his oeuvre in the art gallery with his installation Primitive.

PRIMITIVE
Primitive was Apichatpong’s first gallery installation and was commissioned
by the London-based animation company Animate (Rose, 2010, para. 5). It was
subsequently exhibited in 2009 in Germany at the Haus der Kunst. The installation
then toured the world in 2011, being shown at the New Museum in New York and
the Tate Modern in London. The multimedia exhibition itself was made up of seven
short films of various lengths, projected on eight screens (Primitive which gives the
installation its name is screened twice). This installation is inexorably linked to
Uncle Boonmee due to the fact that the feature film and many of the shorts were
shot in the same area of Thailand, the highly politicised Northeast of the country,
an aspect that will be considered later within this analysis. Not only this, but they
also deal with similar themes.
Before moving on to look at Primitive directly it is important to note how
Apichatpong was influenced to make his feature film, Uncle Boonmee. Whilst
visiting a temple near his home, a monk gave him a book. The narrative revolved
around a man who could recall his multiple lives in cities of the Northeast. Inspired
by this tale Apichatpong wrote a screenplay and decided to travel the Northeast
region, Isan, looking for living offspring and relatives of the monk. It was whilst
travelling the region that Apichatpong created the content for the more politically
outspoken Primitive, inspired by the region of Isan, its inhabitants, and its
history. Apichatpong states:
Among several villages we visited there was one called Nabua. This
sleepy village in the province of Nakhon Panom was one of the places
the Thai army occupied from the 60s to the early 80s in order to curb
the communist insurgents. There was no link to Boonmee here except
that the village is also full of repressed memories. I decided to work
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there, investigating its history and documenting its landscape
(“Primitive”, n.d., para. 2).
The region of Isan has a tumultuous and complex history that has been explored
earlier within this thesis. Evidently this is a highly politicised area of the country,
due to the oppressive regime of the army. Apichatpong goes on to detail this
repression stating that ‘The locals were psychologically and physically abused on
the grounds of withholding information. Women were raped. Some were murdered
in their homes. Consequently, the villagers, mostly farmers, fled into the jungle’.
This eventually resulted in a gun fight between the farmers and the military. The
area became heavily occupied. More people escaped into the jungle. The military
fired flares over the vegetation to try and track the escapees. Apichatpong has
drawn influence from this troubled region stating that ‘the Primitive project is about
re-imagining this little terrain of Thailand…a place where memories and ideologies
are extinct’. As has been stated in previous chapters, Thailand has been erased as
a textual space, flattened into an Orientalist adumbration on the cinematic screen.
Apichatpong is actively bringing it to life, showing aspects of the country that have
not been seen outside of Thailand, and telling stories of past atrocities. This
political content is a stark contrast to the apolitical Western texts mentioned earlier
within the thesis. This idea of retelling the stories of a silenced people is supported
by the analysis of Isaac Marrero-Guillamón who states that ‘his films have created
hospitable spaces where the ghosts of a silenced past can be summoned, and
with them subaltern stories uttered’ (2018, p. 22). Interestingly, at times
Apichatpong literally manifests these ghosts, as will be discussed in relation to
Primitive and Uncle Boonmee.
Within this exhibition, Apichatpong utilised more than just moving image. He
combined moving and static imagery. In an article for Film Comment Nathan Lee
discusses the various facets of the exhibition. ‘The first thing you see is an image
that doesn’t move’ (Lee, 2011, p. 54). This idea of combining moving and static
imagery can also be seen within his feature film work. This supports the idea
previously developed, that films that utilise the slow cinema aesthetic must be
approached by viewers in a different way to that of the Hollywood mainstream.
Audience expectations need to be tailored to appreciate the still image as well as
fast moving images within a feature film. Apichatpong’s utilisation of still images
within art galleries as well as his feature films is evidence of this. He is aware of
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the importance of the still image. Slow cinema utilises shot duration to make the
audience consider the image in greater detail. Within Primitive Apichatpong
foregrounds the image through photographic stills, allowing the audience to share
his vision in detail, for as long as they see fit as the gallery space allows. This then
has the potential to reveal political allegory or commentary that may not be present
on an initial viewing. This makes it pertinent to consider all of Apichatpong’s work
as being part of an artistic universe where there is not a clear distinction between
film and art in the traditional sense. Primitive gives the viewer an insight into the
fact that all of Apichatpong’s work is a hybrid between the forms that makes the
two inseparable and in need of consideration and analysis together. Therefore it is
fitting to consider the work of Apichatpong as a new form of art, one that utilises
the moving image as well as the static. Apichatpong goes beyond the notion of
Deleuze’s time image, going as far as stopping the image. This process for
lingering for an extended amount of time can again be seen as a reclamation of
culture that has previously been erased or distorted, as addressed throughout this
thesis.
Within Apichatpong’s website, there is a detailed overview of the
installation, as well as the rest of the director’s output. He states that ‘The various
videos I made at Nabua, like my feature fi lms, are impressions of light and
memory. There are natural illuminations from the sun and from fi re’ (“Primitive”,
n.d., para. 10). As within Mysterious Objects at Noon, this indexical link to reality is
key to the director's work. Naturalistic lighting is utilised as are the real stories of
people that are encountered. Again, the documentary aesthetic is utilised and then
fragmented through the use of fantastical elements that call in to question the
believability of the moving image. More importantly Primitive brings to the fore
ideas that are explored within not only Uncle Boonmee but other films within his
oeuvre. ‘Primitive is about reincarnation and transformation. It’s a celebration of
destructive force in nature and in us that burns in order to be reborn and
mutate’ (“Primitive”, n.d., para. 10). The duality between the spirit world and the
natural world is key to understanding the work of Apichatpong.
In addition to the Buddhist approaches to stillness and contemplation that
have informed my reading of Apichatpong’s slow cinema aesthetics and Primitive,
a Buddhist cosmology can also be applied to provide an insight into his films. As
stated, when considering the slow cinema aesthetic, it is important to understand
the cultural context of the filmic work to fully understand the text itself. This can
151

include such aspects as historical context, and importantly for the work of
Apichatpong, religion, in particular Buddhism. The focus on Buddhism and
historical content is of particular significance in the art exhibition Primitive and the
feature film Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives. In the previous
chapter on slow cinema, Chaudhuri and Clayton provide a theoretical framework
for reading Apichatpong’s work through a Buddhist cosmology (2013). Within their
work they consider the Buddhist content of Bhutanese film. This framework
becomes key when considering Apichatpong, as well as the other directors that
will be addressed within this chapter, as they provide a specific East Asian poetics,
that can be applied to these Thai films. This inexorably links them to Buddhist
belief and thought, and therefore they need to be considered through such a
prism. Academics have applied a Buddhist reading to the narrative content of Thai
films (Fuhrmann, 2016; Green, 2014). To my knowledge no one has considered
the ways in which Buddhism may impact upon the aesthetic choices or structural
makeup of Thai film. This is important as the duality that exists between fantasy
and reality within the work of Apichatpong, and subsequently the other director
that I consider part of a new Thai filmic movement, can be seen as a manifestation
of Buddhist belief through a slow cinema aesthetic.
Chaudhuri and Clayton state in relation to Bhutanese film and Buddhism:
While we tend to discount the truth-value of alternative realities,
including those witnessed in dreams, the conventional distinctions
between waking life and dreams and between reality and illusion are
often questioned in Buddhist thought. Visions of past lives, legends,
myths and dreams all have value as part of reality. In Buddhist
cosmology, everything is an illusion/dream from the ultimate
perspective…That is, the reality we know is a projection of another
more complex reality that only the Enlightened can comprehend. Our
own, subjective perspective is limited, only able to “read” the signs at
different levels: nature, parable, dream, ritual, and tantric practice.
Hence, the distinction between “reality” and “dream” itself is illusory and
artificial (2013, p. 162).
What Chaudhuri and Clayton are exploring here is a fundamental ontological
problem that affects both fiction and documentary film: the presentation or representation of the world in which we inhabit. There is a dichotomy between
Eastern and Western thought around the ontological value of such cultural
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aspects as myth and dreams. Chaudhuri and Clayton’s observation is an
interesting one. In Buddhist thought there is an understanding that the world
we inhabit is artificial; an illusion. This therefore results in metaphysical
elements such as dreams and folktales becoming just as worthy as being a
true reflection of the world as the reality we exist in. If this is the case then
Apichatpong’s engagement with dreams and the afterlife shouldn’t impact on
the films’ ontological value. Through a Buddhist framework the director's
fantastical narrative content shouldn’t detract from the already established
documentary aesthetic. If anything, they should be just as reflective of our
reality, if not more so, as it could be construed as a version of the world that
only the Enlightened can see and comprehend. Through the application of
this theoretical framework it provides additional information that helps to
understand the convoluted and seemingly unrelated images and scenes of
Apichatpong’s work.
Nathan Lee highlights many of the hallmarks of Apichatpong’s style, in
particular the dualism that is present within his work: ‘reality/fantasy, human/
animal, fiction/documentary, light/dark,’ (Lee, 2011, p. 54). What is interesting to
note is that Lee makes the point that Primitive changes the way we should look at
these terms as they do not operate in ‘a dialectical manner, opposed to each other
and moving toward synthesis, but as simultaneous phenomena on a single plane
of being’ (Lee, 2011, p. 54). This point is compounded if we consider
Apichatpong’s work through a Buddhist framework, one of the requirements put
forward by this thesis to fully understand the aesthetic and content of the Thai art
films.
One of the most easily accessible short films from the Primitive installation
is A Letter to Uncle Boonmee. This short again combines fiction and documentary
elements. The film opens with the camera tracking through a house. A voiceover
narrates what appears to be a letter from the filmmaker to the character of Uncle
Boonmee. He discusses the filmmaking process, about wishing to see the story on
the screen, about receiving funding, and about scouting for houses to set the film
in. The assumption is that the images on screen, the interiors of houses, that
accompany this voiceover are part of a scouting expedition that was ultimately
unsuccessful. The monologue is read twice, with the camera slowly drifting through
two different houses. Its movements are slow, allowing the audience to view all
aspects of the houses as the sun is setting. The wooden walls are afforded as
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much focus as the small amount of furniture present within the building. The
second house that is passed through has photographs hanging from wooden
beams that occupy the frame. These appear to show citizens standing in normal
rural surroundings, outside houses and in front of gardens. They are closer to the
camera than anything else of note within the frame and as such draw the viewers’
attention. The camera then leaves the building through an open window. The frame
is dominated by the foliage of the surrounding jungle. The sounds of wildlife
become a cacophony as the voiceover stops.
Much of Apichatpong’s work is shot in rural locations, away from the city.
The camera focuses on the simplistic aspects of this rural life, such as wooden
buildings and the wild surrounding landscape. This focus on a more basic lifestyle
and nature can be seen as seen as a visual representation of the nirat poem. As
David Teh explains in relation to the nirat ‘features of the place become grist to
the poetic mill and flavor the verse’s sentiment - not with exoticism or adventure,
but usually weariness’ (2017, p. 91). This is also done within the work of
Apichatpong through the focusing on cobwebs, not necessarily showing a sense
of neglect or absence, but reinforcing a perfection that is not a normal everyday
occurrence, one based on realism instead of exoticism.
