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TROPICAL MALADY

Synopsis

Winner of the Special Jury Prize at this year’s Cannes Film Festival and an official selection of the New York Film Festival, TROPICAL MALADY is the lyrical and mysterious new film by maverick Thai director Apichatpong Weerasethakul (Blissfully Yours), one of the most prominent young directors of the Thai New Wave. TROPICAL MALADY chronicles the mystical love affair between a young soldier and the country boy he seduces, soon to be disrupted by the boy’s sudden disappearance. Local legends claim the boy was transformed into a mythic wild beast, and the soldier journeys alone into the heart of the Thai jungle in search of him.

About  TROPICAL MALADY

New Language from Thailand

(from A Regis Dialogue and Film Retrospective with Apichatpong “Joe” Weerasethakul)

Something exciting is happening in Thailand: the country appears to be the new center of Asian film, and a new wave of Thai films is showing up around the world.  At the forefront of this Thai renaissance is filmmaker Apichatpong Weerasethakul (A-pich-at-pong Wair-a-seth-ical), director of TROPICAL MALADY.

Trained first as an architect, Weerasethakul later studied film in the United States.  Addressing the hybridization of genre in his work, he says, “I am interested in the possibilities of involving both fact and fiction in one film, with each of them intersecting and supporting each other.  I was not thinking much about revolutionizing the narrative method.”  Yet Joe (the name he goes by) has done just that.  Making their way rapidly to the world stage, his works are shaking the foundations of the narrative film.  His genre-shifting includes documenting rural people making up stories to create a new fiction, or mixing the reality of social conditions of immigrants with the allegory of primeval forests.  His first three features have earned him global acclaim; Blissfully Yours received the Prix Un Certain Regard award at the 2002 Cannes Film Festival, and at the 2004 festival he won the Cannes Jury Prize for TROPICAL MALADY. His films have scored atop the Village Voice’s  “Best of” polls.  Just as he explores the shape-shifting in Thai myths, Weerasethakul shifts viewer’s expectations while creating a new language of cinema.

* * * * * * * *

There may be no more beguilingly mysterious film this year than TROPICAL MALADY, from the lavishly gifted Thai director Apichatpong Weerasethakul.  Leaving Bankok for the seemingly peaceful Thai countryside, the story begins as a conventional, if marvelously achieved, love story between a young soldier and a young man from the country.  But just when we’ve gotten comfortable with Apichatpong’s tender account of two men falling for each other (including one startlingly erotic moment), he launches us into the realm of myth and legend, in which human and animal join together in a fantastic union.  As formally audacious as it is visually stunning, this strikingly original work reminds us that when we wander the forests of love we encounter the most unexpected of creatures.

(from The New York Film Festival) 

About APICHATPONG WEERASETHAKUL

TROPICAL MALADY is Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s second fiction feature.

His fiction feature debut, BLISSFULLY YOURS, received the Un Certain Regard prize at the 2002 Cannes Film Festival.  The film also received top prizes from the Tessaloniki Film Festival (Greece) and Tokyo Filmex (Japan). 

Born in 1970 in Bangkok, Apichatpong Weearsethakul gre up in Khon Kaen, located in northeastern Thailand.  He has a degree in Architecture from Khon Kaen University and a Master of Fine Arts in Filmmaking from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.  Since he began making films and videos in the early 90s, he has become one of the few filmmakers in Thailand who have worked outside the strict Thai studio system.  He is active in promoting experimental and independent films through Kick the machine, the company he founded in 1999.

In 2000, he completed his first feature-length film, MYSTERIOUS OBJECT AT NOON, a documentary which earned enthusiastic reception, including being listed among the best films of the year 2000 by the US publications Film Comment and The Village Voice.
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Selected Shorts and Videos

Golden Ship, 2002

Brugge Museum/Belgium & Opera City Gallery/Japan

Second Love in Hong Kong, 2002

Collaboration with Christelle Lheureux

I was Sketching, 2001

Segment of multi projections Narratives,

ICC/Sapporo, Japan [30 mins]

Haunted Houses: Swan’s Blood, 2001

Collaboration with Masahito Araki [12 mins]

Haunted Houses, 2001

Istanbul Biennale/Turkey [60 mins]

Boys at Noon, 2000

[23 mins]

Malee and the Boy, 1999

[27 mins]

The Lungara Eating Jell-O World, 1998

World Artist for Tibet Exhibition

Thirdworld, 1997

[17 mins]

Like the Relentless Fury of the Pounding Waves, 1995

[30 mins]

Kitchen and Bedroom, 1994

[15 mins]

“…All of us are by nature wild beasts. Our duty as human beings is to become like trainers who keep their animals in check, and even teach them to perform tasks alien to their bestiality.”

