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Apichatpong Weerasethakul: About light
by Frances Guerin

PRIMITIVE
Musée d'Art moderne de la Ville de Paris / ARC
11 avenue du Président Wilson, 75016 Paris,
France
October 1, 2009 - January 3, 2010

 

 

At the entrance to the installation Primitive at the Musee d'Art
Moderne  de  la  Ville  de  Paris,  there  is  a  10  minute  film
Phantoms of Nabua (2009) that is conceived as a preface or exposition to the forms and ideas of the larger
installation.

I couldn’t help seeing this film as encapsulating everything that interests me and seduces me about the cinema. I
have seen Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films before in the movie theater, and was so much more taken and
entranced by these examples in the gallery. I wonder if they aren’t in fact more appropriate to the context of the
gallery, even though everything about them is cinematic. This ten minute film, Phantoms of Nabua is all about
light: fire —in flames and cinders— neon, electrical, light of the projector, and lightening as it is projected on a
screen that is the backdrop to the profilmic reality. The film is, in many ways, a poem of light, an ode to light, as
these everyday lights dance together, the one replacing the other, making patterns, light made into an object,
creating and destroying illusions. And perhaps the most fascinating thing about the lights in this film? They
never illuminate the scene. Light might be the film’s protagonist, but it is a protagonist who remains true to its
realist dimensions, and simultaneously, departs from our expectations of it.

The film opens with a shot of a neon street light against a luminescent blue night sky. The camera finds the
image of lighting on a screen in an expanse of wasteland. A group of young men kick a log around in the
foreground of the screen. The two worlds, the one on the screen, the one before the screen apparently have
nothing to do with each other. And then the screen catches aflame, it becomes an object, and the men do not
extinguish it, they watch it burn, waste away. It is as though now that the screen is an object it warrants their
attention, whereas before when the parade of images were projected onto it, there was nothing of interest to look
at. And then as the screen becomes ash, blowing away in the gentle night wind, the light of the projector behind
what was once the screen flickers. The film continues to run, but with no screen to fall on. All illusions are
incinerated, but behind the illusions there is just another empty light. We can still hear the soundtrack of the
image as it runs through the projector: the thunder of the film that no longer exists, is so distinct, and in place of
the lightening we see the flickering light of the projector. Is this the end of cinema, or the end of illusion?

Phantoms of Nabua is about watching films within films, films on films, the image we watch continually being
reduced to no more than a surface as the drama of the lightening on the projected screen starts to resemble
something we would see in Dr Frankenstein’s laboratory, sparks flying, exploding, and yet, of course, as we
watch the light, the film becomes about the difficulty of seeing. Again, somewhat ironically for a film that is
such a drama of light, lighting and lightening, we never see the young men, even as they use a log on fire as a
football. We know they are young men, but that’s as far as we can go to defining their presence.
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