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The first feature film by visual artist Fiona Tan is a gloriously fragmented 
mirror palace ruminating on who we are as human beings in these confusing 
times, and what we would like to be. 

It begins with THE END. The beginning of History's Future, the first feature film 
by visual artist Fiona Tan, begins with the end. With a thunderous final chord 
an empty cinema hall appears, where the protagonist, whose own story will 
soon be revealed, has fallen asleep. And then time goes backward, as it only in 
film can; the curtain opens again and we are in the world of the Occupy 
protests: meetings for a better world. Is this already the future? Or the history 
of the future? We are at a moment that is both not in and not out of time. We 
are where, as Straub and Huillet once called it, trôp tot, trop tard. Too early, 
too late. 

That opening salvo evokes an image that is reminiscent of the way the writer 
and philosopher Walter Benjamin once described the painting, Angelus Novus 
by Paul Klee, as the "angel of history": "His face is turned toward the past [... ] 
But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such 
violence that the angel can no longer close them. The storm irresistibly propels 
him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before 
him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.” 
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Meanwhile, there is Tan’s sleeping protagonist – is what we see a memory, or a 
dream? – known only as MP, Missing Person. He is a man without memory. Did 
he lose it or was it erased? The world in which he wanders, in search of 
himself, is a world where you perhaps best survive without memory and 
without conscience. It is the world that we are afraid of, a world where the war 
of all against all has begun; there is violence everywhere, and it consumes 
everything. There is a fear that arises when we humans forget who we are. 
And as MP seeks, so does History's Future. For a plot. For meaning. For what 
images mean, both aesthetically and morally. It asks the question what is 
cinema, and whether this film is both as late as it is too soon. The nonlinear, 
multilayered approach of the film might offer the best means for considering 
media that does not exist, or which has already been forgotten. 

History's Future is provocative, stimulating and personal, and at moments, it is 
a little crooked, bony and abrasive. Not everything falls conveniently into 
place, actor Mark O'Halloran’s performance is at times a little awkward. The 
film’s shifting form, from essayistic to semi-documentary to narrative fiction, 
echoes a film history touching similar themes (La Jetée, Vertigo, but also 
Nicholas Provost's The Invader and Claire Denis' L'intrus). Together these 
threads intertwine, as though forming one of the mini-museums that MP 
arranges in a storage shed. Are we ultimately the curator of our own 
collection? Or are we beachcombers on the coast where the Costa Concordia 
ran aground? Is our memory a box of junk in the attic? Perhaps the film, for 
which Tan wrote the script together with the film critic Jonathan Romney, by 
wanting to evoke all this points at something too smart. But how can that be a 
problem, once you have surrendered to the mirror palace of questions and 
temporal layers? 

In the world we now live in, what we we need most are filmmakers and artists 
with a steadfast vision, like Fiona Tan. They can make us wonder what the 
future of our past will be and take us into an astutely constructed and 
fabulously splintered labyrinth, where we stand face to face with the memories 
of our civilisation.