--Ton Nakajima, novelist (1909-1942)

Director’s Notes

<<I realized that through cinema I could express something that I cannot possibly through other means. TROPICAL MALADY is a channel to present my attachment to untouched landscapes and mysteries.  It is a memoir of love and darkness.>>

TROPICAL MALADY

<<I believe we all have this malady.  We become attached to certain things, especially to the beauty of our own species.  I presented similar ideas in BLISSFULLY YOURS.  But this time it seems like this attachment has escalated to the point of being a malady.  We are at one point in life suffocated by beautiful memories of our loved ones.  The lovers in TROPICAL MALADY become suffocated by their love because it is so right, so natural.>>

THE JUNGLE

<<Like in my previous film, I shot TROPICAL MALADY in the jungles of northeastern Thailand.  The jungle is used as one of the main characters.  I wanted to revisit the same place and see it differently.  When I am in the jungle, I see the vast arena of life.  It’s a very different life with different rules.  I don’t think I’ll ever truly understand the animal world.  But I borrow their landscapes to present the film’s “malady” and suffocating world that is somehow not human either.>>

NIGHT SOUNDS

<<My sound man went into the jungle at night and brought back incredible sounds.  He encountered a bear, a herd of elephants. But I couldn’t use all of the sounds.  Otherwise the film would have become a showcase of sound effects.  I just wanted to give the audience a feel for the special sounds of the jungle without being too conscious about how peculiar they are.>>

TWO WORLDS
<<Even though the story is presented in a linear structure, TROPICAL MALADY has two distinct stories that represent two very different worlds.  However, these two territories are linked by characters that the audience can interpret as the same or not.  What’s essential are the memories.  Memories from the first part validate the second part.  Just as the second part validates the first.  Neither exists wholly without the other.>>

AN EXTENSION OF MY MEMORIES

<<My films are an extension of my memories. I even try to include the memories of making the films themselves into my films.  I try to capture what I have experienced.  While shooting, I also try to capture what I have experienced.  While shooting, I also try to capture some of the awkward moments the actors feel in front of the camera.  For example, the way the actor who plays the soldier looks at the camera during the opening credits.  I sometimes even put pressure on the actors to get the results I want.>>

THE HAPPINESS OF THE PAST

<<I could never shake away the happiness of growing up in a small town.  It was so uncomplicated.  However, it’s a place I can never return to.  My home town has grown so much and is now similar to Bangkok (where I now live).  In the first part of TROPICAL MALADY, the geography presented is a mixture of the old and the new.  What is rural about the film is its structure.  Its uncomplicated plot and relaxed approach are yearnings for the happiness of the past.  The characters have no solid aims like characters often seen in today’s movies.>>

DARKNESS
<<When we close our eyes, of course we see darkness.  But if we stare at this darkness long enough, we will see something. The image comes from within, from the mind.  This is what I wanted to apply to TROPICAL MALADY—a mind from one world adjusting to another world.  The soldier can see images from the other side and also sees himself. He is on the border.>>

MYSTERIES, FOLK TALES AND LEGENDS
<<I’m fascinated by mystery.  It has to do with my childhood.  I grew up in a hospital housing compound (my parents are both doctors).  Those strange buildings where body parts are kept in jars were a playground for us kids.  Nights were quiet and there was always talk of ghost stories.

I am fascinated by the simplicity of folk tales and legends.  Many legends are so simple they are like concepts.  TROPICAL MALADY is a folk tale: encountering things, minimal dramatic moments usually saved for the end.  This approach is so nostalgic for me.>>

GHOSTS

<<I believe in ghosts because of two experiences.  That’s a low figure, but it happened.  A ghost manifests itself in a form of visual or smell.  I believe spirits of both humans and animals reside together in the jungle.  My idea was to see the soldier character successfully escape to this more peaceful place with his loved one.>>

NEW THAI CINEMA

<<There is a dialogue between the world and the new generation of Thai filmmakers.  I think there will be even more voices from Thai cinema.  It is not so apparent yet, but lately the local audience tends to recognize directors, while in the past they only chose to see movies according to actors.  You see more variety of films and start to see individual styles like Pen-ek Ratanaruang’s Last Life in the Universe and Wisit Sasanatieng’s Tears of the Black Tiger.  Young film students are also very active.  There is also the Bangkok International Film Festival which presents challenging films.>>

INFLUENCES

<<I did not start making film in the Thai industry.  So my standpoint is different.  Thai cinema is deeply rooted in theater, in plays that originated at the palace.  Overt gestures in acting have been the norm until recently.  They’re actually still seen in television.  As for my films,  they are influenced by simple old Thai films (story-wise, step-by-step narrative approach), the films of Cherd Songsri (veteran Thai director), and many works of foreign directors, especially the American experimentalists.>>
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