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Opposite and Long Walk to Life:
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Lav Diaz, Mula Sa The Films of Lav Diaz

Kung Ano Ang Noon

(From What Is Before) ..
2014, video, black ’ - May Adadol Ing‘awanlj

and white, sound,
338min, stills.
Courtesy Film
Development Council
of the Philippines

Lav Diaz describes himself as a storyteller
who malkes films about the struggles of
his people.! In the past two decades, the
Filipino film-maker has been fashioning
a distinctive mode of epic melodrama.
His films tell quiet tales of the sorrow
and resilience of a people betrayed by

the postcolonial nation state. Extreme

in duration, Diaz’s epics reference the
Philippine state as a force of death —
astate that has, since its independence in
1946, consistently turned against its own
people despite the promise of collective
emancipation that drove the country’s
national liberation movement against
Spanish, then US colonial rule. At a time
when people are being abandoned and
oppressed by their own nation state,
Diaz’s films attempt to bring the collective
body back to life by embodying the
utopian spirit of the nation. To borrow
the conceptual language of the political
philosopher Pheng Cheah, the nation

May Adadol Ingawanij examines the
dialectic between idealist projections

of the postcolonial nation and its present
aberrations in Lav Diaz’s epic tales

of endurance.

inits ontological form differs from the
historical actuality of the nation state.
The ontological form of the nation,

or its national-popular spirit, haunts

the empirical nation state as a horizon
of possibility: in this sense, the nation s,
for Cheah, the most potent modern form
for the actualisation of the human ideal
of culture characterised by freedom
and self-renewal.? As Diaz often says,

his artistic process involves the search
for truth and the struggle for existential
redemption.? In other words, to make
films for Diaz is to incarnate the national-
popular spirit of self-renewal and freedom,
evenif the films themselves narrate the
Philippine nation state’s betrayal of its
own people.

Persisting in making films under
this national-popular paradigm situates
Diaz within an international genealogy
of Third World revolutionary art.
This lineage connects the film-maker’s
work with that of such predecessors
as the Indonesian Nobel Prize-winning
author Pramoedya Ananta Toer, the
internationalist Third Cinema movement
and, of course, the Cold War generation
of radical Filipino film-makers, especially
Lino Brocka, whom Diaz cites as an
inspiration.

Physical Realism

Bornin 1958 and raised on the southern
island of Mindanao, Diaz belongs to the
generation of Filipinos that came into
political awareness during the martial law
period of President Ferdinand Marcos’s
dictatorship, from 1972 to 1981. Growing
up on anisland territory that had been
autonomous from Manila until Philippine
independence had a formative influence
over the mode of address and aesthetics

of Diaz’s films. In the 1990s, he worked as
adirector and scriptwriter in the Manila-
based film industry while searching for
away to be free to realise his artistic
vocation. He began making Ebolusyon Ng
Isang Pamilyang Pilipino (Evolution

of a Filipino Family) in the mid-9os, a
tortuously extended project that would
not be completed until 2004.

1 See Alexis A. Tioseco’s interview with the film-maker: ‘A Conversation with Lav Diaz’, Criticine
[online journal], 30 Janvary 2006, available at http://www.criticine.com/interview _article.php?id=21

(last accessed on 22 June 2015).

2 See Pheng Cheah, Spectral Nationality: Passages of Freedom from Kant to Postcolonial Literatures
of Liberation, New York: Columbia University Press, 2003, especially part 2.

3 See ‘A Conversation with Lav Diaz’, op. cit.
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To date, Diaz has completed nearly
ten films of epic duration (each is between
five and eleven hours long). In them,
men and women, young and old, take long
walks across a rain-soaked land gone to
ruin. Male intellectuals and artists slide
into degeneracy as they wander, having
been broken down by the secret service
and their own sense of political defeat.
Mothers, grandmothers, wives and sisters
search for loved ones as they push on along
never-ending roads. Children are helpless
seers who creep up to silently witness
the atrocities and sadness of adults.

Diaz’s aesthetics blend the national-
popular praxis of the Bandung era with
the realist film ethics of French theorist
André Bazin. An archetypal scene s
one framed as a long shot and lasting
the duration of a long take. Diaz’s mise
en scéne displays the materiality of the
physical environment; he stages movement
as powerless human bodies traversing
through immense space. Land, forest,
water, rain and volcanic clouds simultane-
ously engulf all matter and figure historic
destruction. Detritus of past conflicts
sediment in soil layers; forest vegetation
grows rampant over anonymous, slain
bodies from past struggles; the cone-
shaped Mount Mayon is a mass murderer.
A shot may begin with a panoramic view
of a paddy field, a forest, a shoreline or
ahill. The recorded pro-filmic space
seems depopulated at first, until we catch
a glimpse of a tiny figure moving on the
furthest plane. The duration of the shot
corresponds to the length of time it takes
that person to walk into the foreground
and out of the frame. Diaz often uses
the long take to mark the duration of the
hard yet purposive labour of peasant and
underclass characters. Activities such
as farmers planting, miners digging or
vendors pushing a cart shape the tempo
of scenes and sequences. Further, the
extended duration of each shot gives time
for bodies to pause from physical activities
and to accrue gestural intensity. This
staging of gesturing bodies in desolate
landscapesis one example of the ways in
which Diaz’s aesthetics blend the theatrical
mode of performance with realist filmic
space.

