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Abstract

The purpose of this project is to evaluate the genre films of Taiwan cinema and explore
their character functions and narrative structures. Within the span of one-year study,
we analyze two kinds of genres: the political propaganda films and romantic films
of Qiong-Yao. The first part of study results (on the political propaganda films)
have been presented in the annual meeting of the Chinese Communication Society in
mid-2008. The second part continues the model set up by the previous study and examines
films adopted from Qiong-Yao' s popular romance novel. The significance of this
project is twofold: to study those neglected films and to leave some records on the
history of Taiwan cinema. It is the wish from the study group that the same kind of
study should continue.

Keywords: Taiwan cinema, political propaganda films, Qiong-Yao, Romantic films,
Narrative structure
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Being in the Emptiness: Four phases of observation Purpose of the talk
on the Visual

* To examine the role of urbanity in Tsai's
Phantasmagoria in Tsai

Ming-Liang’s Taipei
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Panel presentation for the Cultural Typhoon 2008 in Sendai, Japan

Panel theme: Reverse Osmosis: In-betweeness of Taipei’s life spaces and cinematic
reflections

Presentation topic:
Being in the Emptiness: on the visual phantasmagoria in Tsai Ming-Liang’s
Taipei
By Ru-Shou Robert Chen
(Slide 1)
Tsai Ming-Liang once said that there are two subjects evolving in his films. The first
subject, as the audience can easily recognize, is Taipei itself, the city he has been
living since 1977. Starting from his first film, Rebels of the Neon God (1992), Tsai has
documented Taipei’s metropolis—about its environment and its changes.
The second subject is both personal and private, which is his relationship with himself.
(Slide 2 and 3)

Film to him acts as a self-observation tool through which he locates his position in
Taipei, as an overseas student coming from Malaysia. Every time he makes a film, it
is an attempt at dialogue with himself. His very last film | Don’t Want to Sleep Alone
(2006) best exemplifies the second subject. The film is not only his first film shot in
Malaysia, after doing 7 features and 1 short in Taiwan, but also his personal
meditation on Malaysian culture and politics, as if updating his profound childhood
memories he had in Kuching, a small town in Malaysia. (This is will be the topic for
the next semester. | will skip it here.)

The purpose of my talk will mainly focus on the first subject, i.e., Tsai Ming-Liang’s
portrayal of Taipei in his previous films. There are four issues | would like to address:
+ To examine the role of urbanity in Tsai’s films
- To reflect on the visual phantasmagoria of Taipei and the effects on its denizen
+ To excavate the remnants of human relations among his characters
+ To diagnose the breakdown of human communications from opening
sequences (Slide 4)

Tsai Ming-Liang was described as “a poet of solitude”. As a matter of fact, he is not
lonely because he is an outsider. His loneliness comes from his feeling about Taipei.
He wants to show Taipei as he saw it. And he wants to show Taipei as a lonely city.
(Slide 5)



From the first day he arrived in Taiwan till now, he has witnessed drastic changes of
Taiwan in terms of political deregulation and economic prosperity. However, social
progress does not guarantee personal happiness.

In his early days, he had a habit of walking around “Ximeng Ting” (West Gate
District), used to be the theatre district in Taipei. The is also the area where youngsters
of Taipei gather to have fun. Tsai Ming-Liang finds out that these young men are
actually bored and spending their time and life aimlessly. This is the main subject in
his first film, Rebels of the Neon God. (Slide 6)

Those young men love to ride motorcycles around Taipei. So in the film Tsai uses a
long sequence showing them passing through different parts of Taipei as if we the
audience is given a tour of Taipei. However, the scenery of Taipei is far from beautiful.
Tsai showed the construction site of the Taipei MRT railway, once ridiculed as the
most expensive MRT in the world, and old districts of Taipei.

In addition to showing the youth doing nothing and wasting their lives, Tsai’s camera
also captures the banality of everyday life. (Slide 7) In all of his films he spent many
times showing characters eating. But two strange phenomena struck the audience,
especially for those who never see his films before. One is that they rarely sit and eat
together. It is not like Hou Hsiao-Hsien’s movies in which everyone sits around the
table and eats (for instance, City of Sadness). Tsai never shows that. Secondly, even if
they eat together, they never talk to each other. This brings up another topic | am
going to discuss later, namely, the breakdown of human communication. And because
his camera shot is very long, the audience is forced to watch, such as the scene from
The River, in which Fi-K eats his breakfast for a long time. It is indeed an uncanny
feeling.

