
de Filmkrant Interview 
 
Fiona Tan on History's Future 
"If you lose your memory, you lose yourself" 
 
A man without memories wanders through a Europe that needs to reinvent itself 
in History's Future, Fiona Tan's feature debut, which opened the International Film 
Festival Rotterdam Tiger Competition. The Filmkrant talks with Tan about identity 
and memory - themes already represented in a large oeuvre of photographic 
series , video installations , documentaries and short films. And also about 
uncertain times, and the consolation of cinema 
 
by Sasja Koetsier 
 
The quest in the fi lm takes place at several levels: there is a 
f ictional story, but one interwoven with documentary fragments. In 
addition to the personal identity of the protagonist,  Europe's 
collective identity is at stake - al l  in al l  a complex and intriguing 
construction. How did this come about? 
"The main character, MP is completely fictitious. He is the vehicle who takes you 
on a journey across Europe and the movie is told from his perspective, from his 
experience. The idea stemmed from the very recent past, everything that has 
happened here in the last eight years. In that sense it is very simple. I try to map 
for myself the feelings citizen of Europe, and includes myslef, are currently 
experiencing. But those feelings themselves are quite complex. Perhaps that 
makes the film a bit complicated. " 
  
Plus the fact that there is no answer yet, no conclusion. 
"No, because we are still right in the middle of this situation. It began with a 
mortgage crisis in America. That soon became a banking crisis, which spilled over 
into Europe. The banking crisis has become a global financial crisis, which then 
became a political crisis. Which has become a social crisis that has led to a 
philosophical and ethical crisis. It's what you could call a rolling catastrophe - 
before we have one problem under control, the following problem presents itself. 
This is often talked about as if it were a natural disaster, with words like tsunami, 
tidal wave; something beyond our control. That's the image I have it: you're 
swimming in the surf but have lost control, so you come up for air at precisely the 
wrong time." 
 
"I wondered: why do we feel this way? In the work of sociologists like Manuel 
Castells, Rosalind Williams and Zygmunt Bauman I found explanations which 
helped me understand my feelings better. We have arrived at a crucial point in 
history: the end of an era and the beginning of a new one, which we do not yet 
know how it will look like. Williams, from whom I have that term rolling 
catastrophe, describes how we have always considered the future to be a rising 
line of improvement and progress. Now, for the first time, is not so sure that our 
children will be better off than we are. Should I still advise my children to go to 
university? Or is that soon as outdated an idea as the promise of a permanent 
job? Are we already living in 'liquid times "as Zygmunt Bauman calls it?" 
 
And what do we find of these ideas in the fi lm? 



"What all these sociologists do is construct a narrative; they tell a story. And that 
is still the way in which we make sense of the world - through stories. Earlier at 
the campfire, now with technological means - which explains why cinema 
occupies such a central place in our culture. I have become increasingly 
interested in the notion of narrative and of the narrative self, so my wish grew to 
make a film. A film, that is a site specific work for people to watch in the cinema, 
including the whole ritual around it and experience which cinema can deliver - a 
very different experience than when you visit an exhibition."  
 
And so here belongs the main character . . .  
"... Who flees to the cinema, to sleep there. After all it is so quiet and cosy there! 
Yes, that's a bit tongue-in-cheek, because the arthouse cinema is obviously very 
threatened with often hardly any audience. Therefore, the film begins with a 
mirror image: from your own cinema seat you look into a deserted cinema, at a 
man alone in a movie theater. And hopefully you are encouraged to identify with 
him." 
 
Was it already decided that he would be Ir ish? 
"I wanted an English speaking actor, but all the British actors whom I found 
interesting were already hired by television series. That's where the power 
is  these days; a company like HBO can block and exclusively reserve an actor for 
six months or a year. So I  extended my search and looked wider and that's how I 
discovered Mark O'Halloran and his work. And it turned out that he is not only a 
wonderful actor but also a talented screenwriter, which fits very well with the 
character he plays: someone who writes his own story. " 
 
How did that character shape? 
"I've always been fascinated by memory loss and I read some fascinating case 
studies. Memory is very close to identity - if you lose your memory then you lose 
yourself. I felt that my character had to be someone who is lost, and memory loss 
was a way to give this form. So I started investigating how amnesia works. It turns 
out that people with severe amnesia often have problems with planning, with 
looking to the future." 
 
The future is the subject of a series of interviews that you 
conducted with 'real '  people. Can you tell  us something about this? 
"That's another line that carries the film. I interviewed about fifteen people, of all 
very different backgrounds and from all over Europe, asking them the same list of 
questions. For example: What would you do if woke up one morning and could not 
remember who you were? If you're going on a journey, what three things would 
you take with you? What do you love / what do you hate about your life? What 
should we take with us into the future?" 
 
Do you have an answer to that? 
"Someone asked me earlier today that three things I would take, and my answer 
was: a camera, a notebook and an apple. I must be able to create and to reflect. 
And I have to have something to eat. But the people I interviewed came up with 
the most wonderful answers. Compassion for example, or humor; which is very 
important to take with us into the future!" 


