On the international influence of Singapore film

By Shen Yuan an (advisor: Assoc Prof Stephen Teo) 
[Abstract]: 
The Singaporean film industry, which was literally dead between 1970 and 1990 with zero movie production, has shown sign of recovery in the past 15 years. Local productions have been screened at international film festivals through which audience around the world could learn about Singaporean films . 
The Singapore government is committed to support and promote the industry for it recognizes the cultural impact of films. Filmmakers and the Singaporean administration are both keen to introduce local productions to the international market and hopefully can turn the Jewel o Asia into Asian Hollywood. 
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Introduction: Singaporean films plays a bigger role in the international industry  
Singapore though is a small country, the country’s movie industry in fact had its golden days in the 1950s and 1960s with an average production of about 20 movies every year. A total of 400 Chinese, Malay, English and films of other dialect were produced during that period. 

But production dropped to zero after 1970s and the industry entered “ice age” for more than two decades with no new movie release. 

Singapore's local film renaissance began in 1995 and a total of 80 movies were made between mid-1990 and 2010. Eric Khoo, Jack Neo, Royston, Kelvin Tong are familiar names representing the Singaporean film directors of the younger generation. 

They take part in film festivals and cultural exchange events to introduce Singaporean films into the international market. 

The media and film scholars also have begun conducting research in Singaporean movie production to allow audience around the world to learn more about the industry and Singaporean films. Increasing attention on the industry from the press and academics also shows the industry is an important aspect of the country.  
As Singapore is a country of immigrants, the early film productions were mostly Chinese or Malay films. More varieties of movies were produced after 1995 – a year in which the industry began to be active again. Elements of multiculturalism began to creep into the film industry and took shape over time.  
A typical phenomenon is the use of various language in Singaporean movies. The use of Chinese dialect and English, the code-mixing, (including the Singapore-style English, that is Singlish), Tamil (Indian Langauge) and widespread use of Mandarin was one of the examples to demonstrate the rich cultural elements in Singaporean movies. 

Though the film industry of the Lion City still has not formed a concrete shape or become a major trend, the production clearly highlights characteristics of the small but diversified country and its rich cultural varieties. 

Impact and popularity of a film on the international market is usually measured in terms of global awards being swept by a production. Success of a movie production in overseas market also has great impact on film production in many aspects such as social implications or even a total revolution in the trade. 
This paper examines what are the factors that will determine the international impact of a film and studies the development of the Singaporean film industry in the past 15 years and the industry’s influence on the world movie sector. 

Part I: The rise of the Singapore film 
It does not matter if it is a big scale production or budget film production, no move can be produced without filmmakers. 

The production of the Singaporean film industry dropped to zero In the 1970s and the situation went on for more than two decades. 

The inactive industry led to the problem of lacking talents in the filed. In 1995, Eric Khoo, at the age of 29, produced his first feature film, "Mee Pok Man". It was the first movie production after the trade had been literally dead for more than 20 years and signified the rebirth of the sector. 

 The government established the Singapore Film Development Division three years later. But the movie industry was still being seen as a sector with no future. Glimmer of lights began to show, as Jack Chen embarked on the movie industry after working in variety shows for 12 years. With his innovative business model, talents in the field began to think positive of the trade and confidence in the industry slowly built up. 
1: Singaporean films reaching out to global audience 
The major way-out for Singaporean film to international exposure is by taking part in international film festivals. Participation in film not only can help upgrade quality of local production, it also helps film directors to master to master their skills and mature by learning from counterparts and gain overseas experience. 

The Venice Film Festival is the first international film festival and it is often known as being "innovative, magical, fast," in spotting new talents in the film industry and therefore is also dubbed as "the cradle of film masters." 
Eminent talents such as Akira Kurosawa, Kenji Mizoguchi, Satyajit, Rey were spotted in the film festival.There are three major film festivals in Europe and they are also the most influential international film festivals in the world. 

They provide platform for films from around the world to have a movie exchange. The magic of international film festivals is extraordinary. Attention from all corners of the world is captured once an excellent movie is screened and that happens at film festivals and the concerned directors will just shoot o stardom in no time. 

The government began promotion of local films and made movie submission to film festivals held in Cannes, Hong Kong and other places by the Media Development Authority of Singapore since 2000. 

The presence of Singaporean films can also be found in film festivals in Berlin, Cannes and Rotterdam. One of the important figures in the Singaporean film industry is film director Eric Khoo. His trilogy series in his early days included the " Mee Pok Man " (1996), "12 Stories" (1997) and " Be With Me " (2004). These three movies were screened in international film festivals and gained international exposure resulting in gradually building up Singapore's reputation in the international film circle. 

In addition, Eric Khoo 's "12 Stories " was the first Singaporean film that was selected as one of the movies screened at the Cannes Film Festival. His student Royston Tan's "15" (2003) became the first Singaporean film that being screened at Venice Film Festival. 
Another Singaporean movie "Be With Me" became Singapore's first film that was nominated for Oscar in the best foreign film category. The movie, using varieties of languages such as Taiwanese, Cantonese and Mandarin, however, was disqualified, for the large proportion of English used in the movie and failing to fit into the criteria of being a foreign film.