The next subject is city in the film. This is the opening scene from Tsai’s short film,
The Skywalk Is Gone. (Slide 8) The main character, ;fEH, stands there and watches
the LCD screen for more than 3 minutes. Tsai seems to imply that she was shocked to
see such a huge screen hanging above the department store building. Both the LCD
screen and the department store, one might say, are products of modernity. On the
other hand, the character is portrayed in the film as a traveler who just comes back
from Paris. And suddenly she finds out that she does not recognize Taipei anymore. It
is as if the city has a life of its own. It keeps on changing and transforming. One day
there is a skywalk and another day the skywalk is gone! City just keeps on changing.



(Slide 9) On the other hand, because the city is in a constant transformation, Taipei is
therefore like a forever construction site. This is another characteristic of Tsai’s Taipei.
The construction site appears in all of his films.

For all the above reasons, such as the breakdown of human communication, city in a
constant change, etc., the denizens and their state of minds are actually influenced by
them. (Slide 10) Tsai’s characters are always longing for something which they are
not so sure of. It is as if they want to have someone company, or, maybe a sexual
gratification. The truth is that they might have sex, but they are not happy anyway. So
at the end of Vive L’Amour, the female character sits there and cries nonstop for 3
minutes.

Here are two examples of the breakdown of human communication. The first one is
the opening scene of Rebels of the Neon God. It begins with an empty public phone
booth. Two youngsters initially ran into it to avoid the rain. They then vandalize the
machine and take away coins inside it. It signifies that there is no more
communication for characters from now on. (Slide 11)

And another example is from Vive L’Amour. The film starts with a close up shot of a
key hanging on a lock outside an empty apartment. The key is soon taken away by 2=
4 who will sneak into the apartment to do all sorts of strange things. It is ironic
that this apartment is supposedly to be adopted into someone else’s home. But all the
characters who frequent this apartment never think this way. They use it for taking a
bath, sleeping, and making love. After they are done and they are gone. They never
invest any feeling in this apartment. (Slide 12)

Water brings life and death. It is like a double-edge sword, which it kills and cures.
But in Tsai’s films, water is a destructive force. The followings are three examples.

(Slide 13) In The River, the director in film-within-film wants to use a dummy to play
dead man, which does not work well. So Z2F#4: is persuaded to act as a dummy
playing dead man. So he is more like a dead man than a dummy. But this stunt
performance, Lee contracts a strange disease which paralyzes his neck throughout the
film.

(Slide 14) In the same movie, the power of water is strong enough to destroy a family.
Members of a family in the film stop communicating with each other to the degree



that the wife does not know her husband’s room is leaking water until the very end.

(Slide 15) This is a scene from The Wayward Cloud. There is again a filmmaking
within the film. And they are making a pornographic movie. The director pours water
on characters making love, as if extinguishing the heat. But everything is so artificial
and fake that the audience won’t relate such a filmmaking process with the
pornography we normally know. Tsai successfully exposes the ugly and unpleasant
side of pornography. There is no visual pleasure to be found possibly to be found from
such a setup of the scene.

(Slide 16 and 17) In sum, Tsai presents an incomplete and unknown Taipei in his films,
even for those who live in Taipei for all their lives. He uses symbols to represent his
notion of Taipei as a lonely city. And people are unhappy, etc. | think his films provide
a unique opportunity for us to reflect our relation with the city.
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Two subjects in Tsai s films

* The environment and changes in Taipet

* Relationship with himself (self-observation)



Four phases of observation

Observe the characters in film:

— Rebels of the Neo God, Vive L Amour
Show the collective behavior of city dwellers:

— The River, The Hole, The Skywalk is Gone

Observe the actors being with Tsat for quite a long time:

— What Time Is It There, Goodbye Dragon Inn,
The Wayward Cloud

Observe himself:

— I Don' t Want to Sleep Alone



Purpose of the talk

* To examine the role of urbanity in Tsai's
films

’—

* To retflect on the visual phantasmagoria of

Taipet and the effects on its denizen

e To excavate the remnants of human
relations among his characters

* To diagnose the breakdown of human
communications from opening sequences



I want to show my
feelings about Taipei.

I want to show Taipei
as a lonely city.



Bored and alienated youth




Banality of everyday life




Fluctuating cityscapes




City in the form of ruins, or,
forever ‘under construction’
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Unfulfilled emotional longings




Breakdown of human

communications 1




Breakdown of human

communications 2




Water in Tsai's films 1

* Association of disease and corruption




Water in Tsai's films 2

* Objective correlative of the collapse of the
family
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Water in Tsai's films 3

* Symbol of the irrepressible and destructive
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End of the talk.

Thank you for your attention!



Appendix: Tsai's Filmography

Rebels of the Neon God, 1992
Vive L'Amout, 1994

The River, 1997

The Hole, 1998

What Time Is It There, 2001

The Skywalk Is Gone, 2002
Goodbye, Dragon Inn, 2003

The Wayward Cloud, 2004

[ Don't Want to Sleep Alone, 2006
It's a Dream, 2007
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