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One-line-synopsis:

A colorful mosaic presenting a topsy-turvy look at life in upcountry Thailand. Pan, an aspiring popular folk singer, is forced to abandon Sadaw, the love of his life, in his search of stardom.

Short Synopsis:

While Thai filmmaking has recently taken a turn for the grandiose in a number of overblown, bloodthirsty historical epics, Pen-ek Ratanaruang, ("Fun Bar Karaoke", "6ixtynin9" SIFF 2001) continues to single-mindedly plough a unique furrow of melodramatic mayhem. This time the protagonist is up-country simpleton Pan, an enthusiastic but amateurish singer whose optimism outstrips his talent by a considerable measure. Falling madly in love with the beautiful Sadaw, he finally wins her over - in the teeth of some serious opposition from her father - only to be forced to abandon her, five months pregnant, when he is drafted into the army. While doing military service, he joins a band and decides to desert and move to Bangkok to seek his fortune with them. When he finally makes his breakthrough as lead singer, he accidentally kills the band's manager after the latter attempts to rape him and has to flee. He soon adds the crime of robbery to those of desertion and murder in his repertoire, and is thrown in jail. For the first time in years, and with only a small transistor radio as his means of communication with the outside world, he has time to reflect on the loss of the idyllic rural village life he was forced to leave behind, his beloved wife and the baby he has never seen.

Synopsis:

Pan is an upcountry dimwit who loves to sing. Whenever any temple fair is held, he is always there on stage, showing all of his moves and style as the lead singer of his local band. When he meets Sadaw, at one of these temple fairs, it’s love at first sight. After months of pursuing her, even against her father’s wishes, they’re happily married. When Sadaw is five months pregnant Pan gets drafted into the army. 

While in boot camp, he attends a singing contest held by a famous band from Bangkok, where the first and second place winners get to join the band. Pan wins second place and decides to run away from the army to join the band. Bangkok is his destination.

Two years in Bangkok and Pan’s dream is still just a dream. Instead he becomes a lackey of the band. His job consists of nothing but rushing to the stores, buying cigarettes, serving beverages and cleaning the rehearsal house. One day God decides to give him a break: the lead singer of the band disappears during a concert and Pan is put in as a substitute. On stage, Pan not at his best form, due to extreme anxiety, but still manages to spellbind the entire audience. People are moved to tears by his song. A star is born!

After the concert, the band manager takes Pan home to celebrate the future of the band’s new star. But after a few beers, the manager tries to rape him. Defending himself, Pan accidentally kills the band manager. Two crimes, escaping the army and now first-degree murder, leave Pan no choice but to run.

Pan heads west and becomes a worker in a sugar-cane plantation. But non-stop misfortune still chases him like a shadow, and has Pan committing another crime: robbery.

Pan ends up in prison. 

It has been years since he left Sadaw. This is the first time he has stopped running and has had time to think. He misses the simple upcountry life in a tiny house near the canal where a sound from a small transistor can bring plenty of happiness. But most of all he misses Sadaw, his true love, and the baby whom he has never seen.

About the Director:

Pen-ek Ratanaruang was born on 8 March 1962 in Bangkok, Thailand. He spent 1977-1985 in New York City, where he studied at Pratt Institute, majoring in Art History. Later he worked as a freelance illustrator and a graphic designer with Designframe Incorporate. He has spent five years as an Art Director when he started directing television commercials in Thailand. He wins many advertising awards, both domestically and internationally, including the Silver and Bronze Award of the Cannes International Advertising festival. He moves on to become Film Director at The Film Factory ltd. He makes his first feature film, FUN BAR KARAOKE, in 1997. The film has its world premier at the Berlin Film Festival the same year. It goes on to be screened at several major film festivals around the world including the Montreal World Film Festival, Sao Paulo Film Festival, Pusan Film Festival and Thessaloniki Film Festival. And is awarded a Special Jury Prize at the Festival des 3 Continents in France. 

His second feature film 6IXTYNIN9  screens at numerous film festivals including Rotterdam, Singapore, Hong Kong, Sydney, Far East Cinema (Udine), Brooklyn, Popcorn (Sweden), Karlovy Vary, Jerusalem, Melbourne, Edinburgh, Taipei Gold Horse, Toronto, Helsinki, Vancouver, Chicago, Vienna, American Film Institute LA FF, Rencontres Internationales de Cinéma à Paris. It receives a number of awards including FIPRESCI Award, Hong Kong FF 2000, Best Actress, Best Supporting Actress & Best Screenplay at Thai Film Awards 2000, Best Feature, Williamsburg Brooklyn FF 2000. 
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Director's Statement:

What I enjoy most about being Thai is Thai food and Thai folk music. It is the kind of music enjoyed by the up-country people. This music is honest, beautiful and heartfelt.

MONRAK TRANSISTOR is a contemporary story of an up-country dimwit who

lives a simple and happy life with his family until one day his quest for fame as a folk singer, takes him on a roller coaster journey he will never forget. It is a journey which innocence and fame, guilt and redemption, Buddhism and materialism (and plenty of Classic Thai folk songs) are examined throughout. 

Sometimes, one must go full circle in life to come back to exactly the same spot to realise that this is where he is most happy.

‘MONRAK TRANSISTOR’ means the sounds of music coming from a transistor radio. ‘Monrak’ was a popular phrase that classic Thai films frequently loved to put in their titles. Because of this phrase, audiences would feel relaxed and happy to see films of this kind. The phrase itself was tempting enough for them to get to the cinemas. Cinema-goers  knew they would find a love story with beautiful folk songs. I was one of them.

It is believed that a "transistor"  was  the first western technology that successfully westernised Thai culture. Simple pleasures and  a  humble life-style  gave  way to  capitalism and materialism. We Thai's lost our cultural virginity to the West through this simple radio before being constantly raped, even until today, by other technologies such as the automobile, stereo, television, computer, video games and, certainly, the internet.

One of the things that frustrates me most as an Asian film maker is that the moment your films leave your own country they are being judged by westerners (audiences, film critics and film festival judges, to name a few) with a set of expectations. Thai films are expected to be tender, with farmers riding on water buffaloes, elephants, golden pagodas, palaces, temples and monks in orange robes. If these are what is expected of us then we shouldn't blame Hollywood for producing crap like "Anna & The King", should we?

It was my intention from the start of my career to avoid all of these travel brochure images when making films. So don't be surprised to find in this film a 70 year old man bathing a pig in a pair of Nike shorts or the hero giving a wedding present to his wife wrapped in a Moschino shopping bag. That is authenticity to me. The tone of this film may shift between "realism" and "surrealism" but it always remains  absolutely authentic.

This film is a sweet and tender piece of candy with a satirical poison in the center.
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