Although it was disqualified, the film was presented to the outside Singapore and captured attention world wide signifying a bigger role for Singaporean films to play in the international stage. 

Eric Khoo’s student Royston also received many awards at competition back home and abroad. He is an influential filmmaker. At the age of 20, he swept away 57 film awards in Singapore and overseas. He was crowned as Singapore’s Orson Welles. "His latest work," 881 "(2007) was one of the finalist in 2008 Berlin Film Festival, Rotterdam Film Festival and the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film. 
Journalist-turned-film maker Kelvin Tong also performed well with his production. His first film, "eating air" (1999) was winner of the  of New Film Awards of 2000 Singapore International Film Festival, FIPRESCI Prize of 2000 Stockholm International Film Festival and the Tiger Award of  2000 Rotterdam International Film Festival. This film is the first and only Singaporean film that was screened in the Museum of Modern Art New York. 
Local director Jack Neo's blockbuster "I Not Stupid" also won international recognition. Directed by Tony. Ayres, "The Home Song Stories " won an award of the Taiwan Golden Horse for the best actress for Joan Chen’s performance in the movie. 

The works of other directors, "Tetsuo", "cage" and other films also participated in other film festivals in Shanghai, Berlin and Pusan and so on. 

The list goes on and Singaporean film industry had experienced more than 20 years of ice age, it came back to life again with movies participating in film festivals and winning awards in both local and international film events. 

2: The birth of famous International director 
Participating in major international film festivals is a way to let the world learn more about Singapore and understand the country’s production more. 
To participate in the biggest international film festival is to let the world gain a better understanding of Singapore and also her Singaporean film production. Talents from the Lion City also become major players and filmmakers in the international film industry. The same theory is also applied to other countries such as Kim Ki-duk in Korea, Tran Anh Hung in Vietnam, Zhang Yimou in China and so on.
Though Singaporean directors still have not entered the circle of world renowned directors, they are building up their reputations in the field.Eric Khoo, Royston, Jack Neo are the examples who have already established hemselves with certain reputation in the film industry back home and overseas. 
Among these directors, Eric Khoo is the most influential. He is well-known for his first feature film "Mee Pok Man" which signified the rebirth of the ingaporean movie industry in the 1990s. 
Khoon’s another film, "My Magic" became the finalist of the Cannes Film Festival and he is the first Singaporean director who had such nomination. His other productions: "12 stories" and "Be with me” were screened at Cannes. "Mee Poke Man", "12 stories" and "Defenders" and his other films were quality productions that have set their names in the film industry and the director swept awards in international film festivals for these movies. He has established himself as the most influential Singaporean filmmaker and the Asian film industry. 
Eric Khoo, investigates the sense of alienation and nostalgia of Singaporeans and the role of shaping the anti-hero which can be seen in works of Martin Scorsese. 
“Be With Me” is Eric Khoo semi-biographical film. The movie was screened at the Cannes Film Festival. Audience was so touched by the film that they were speechless and they applauded for six minutes. 

Followed the steps of Jack Neo, Eric Khoo, is now a famous director of films with commercial interests. He first worked in television and is now a renowned Singaporean director. He has always been fascinated written book about real life. In his early years’’ productions such as "Money Not Enough," "Just Follow Law”, "Home Run" and “I am not Stupid” all have story line based on real life. These movies were all blockbuster in the Singaporean market. In recent years, he has become a "regular" participant of the Shanghai International Film Festival winning support from fans in Japan, Hong Kong and other places. 
‘’Hip” director Royston Tan is one of those outstanding filmmakers of the new generation. His first feature film "15" is a real life account of juvenile crime documentary. The government was angered by the film, saying the film posed a threat to national security. 

His second feature film "4:30" (2006) tells the story of loneliness and emptiness of Singaporeans in the city. A South Korean actor Jinrong Jun played a role in the film. Royston Tan's first commercial film, "881" is a film about the Taiwanese musical culture of Ghost Festival. The movie has also aroused public concern. These directors have adopted their own unique perspectives when shooting their movies and make their way out of Singapore into the international film industry. 
3: No famous actors in Singapore  

Compared with the talent pool for directors, the pool for actors and actresses is even smaller. One would have great difficulty to name just one world-renown actor from Singapore. But then this might not be as bad as it seems to be. In the world of movies in Singapore with directors such as Eric Khoo , Jack Neo, or Royston, the protagonists are usually the ordinary people who are not famous, let aloe world-renowned. The characters in their movies are just ordinary citizens who might be the elderly, children, students or people with disabilities. It is natural that these actors will not be turned into internationally well-known actors. This might be because there is a lack of movie production with commercial interests and that makes it difficult for Singapore to breed actors who can truly be an international movie star. 
But the desperate scene has changed after internationally well-known artists Chinese actress Gong Li and Jet Li have migrated to Singapore and become citizens of the country. Whether they will participate in Singaporean movie production and help bring Singaporean movies and help building brand for local production? It is still unknown, but there is always such possibility.  