Film theorist Lacia Nagib has recently
proposed the concept of physical realism
in order to frame realist film-making as

an ethical endeavour. Reflecting on long
scenes showing the act of running in such
films as Glauber Rocha’s Deus ¢ 0 Diabo
na Terra do Sol (Black God, White Devil,
1964), Nagib identifies realism with the
physicality of engagement on the part of
the film cast and crew with the material
environment. A realist presentation is
one that conceives of the film as an event
shaped by the contingencies of the
situation of filming. The film-maker
produces pro-filmic space in response to
the surroundings; the actors enact their
exertion. This concept of physical realism
acknowledges the inevitable gap between
reality and filmic representation while
at the same time emphasising the moving
image’s indexical connection to the
physical world. In other words, it stays
true not so much to reality itself as to
the process by which the film acquires
material life.

This notion of realism resonates
well with Diaz’s film-making. He has
repeatedly described his practice as
an organic process characterised by
itinerancy and immediacy of response
— at the levels of both scripting and
shooting — to the locations in which
pro-filmic space will be constructed.
He often writes the script only shortly
before the shoot and directs his actors
to, above all, embody the tempo of a scene.
At the stage of editing, Diaz is steadfast
in his willingness to turn the engagement
with a site and its material properties

into the principle of duration for each film.

His method is also one that demonstrates
animportant affinity between the

ethics of physical realism and faith in

the potentiality of art to incarnate the
national-popular spirit. In this context,
acts of physical exertion — their duration,
spatiality and intensity — become the
analogous means by which a film maps a
territory and defines a people. Moreover,
as a variant of physical realism, Diaz’s
films address spectators as a people in
the making. The framework of physical
realism usefully suggests that the basis
for valuing the experience of viewing
Diaz’s films is less about contemplating
and bearing witness to the suffering

of others than physically incarnating a
collective act of faith. To gift the time of
viewing, and to be moved by the intensity
of the melodrama played out over

4 See Lucia Nagib, World Cinema and the Ethics of Realism, New York: Continuum, 2011.
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Lav Diaz,
Kagadanan Sa
Banwaan Ning
Mga Engkanto
(Death in the
Land of Encantos),
2007, video,
black and white,
sound, 540min.
Photographs:
Lavrel Lee Penaranda.
Courtesy the
film-maker
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Opposite and
overleaf: Lav Diaz,
Norte, Hangganan Ng
Kasaysayan (Norte,
the End of History),
2013, video, colovr,
sound, 250min,
stills. Courtesy

the film-maker and
New Wave Films

such durational extremities, evokes the
possibility of collectively incarnating
the renewal of the nation-form.

Cartography of a Nation

Within the context of English-language
criticism, Diaz’s films are being framed
under the sign of slow cinema. This
nomenclature is useful to the extent

that it situates his practice and aesthetics
within the conceptual parameter of the
contemporary realist film.”But the
discourse of slow cinema tends to end up
gesturing rather unproductively towards
the idea of contemplative spectatorship

as the basis of endowing artistic value.

A critical language of realism attentive

to the different modes, tempos and
directionality of bodies moving in space
would seem more suited to assessing

the significance of Diaz’s aesthetics.

Such areading would take a close look

at the physicality of wandering, voyaging,
searching, trudging or toiling as enacted
by Diaz’s characters, and the way in
which their journeys construct a symbolic
map of the Philippine archipelago,

one thatis nonetheless connected with
territories beyond or anterior to the
nation state’s boundaries. The world

in Kagadanan Sa Banwaan Ning Mga
Engkanto (Death in the Land of Encantos,

From What Is Before turns

the experience of military
terrorisation in Mindanao
into an emblem of the neglect of
the people by the nation-state
apparatus.

2007) is one mapped by the characters’
movement across the typhoon-destroyed
regions of Bicol, Manila, Mindanao and
Russia. Evolution of a Filipino Family
connects a village, farm and mine with
forest spaces concealing separatist rebels
as well as with the underworld in Manila.
Long, recurring scenes of the families

of farmers and miners listening together
toradio broadcasts of a soap opera situate
their everyday quest for survival within
the overarching nation state, as do scenes

of radio and TV broadcasts of national
political events.

