
Celebrations for the 20th
anniversary of the Hong Kong
Lesbian and Gay Film Festival have
been muted by mourning for
Wouter Barendrecht, one of its
founders, who died earlier this year.

“He was the heart and soul of the
festival” and the organisers will do
their best for this year’s event in his
memory, says 2006-08 festival
director Vicci Ho Wing-yiu of the
respected Dutch film producer, who
was also one of the festival’s
executive directors.

Dim Sum publisher Lam Wang-
hei is the director of this year’s event,
which starts on Friday and runs at
several venues across Hong Kong
until December 1. He says he took
the job as his tribute to Barendrecht.

“I was asked to take over the
director position when Vicci moved
to the US, but I wasn’t sure about it
because I knew it would take up a lot
of time,” he says. “But after Wouter’s
passing, I knew I should do it
because he was so close to me and
this festival is his baby.”

Lam admits he wasn’t a big fan of
gay cinema until he became a
festival sponsor four years ago. “I felt
that queer films were gimmicky,” he
says. “I thought the films all talked
about the same thing – coming out
of the closet, naked guys rolling
around, that type of stuff.”

But working closely with the
festival and getting a first-hand look
at the industry changed all that. Lam
now realises how hard filmmakers
work to add new twists and angles to
the genre.

This year’s festival offerings
include Patrik, Age 1.5, a Swedish
film about a successful gay couple
whose lives are turned upside-down
when they expect to adopt a baby
but end up with a troubled teenager.
Dose from the Philippines is a
harrowing tale of a 12-year-old

paedophilia victim. Israeli film Eyes
Wide Open shows how a Jewish
father is torn between his religion
and his love, and will appeal to
everyone, Ho says.

Although the festival has earned
respect in the cinema world, it still
faces stigma in mainstream society.

“Our biggest worry has never
been whether we’ll find films but
rather whether we’ll have enough
money to run the festival,” says Ho,
adding that big companies in Hong
Kong generally shy away from
associating with gay events.

Both Lam and Ho agree that even
though mainstream Hong Kong’s
acceptance of homosexuality 
has increased, its tolerance has 
yet to reach the levels in the US 
and Europe.

“It’s definitely hard to be a gay
person in Hong Kong [with] all the
pressure from society and family,”
says Ho.

But Lam remains positive, saying
the opening of several gay clubs last
year and the recent gay pride festival
are signs of progress in this city.

“Some of our films this year will
screen at the biggest house in
Festival Walk, which holds up to 300
seats,” he says. “That’s a big jump
[from] previous years when we
screened in much smaller houses.”

Barendrecht will be honoured at
the festival with the Prism Award,
which Ho says is long overdue.
“Every year we discussed potential
recipients and Wouter’s name was
near the top of the list,” she says. 

“But every time we would have
another nominee [who] was more
particularly suited for that year; and
we always thought ‘there would be
next year’.”

Hong Kong Lesbian and Gay Film
Festival, Fri-Dec 1, for more details,
go to hklgff.hk 
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Patrik, Age 1.5 will be shown at this year’s lesbian and gay film festival

The big screens and communal
atmosphere make drive-in cinema
the opposite of online viewing, but
there are websites devoted to this
disappearing form of entertainment.
And befitting drive-in cinema’s
humble roots, most of the sites are
DIY, erratic affairs.

The first drive-in cinema in the
US opened in 1933 in New Jersey
and about 4,000 more thrived until
the scene declined in the 1980s.

A good place to learn about 
the spirit of the drive-in is Drive-in
Movies: A Primer (www.green
cine.com/central/guide/drivein
movies). This site has personal

reminiscences of attending drive-ins
and a detailed history of the
phenomenon. It also offers profiles
of drive-in directors such as Roger
Corman (The Masque of the Red
Death) and Ted Mikels, creator of
such classic films as Blood Orgy of
the She-Devils and The Incredibly
Strange Creatures Who Stopped
Living and Became Mixed-up
Zombies. The site also hosts a good
article about Samuel Arkoff’s
American International Pictures, 
the most prolific drive-in film studio
that thrived with lurid titles.

Driveintheater.com is a crude
site but has some good clips,

including newsfilm of the first drive-
in’s opening, which drew 500 cars to
Wife Beware at 25 US cents per
car. The site also offers blurry
pictures of terrible drive-in
snacks. The intermission, the site
explains, was invented in drive-
ins so that theatre owners could
sell inedible fried chicken and
burgers during the break.

The number of active drive-
ins has been diminishing since
the 80s, but some sites still link to
active theatres. The Bay Drive In
Theatre (www.baydrivein.com),
in New York State, posts an
extensive list of rules and
recommendations for drive-in
viewing. There’s also advice on
how to avoid getting a flat car
battery while watching a movie,
and a reminder to turn all car
headlights off so they don’t
make the screen look fuzzy. 

