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There’s a Chinese equivalent of the American dream, though it differs slightly… it goes something like: No matter who you are, or where you’ve come from, if you get enough A’s, you can be and do whatever you want.
This was something my mum and dad would always pull out at times of distress. whenever I got a Merit instead of a Distinction, whenever I got a 98% and they’d ask ‘where’d that other 2 percent go??’, I think their disappointment stemmed from their belief in the Chinese dream.. the idea that if I didn’t get all the 100%s and A+s and Distinctions I could, then the choices available to me would be limited. I got it then, and I get it now. I don’t begrudge them my work ethic, in fact, I quite glad I have an admittedly irritating control freakish obsession with doing things right, so much so that my friends have identified a separate work-oriented personality inside me that they call ‘scary Roseanne’.
There’s a term in film script-writing called ‘the inciting incident’…. which is the one event that sets off all the other major events in a film. My inciting incident as a filmmaker happened in the year of 1994, when Quentin Tarantino won the Palme D’Or at Cannes for his cinematic masterpiece ‘Pulp Fiction’. The things they were saying about this film, oh boy, I couldn’t wait. The problem was this: I was 16, and the dumb NZ censors said this amazing, critically-acclaimed, ground-breaking film was R18. They were obviously trying to thwart my cinematic education, so I said, Fine. I picked the most busy night of the week, I picked the longest queue, and when I got to the front, I said:
“one pul fick sha?”

“pardon?” said the ticket lady

“one pul fick sha.. ah.. eight firty?”

“may I see some ID?”

“um… eight firty? One! One pul fick sha?”

And we went on like this until she shot a furtive look at the growing line behind me, and practically threw the ticket, and my change at me. That night I learned two things: one, that film could be a profound and life-changing experience and two, that to look Chinese is to be blessed with ambiguous youth.
The best way to get yourself noticed in the film industry here is to start making films. I got lucky.. my first short film was a finalist for the TV2s Young Filmmaker of the year competition. My second short film won the TV2s. My third short film was exhibited in festivals in London and Sydney, and won an award in Paris, and incidentally won an award just the other day in the Asia NZ film festival. The film commission then funded my latest short film that I completed late last year. 

For all this good fortune, there was something bugging me, perhaps unconsciously at first, about the films I was making. This film that I’m going to show, I made more as an exercise, and sums up my problem rather well. (it’s a little unfinished, so every time you see a fist connecting, or a leg hitting something, imagine a pow noise). 

<play first bit of Button>

Alright, so apart from the obvious homo-erotic overtones, what’s the problem here? I’ll tell you what’s wrong, these guys are white. White men fighting like yellow men. Furthermore, I have to confess I spent 4 months with a wu-shu-trained choreographer to get these white guys to fight like yellow guys. Why did I take this trouble? Well because I didn’t want to be pigeon-holed as just a Chinese filmmaker.
Film is for me about humanity, the human condition, the collective condition of being human. I did, and I still do believe that films have something universal to say about being human. I cast white people because they were the default colour. People don’t find anything pointed, or statement-like about white people around here, so I cast them over Asian people, who would obviously stick out like sore thumbs. I was afraid that if I did cast Asians, all my stories would be read in the context of my ethnic background, and the audience would miss the point I was trying to say about humanity in general. 
In an effort to become a better director, I started studying acting so that I could better understand the actor’s process. I was lucky enough to get an agent, and then some small roles. Here are some clips from the roles I got:
<show acting showreel>

Don’t get me wrong, I had a lot of fun playing these characters. But there was again, something bugging me. I was always being put up for roles as a waitress, a prostitute, a catty career girl- or if I was lucky, a sexy butt-kicking kung-fu fighter. Furthermore, I was always cast as the Asian girl, never just a New Zealander who happened to be Asian. Arguably, the role on Shortland Street was such a role, but there is a part of me that has to ask why Li Mei’s competition could only be another chinese girl. Let’s be honest here- these Asian roles I was going for were actually pretty stereotypical, and I can almost guarantee, were written by non-Asian people. Which isn’t to say that Non-Asian people shouldn’t write asian roles, just that maybe they should try something different?.. I don’t know, I think I’m opening a big ol can of worms here, so I’ll stop making generalisations, and say just what I think. 
For me, it was ironic to the point of being funny, here I was, an Asian filmmaker refusing to represent Asians for fear of seeming too Asian, while at the same time accepting roles as an Asian actress perpetuating Asian stereotypes written by non-Asians. These roles I was going for were going to shape the way the rest of the country saw Asian women.. obviously we were their waitresses, prostitutes and catty career girls. I had a chance to change that, to create Asian characters as complex, real entities, but I didn’t ironically because in my life, I wanted to be seen as a complex real filmmaker. 

The obvious solution is that if as a filmmaker I represent complex, real Asian roles, it might go a way to changing other people’s perspectives on Asians all round, and thus one day, might ultimately lead me to be cast as an actress in a complex, real Asian role. I have the privilege of helping shape my own career and representation, both in front of and behind the camera, in film and television. I realise that now, and I promise, you don’t have to wait very long to see that I’m taking up my own cause in a very serious and hopefully effective way.
As for my parents, my mother constantly worries about my career choice, in the way that I guess all Chinese mothers do- she sees the long hours I work for so little financial gain, and despairs. When I tell her that I’ve chosen this difficult career because of the ideals of the Chinese dream, she just shakes her head, and says “aya, but not this. So many people try, too many people want to do this, how can you compete?”.
The other night, after winning the short film prize at the Asia NZ film festival, I brought my rather nice trophy home to show my mother. She looked at the plaque on the front.

“Hmm… Asia NZ Film Contest.. Best Director? Goodness!”. Then she shuffled away to make dinner for my dad. That was it. That was all I was going to get. I left the trophy on the kitchen table in the hope that my dad might see it and went downstairs to my room, but when I came back to get it a little while later, my mother had already moved it… to stand proudly in the middle of the lounge-room mantlepiece.
I guess we’re both happier with it there.