The imagery then shifts as a small selection of characters enter the
narrative. A soldier is shown in a medium closeup, shot in the daylight, eating. The
image is held for around thirty seconds whilst the soldier’s eyes rove around the
frame, yet never looking directly at the camera. The audience are then shown what
he is studying, a dog sniffing in the undergrowth. The soldier’s position is then
shown in relation to the dog, with each cut being held for a minimum of fifteen
seconds. The camera then focuses on the dog for a longer amount of time, as the
audience are allowed the time to focus on the subtle movements of the foliage as
the dog slowly moves past. The camera then returns to internal shots of the
building, slowly panning through. A group of soldiers are seen digging through a
window. No characters within the narrative pay attention to them. They are only
seen in long shot, their features indistinguishable. The sound of the digging
becomes omnipresent, drowning out everything else. The interiors of the buildings
are continually tracked through, lit only by natural light coming in through the
windows. The buildings look lived in, with clothes hanging up and pictures on the
walls. Yet no people are seen. A smoking alien-like pod is seen through one of the
windows during a pan. The camera does not linger, simply moving on at the
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previous speed. No attention is paid to the strange object and no explanation or
clarification is provided for the audience. The narration is simply providing
information about the script and the context of the production, a stark juxtaposition
between the images on screen. The information that is conveyed verbally about
the production of the film isn't the focus of the film. It is clear that it is the visuals
that are of the utmost importance.
What follows is Apichatpong’s more politicised content. The narrator talks
about soldiers occupying the village and the violence that followed. He states that
the soldiers killed and tortured the villages and caused the rest to flee into the
surrounding jungle. The images on screen are close ups of photographs. This
associative edit causes the audience to assume that the people within the
photographs have suffered at the hands of the soldiers and have never been seen
again. The final third of the film moves from inside the building, out into the
surrounding jungle. The images become darker. Foliage and the sky become the
focus of the camera as people are knowingly absent from the frame, including the
soldiers. The prevalence of the jungle brings a sense of mysticism to the film that
is unsettling. Equally there is a sense that the jungle forms a part of everyday
existence fo the rural community, as a cow can be made out amongst the
shadows. This then helps to normalise the jungle and makes it seem like a facet of
everyday existence, reinforced by the fact that the foliage was constantly shown
throughout the film through the windows of the house. This is a stark contrast to
the ways in which the Thai landscape was shown within Western films. Within
these the jungle was clearly a place of fear and danger, habitable only by the
uneducated and barbaric natives. There is a duality at play in the ways in which
Apichatpong portrays the jungle and Thai landscape. ‘Thus, nature becomes a
signifier for Thainess…not only for a foreign audience and market but also for a
domestic gaze. Although landscape is, in these films, typically shown as savage,
primitive and exotic, it is at the same time semi-domesticated, being commodified
and made accessible by the tourism industry’ (Boehler, 2011, p. 294). This can be
construed as being a parody of Orientalist assumptions. This is primarily due to the
fact that the jungle appears mystical and otherworldly, owing to the fact it was shot
at twilight. This said, it is also a habitable environment and can be seen as being a
part of everyday rural existence. This dichotomy between a form of self-orientalism
and exoticisation and the everyday can be seen to permeate many of the films of
Thai art cinema that are released to the West. On the one hand this can be seen
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as pandering to the audience that have been exposed to the orientalist perspective
of the country, as seen in the Hollywood productions detailed within this thesis. Yet
equally, these films are exposing parts of the country that have not been seen on
Western screens and thus are using the process of exoticisation for exposure. This
results in certain aspects of the country, culture and nation being revealed to the
Western audience, providing a more rounded representation of Thailand. More
importantly this is a Thai point of view of the country, made clear due to the
references to Buddhism and myth that are inherent within the country.
As has been detailed above, Letter to Uncle Boonmee contains
photographs that Apichatpong is clearly drawing attention to. The use of
photographs, and perhaps more pertinently photo-like images, is prevalent
throughout much of Apichatpong’s work. The use of these is an important device
to convey the allegorical content that I argue is present within much of the films
that utilise a slow cinema aesthetic. ‘The photographs serve as referents of the
absent, distant or lost, resemblances of elements of the real and/or diegetic world
located beyond the currently depicted scene’ (Davis, 2016, p. 103). Not only do
these photographs allow for a moment of contemplation within the loose narrative
of the film, to gaze at the images on screen and look at the beauty of the
photographs, but they also provide a metaphysical link to the real world. By
drawing the audience’s attention to a medium that is considered to be more
ontologically linked to the real world, Apichatpong can make his political
statements all the more obvious. Yet, this only works if the audience is willing to
absorb the image as such. If, as has been detailed earlier, the audience are
primarily after the fast paced, escapist fare of the Hollywood mainstream, these
departures from the moving image will simply cause a confusing aesthetic effect
and pacing problem, meaning the political implication is lost. This, hence, results
in much of the negative response to slow cinema in general, compounding the
reasons why a paradigmatic approach to slow cinema and its country or origin is
so key to its understanding and enjoyment.
In an interview, Apichatpong discusses the link between the Primitive
installation and Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives. He states that
’The art video has a lot to do directly with emotional responses that the audience
may feel. So it’s more immediate. It can give the audience the whole sensual
experience of space and time. In film, it’s more of a gradual accumulation of
feelings. So creating video installation and making film are like different animals.
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But they help with each other’ (Kim, 2011, p. 48). This comment is an interesting
one that supports the analysis of his work within this thesis. The political content
is more overt within his installation work, due to the need for emotional
immediacy, whereas feature film slowly builds the political and impactful aspects.
This also supports the analysis put forward by this thesis that slow cinema
requires an engagement and knowledge of the country of production. Due to the
foregrounding of political content within the installation work, an audience may
be more aware of political content, even if it is not fully understood. If this
content is slowly revealed to an audience in a feature film, pertinent information
may be lost or ignored.

Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives
The application of Buddhist principle is most obviously seen and addressed
in Apichatpong’s next feature fi lm Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives.
Most pertinently for this thesis, this film not only addresses Buddhist principles in
relation to its narrative content, but also in the way in which the film itself is
structured. The previous films discussed above all received a modicum of success
on the international circuit, especially with the film festival audiences, but it wasn’t
until his next feature, Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives, that
Apichatpong become a world renowned director.
The film is loosely based on a book that Apichatpong received from a monk.
In an interview on the DVD release he has claimed it is not an adaptation, stating
that the book functions more as inspiration which has allowed him to make the film
more personal (Weerasethakul, 2010b). This manifests itself in the ways in which
the landscape is represented, an aspect that will be considered within this
analysis. Additionally, Boonmee’s illness is also autobiographical for Apichatpong.
His father died of kidney disease, as does the titular character of the film.
Interestingly, Apichatpong is surprised at the success of the film due to the
personal nature of it. ‘I liked it because there were so many personal references,
but I didn’t think they could translate to the audience. Some of my other films I can
understand why they got a reaction because there are certain things in them
cinematically; but Uncle Boonmee, it’s such a strange one’ (Pulver, 2016, para. 3).
This is pertinent due to the fact that clearly the fi lm was made without the
consideration of how it may be received by the audience. It again must be noted
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that this analysis will consider the films through an auteurist perspective. Uncle
Boonmee will be considered as art cinema with a personal vision that is made
poetic. This auteurism is of significance due to the fact that previous versions of
the country, as has been demonstrated by this thesis, were told and shown by
foreign image makers.
Apichatpong himself has stated that Uncle Boonmee is a tribute not only to
his father, and the landscape of Thailand, but also to cinema itself (Weerasethakul,
2010b). Interestingly, he highlights the fact that this manifested itself in the way in
which the film was structured in six distinct parts. Again, Apichatpong’s awareness
of the fracturing of his narrative clearly has links to his installation work which
contains distinctly separate work that is linked thematically. This thematic link
between his installations and feature films is one that Apichatpong is overtly aware
of. ‘“The link between the two,” the artist explains of Boonmee and Primitive, “is the
fusion of memories - the inner and outer, the spontaneous and the composed, the
past and the present”’ (Lee, 2011, p. 54). This is the reason why it is important to
consider all aspects of Apichatpong’s work that has been released within the West
as they help to inform each other. When considering Uncle Boonmee I will present
an outline of each separate section that Apichatpong has identified within the film
before providing an analysis of the Buddhist and folkloric aspects. It will be
pertinent to consider the ways in which the landscape is represented, not only due
to the fact that it is a key component of the filmmaker’s work, but it is also starkly
different from the way in which the Thai landscape has been represented within
Western films as has been explored earlier within this thesis. It is also key to
identify the slow cinematic aesthetics. This will demonstrate a poetics that is both
Thai and auteurist, providing a personal vision of a culture that has a transnational
appeal.
The opening of Uncle Boonmee is shot like his previous films, in a semidocumentary style where ambient sound is just as important as the characters
seen on the screen. Yet, this realism is broken by the inherent mystery of the
sequence. Nothing is explained to the audience. Figures become the focus of the
image, yet the audience aren’t aware of who they are. It is also during this opening
sequence where the strange black figure is first seen, later revealed to be a
Monkey Ghost, a composite of Thai mythology as will be explained within the
following analysis. This fantastical element further shatters the realism that has
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been established through familiar techniques such as the phantom ride as
discussed in the analysis of Mysterious Object at Noon.
The second part, where the characters are sat outside having dinner, is an
homage to Thai television shows of a previous era in terms of the way in which it is
shot, in a tableau style (Weerasethakul, 2010b). In a sense Apichatpong is taking
an unknown domestic cultural product to a global audience. Even though this is an
influence on the aesthetic, this sequence still shows hallmarks of Apichatpong’s
style. The camera is distanced from the proceedings with it being captured in long
shot. Not all of the characters are facing the camera. The conversation is of
inconsequential topics that are not there to provide any narrative details or
progression. At times, the movements of the characters are so subtle that the
image could almost be static, again, a key component of the slow cinema
aesthetic.
The third part is where Jen is walking through the tamarind farm.
Apichatpong states that this sequence is like the first, shot in a documentary style,
yet the mystery of the ghostly figures has been removed to foreground the realism
(Weerasethakul, 2010b). This is done through the use of natural lighting as well as
the intermingling of ambient sound and dialogue. The dialogue itself also appears
to be unscripted and improvised, as do the actions of the actors. For example, Jen
is trying honey from a hive and spills a small amount on herself. She comments on
this and seems to make a movement to look at the camera, before carrying on with
the scene.
Part four is a sequence with a Princess. Apichatpong states that this is a
tribute to royal costume dramas (Weerasethakul, 2010b). One of the characters is
falling asleep on a porch overlooking the jungle. The scene cuts and is placed
within the jungle where a princess is being carried. She approaches a pond and
has a conversation with a catfish, before entering the water and having sex with
the fish. As Natalie Boehler states, this sequence can be construed as being one
of Boonmee’s past lives, as alluded to in the title of the film (2014, p. 64).
Importantly for this thesis, this section is a disruption to the narrative and a refusal
of the realist framework that is dominant in Hollywood, therefore another reason
why Apichatpong is anti-hegemonic. It acts as an example of Apichatpong’s poetic
auteurism.
Part five is focused on the jungle itself. Apichatpong makes the point that
this jungle is not like the one seen in Tropical Malady, ‘this jungle is artificial, it is a
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cinematic jungle. We used the day for night technique, so there’s a fake quality to
it, a green and blue tint’ (Selavy, 2010, para. 11). This makes it appear more alien
and unsettling to the viewer as a menacing hue is cast onto the scene. The
narrative follows Boonmee as he enters a cave with his family where he ultimately
dies. Finally, part six, after the death of Boonmee, sees Apichatpong return to a
documentary mode. After the darkness of the jungle the lighting is clear. The
dialogue is again improvised (Weerasethakul, 2010b). The audience are merely
observing the conversations of the characters, again, listening to dialogue that
isn’t there to provide narrative progression, or even closure at the finale of the
film.
Even though Uncle Boonmee is not narratively constructed in the same way
as a Hollywood film, there is still a sense of a story unfolding. It is fundamentally
linear, events unfold as they occur with a beginning and ending, even though it has
interludes that may not add anything to the audience’s understanding of the story.