Rather than championing Diaz’s
oeuvrein the language of auteurist
slow cinema, then, a more fruitful way
to discuss his body of work as an intercon-
nected whole might be to take his films as
cartographic acts. Mindanoa — the artist’s
‘paradise, lost’— figures in several of his
works. Melancholia (2008) is shot in the
northern town of Sagada. The plot links
this mountain town with both Manila
and a forest territory into which political
activists have fled. Like Death in the Land
of Encantos, this portrayal of the suffering
of loved ones left behind references the
disappearance of dissenters through
government agents during the presidency
of Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo (2001-10).
Norte, Hangganan Ng Kasaysayan
(Norte, The End of History, 2014), Diaz’s
tale of the totalitarian mentality, partly
takes place in President Marcos’s home-
town in the northern Ilocos region. Loosely
adapted from Dostoevsky’s Crime and
Punishment (1866), the film portrays a
brilliant yet nihilistic law student in his
quest for pure deliverance from the evils
of the world, addressing the contemporary
Philippines with a reminder of the seductive
power of charismatic figures who promise
to arrest history with total change.

The cartographic acts of Diaz’s films
mesh the world of the living with the
spaces and temporalities of those who
have died but whose presence endures.
Voyagers walking in a land of death touch
wandering, undead figures. Within the
same frame, a son lies down on the lap of
the spectre of his mother, who reciprocates
his gesture by gently touching him.

Diaz’s editing of shot sequences intensifies
the sense of temporal indeterminacy,
amethod most strikingly realised in
Death in the Land of Encantos. In this
tale of the descent into madness and
suicide of the writer and public intellectual
Hamin after being tortured by the secret
police, narrative events are portrayed in
non-chronological order. Sequences of

the protagonist’s subjective memories

and dreams are contiguous with chrono-
logically unmoored events.

5 See, for example, Matthew Flanagan, ‘““Slow Cinema”: Temporality and Style in Contemporary Art
and Experimental Film’, unpublished doctoral thesis, Exeter: Exeter University, 2012. Diaz’s films
were also included in the AV Festival ‘As Slow as Possible’ (1—31 March 2012) in a focus section

curated by George Clark in Newcastle.

6 ‘An Interview With the Great Lav Diaz’, pepediokno.com [blog], 8 September 2014, available at
http://pepediokno.com/post/96943248395/an-interview-with-the-great-lav-diaz (last accessed on

29 July 2015).
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Mula Sa Kung Ano Ang Noon
(From What Is Before, 2014) opens with
avoice-over from an indeterminate
source. Harking back to the oral root of
storytelling, the voice says that thisis a
story that comes from memory. Shortly
after the opening sequence, a landscape
appears with a solitary hutin a paddy field
dwarfed by a mountain range enveloped
in clouds. The static long shot carries
a short caption situating the story in
‘Pilipinas 1970’; the film ends when
Marcos declares martial law in 1972.
Unlike previous films, in which the
journeying of characters links far-flung
places, the diegetic space of From What
Is Beforeremains in and around a single
village. One by one, strangers turn
up to this remote place: an indigenous
healer who seems to have come out of the
pre-national time of the Malay archipelago,
a Catholic priest, a poet, a vendor with
asecret. Cows disappear; villagers die.
We hear a scream but don’t see the body.
Off-screen space evokes the presence of
clandestine forces in territories beyond
the village border. Halfway through the
film’s running time, uniformed soldiers
appear. One by one, the villagers leave.

From What Is Beforeis based on
Diaz’s childhood memories of Mindanao
during Marcos’s reign of terror.” Hakob,
afoundling child seer embodying the
film-maker’s generation, perceives but
can’t comprehend the confusion and
terror. The village is subject to clandestine
military operations and falls within the
zone of Muslim secessionist and communist
revolts. The film references the violent
post-independence history of anisland
territory that, in the precolonial period,
had been a port state within the maritime
network of Southeast Asia.® Yet the fabled
name of the diegetic space of the film s
Pilipinas, and Diaz actually shot this film
on the northern tip of the island of Luzon,
in a village whose remote setting and
atmosphere of abandonment reminded
him of the Mindanao of his childhood.
This process of translating pro-filmic
space into the fable’s diegetic space implies
a different cartographic construction of
post-independence Mindanao. Rather
than reproduce the nationalist narrative

of Mindanao’s assimilation into the nation
state or the communal narrative of the
islanders’ ethno-religious difference as

a Muslim Moro people, the film-maker’s
fictionalisation of From What Is Before
turns the experience of military terrorisa-
tion in Mindanao into an emblem of

the neglect of the people by the apparatus
of the nation state.