Writers such as Michael
Weldon and Joe Bob Briggs
have based their careers on
knowing all there is to know
about drive-in films. Weldon
wrote the useful Psychotronic
Encyclopedia of Film, and his
website (www.psychotronic.com/
site/) has hundreds of reviews about
films such as Deafula, a 1970s
Dracula film in sign language.
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Men in PLO T-shirts march through
chaotic streets; their leader, all in
white, stands outside a Zoroastrian
fire temple urging followers to
pledge purity and denounce
outsiders. Welcome to the fictitious
world of the Parsee Liberation
Organisation led by a buffoon
character in a zany film that looks at
India’s Parsees – both their excesses
and endearments – as a minority of
about 70,000 in a country of more
than 1billion people.

Veteran screenwriter-turned-
director Sooni Taraporevala has put
the spotlight on the Parsees, an
ethnic religious group whose name
derives from their Persian origins, in
her directorial debut film and in a
book of photography because, for
starters, she is one of them.

“When you’re a Parsee you’re just
used to nobody knowing who you
are – and always having to explain
yourself,” she says before a
screening of her film at the Quai
Branly museum in Paris, where her
Parsee photographs are also part of
an international exhibition.

“I think I got tired of that and I
just wanted people to know who
Parsees were,” says Taraporevala,
whose screenwriting credits include
such hits as Mississippi Masala, The
Namesake and Salaam Bombay!.

The Parsees arrived in India
more than 1,000 years ago, fleeing
the Arab invasion of Persia to
preserve their religion,
Zoroastrianism. Today, they still
seem to be living at once in many
centuries, Taraporevala says, “from
our religious rituals which are 
so many thousands of years old 
to being so modern and at the 
same time being so conservative 
and exclusive”.

This “amalgam of
contradictions” in the Parsee
community is what she tackles in
her comedy Little Zizou, narrated
by a Parsee boy in contemporary
Mumbai, who is mad about soccer
and French football star Zinedine
“Zizou” Zidane. The boy is also 
the younger son of a Parsee
fundamentalist leader who is pitted
against his arch rival, a reformist

newspaper editor. “In my film there
are two warring families. One is a
fundamentalist lunatic and one is a
reforming journalist, a very
particular subject but it also can be
seen universally,” Taraporevala says. 

“That’s the battle being fought in
the world today; in every religion
you find the same thing.” 

But rather than take a heavy-
handed approach to extremism, the
director says she chose to treat the
Parsee ultra-conservatives in an
exaggerated, mocking way in a light-
hearted comedy.

India’s Parsees, mainly living in
Mumbai, have been known down
the centuries for maintaining their
ethnic identity, marrying among
themselves, and keeping to their
ancient religion based on the
teachings of one of the oldest
monotheistic prophets, Zarathustra.

Even as their numbers dwindle,
some Parsees still insist on
exclusivity, making outcasts of those
who take a non-Parsee spouse.

In Taraporevala’s view these
“ridiculous policies” include
religious membership, “that if a
Parsee woman marries a non-Parsee
their kids cannot be Zoroastrians”,
but she says that other movements
are now forming to make the
religion more inclusive.

“Fundamentalist Parsees want to
make laws that nobody can be
Zoroastrian, but I think Zarathustra
was a universal prophet, I don’t
think we can lay such exclusive
claim to him,” she says.

Taraporevala, 52, grew up
surrounded by Parsees in Mumbai –
which she still calls Bombay – 
where Parsee families from the
shipbuilding Wadias to the giant
industrialist Tatas have helped grow
India’s economic capital since
British colonial times.

And many a Parsee home, like
those in her film, have on the wall 
a photograph of a favourite son –
world-renowned conductor Zubin
Mehta. Parsees with other musical
tastes can point to Freddie Mercury
of Queen.

After studying film at Harvard
and New York University and
spending 20 years adapting other
people’s work for the screen,
Taraporevala wrote Little Zizou 

in 10 days.
“I think that when you make

your first film sometimes you
choose a subject that is very
personal and close to you,” she
says of the movie, which has won
awards at Indian film festivals in
Los Angeles and New York and 
the Asian-Pacific First Film festival
in Singapore.

The film was also well-received
by the Parsees at home, she says,
adding that “those Parsees who
didn’t like it, just didn’t say
anything”. Her happy-ending
comedy lets the forces of tolerance
and tender-heartedness win the
day in the community, although the
fundamentalist charlatan goes on to
prosper with new followers on a
cruise-ship gig.

The film production does not
stray far from the fold – most of the
cast are Parsees and the leading
child roles are played by brother and
sister Jahan and Iyanah Bativala,
who are literally family. “They’re my
kids,” Taraporevala says with a big
grin. “But I promised my husband [a
Parsee dentist] only one film until
they grow up.” 
Agence France-Presse
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“When you’re a Parsee you’re
just used to nobody knowing who you
are – and always having to explain
yourself,” says director Sooni
Taraporevala (above). Photo: AFP 
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