As has been reinforced throughout this thesis, characters are not developed in the
same way as a Hollywood production. The film demonstrates a refusal of genre
fixity and audience expectation. When discussing Uncle Boonmee Apichatpong
considers the film to be ‘open cinema’ (Rose, 2010, para. 4). He doesn’t explain
this term in any great detail, other than he doesn’t wish to explain the content or
meaning of the images within his films in any great detail. This term is also
applicable to the narrative structure as well as the lack of genre and aesthetic
constraints; there is an openness to every aspect of the film. Realistic elements
intermingle with fantastical elements. Again, there is a clear link here to the
structure of Thai shadow theatre where ‘separate plots with parallel themes may
coexist without any narrative link’ (Dowsey-Magog, 2002, p. 188) as well as
mythical realism and contemporary realist settings.
These moments of fantasy undermine the established realist portrayal and
confuse the images onscreen. This is further compounded by Apichatpong’s poetic
nature, which lingers on people and natural elements, juxtaposed with
mythological references and dream-like imagery. It isn’t clear to the viewer how the
narrative will progress or how any of the scenes are linked. Narrative time passes
without any clear indication of duration. The compilation of all these elements
makes for a disorientating experience where the relevance of each and every
image isn’t clear. Apichatpong has actively made this decision as a reflection of the
life experience stating ‘Sometimes you don’t need to understand everything to
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appreciate a certain beauty. And I think the film operates in the same way. It’s like
tapping into someone’s mind. The thinking pattern is quite random, jumping here
and there like a monkey’ … ‘But that’s life, no?’ (Rose, 2010, para. 2). Not only is
the director trying to replicate the ways in which thoughts are processed and the
random nature in which our memories are formulated, but additionally it also
questions the idea of reality through a Buddhist cosmology. Clear links can be
drawn to the process of meditation and reaching another dimension of
consciousness, displayed in the dream-like imagery.
The film primarily revolves around a father who is dying, and the spirits of
his loved ones. Death and the afterlife permeate Apichatpong's work. This
manifests itself through transparent humans on the screen, as well as strange,
alien looking creatures. From a Western perspective this artificiality and
otherworldliness shatters the realism created within the opening sequences and
undercuts the use of a documentary aesthetic. This said, the ghostly beings aren’t
presented in a way similar to a horror film. They converse with Boonmee about the
afterlife and what they have been doing since their passing. These incidents
become distinctly different when viewed through a Buddhist prism. Instead of them
just having an other worldly quality, they can be construed as being just as real as
the other people within the narrative. This therefore results in the verisimilitude that
has been created through the use of a realist aesthetic not being compromised.
The utilisation of the documentary aesthetic with the visualisation of ghostly beings
is easier to accept in a Buddhist country than in the West due to the belief systems
in place. These cultural differences not only result in the narrative being
understood in different ways but also the pace of the film itself.
As explored earlier in relation to Primitive, the area of Isan in the Northeast
of Thailand has a troubled past. Natalie Boehler links this past to the narrative of
Uncle Boonmee through an analysis of the ghosts present within the film. She
believes that not only do they function as a reference to Thai popular culture
elements (2014, pp. 69-70) , but more importantly they help to inform the troubled
past of the area. Boehler details the narrative elements that address the area.
‘Subtle references to regional idiosyncrasies appear throughout…his sister informs
him that the local idiom is in fact not a Thai dialect, but Lao…More direct
references are made as Boonmee mentions his past in the army, killing
communists, and ponders the consequences for his Karma’ (2014, p. 69).
Apichatpong makes the point that the political and historic content of his feature
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films are drip-fed to the audience. ‘The political in my work is something that is
hidden, but you slowly become aware of what happened historically in the
particular place. For me, that’s a strong way to send a message’ (Kim, 2011, p.
52). These various political aspects, provided to the audience in a direct way
through dialogue, would have no impact on the Western audience without prior
knowledge. Therefore, the slow camera movements, the way in which the
camera is distanced from people having these seemingly irrelevant
conversations, all aspects of the slow cinema aesthetic, may alienate an
audience used to the pace and aesthetic of Hollywood. Yet, when an
understanding of the country’s troubled history is known, these images and
conversations provide pertinent allegory. Boehler goes on to state that ‘as
essentially liminal beings, the ghosts and spirits surrounding Boonmee
figuratively express the border status of the region haunted by its past’ (2014, p.
69). Not only can the ghosts be seen as a manifestation of Buddhist thought as
demonstrated through my analysis, but these spectres also demonstrate the
troubled past of the region. This again reinforces the need for audiences
watching global cinema to have an understanding of the country or region to
fully engage with the film’s narrative and the aesthetics utilised.

Even though Apichatpong’s work is inherently Thai, as has been
demonstrated within this analysis, there are still nods to the West and its cultural
and artistic practices. This is seen most obviously in Uncle Boonmee Who Can
Recall His Past Lives where the black, monster-like figure walks in amongst the
jungle foliage. The comparisons between this image and the Henri Rousseau
painting The Snake Charmer (1907) are obvious to see yet have been absent from
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critical readings of the film. The figure in both works seems to be of the human
form, yet there is something alien about it. The bright red eyes of the figure in
Uncle Boonmee draws the viewer in, in the same way the eyes of the Rousseau
painting does. Both figures are surrounded by unfamiliar and strange vegetation
that unsettles the viewer as it casts shadows and unusual shapes. As stated
earlier, Apichatpong actively made the jungle within Uncle Boonmee artificial in its
appearance. Surely the similarities are such that it is likely that Apichatpong is
aware of this comparison, and had planned this during the film making process.
Interestingly, Rousseau’s painting is inherently Orientalist, showing the ‘native’
seemingly naked, shrouded by a snake, walking through an alien and exotic
landscape. By using the imagery of a well known orientalist painting, Apichatpong
can be construed as reclaiming this exotic landscape and placing it back within its
national parameters and drawing from Thai folklore. This is achieved through the
film’s wider narrative thematics of religion and rebirth, the construction of the
narrative itself and its link to shadow theatre, as well as the politicised landscape
the film was shot in, as has been detailed earlier.
It is not just the landscape that can be considered as being politicised.
Toward the end of Uncle Boonmee, Apichatpong appears to directly address
issues within contemporary Thai society through the use of voiceover. The narrator
states “the future city was ruled by an authority able to make anybody disappear.
When they found ‘past people’, they shone a light at them. That light projected
images of them onto the screen”. This dialogue is played over still photos of
soldiers. As with Primitive, Apichatpong’s inclusion of photographs and soldiers is a
politicised one. The use of photographs provides an indexical link to the real world,
thus anchoring the narrative content, in this case the voiceover, to the real world.
As with much of Apichatpong’s work, he is trying to provide a voice to ordinary Thai
citizens and the people that have suffered at the hands of the people in power.
This is also done through setting the film in the rural parts of the country. As Ferrari
states ‘In Thailand, tradition is most prominently encoded through rural and village
life’ (2012, p. 172). Apichatpong is doing exactly what the voiceover is stating:
shining a light on people that have disappeared and been forgotten. He is not
necessarily doing this in a direct way, the audience do not know if the photographs
that Apichatpong uses throughout his work are of real people that have
disappeared, but he is drawing attention to the circumstances and raising
awareness of past crimes. ‘The photograph has always designated…the object of
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the strongest desire, the sign of the most poignant reality (Bellour, Rowe, & Lyon,
1990, p. 119). There is a reason the static photographic images are afforded
attention, even inclusion, even if they aren’t clear to a Western audience on initial
viewing.
The whole of Apichatpong’s oeuvre provides a coalescence between
different aspects of Thai culture. It intermingles contemporary location and citizen
experience with traditional belief systems and political perspectives. This is
knowingly done by the director.
The collision between spirituality and modernity in his films is easy to
find in today's Thailand, says Weerasethakul. He cites the street
protests that gripped Bangkok earlier this year. Crowds were
campaigning for modern democratic reforms, but one of their actions
was to draw their own blood, mix it together and daub the ministers'
gates with it. "This kind of very primitive, animist belief is still ingrained
in daily life. When we shoot a film, we make a ritual offering of food to
Ganetra, the god of arts. Everybody does it (Rose, 2010, para. 6).
This is an interesting statement by the director in regard to the belief system of his
society. He draws attention to the fact that there is a juxtaposition between the
traditional beliefs that align with Buddhist thought and an understanding of the
spirit world, alongside a consideration of more modern issues. His comments
reinforce the statements made throughout this thesis that for a complete
understand of a filmic text an understanding of the culture of production is
essential. The fact that spirituality is so ingrained within society again clarifies the
idea that the spirits seen within Uncle Boonmee do not create a jarring effect,
breaking verisimilitude. Instead they add another layer of meaning that helps in
understanding the events that are unfolding on screen. It is also pertinent to note
that Apichatpong consistently demonstrates an awareness of the political and
cultural landscape in which he is working. This political consciousness is
frequently imparted into his work.
In 2016 Apichatpong presented the first full retrospective of his work within
the UK at the TATE Modern, which I attended. A Q&A with the director was
followed by an all night screening of his works up to that point. During the Q&A
Apichatpong draw attention to the political climate he grew up in, explaining that
soldiers would arrive at his rural village and destroy anything they deemed
Communist, including books with red covers. This resulted in the family hiding
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anything that could be construed in the wrong way by the authorities. People would
vanish and never be seen again. Evidently this climate has affected the
content and thematics of Apichatpong’s work, most prevalently seen in the use of
soldiers and photographs that has been detailed above. Interestingly, Apichatpong
chose to group the feature films and short installations by mood rather than in a
chronological order. This compounds the idea that there are prevalent thematics
and aesthetics that flow throughout his work. During Apichatpong’s talk he made it
clear to the audience that to sleep during the screening was not an issue; in fact it
was actively encouraged. He claimed that he wanted the images from the films to
inform the dreams the viewers may have, and in turn, these personal dreams
would affect the viewers experience of the narratives and images seen on screen.
This reinforces Apichatpong’s comments on his utilisation of the long shot being
more than just an aesthetic choice. In his book on the long take, Lutz Koepnick
quotes from Apichatpong directly who stated ‘They are not really long for me.
When I watch my films during editing, I like the pace like that. But when I watch
long takes in others’ films, especially Asian one, I get impatient! I keep dreaming
about other angles. So maybe that’s the trick, to make the audience dream’ (2017,
p. 181).
This idea of a dialogue between the artistic image and its capacity to
intermingle with an individual’s dream-world has continued. In 2018 at the
International Film Festival Rotterdam, Apichatpong opened a fully functioning
hotel, Sleepcinemahotel. Guests were able to rent a bed or hammock in an openspace dormitory for the night (Marchini Camia, 2018; Russell, 2018). This
communal space had hypnagogic imagery projected onto each of the hotel walls,
24 hours a day. This imagery never looped, the same image was never projected
twice during the five days the hotel was open. The images consisted of sleeping
animals and humans, clouds and water. When asked why he had chosen this
selection of images, Apichatpong stated, ‘the sea is a place that inspires you to
think, to align various thoughts. The horizon is the border between day and night. It
evokes contradictions, such as death and life, consciousness and dreams’. The
director stated that he wanted the guests of the hotel to create new images in their
minds, as the ones projected on to the hotel walls infiltrated and affected their
unconscious. In the morning the guests were encouraged to write any dream
imagery they had had in to the “Dream Book”. This oneiric is an interesting one
that foregrounds the importance of a Buddhist reading to the films of Apichatpong.
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As has been explored above the dream world helps to inform reality is Buddhist
cosmology. This is clearly key to the work of Apichatpong and therefore helps to
understand some of the visuals present within his work.

