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Reel Asian International Film Festival 
 
To Nov. 19 at various venues. 
BY: Jason Anderson  

Providing an annual summary of the cinematic activities of nearly a third of the world’s 
population is no easy task, especially when most of us struggle to stay up to date on Ryan 
Gosling’s movies. Nevertheless, the Reel Asian film festival has been making a valiant 
effort since 1997, serving as a reliably solid and remarkably diverse showcase of work by 



filmmakers from throughout East and Southeast Asia, as well as directors of Asian 
descent based in Canada and the U.S. 

This year, the fest celebrates its 15th birthday with screenings and parties at venues 
downtown and in Richmond Hill. Once again, the program runs the gamut from slick 
Hong Kong thrillers (Overheard 2, the latest by the team behind the Infernal Affairs 
trilogy) to Japanese anime hits (Fullmetal Alchemist: The Sacred Star of Milos, the 
second big-screen spinoff for the popular manga and anime franchise) to subgenres that 
you probably never knew existed. 

Case in point: Saigon Electric, which must surely be the first hip-hop dance flick to ever 
hail from Vietnam. (It screens Nov. 11 at 8:45 p.m. at The Royal.) This second feature by 
Vietnamese-American director Stephane Gauger is a patchy but enjoyably plucky attempt 
to relocate a Step Up movie to Ho Chi Minh City. Vân Trang stars as Mai, a traditional 
ribbon dancer from the countryside who gets some street savvy when she hooks up with 
Saigon Fresh, a b-boy crew operating out of a dilapidated youth centre. With its frequent 
detours into piquant melodrama, the film nearly squanders the momentum created by the 
hot dance sequences, but any connoisseur of electric boogaloos will be thrilled by the 
climactic faceoff between our heroes and the rival crew known as North Killaz. 

Introducing Toronto audiences to new talent has long been one of Reel Asian’s strengths, 
the festival having presented local premieres for such auspicious debut features as Lee 
Chang-dong’s Green Fish, Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Mysterious Objects at Noon 
and Yang Ik-June’s Breathless. This year’s notable newcomers include Liu Jian, the 
visual artist turned animator behind Piercing 1, purportedly the first independent 
animated feature to emerge from China. (It screens Nov. 12 at 10:30 p.m. at The Royal.) 
A bleak and nasty little satire about two unemployed slackers’ run-ins with corrupt 
businessmen and brutal cops in a city decimated by the financial crisis of 2008, Liu’s 
movie derives a punky energy from its caustic humour and grubby, defiantly primitive 
visual style. 

As beguiling as Piercing 1 is plug-ugly, Eternity is an impressive first feature by Sivaroj 
Kongsakul, a former assistant to such Thai auteurs as Pen-ek Ratanaruang and Aditya 
Assarat. (Its Canadian premiere happens at The Royal on Nov. 13 at 1:30 p.m.) 
Kongsakul’s drama is a work of dreamy pastoralism in the same vein as Assarat’s 
Wonderful Town and Weerasethakul’s Blissfully Yours. With its languid feel and 
gorgeous landscapes, it’s an easy film to get lost in, even if its romantic storyline is a 
touch too corny to entirely merit all the lovely scenery. 

 