Part II: Singapore government’s effort to promote film culture 

Learning from the success of the Korean film industry, leaders of Singapore also realize that film industry plays a very important role in popular culture and branding a country’s image. The Singapore government there has become more actively involved in the development of the industry and adopted a more encouraging attitude towards the trade. The administration has even made one step further by importing the American theme park Universal Studio into the Lion City. The government does not only support local film producers to take part in screening overseas, it also supports local production to adopt the most advanced technology into their work such as 3D animation. To counter the problem of having a small local market, the government also explores to have joint projects with overseas movie production to explore more potential markets in other parts of the world. 

1: Overseas markets 

Singapore has tried to broaden market for her film productions by gaining overseas exposure by taking part in international film festivals. The government has also made taken the lead to identify opportunities for joint projects opportunities with overseas film production houses. After 10 years of hard work, the result seems quite promising for the industry has become active again. Between February 15 and April 5 2005, a cultural event – “The Singapore Season in London” was held in the Lion City. 
Singaporean films were screened at the event including "I am not Stupid", "home run"," 12 stories"," Rice Rhapsody "and eight featured videos were also aired. These films all tell the unique stories of Singapore and the country’s urban life and cultural characteristics. The event won positive feedbacks from critics in London. 
Singapore Film Week not only demonstrates that the government’s recognition of the industry, it also further boost the international profile of Singapore films. 

Singapore issues its own film production and one of the movies “Disco Fever” has become the first local production that has been bought by Miramax Film from the USA. The film was distributed in Canada, Europe and other countries. 

The film is said to have made S$4.5 million dollars by international distribution right.  

2 Support for short film and 3D animation production   

Singapore, though is just a small country with a population of just 4 million, varieties of cultures that are present in this tiny nation are way beyond the population. The film production naturally cannot rely on the small local market.

In recent years, Singapore has focused on producing films with its very own characteristics. Priority has been given to support the development of short films in the area of training new filmmakers. Short films produced by Singaporean talents in fact have won far more awards in overseas competitions than movies. Singapore therefore now is pouring more resources to support the development of short film production, as the work has already established it name in the filed and has a better chance of helping Singapore to play a bigger role in the international film industry.  

Adopting digital technology to promote the animation is another way-out for Singaporean productions. There are some films (such as "love is love") are production of digital technology. A digital media centre was established in 2005 to cater the needs of the industry. The centre also attracts foreign companies to conduct post-production work. Singapore has also poured in resources to train new comers to join the field of movie technology and 3D animation. Nanyang and Temasek polytechnics are now operating two animation courses. 

The world's first 3D film festival was held in Singapore in 2008. The festival was launched on November 19. Three-dimensional movies such as "center of the earth Journey," "Take me to the moon," had their debut in Singapore. The local Singapore International Film Festival (Singapore International Film Festival) began in 1987. It is  the biggest film event in Singapore and it is also one of the most important film festivals in Asia. More than 300 movies from around the world including documentary, animation and short film are screened at the event. 

3 to encourage overseas cooperation 

Seeking joint project opportunity with foreign companies will bring a win-win result for both the Singaporean and overseas movie production units. 

"Rice Rhapsody " is a successful example of cooperation between Singapore and Hong Kong. Established in 1988, Raintree Pictures was first a government-owned company and has become a private company in recent years and has become active in Hong Kong, Thailand, Australia, New Zealand and China. The success of "I am Not Stupid 2" (06), and Hong Kong co-production of "disciples" (07), and the United States co-production of "Tea Dance" (07), and Australia co-production of " Rice Rhapsody " (07), and Jack Neo's "Just Follow Law " (07) are all examples illustrating the benefits of joint productions.  

The Singapore government is seeking to work with Zhejiang Hengdian cooperation, often dubbed as the Hollywood of China. Hengdian Group Hengdian Film Production Co., Ltd. Which is an affiliate to Raintree Singapore Pte Ltd also have join projects opportunities. Some of their joint productions are "Eat Drink Man Woman 2", the Chinese version of "I am Not Stupid", TV series, "akishimo" and so on. 

Chen Zhiwei, director of Singapore Film Development Division, said he wanted to introduce local films and director to overseas market and Singapore should welcome foreign film crew to make movies in the country. Chen Zhiwei’s urge is Singapore's national reflection of this new film. 

Conclusion: Singapore –The Hollywood of Asia? 

Although the film industry in Singapore has quickly risen in the past 15 years and some directors have already have their names established and works winning recognition, it is still exploring its own film style which is still in the formation stage. Singapore imported over 800 films per year. The local productions are never the blockbusters and it also has limited distribution overseas. Even Singaporeans find it difficult to name a few internationally well-known actors from their home country,. Does Singapore really have the talents to become the Hollywood of Asia?  

But what the Singapore government recognize is the film industry is the most important creative industry in 21st century. It has developed a practical policy in hope of turning the industry into one of the major economic pillars in the future. 

If local filmmakers can take advantage of bilingualism, adopting science and technology, employing information superiority into their production, their productions will surely be further upgraded. Over time, Singapore will be able to establish itself to be a film hub perhaps winning a spot in the world map of movie industry.
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