Cemetery of Splendour
Apichatpong’s latest feature film, Cemetery of Splendour, is considered to
be one of his most accessible films (Walton, 2015, para. 4). Unlike many of his
other films that utilise a dual narrative structure, as seen in Blissfully Yours and
Tropical Malady, and to some degree Mysterious Objects at Noon, Apichatpong
has made a more linear film here. ‘Rather than pursuing his usual split film
structure, featuring formal doublings, image inversions and reversals - as if the two
halves of this film could, potentially, be displayed in the gallery as a dual-channel
projection - Cemetery of Splendour makes for a gloriously layered and ghostly
palimpsest’ (Walton, 2015, para. 4). Even though the structure of the film is more
accessible to a mainstream audience, slow cinema aesthetics are still utilised
throughout, as is the presence of the spirit world. The narrative itself revolves
around a military clinic in Khon Kaen, Apichatpong’s home town in Northern
Thailand, where a mysterious sleeping sickness is affecting former soldiers. This
film can be seen as a coalescence of all of the ideas that Apichatpong has
explored throughout his work. The presence of the spirit world, the manifestation of
national memory and political allegory are present, as is the link to dreaming and
dream-like imagery. Even though there is no obvious link to the real world through
the use of documentary aesthetic, Apichatpong is still utilising the slow cinema
techniques of long duration shots as well as the inclusion of photographic images.
These elements provide that sense of realism that has been discussed previously.
I would argue that this is Apichatpong’s most allegorical film.
The film opens with a black screen and the sounds of the jungle. This dark
screen, devoid of imagery, seems to be held for an inordinate amount of time. The
sounds of nature become all consuming, a hallmark of Apichatpong’s cinema seen
in other films discussed within this thesis. This aural representation of nature is
ruptured by the sounds of machinery. The first images shown to the viewer are of a
digger scrapping at the earth, followed by a truck full of soldiers. All of this is
shown in long shot, with no detail provided , either visually or aurally, to the
audience. The narrative then moves inside the hospital where the audience are
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shown the sleeping men in beds. Again, no additional information is conveyed. The
camera is constantly static, showing the events unfolding in long shot. The lighting
utilised because the focus on the image as the sunlight coming in through the
windows, casts shadows of the leaves from outside onto the wooden floor.
Cemetery of Splendour consistently juxtaposes imagery of nature with the modern
world. The utilisation of slow cinema aesthetics is also demonstrated with the
focus on conversations that provide no narrative information or progression. The
audience are shown patients being diagnosed, figures that are never shown again.
People discuss their meal choices. A man is shown squatting in the woods. This
figure is shown for about a minute, in long shot. No context is provided, and no
further information is divulged about the man. This focus on the normal aspects of
life is not only part of the slow cinema aesthetic, but additionally Apichatpong’s
way of showing the audience normal This citizens.
As stated above, there is a coalescence of the natural and the manmade.
The two are shown throughout the film, seemingly competing for space, a battle
that nature is losing. This is demonstrated by Apichatpong’s focus on areas where
trees are sparsely collected. One image shows a solitary tree surrounded by
tarmac. This is clearly Apichatpong criticising the development of his country and
the effect that this has had on the natural environment and beauty of the country.
This is further emphasised when consideration is paid to the way in which the
director has shown environments such as the jungle, in a favourable way in his
other films. Matthew Ferrari states, in relation to Blissfully Yours and Tropical
Mallady that ‘Invocations of nature in these stories also derive from Thai
Buddhism, another powerful source of relief from the anxieties associated with
modernisation and the incursion of a commodity culture upon traditionally agrarian
life-worlds’ (Ferrari, 2012, p. 173). This further compounds the argument that
Apichatpong’s representation of nature is inherently linked to Thai cultural aspects
and contemporary issues. Again, these lingering shots would not hold as much
precedence if the cultural context was not know by the viewer.
In her interesting article Kong Rithdee draws attention to the fact that the
film can be seen as a continuation of Apichatpong’s artistic aesthetic. She states in
relation to Cemetery of Splendour that ‘the disintegration of the wall between
image and life, between cinema and truth, is so complete that the ignorant “more
of the same” dismissal miserably fails to see how the filmmaker has refined his
aesthetics to a mature height’ (2015, para. 2). She believes that even though
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aesthetically the film can be construed as similar to previous work, the allegorical
content of the imagery and narrative is now so pronounced that Apichatpong has
achieved something he hasn’t before. This supports the argument put forward
earlier within this thesis that to fully understand the slow cinema aesthetic, the
viewer must have some understanding of the cultural context of production. This is
further compounded by Leus’ statement: ‘The force of Apichatpong’s political
expression can often be found in negative spaces: the silence where a song
should be; the lack of movement in an unconscious soldier; the absence of
understanding, acknowledgement, or both. His still camera and long takes give us
time to notice and worry about the pieces missing’ (Leus, 2016, p. 56). It is
precisely these moments of quietude and nothingness that allow for the audience
to consider the allegorical content of the filmic image. Rithdee goes on to state,
There’s another layer, another subterranean graveyard that, to me,
distinguishes the new film from his others: the strong, unmistakable
sense of social urgency that fills almost every frame of the film.
Cemetery of Splendour, set in what looks like a primal realm
outside of time, is every bit a film of the present—namely the postcoup Thailand of 2015 ruled by a military junta, the place where
we’re stuck in a nightmare from which we struggle to awake. It is
also a place of Orwellian absurdity where political expression has
been muffled, a poet killed, and artists threatened, even jailed.
Amid the enigmatic recollections and truthful beauty, Cemetery of
Splendour is the first Thai film that responds to the uncertainty—
political, personal, historical—of military-ruled Thailand. It’s all the
more astonishing because this dark prophecy is done in the
gentlest and most civilized, yet clear-eyed and unflinching, way
(Rithdee, 2015, para. 3).
The gentleness of the political content is surely due to the proliferation of the slow
cinema aesthetic. I believe that due to the increased political unrest within the
country during the time of the film’s release, this allegorical content is easier to
locate within the film. As has been demonstrated in analysis of Apichatpong’s other
films, this political content has always been present, it just may not have been at
the forefront of the mind of the viewer.
The film also demonstrates a clear link to the spirit world. The main
protagonist, Jenjira, a volunteer who sits and talks to a sleeping soldier states that
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the hospital is built on a cemetery and that the souls of dead kings are using the
sleeping soldiers spirits for their battles. Another hypothesis put forward by one of
the nurses is that they were the kings soldiers in a past life. Peter Bradshaw
highlights this aspect of the narrative stating ‘It is another example of this director’s
insistence on a spiritual realm which overlaps with our own: a realm from which
ghosts and spirits will appear, and be just as ordinary as anyone else’ (Bradshaw,
2015, para. 3). Again, this is more acceptable to an audience that is aware of the
cultural context of production. He goes on to state that ‘This is another of his
unique imagist cine-poems: an essay in psychogeography and a meditation on
death, the presence of the spirit world in nature and the unquiet ghosts of guilt and
pain in the Thai nation, as symbolised by the military - a recurrent trope in his work’
(Bradshaw, 2015, para. 1). What Bradshaw interestingly observes is that within this
narrative, not only is Apichatpong drawing attention to the traditional aspects of
Thai culture that inform all aspects of life such as the spirit world, but he is using
them to comment to the present. Evidently, due to the political content of this film
there was a strong chance that the Thai authorities would have censored it.
Apichatpong was more than aware of this and was unwilling to make changes so
elected not to screen the film in Thailand at all (“Thai film”, 2015).

The Other Directors of the Movement - Anocha Suwichakornpong
& Aditya Assarat
It is important to note that the Thai cinematic movement that has been
alluded to does not just contain the work of Apichatpong. He is the most well
known of the Thai directors and first adopted the style that has been discussed
above. As such his films and art have been afforded more attention within this
body of work. It is also important to consider the films of two additional directors to
compound the argument, not only that slowness is an inherently Asian practice
and can be seen reflected in film, but also that these three filmmakers have an
interconnected style that can be considered part of a new Thai film movement.
This movement relishes in stillness, rejects traditional Hollywood narrative,
characterisation and pacing, allowing political allegory to form within the moments
of quietude that are afforded the audience whilst viewing. They are also linked
thematically, considering past traumatic events in Thai history. The other Thai
directors that will be considered are Aditya Assarat and Anocha Suwichakornpong.
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Anocha has had two films released into the western market, Mundane History
(2009) and By the Time it Gets Dark (2016). Aditya has also had two films
released in the West, Wonderful Town (2007) and Hi-So (2010).
Aditya, like Apichatpong, is frequently associated with art cinema and the
related film funding mechanisms. Before progressing to analyse the films of Aditya,
it will first be necessary to consider the director’s connections to funding bodies
alongside the consideration of his career as a whole. In a similar vein to
Apichatpong, Aditya has established connections with certain film funds that
appear to assist in the production of his projects on a fairly regular basis. Because
of this funding aspect, Aditya’s films can be construed as both Thai and
transnational. In highlighting the director’s close involvement with international
funding avenues, it begins to raise the issue of global involvement within national
cinema. From the age of 15 Aditya was educated in the United States of America
where he went on to obtain a master’s degree in film production from the
University of Southern California School of Cinematic Arts. His graduate film,
Motorcycle (2000), was screened at multiple film festivals, both in America and
Thailand, winning the Special Jury Award at the Aspen Shortfest and the Best
Student Narrative Short Film at the Chicago International Film Festival. This began
Aditya’s professional career, with his first feature film being a concert documentary
of the Thai rock band Pru, entitled Pru Raw Velvet: A Concert Documentary
(Assarat, 2002). In 2003, Aditya was selected to participate in the Pusan
Promotional Plan (PPP), now called the Asian Project Market (APM). This “market”
provides filmmakers an opportunity to meet other industry professionals, or ‘film
decision makers’ (“Overview", 2019, para. 3), with the ultimate goal being a source
for co-production funding.
Following the PPP, Aditya was chosen to partake in the Rolex Mentor and
Protégé Arts Initiative. This initiative does not solely assist film but also provides
support for many other creative industries including dance, literature, theatre and
music. The initiative selects established practitioners from their field to become a
potential mentor for a year to a protégé of their choosing. Aditya was chosen as
the protégé of the Indian filmmaker Mira Nair, director of such films as Salaam
Bombay! (Nair, 1988) and Monsoon Wedding (Nair, 2001). Nair isn’t associated
with the slow cinema aesthetic yet some of the techniques that she utilises can
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also be seen in the work of the Thai directors. Having previously worked in
documentary, Nair frequently uses non-professional actors to portray her
protagonists, as well as reflecting contemporary issues affecting Indian society.
Allegorical content such as this is a key component of the Thai cinematic
movement. The mentor and protégé are then required to spend at least six weeks
together, and establish a working relationship, such as watching the esteemed
individual at work (“About the Rolex”, n.d.). The Rolex Initiative does not just
provide access to an “expert”, but also a grant of 25,000 Swiss francs to cover
travel and living expenses for the mentoring year, as well as a further 25,000
Swiss francs after the mentoring year to help create a new piece of work, in
this case, a feature film. The money that Aditya received from Rolex became
part of the funding for his first feature film, Wonderful Town. Aditya also
received funding from the Singha corporation, a subsidiary of Boon Rawd
Brewery Co. Ltd, the first and largest brewery of Thailand with major
distribution chains throughout Europe.
Aditya also received €20,000 post production funding from the Hubert Bals
Fund to complete Wonderful Town. In an interview, the director has highlighted the
importance that European funding has for Thai film makers. ‘Like in Hollywood, the
Thai government subsidies system is different from European countries; private
funds are crucial for Thai films to get made. Assarat: “So it requires for (sic) movies
to appeal to a commercial market. I make dramas, so I can’t expect to finance it
from Thai money”’ (“The impact of the Hubert Bals Fund”, 2012, para. 3). The films
that appear to be funded using the small amount of Thai money available are
primarily historical epics, such as Suriyothai, as well as martial arts films, as
explored within the third chapter of this thesis. Wonderful Town’s subject matter is
clearly a topic that would appeal to the Hubert Bals Fund, as well as the filmic style
of the text. The stylistic choices that Aditya has made, such as the long, lingering
shots and minimal dialogue, all of which will be considered in more detail within the
following analysis, fit well within the body of work Hubert Bals has previously
chosen to fund. Aditya not only used the grant provided by the Hubert Bals Fund to
finish his film, but to also make it more accessible to a wider audience. ‘We used
the HBF Grant to convert Wonderful Town from digital video to the 35mm format.