Stories of Mothers
Biological families are destroyed or
degenerate in Diaz’s tales, gruesomely
soin the case of Norte. Adoptive families
live on, provisionally forming themselves
in the face of adverse circumstances.
Necessity and ethics come together here.
Via melodramatic plot turns, adults
who are existentially tortured or lead
otherwise precarious lives nevertheless
take up responsibility for the care of
foundlings and traumatised children.
Oftenitis the female characters — those
whose circumstances are extremely
vulnerable — who become figures of
ethical endurance. Alberta, the wife of the
disappeared intellectual in Melancholia,
brings up the ‘rain child’ whose parents
have met the same fate as her husband.
Norte ends shortly after the death of Eliza,
the wife of the wrongly convicted labourer
jailed for life. The ending implies that it
is her simple younger sister who will
continue to care for the couple’s children.
Diaz’s films aren’t exactly feminist.
Their insistence on the motif of rape
to symbolise the victimisation of the
nation-body leaves a disquieting feeling.
But the mothers, grandmothers, sisters
and aunts are the ones who go on, and
who, for better or for worse, take decisive
action. Such figures call to mind a layer of
the premodern past ripe for mobilisation
in the present. The unusually autonomous
place of women in precolonial Southeast
Asia signals the importance of assessing
the significance of Diaz’s work within
aregional as well as national parameter.
Ashistorian Anthony Reid recently
proposed, the premodern agency of the
region’s women via their monetary control
over trade and their participation in
various areas of productive labour, notably
agriculture, is one important reason for

7 ‘The Burden of History: A Conversation with Lav Diaz’ (the film-maker interviewed by
Michael Guarneri), La Furia Umana[online journall, no.21, August 2014, available at
http://www.lafuriaumana.it/?id=243 (last accessed on 22 July 2015).

8 See Patricio Abinales, Making Mindanao: Cotabato and Davao in the Formation of the Philippine
Nation-State, Manila: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2000.
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Lav Diaz,
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video, black and
white, sound,
450min. Photograph:
Shireen Seno.
Courtesy the
film-maker
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Lav Diaz,

Ebolusyon Ng Isang
Pamilyang Pilipino
(Ewolution of a Filipino
Family), 2004, video,
black and white,
sound, 654min,
stills. Photographs:
Bahag. Courtesy the
film-maker

turning to Southeast Asia to think about
issues of global importance.’

The charismatic farmer-grandmother
in Evolution of a Filipino Family is
reminiscent in this sense of the region’s
ancestral matriarchal figures. More
striking still is the untimely figure of
the healer Bai Rahmah in From What Is
Before. An extended scene towards the
beginning of the film shows her performing
adanceritualin the rain to channel the
originary power of animistic spirits, with
villagers gathering around her in the hope
of having that potent power transmitted
to them. Shortly after, she reappears
singing a long, hypnotic ritual chant to
lament the unaccountable murder of her
son. In all the scenes in which she features,
the imparting of plot information matters
much less than experiencing the affective
power of the performer’s face and voice
inintensified duration. Bai Rahmahis
afigure from a primordial archipelagic
world of animistic gods and rituals,
matriarchs, seafarers and the Malay
lingua franca, yet she lives on in the
film’s diegetic time; indeed, the possibility

Acts of physical exertion —
their duration, spatiality
and intensity — become the
means by which a film maps a
territory and defines a people.

remains that her presence persists beyond
it. ‘Is’ — not ‘Was’ — precedes ‘Before’

in the film’s English-language title,
enunciating a vanishing point beyond the
arrival of the Spanish and the Americans;
beyond independence and the rise of
organised religion; and beyond the
systematisation of a state apparatus tasked
with conquering peripheral territories,
and thus with killing its own people.

Asa figure of anterior power, the
indigenous healer is an intriguing
departure from the trope of the messianic
male figure that embodies the force
and temporality of self-renewal in the
historical canon of Third Cinema (take,
for example, Sebastido in Black God,
White Devil). Rather than bearing the
prophecy of cosmic rebirth, once the
apparatus of collective death begins to
violently dominate, Bai Rahmah becomes
aspectral force. As the chronological time

of the diegesis ticks toward the declaration
of Marcos’s martial law, she moves
off-screen. The voice-over says she does not
come back. Yet, by not dying, her presence
may well linger on; her future return
remains a possibility. To figure the potency
of this spectre from a time long, long
beforein atale setin the early 1970s is
audacious yet truthful. Mothers originate,
and they endure.

9 See Anthony Reid, A History of Southeast Asia: Critical Crossroads, Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2015.
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