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Reference:

This was my very first time seeing a film by Tsai Ming-liang. Since | know that | have missed out on this
iconic Taiwanese born filmmaker, | took the opportunity to watch his debut feature “Rebels of the Neon
God” at the occasion of the 69th Berlinale International Film Festival.

Basically “Rebels of the Neon God” is about a boy dropping out of school and how he deals with it.
Keeping it secret from his parents, Hsiao Kang (Lee Kang-sheng) quits the tutorial school for college,
takes the refund and dives into the night. Another plotline follows two thieves, Ah Tze (Chen Chao-jung)
and Ah Ping (Jen Chang-bin), who get together with a girl named Ah Kuei. The boys steal cash from
telephone booths and spend their time in arcade halls, bars, and on their scooter saddles. In the course
of the film, the two plotlines interfere several times, first by accident, later on purpose.

Seeing this film, 27 years after its release certainly evokes a nostalgic feeling. Tsai Ming-liang knew how
to set the mood for his protagonists. Having a city plunged in neon-lights and streets with jammed
traffic, he never fails to keep the viewer’s eye busy. Right from the start, he establishes iconic shots,
filled with symbolism and just beautiful to look at. The actors remain mostly silent during the first 20
minutes, but unlike other movies “Rebels of the Neon God” manages to keep us interested. There is just
something in the way this movie is shot, that does not need much dialogue. The highly stylistic images
speak for themselves without being too heavy with meaning. Active camera work and intuition for
understatement lay upon every single sequence. Liao Pen-jung, who also did the cinematography for
Tsai’s latest movie “Stray Dogs” (2013), was among the best of Asian cinema.

“Rebels of the Neon God” is a portrayal of a violent youth. Alienated from society and not willing to
fulfill their so-called predetermined way of life, the young adults resort to apathy and violence. The
dropout kid, Hsiao Kang, starts to follow the rebellious Ah Tze, vandalising his scooter and enjoying the
act of destruction. But the movie does not judge them. As a fellow traveler, Tsai seems to sympathize
with its characters.

Another topic is the parent-child relationship. Hsiao Kang has a distorted relationship with his father.
Although he is always held up high, supported and pampered, they have no common ground. His
mother is praising him as the “Neon God”, an ancient mythological figure, that also had troubles with his
father. But in the end, Hsiao Kang is just longing for independence and autonomy. His parents do not
understand his needs and the silence in certain shots speaks louder than words.



There is a noticeable synthesizer theme, recurring throughout the film. Its simplicity carries the slacker
mood of the story and reminds of other atmospheric scores e.g. Wong Kar-Wai’s “Fallen Angel”
soundtrack. In combination with the pop-cultural references due to the setting of the arcade halls, TV
programs etc., the film functions as a time travel into the early 90s.

We as an audience get to see an erratic narration. As we follow the student, the setting suddenly
switches to a sex scene with Ah Kuei. The movie allows us just a certain amount of time with each
character before it jumps to the next one. The change of perspectives creates a feeling of drift and fits
perfectly to the mindset of the protagonists.

“Rebels of the Neon God” presents a highly aesthetical tale and a world that is fresh and young, but also
one that is already marked by melancholic scars and pain. I'm excited to look further into the
filmography of Tsai Ming-liang and glad to have found something similar to the fascinating works of
Wong Kar-Wai and Eric Khoo.