Back then, most cinemas still screened in 35mm format. Without the conversion,
we wouldn’t have reached as many cinemas’ (“The impact of the Hubert Bals
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Fund”, 2012, para. 4). Aditya also won the New Currents Award at the 2007 Pusan
International Film Festival, now titled the Busan International Film Festival (BIFF).
For this, he received a prize fund of 30,000 USD which he also put toward the
conversion process. This again demonstrates an awareness of a global audience
and the potential to reach them. It is pertinent to note that a strange dichotomy
exists within the funding of Thai film. It is reliant on European sources of funding
for non-commercial films. Yet paradoxically these national films that challenge the
distorted view of the country require Western money.
Evidently Aditya has received money from various companies and
institutions around the world to assist with the funding of his first feature film
Wonderful Town. Not only this but he has been exposed to the experience
of not only other filmmakers, but he has also had the opportunity to interact
with artistic practitioners working in various mediums. In much the same
way as Apichatpong, Aditya will be considered as a filmmaker aware of
global artistic practices and movements. Importantly he is also a filmmaker
that is based within his native country of Thailand, and as such, a
consideration of Asian cultural practices will also be considered when
analysing his films to fully understand them.
Chapter 6 considered the aesthetic choices of slow cinema and how this
has frequently been conflated with the festival film. By funding and screening films
that have a recognisable style, it could be construed that this aesthetic has been
utilised for marketing purposes. I have demonstrated how this explanation isn’t
clearcut due to the inherent slowness within Asian society. As far as I am aware
Aditya has never been associated with slow cinema, the closest connection being
Peter Bradshaw’s review of the film Wonderful Town which he equates with
‘cinematic quietism’ (2009, para. 1). As will be demonstrated through an analysis of
this film, slowness is a fundamental part of Aditya’s filmmaking process. There are
differences between the ways in which Apichatpong and Aditya utilise moments of
quietude and the slow cinema aesthetic but there are clear correlations. There are
also substantial differences. Aditya’s films have a clearer narrative, much more like
Hollywood cinema. Unlike the films of Apichatpong which may receive funding
through the utilisation of a cinematic style associated with the festival film, Aditya
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has arguably chosen a narrative that has greater global appeal, yet is lesser
known.
Wonderful Town is concerned with the aftermath of the tsunami that
devastated the country in 2004. As has already been stated, this film provides a
relevant juxtaposition for analysis compared to the Hollywood production The
Impossible. The Hollywood production has been analysed earlier within this thesis
in chapters 4 and 5. The Impossible dealt with the immediate after effects of the
disaster, but through the experiences of a white British family. The ways in which
the Thai citizens were affected was seen fleetingly, providing a background of sorts
to the story of the Western family. Importantly, there is no consideration within The
Impossible of how the disaster may impact upon the country and citizens after the
event. The Westerners leave and the audience is satisfied with the conclusion of
their narrative.
Wonderful Town is set in southern Thailand. It concerns an architect from
Bangkok who goes to a small town to assist in the reconstruction of buildings
following the tsunami that hit the coastal area 3 years prior. The architect, Ton,
stays in a simple hotel run by a young woman called Na where he appears to be
the only inhabitant. The film follows the ways in which these two protagonists
interact and the relationship that develops between them. Most importantly, the
coastal village itself acts as an additional character, something that is drawn to
attention through the title of the film itself. The film opens with a close up of
waves crashing before fading to a shot of the female protagonist, Na, asleep on
a bed. This can potentially be read in several ways. Na may be dreaming of the
water that has inexorably changed the town she lives in. Alternatively, it can be
read as being a metaphor for the film as a whole. As Peter Bradshaw states in
his review of Wonderful Town, ‘This film, paradoxically, is a still water that runs
deep with unspoken emotion’ (Bradshaw, 2009, para. 1). This image of calming
water is showing the audience the calm before the storm that is about to unfold.
This metaphorical storm is not just the events that unfold within the narrative,
but is also in relation to the director’s potential views on the devastating effects
the 2004 tsunami had on the local populace and economy. This major disaster
was shown around the world in multiple countries. It also affected the whole
global community as citizens from around the world were holidaying in the
tourist areas of Thailand when the tsunami hit, as shown in The Impossible.
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European communities will be well aware of this event and the images that
proliferated the media in the weeks and months that followed the disaster. By
choosing a subject matter such as this, the film will already appeal to a global
market. This thematic choice may also have been made to appeal to European
funders due to its global appeal. The tsunami seemingly forms a backdrop to the
love story that is unfolding within the narrative, bringing the two main
protagonists together. The tsunami does not drive progress the narrative in any
way. This said, as with many films associated with the slow cinema aesthetic, an
understanding of the context of production is key to understanding any potential
allegorical content. Other than the potential for global appeal, there can be
construed another reason for setting this ostensibly romantic story in such a
tumultuous time.
It is widely acknowledged that the Royal Thai Government’s response to the
tsunami was extremely well organised having implemented ‘a massive forensic
operation for identifying the bodies of thousands of foreign visitors and Thai
citizens. Basic humanitarian needs of local communities were addressed within
days’ (United Nations Country Team, 2005, p. 24). Nonetheless, the recovery of
the tourist sector took a lot longer. The tsunami hit six Thai provinces. In 2004
these six provinces had a total of 1,130 hotels that comprised of 40,272 rooms.
After the tsunami 24% of the total room capacity had either been destroyed or
damaged (Asian Disaster Preparedness Center, 2005, p. 12). As tourism is one
of Thailand's most important industries, and the area affected generated 17% of
total tourism revenue for the nation, evidently this had a profound effect on the
country as a whole. Clearly Aditya is addressing these issues through the
proliferation of images of devastation on screen. Tourist resorts are shown as
ghost towns. The empty shells of hotels also dominate the screen, seemingly
left to decay with no hope of resurrection. Yet Aditya does not directly address
the problems that have arisen for the country through the script. The images
seen on screen provide a much more emphatic and poetic cultural analysis
then the directness of dialogue could. It is this allegorical content that is the
main focus of the narrative.
What gives this film its distinctive quality is less the relationship
between the local girl and the outsider than the way it captures the
mood of this wounded place. The trauma is almost palpable, and when
workers talk of a block of beach houses - shattered by the wave and
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now deserted and decaying - as being haunted, the most sceptical can
believe that there are ghosts here that must somehow be exorcised
(French, 2009, para. 2).
Philip French, the film critic, alludes to the spectres of the past evinced within these
destroyed buildings. This again draws links to the work of Apichatpong whose use
of ghosts within his narratives are not only a manifestation of Buddhism’s cultural
impact, but also reflects the tortured and shrouded memories of the past. Even
though there aren’t ghostly beings within the work of Aditya, the buildings
themselves take on a significantly similar role.
The film contains many lingering shots of the scenery of Thailand, including
images of the devastation the tsunami left in its wake. These images will be
familiar to international audiences that saw the aftermath of the disaster on
international news channels around the world. By doing this, the audience may
already feel as if they have an awareness of a country that is not seen very often
on film, and therefore a familiarity that will help to not alienate international
viewers. What it does differently that the news reports didn’t is take the viewer
inside the country and change the point of view from foreign correspondent to
international gaze. One of the key scenes of the film can clearly be seen as
addressing the devastation of the tsunami more than furthering the plot. Ton
glances over to a row of houses overlooking the coast line. He asks a colleague
what the situation is with them. His response is that Ton should stay away from
there, because it is haunted and it is where the ghosts reside. This does not deter
Ton who walks to the buildings and explores the inside of one. It is empty, clearly
uninhabited and unfurnished. There are still remnants of the lives that once
existed there. The director uses a handheld camera to follow Ton throughout the
building, showing the audience exactly what Ton sees. Pipes are exposed, a
cushion sits in the dirt, an old magazine is left to decompose in a filthy bath, empty
hangers left in a wardrobe with no doors. Ton steps on to the balcony of the
building and looks out at the ocean. As he receives a call asking his whereabouts,
the camera cuts to a long shot looking at Ton directly. It is revealed to the
audience that the houses either side of the one that they have been exploring with
the main protagonist look exactly the same. The windows appear to be gone, the
grass and shrubbery in front of each building is unkempt, along with the general
appearance of the buildings. This again, much in the same way as Apichatpong,
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can be linked to the nirat poem and its focus on the location as much as the
protagonist.
By showing these aspects of degradation there is a focus on the passing of
time and a focus on the simplicity of life. The lack of narrative progression this
scene affords is a hallmark of the slow cinema aesthetic. More importantly Aditya
has utilised a handheld camera to track the main protagonist through the house.
This technique, as has been explored in the work of Apichatpong, provides a
sense of reality to the scene, an indexical link to the real world and its issues. Not
only this but it is evident that the film has been shot on location. This again
reinforces the idea that the images we are shown in amongst a filmic fictional
narrative, are allegorical in their content being a reflection of the current Thai
situation. It is sequences such as the one just described, that make it evident that
the real thrust of the narrative is the consequences the tsunami had on the
country. Unlike The Impossible which focuses on individual Western characters,
Wonderful Town portrays the suffering of a national collective. Even though this
disaster affected many different nations due to the tourists that were present in
Thailand at the time, the focus of this film is on the consequences to the local
community. In contrast to The Impossible Aditya is addressing and portraying
issues that are inherently Thai and may not be part of the global consciousness.
The funding mechanisms that Aditya utilised to produce and complete this
film complicate the image of Wonderful Town being a product of Thailand. This
said, the film is clearly addressing issues that are important and prevalent to a
Thai national in regard to the aftermath of the natural disaster that struck the coast
and hampered the tourist industry. Within his review of the film, Tony Rayns, the
film critic and expert of East Asian cinema, draws attention to Aditya’s utilisation of
European funding mechanisms. ‘There have been a few fatuous claims that
Aditya’s identity as a Thai has been somehow compromised by this international
support, but the film is deeply imbedded in both Thai realities and Aditya’s own
developing aesthetic, and all the more distinctive for it’ (2009, para. 6). There is
little to no academic discourse on Wonderful Town, or even Aditya as a filmmaker.
The only article that addresses the film is highly critical of its representation of
Thailand. Kiu-wai Chu directs this criticism primarily at the romantic aspect of the
narrative. She states, ‘by placing the emphasis on…the universal theme of
romantic love, the film largely ignored the actual hardship, trauma and daily
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problems experienced more generally by the people who survived the disaster,
thus sustaining a romanticised cosmopolitan imaginary of post-tsunami
Thailand’ (Chu, 2019, p. 260). I would argue against Chu’s claim that the hardship
suffered by the Thai citizens is ignored. It is not directly addressed visually,
showing the suffering on screen. But the post-devastation trauma is evident to
see, as is the impact on the landscape as well as the tourist industry. Chu goes on
to states that by ‘Positioning itself as an arthouse film for the international film
festival circuit…,the slow-paced, dreamlike atmosphere of Wonderful Town invites
a detached tourist gaze…towards the highly aestheticised and culturally diluted
post-tsunami environment in Southern Thailand’ (Chu, 2019, p. 260-261). Again,
this analysis is too simplistic and negates the importance of showing the
destroyed areas of Thailand to a global audience. Aditya is drawing attention to
the impact that is still being felt on the tourist industry, as well as the people
trying to exist in the area.
The fundamental thematics of the narrative are addressing pertinent Thai
issues. As I have demonstrated through the analysis of slow cinema, the
aesthetics that are considered to be a hallmark of a festival film are utilised to
appeal to European funding streams is too simple an analysis. When
consideration is paid to the cultural practices of Asia, slowness and quietude are
key. It therefore makes sense that these would transfer to the artists producing
films from the region. The only aspect that could be construed as having been
an outside influence on the production is the way in which Aditya has
constructed the narrative, using a love story to bring the two main protagonists
together. This narrative device feels tacked on, almost an afterthought, a way
to address the pertinent thematics of the tsunami’s continued effect on the
country. This narrative device is not only more akin to the films of Hollywood,
but it also differentiates this film narratively from the other Thai directors
operating in the art cinema sector considered within this section. This said, the
romantic plot device acts as a side story of sorts as the narrative is more
concerned with the effects the tsunami had on Thailand as a whole. The
characters of Na and Ton provide a way for audiences, potentially with a
consideration for global audiences, to be drawn into the narrative. This then
allows the director to convey political allegory through the visuals. When
addressing slow cinema I considered the criticism the films have received due
to it having little to no narrative progression. Aditya may be trying to negate
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this criticism by masking the allegorical content in a slightly more accessible
narrative.
Aditya’s recent output has seen him seemingly move away from feature film
production, instead favouring omnibus films with other filmmakers. In 2013 Aditya
created a segment for the film Letters from the South (Assarat, Koh, Tan, Tan, Tsai,
& Z, 2013). The other filmmakers involved all hark from various areas of South
Asia, amongst others Malaysia, Singapore and Myanmar. None of the other
filmmakers have experienced success within the Western market, except one, Tsai
Ming-Liang. Interestingly Ming-Liang is frequently associated with the slow cinema
movement, most comprehensively in the work on slow cinema by the academic
Song Hwee Lim (2014). Letters from the South reflects on the Chinese diaspora
within other areas of Southeast Asia. The film’s aesthetic can be seen to utilise a
sense of stillness. Mundane tasks such as cooking are afforded as much time as
conversations. Conversations held around a table are staged in long shot where
the audience are allowed to consider all the details of the image, not just the
characters as seen in traditional Hollywood cinema. Travelling shots are utilised, as
is handheld camera work, providing a sense of realism to the narrative.
The other film that Aditya has been associated with recently is another
omnibus film, Ten Years Thailand (2018). All the filmmakers involved in this release
are from Thailand, two of whom are the focus of this thesis, Aditya Assarat and
Apichatpong Weerasethakul. The film is set a decade in the future and is
concerned with a dystopian vision of their nation. Evidently negatively permeates
the film, a review in Variety stating that ‘a mood of acquiescence and
hopelessness prevails, exacerbated by an undercurrent of distrust and
hostility’ (Lee, 2018, para. 2). The omnibus begins with a pertinent quote from
George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four: ‘Who controls the past controls the future.
Who controls the present controls the past’ (Orwell, 1949). This clearly alludes to
the current political climate of Thailand and foreshadows the thematic content of
the films that follow. Due to the focus of this thesis, only the segments made by
Aditya and Apichatpong will be considered here.
Aditya’s film is the first, Sunset, and it is concerned with the censorship of
art. Shot in monochrome, the segment is concerned with the military looking at a
photography exhibition to see if the images are appropriate.The images that
cause concern are of a police office crying in Burger King, and a girl laughing in
front of a national monument. The captain claims that they could cause “conflict
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and misunderstanding”. Evidently this is a ridiculous pursuit (Tsui, 2018) that
seems to be less concerned with the individual images than the fact the artists
studied abroad, a point enforced by one of the officers. This is important to note
as it adds an autobiographical aspect to the film: Aditya, and Apichatpong, are
both Thai citizens that studied abroad.
The film ends with a rookie officer, Kaen, who is related to a cleaner of the
gallery, looking through the gallery and gazing at the photographic images of
soldiers and Thai citizens in seemingly ordinary situations, expressing a range of
emotions. This same officer then takes a photo of a younger cleaner, Ann, who he
has asked to be his partner. This ending can be construed as portraying a
glimmer of hope that does not distract from the political message fo the film. ‘This
youthful romance makes the pint that, in an age of extreme social control, human
emotion persists as the only remaining glimmer of hope’ (Tsui, 2018). Not only this
but Kaen is cast in an almost sympathetic light, and clearly has a different
relationship with the photographic image than the other officers. It is notable that
he is younger in comparison to the other officers, of a similar age to the artists.
Aditya is making a statement on the ability of the current generation to break
away from the rules and regulations enforced by the previous.
Apicahtpong’s film, Song of the City, begins with a three minute static shot
of a statue of Sarit Thanarat. Characters come and go, and converse between
each other. The dialogue between them, much like in Apichatpong’s other films,
contains seemingly insignificant details. Conversations revolve around jobs,
agriculture and the Laos lottery. The only strange conversation is between a man
who is trying to sell a woman a “Good Sleep Machine”, again alluding to sleep, a
recurring feature in Apichatpong’s oeuvre. The dialogue seems improvised and
free flowing throughout. Yet, what the camera keeps returning to, either as the
sole focus or on the periphery of the frame, is the statue of Sarit Thanarat, a
permanent feature that the citizens conversing or working around seem to ignore
entirely. Sarit Thanarat was a ‘military dictator in famous for his hard-line policies
in the name of maintaining law and order for the national “family”’ (Tsui, 2018).
The statue stands as a monument to a past that appears to be normalised and
accepted within contemporary society. Evidently Apichatpong is criticising Thai
society for not rebelling against these past dictatorships and freely accepting them
as stalwarts of society.
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The final image is of a mural that displays ‘national harmony’ (Lee, 2018)
with a crane looming over the top. This juxtaposition between the traditional and
modern, and past and the future, displays Apichatpong’s politically perspective.
This said, ‘It’s hard to say whether all that construction is meant to dismantle the
past or build a new future’ (Lee, 2018). What is made clear is that change is
necessary, as is an acceptance of the past atrocities the country has experienced
and a rebellion against the monuments to the perpetrators of these events.
As has been demonstrated earlier, censorship has been a pertinent issue
for many of the Thai directors that have received success within the West.
Interestingly this overtly political film released during a period of political tension
within Thailand, received no problems from the Thai censorship board. ‘The
creators of the omnibus movie, which made it past Thailand's unpredictable film
censorship board, see it as a clarion call to encourage critical thinking in a nation
run by generals since a 2014 coup’ (AFP, 2018, para. 5). Aditya has made it clear
that the content of his film is directly addressing the political climate and issues
surrounding military rule that currently exists within Thailand, including censorship
- not only of art, but also more broadly citizens themselves. In an interview with
the English language Thai digital newspaper, The Nation Thailand, Aditya states
that the target audience are ‘people worried about the direction the country is
going and unhappy with the military being so powerful for the next 20 years’ (AFP,
2018, para. 6) before going on to state that censorship ‘harms the artist’ (AFP,
2018, para. 8). The censorship that is rife within the country is something that isn’t
reported frequently within the Western world, yet evidently the militia are
impacting daily upon the lives of Thai citizens. ‘Thailand’s junta has kept a tight lid
on any form of dissent since seizing power, bringing with them a culture of
censorship and banning gatherings of more than five people’ (AFP, 2018, para. 7).
As has been demonstrated earlier within this thesis, primarily through an analysis
of the work of Apichatpong, the political climate has had an effect on the content
of the films that have been produced. This is most overtly observed in Ten Years
Thailand. This doesn’t look set to change, if anything the Thai filmmakers are
becoming more overt in their political commentary.
Unfortunately Letters from the South has not received a release in the West.
This said, it is still important to consider it here, even though the primary focus of
this thesis is on Thai films that have received Western releases. Not only this but it
clearly aligns the work of Aditya with other important slow cinema directors,
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reinforcing the idea that stillness is part of a burgeoning Thai cinematic movement.
Not only this but Ten Years Thailand is a direct demonstration of the fact that Thai
filmmakers are politically active, and this activism can be seen in the content of
their films themselves. Whereas this thesis has explored the allegorical content of
the work of Apichatpong and Aditya, Ten Years Thailand demonstrates a more
overt engagement with the political landscape of Thailand.
As has been demonstrated through an analysis of Wonderful Town stylistic
and thematic links to the work of Apichatpong Weerasethakul can be seen. This is
manifested through the use of techniques that could be associated with the slow
cinema aesthetic, such as long shots, tracking shots and seemingly
inconsequential scenes that do not progress the narrative. This provides a sense
of quietude and stillness that allows the viewer to digest the images that are
shown. This then assists in the audience understanding the political allegory that is
conveyed through the visuals, addressing contemporary Thai societal issues. This
combination of aesthetic and allegory is what I believe is the fundamentals of a
new Thai cinematic movement. This is further compounded when the work of a
third Thai director Anocha, is considered.

Anocha Suwichakornpong
Anocha is another Thai filmmaker that hasn’t been afforded academic
consideration or analysis. Her films also exist in the art cinema sector and are
thematically and stylistically linked to the previous two directors considered here.
Her most recent feature film By the Time it Gets Dark (2016) addresses a past
traumatic event in Thai history, the Thammasat University Massacre of 1976. The
decade before was a period of civil unrest around military dictatorship and the US
backing of it, political corruption, and the military’s continuing mission and war
against the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT), a guise to quell any sort of civil
dissidence (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2014, pp. 181-189). This thesis does not have
the scope to consider all aspects of Thai politics and the impact this may have had
on art and film, yet it is important to provide context to the massacre that followed,
due to it being a fundamental part of the narrative of Anocha’s film. Following
student demonstrations about the return of military dictator Thanom Kittikachorn to
the country, the army began to accuse ‘the students of lèse-majesté and
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communism’ (Marshall, 2014, p. 87). These peaceful demonstrations were met
with excessive military force and crimes against humanity.
An army radio station broadcast a repeated call for people to kill
students in Thammasat University…Early on 6 October 1976 they began
firing rockets, handguns, and anti-tank missiles into Thammasat
University. A handful of students who tried to escape were brutally
lynched, raped, or burned alive outside the university. Officially, 43
students were killed, and two policemen. Over 3000 were arrested on
the day, and some 5000 later (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2014, p. 194).
An eyewitness from the period elaborates on this stating that ‘Several were beaten
close to death, then hanged, or doused with gasoline and set afire. One was
decapitated. The bodies of the lynched victims strung up on trees were mutilated
by rioters, who gouged out their eyes, slit their throats and lashed at them with
clubs and chains’ (“A Nightmare of Lynching”, 1976, para. 10). This heinous crime
was not only horrific but just as importantly, ‘To this day, no-one has been held
accountable for the massacre’ (Barber, 2017, p. 72). There has been no
accountability for these appalling crimes and as such they linger in the national
consciousness in a similar way to the events that Apichatpong has presented
within his work in regard to the regions of the Northeast of the country. The Thai
military junta is still punishing citizens for insulting the monarchy (Solomon, 2017)
and as such, filmic references to past atrocities hold more pertinent political
allegory.
Another important aspect that needs to be considered here is the relevance
this has in criticising the current monarch, Vajiralongkorn. It is reported that the
instigating incident in the Thammasat University massacre was a play where the
students were accused of staging a mock execution of the then crown prince
(Ruffles, 2020, para. 7). As such, the military assaulted the university the following
morning resulting in the massacre detailed above. Clearly, Anocha is using the
past event to address the current monarch and criticise his reign. It could also be
construed as a warning to the viewer that events from the past may simply be
repeated due to the ascension of Vajiralongkorn.
Whilst promoting the film, Anocha identifies this manifestation of
contemporary issues in a narrative ostensibly about the past.
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In the past few years, Thailand has gone through very similar
experiences to those we had in the ‘70s…it was a bit strange for me to
write about something that was meant to take place in another time and
is now becoming a reality again (Dong, 2016, para. 5)
Without the knowledge of the political contemporary and past, the film's allegorical
content would be lost on the audience. The slowness of the narrative and the
utilisation of slow cinema aesthetics afford the audience the time to digest the
visuals for these underlying meanings.
This massacre forms the background to By the Time it gets Dark. The
events at the university are not directly shown within the film. Unlike a Hollywood
production, or a film associated with the Deleuzian concept of the movement
image, the massacre is not shown in any graphic detail. The referencing of the
event ‘has very little desire to educate or quote or reel off references…Instead the
approach it employs is more broadly sensorial, perhaps slightly ethnographic, and
coolly oblique’ (Barber, 2017, p. 72). The main narrative revolves around a
filmmaker, Ann, going to a rural house with a writer Taew to dramatise the
latter’s past as an activist. What follows is a film addressing the struggles of
making a film about the creation of Taew’s story. Yet the narrative frequently
deviates from this. Characters are played by multiple actors. An early sequence
depicts the atrocities of the massacre to some degree. People are laying on the
floor with their hands tied behind their backs, surrounded by military personal.
Yet it is soon revealed this is a dramatisation of the events as there is someone
present taking photographs. These photographs then become Anocha's focus,
each black and white image held on screen for around three seconds. Much in
the same way as Apichatpong, Anocha focuses on the still images, questioning
reality and the ontological value of photography and film itself. The audience are
frequently made to question whether they are watching a film, a film within a
film, or if it is simply a recording of real life. This more oblique approach to the
films narrative may have been utilised to sidestep the censorship restrictions,
allowing the director to address pertinent political issues. Or more pertinently, it
may be a direct criticism of the current regime, a warning to the audience that
with the current monarch past events will simply be repeated and remade. Slow
cinema and documentary aesthetics converge within this work, much like
Apichatpong. Within his review Peter Bradshaw highlights the similarities to
Apichatpong, yet stresses the differences in their style. ‘She has something of
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his quietism and transcendentalism, the same feeling for the mysteries of the
northern forests and the alternative spiritual realities…But she has a distinctive
postmodern angularity and quirk; Suwichakornpong keeps you off balance with
shroom-fuelled fantasy and Lynchian departures’ (2017, para. 1). Anocha’s
divergences into the fantastical have less to do with the spirit world and its
Buddhist association, instead focusing on the artificiality of the filmic medium.
The drug induced scene Bradshaw alludes to shows the characters
hallucinations manifesting in various ways. Sped up footage of nature, bacteria
and mushrooms growing is juxtaposed with the fantastical filmic work of George
Melies. The real world footage looks just as alien and fictitious as the black and
white footage of silent cinema.
Slow cinema aesthetics are utilised throughout. There are inconsequential
scenes that do not add anything to the narrative or to the character’s arc. There
are long duration shots and tracking shots, following characters as they walk
through environments. The film’s opening shot is a slow tracking shot from the
inside of a dark house. No context is provided for the audience. The only light is
natural, coming in through shuttered windows. The house appears ruined and
deserted. Much in the same way as Apichatpong, a visual representation of the
nirat poem is made here, with the camera lingering on the dirt and cobwebs
collected in the corners of the rooms, the insignificant details of the environment
that assist in creating a mood.

Directors involvement in production companies and problems
with censorship
Another unifying aspect of Anocha and Apichatpong’s work can be seen in
their problems with the Thai censorship board. The film that was a bone of
consternation for Apichatpong was Syndromes and a Century. The homosexual
content of his work seems to be acceptable, but the censorship board demanded
he remove scenes from his film depicting doctors drinking and kissing, and
Buddhist monks playing with a remote-controlled UFO (Ellis-Peterson, 2018, para.
8). Pandit Chanrochanakit provides more information stating that Syndromes and
a Century ‘was banned from theatres in Thailand for containing scenes in which a
Buddhist monk plays a guitar, a doctor drinks alcohol while working in a hospital,
and a doctor has an erection while kissing his girlfriend. These scenes were
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alleged to be inappropriate and disrespectful as they portrayed both the Buddhist
clergy and the medical profession in a negative light’ (Chanrochanakit, 2011, p.
427). Apichatpong refused to remove any scenes considered contentious, and
instead jointly founded the Free Thai Cinema movement, which called for greater
artistic freedom. In one interview, a culture ministry official responded: "Nobody
goes to see films by Apichatpong. Thai people want to see comedy. We like a
laugh” (Rose, 2010, para. 8). This refusal to comply with censorship was also
followed by the director talking to the ministry of culture to try and facilitate a more
effective way of dealing with films that could be construed as problematic. ‘He
talked to the ministry of culture to try to encourage it to introduce an agecertification system, which would mean more explicit films wouldn’t simply be
banned outright. But his suggestion fell on deaf ears.’ (Ellis-Peterson, 2018, para.
8). As has been stated, this idea of certification over censorship was not
implemented for two years when it impacted on Anocha’s film.
Interestingly it is the depiction of religion that seems to be the issue with
Apichatpong’s release. Many of his films have a gay undercurrent to them. This
does not seem to be a bone of contention with the censorship board, it is the
representation of those aforementioned cultural aspects that the country sells itself
on. Speaking to the BBC, Apichatpong stated ‘Whatever movies we have
produced, we don't want to show it to Thai audiences because in the current
situation we don't have genuine freedom. I don't want to be part of a system where
the movie director has to exercise self-censorship’ (“Thai film director”, 2015, para.
6). This juxtaposition of Apichatptong’s filmic output is an interesting one. This
thesis has argued that his work can be construed as being the most culturally
sensitive Thai films. Yet the ministry of culture has stated that Apichatpong’s films
aren’t enjoyed by Thai citizens, and the director himself is aware that his films may
not be released for a national audience due to the countries censorship laws; a
system that he is unwilling to work with.
Anocha fell foul of censorship regulations due to the introduction of
certification for films within the domestic market. Mundane History is primarily
concerned with the friendship that develops between a paralysed young man and
the male nurse that looks after him. It was the first film to achieve the highest
certification ‘The first movie to receive the sternest rating of 20+ was the drama
Mundane History due to its depiction of a man masturbating in a bathtub’ (Unaldi,
2011, pp. 74-75). This claim that it was solely due to the sexual explicit material ay
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be too simplistic. The film also contains pertinent social commentary. Towards the
end of the film, the shouts of marchers and protestors can be heard. These are the
real recordings of the civil unrest that was prevalent at the time within Thailand. As
Carmen Gray states in an essay found in the DVD release of the film,
‘Suwichakornpong has…left this as a historical, aural trace in the
film’ (Suwichakornpong, 2009b). With such overt political allegory, drawing direct
links between the films narrative and the current affairs within the country, censors
would not have wanted to see the film disseminated. Again, this reflection of
current political and social issues, as well as issues with the countries censors, is
another aspect that links the directors.
Additionally, all the directors addressed within this chapter are also involved
with various production companies. As has been discussed in relation to
Hollywood productions, Thai voices and narratives have been silenced or
incorrectly represented. This is again another example of Thai filmmakers taking
control of their own stories and representation. Apichatpong established his
production company, Kick the Machine in 1999. Much of the involvement of the
company seems to be primarily directed toward the work of Apichatpong himself.
This said, the website states that ‘At present Kick the Machine Films are also
producing other filmmakers' projects and co-supporting local film festivals’ (“About
Kick the Machine”, n.d.). Evidently there is an attempt to stimulate film production
in the region. The website only provides details of one film that was not made by
Apichatpong. Railway Sleepers (Chidgasornpongse, 2016) was shown at the
Busan International Film Festival and the Berlin Film Festival but has not received
a UK cinematic release.
Aditya Assarat is one of the founders of the production company Pop
Pictures. Pop Pictures mission statement claims that the members of the company
are ‘the most experienced independent filmmakers in Thailand,’ and that they
‘source financing and produce our own films which are distributed around the
world’ (“Pop Pictures - about company”, n.d.). It is interesting to note that the
members of the company highlight the fact that their products are distributed
globally, an aspect that they will be well aware of when constructing the narrative
of the films and when considering the potential audience. Wonderful Town is a
prime example of one of Pop Pictures films that has been produced and financed
by the makers, as well as receiving extra funds from other sources. Additional
funding sources are gathered by each of the respective directors working on their
186

own projects, primarily through applications to funding bodies such as the Hubert
Bals Fund. Each filmmaker then finds his or her own distribution chains. It does
appear that many of the filmmakers will apply their name to a particular project, as
producer, to potentially provide more interest in the film. Pop Pictures is not solely
a production company for Thai directors to make their films independently. It is also
licensed by the Thai film Board to provide production services to international
filmmakers and companies shooting in Thailand. This can include script
translations, assistance with work permits and paper work, and coordination of any
Thai crew members that have been employed by the international production. This
is another instance of the Thai Film Board willing to assist international
productions, yet not stimulate its own filmic culture and industry as has been
considered elsewhere within this thesis. It could be construed that this may provide
more local knowledge to foreign productions, but the influences these crew
members have is unknown. Unfortunately, it appears as though this production
company is no longer in existence as its website is now not accessible. This said,
the details of Pop Pictures are still located on the Thailand Film Office Department
of Tourism’s website (“Pop pictures co ltd”, n.d.) with contact information. At the
time of writing, no one has responded to emails that have been sent to discuss the
company and Thai film as a whole.
Anocha Suwichakornpong is involved with a production company called
Electric Eel Films. The website claims that the company ‘seeks to be a new force
of independent cinema in Asia’ (“About Electric Eel Films”, n.d.). Interestingly it is
Asia that is foregrounded over Thailand. This may be due to the fact that not all the
filmmakers listed are from Thailand. There are nine filmmakers listed
(“Filmmakers”, n.d.), the majority of whom are based within Thailand. Many have
also received education in Western countries. Not all the filmmakers are listed as
directors, some are producers, directors of photography, editors, or artists. Many of
the films that are listed on the website that the company are associated with are
works by Anocha. She is the founder of the production company, and her name is
on many of the films released. The website also states that the main aim of the
company is ‘to produce challenging films with high artistic value through our
network of talented and experienced filmmakers’ (“About Electric Eel Films”, n.d.).
This is evidently the case, as can be seen in the analysis of By the Time it Gets
Dark earlier in this chapter.
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In 2017 Aditya and Anocha established a film fund, Purin Pictures. Their
remit is to support independent cinema in Southeast Asia (“About Us”, n.d.). Again,
Thailand isn’t the focus of the company, rather the region takes precedence. The
website goes on to state that ‘we look for artists and organizations that are doing
unique and essential work in a region that lacks adequate governmental
support’ (“About Us”, n.d.). The fact that the company foregrounds the lack of
governmental support is clearly applicable to Thailand, as has been discussed
within this thesis. Unfortunately, none of the films listed on the website that have
received funding from the initiative have been released to the Western market.
Purin Pictures have also produced a ‘statistical overview of independent cinema in
Southeast Asia’ (“SeaStudy”, n.d.). This document details the various filmic output
of countries within the region. It also considers budget, where the funds have come
from, distribution channels and companies that have been utilised, as well as the
genres that have been made. This is interesting information that would have
provided invaluable knowledge for this thesis if its scope had been wider. The area
of Southeast Asia clearly has a thriving independent filmic output, much of which
isn’t available in the West, that has been unexplored academically.
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Conclusion
Thailand, both the country and its people, have appeared on Western
screens for over a century. Whether knowingly been labelled Thai or not the
landscape has been prevalent, even if it was used to represent another area of
Asia. Since the late 1990s, Thai film has been exported to the West primarily
through generic releases. In recent years, due to the funding mechanisms
provided by predominately European funders, Thai film has become a staple on
the international film festival circuit. Exposure has been further increased in the
last year (2019) due to the fact that a plethora of Thai horror films, previously
distributed on DVD, have become available on the Netflix streaming service within
the UK.
The third chapters focus on commercial Thai cinema that has been
exported to the West considered the way in which the nation and the country has
been represented by Thai filmmakers. Many of these films relied on generic codes
and conventions that have been established by other Asian cinematic outputs.
This thesis has focused on three genres in particular, the martial arts film, the
historical epic and arguably the most popular global export, the horror film. Each
film that has been discussed within this chapter demonstrated that fact that even
though there are small aspects of the narrative that hint at a Thai identity or
national issue, these are only fleeting and not considered in any great detail. What
is foregrounded is the imagery and iconography that has become known globally
as a product of Asia. This has resulted in an erasure of national aspects allowing
the films to be marketed alongside other releases from Asia. This has also been
extended to the way in which the films are marketed by companies such as Tartan
Asia in their DVD releases to the Western market. The national identity of the
genre film is presented as an inconsequential detail, normally only revealed when
the language of the film is read. What is of most importance is that these filmic
releases are from Asia. This allows lesser known national cinemas, such as that of
Thailand, to have their ghost stories sold alongside the previously successful
releases from Japan. A similar pattern can be seen with Thai film utilising the
success of Chinese martial arts and historical epic films. There is evidently a lack
of national identity within these films. Interestingly, this seems to have been
facilitated by both the film makers and the Western marketing of the films.
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Chapters 4 and 5 focused on Western representations of Thailand, primarily
through an analysis of Hollywood productions. These films released into the
western market have created a version of Thailand for the mainstream audience.
Through an application of Edward Said’s theory of orientalism and tourist gaze it is
clear that this portrayal is still reliant on a set of stereotypes that have been
established as a shorthand for Asia for centuries. Its people are shown as being
exotic, erotic, uneducated and barbaric. Most importantly there is frequently a
Western character within the narrative that is there to be a saviour to the Thai
people, either by educating them or liberating them. This said, what was found
throughout these chapters is that there were many unifying factors between the
examples seen on screen. As such, the films analysed were grouped into
categories as follows:
1. Thailand as a site of urban crime: in these films the main function of the location
is merely for criminal activity. There is little to no attempt to distinguish any cultural
aspects that can be identifiably Thai.
2. As a playground for the West: The films and shows discussed here primarily rely
on stereotypical views of the country, such as its association with the sex industry.
The narratives revolve around western protagonists engaging in debauchery,
taking drugs, sleeping with prostitutes and getting drunk.
3. Where the landscape can be construed as a character in its own right: in these
films the landscape becomes the focus of the narrative. The landscape is either
seen in an exotic, picturesque, almost utopian way, or the polar opposite. The
landscape, due to its stark contrast in appearance to the West, becomes a place
of fear due to its alien appearance.
4. Thailand as a historical site of conflict between East and West. The films
discussed within this section are arguably the most recognisable of all the Western
representations of Thailand - the three filmic versions of the story of Anna
Leonowens, governess to the children of King Mongkut of Siam. These filmic
versions, made from 1946 to 1999, all rely on similar tropes.
As was demonstrated through the analysis, these categories are by no
means fixed and there is a certain amount of slippage between each of them. Yet
their establishment was a useful tool in identifying recognisable traits in the
representation of Thailand in Western film. This legacy of misrepresentation can
still be seen in the portrayal of this story through the most recent stage production.
The reasons for the inclusion of non-Thai films is due to the fact that these
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Hollywood productions have established a set of tropes that have since become
hallmarks of Thailand. It was important to address the exposure the West has had
to the country, to explore the ways in which Thailand has either accepted or
rejected certain aspects of its Western representation. Chapters 4 and 5 have
therefore been instrumental in forming a basis for comparison, helping to
demonstrate the Thai genre films erasure of national identity, as well as the
independent Thai films focus on aspects of Thai culture that have not been seen
on Western screens before.
The final two chapters focused on Thai art cinema and its directors. Many of
the films considered have received monetary support from European funding
streams, as well as finding success on the film festival circuit. What these chapters
considered was whether the utilisation of a particular aesthetic was to appeal to
these funders and therefore achieve global exposure. The aesthetic that is utilised
by all of the Thai directors discussed was that of slow cinema. This aesthetic was
considered in detail, addressing the utilisation of the long shot, the lack of
character development, and a focus on mundane or ordinary aspects of everyday
existence. This stylistic choice has divided critics, with some lauding it whilst
others deriding its lack of narrative progression, characterisation and the duration
of the films. Yet, what these criticisms do not consider is audience expectation and
the country of production. Western audiences are used to the fast paced editing
and linear, cause and effect narratives of Hollywood cinema. Evidently slow
cinema films are the polar opposite of this and require a certain amount of
acceptance of slowness. What was also demonstrated was that slowness is an
inherently Thai practice. This was shown through a consideration of cultural
practices such as the nirat poem and the structure of and characterisation in Thai
shadow theatre. These artistic practices demonstrate that Thailand has a greater
affinity to the aesthetics of slow cinema, such as a focus on the environment and a
lack of linearity, due to their presence in other cultural artefacts. Consequently, it
seems natural that a cinema of slowness is utilised by Thai directors. Therefore,
considering the utilisation of slow cinema aesthetics as a way of appealing to
European funders is too simplistic a conclusion. What is occurring is a symbiosis,
where the aesthetic is appealing to the funders but is also a cultural style that is
being utilised by the filmmakers.
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This thesis also demonstrated that through a consideration of cultural
aspects that may have been overlooked, allegorical content can also be revealed.
This, as seen in the work of Apichatpong Weerasethakul can be facets such as the
politicised landscape the film was shot in, or the juxtaposition of image with
narration. Not only this, but the religious practices of Buddhism have also
been addressed. This again demonstrates a harnessing of stillness within
Asian culture. Additionally, Buddhist cultures are also more accepting of
interactions with the spirit world. Many of the films considered here utilise a
documentary aesthetic that brings a sense of realism, that is then broken
due to interactions with spirits, seen in a film such as Uncle Boonmee.
Again, this is a cultural issue as communicating with spirits is seen within
the Buddhist religion. When this is considered, the realism of the film is not
broken in the same way. As such, this thesis has taken these multiple
aspects into consideration when analysing the films discussed. Through
this paradigmatic approach, the moments of stillness take on a more
pertinent purpose than may be first construed, and that would be
overlooked if priory knowledge of the films country of production is not
known.
Due to these Asian and Thai cultural aspects, as well as addressing
pertinent historical and contemporary events, I would argue that these films
released into the arthouse are the most culturally specific. This is further
compounded when the films are compared alongside the other successful
releases from Thailand, as well as Hollywood representations of the country and
its citizens. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 have provided a vision of Thailand that has been
exported to, or created by, the West. Whereas the examples covered in these
chapters rely on stereotypes or a lack of national identifying factors, the films
released on the film festival circuit require prior knowledge of the country for full
understanding and appreciation of the text. They counter the representations seen
in chapters 3, 4, and 5 in multiple ways. There is a focus on rural areas that do not
appear idyllic and utopian, and are removed from the city. The narratives
frequently feature ordinary people, living normal lives. The jungle isn’t just a place
to be feared, but becomes part of ordinary existence and a place of solitude and
comfort. This said, due to studying abroad, exposure to global culture and
watching European film, some Western influences can be seen. This is most
obviously seen in Apichatpong’s replication of Henri Rousseau’s painting in Uncle
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Boonmee. This obvious facsimile of the artwork can also be construed as a
reclamation of the orientalist view of Thailand that has been perpetuated by such
art work, as well as in Hollywood film.
All of the Thai filmmakers in the final chapter, through their use of slow
cinema aesthetics, provide a sense of documentary realism. This is primarily
achieved through the use of long duration and phantom shots, the camera placed
at a distance from the characters, as well as a focus on normal aspects of life.
This is juxtaposed with the fictional narratives that run through all of the films and
has become a hallmark of both Anocha and Apichatpong’s style. There is also the
potential for further research here. The American writer and photographer Wright
Morris utilised a similar style within his publications. The semi-autobiographical
novel The Home Place (Morris, 1948) follows the events on a Nebraskan farm,
similar to the author’s own youth. Photographs of real locations and interiors of
the farmhouse the author grew up in are placed throughout the book, providing a
coalescence of fictitious narrative and documentary realism, similar to that seen in
the Thai films. As far as I am aware this link is one that has not been previously
made in academic discourse. As such, there is the potential for a consideration of
this amalgam of seemingly disparate styles as a new genre or aesthetic in its own
right.
Due to the utilisation of similar aesthetic filmmaking techniques, as well as
thematics that revolve around Thailand’s historical past, this thesis has argued that
the three directors considered in the final chapter can be seen as instigating a new
Thai film movement. A new wave of Thai film was considered by academics to
have started in the late 1990s when a plethora of films was released to the
Western world. This thesis has demonstrated that due to the disparate aesthetic
styles and utilisation of multiple genres of these films, a detailed examination of
which was covered in chapter 3, their only unifying aspect is their national
heritage. The films within the final chapter have multiple unifying aspects such as
aesthetic and thematics. The directors are also involved in production companies
that are helping to stimulate the Thai independent film sector. This coalescence of
aesthetic, thematic and practise indicate a more coherent example of a film
movement. All of the directors are still active within the film industry. In a truly
transnational working style, Apichatpong’s next feature film, Memoria, stars Tilda
Swinton, the first time the director has worked with a non-Thai, Hollywood actor.
He is also shooting outside of Thailand for the first time, basing the production in
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Colombia. It will be interesting to see whether Apichatpong still retains a sense of
“Thainess” within this feature, or if the inherently Asian practice of slowness and
contemplation is transferred over to a more Westernised narrative. Anocha is
currently working with Ben Rivers, a British documentarian who utilises a slow
cinema aesthetic. His work is best exemplified in the film Two Years at Sea
(Rivers, 2011) which follows a man living in the remoteness of the Highlands
of Scotland. The film follows his everyday activities and contains many long
duration shots. Some of the funds for their joint film were raised through an
online campaign. They have stated that the film will be a ‘docu-fiction film’
which will take ‘a forensic look into the landscape, work and stories of the
community of Krabi, Southern Thailand’ (“In the Holocene”, para. 1). The film
is currently entitled In the Holocene (Rivers & Suwichakornpong, n.d.).
Evidently this film sounds like it will utilise the thematics and aesthetics that
have not only been used by Anocha in the past, but also the other directors
that I associate with a new Thai cinematic movement. They are also
transnational in their funding and collaborations, again aligning them with the
other films of the movement. These future products provide potential for
further research and evidence to suggest that these independent directors are
at the centre of a thriving movement.
The research conducted within this thesis is not limited to the country of
Thailand. Many of the paradigmatic tools of analysis could be applied to the filmic
output, or Western representation of, other areas of Southeast Asia. The original
scope of this thesis was to consider films from Southeast Asia distributed to the
West. Thailand became the primary focus due to the fact that its cinematic output
has had an interesting interaction with the West, much of which has been explored
within this thesis. Yet clearly there is still the potential for a consideration of other
national cinemas within Southeast Asia. Lav Diaz, the Filipino director, is the only
other director of note that has received western attention from the region. This
attention, much like Apichatpong, also focuses on the fact he utilises the slow
cinema aesthetic. Many of his films are known for their long duration, Evolution of
a Filipino Family (Diaz, 2004) has a running time of 593 minutes. With funding
streams such as Purin Pictures developing in recent years, as well as the plethora
of at home streaming services, there is the potential for more diverse national
cinemas to be exported to the West and explored academically.
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