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Abstract
In an absurdist atmosphere reminiscent of Samuel Beckett, in a movement of transgression from rough social reality 

to surreal spectacular dream, two neighbours, a man and a woman, refuse to leave their homes under an evacuation 
order by a city ravaged by a virus called “Taiwan Fever”. This article analyses the way the sensation of chaos in the city 
is depicted by the constant fragmentation of the cinematographic reality and the way water transforms this dystopian 
nightmare into a utopian dream. The article hypothesizes that this procedure takes place via a variety of alarming 
dissociations. For example: voices are dissociated from their bodies, television voices from their images, and water from 
its source. By establishing a wide range of fragmentary perceptions accentuated by visual and audio contrasts between 
dream and reality (such as the contrast between the dull colours of the surrounding environment with the bright colours 
evoked by a musical performance, and the contrast between the monotonous sound of never-ending rain with the vibrant 
songs of musical comedy), Tsai Ming-liang delivers to the spectator a multi-genre picture, in which the substance of water 
in the way imagined by Gaston Bachelard, transforms the dystopian reality of an abandoned city into a utopian dream.

Keywords: The Hole, Tsai Ming-Liang, virus, the end of millennium, science-fiction, urban spaces, Surrealism, 
Czlowiek Kamera, Samuel Beckett, Musical Comedy, water and dreams, Gaston Bachelard.

I BELIEVE IN INDIVIDUAL MAN HIMSELF 

I believe in individual man himself,
in him who walks by himself,
not doglike following his scent,
not wolfl ike fl eeing before man’s scent:
at once man and anti-man.
 
Come to our own communion?
Flee the over and the outer way:
Whatever is catt le in others is catt le also in you.
Walk the wide and inner way:
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What is bott om in you is bott om also in them.
Hard to get used to oneself.
Hard to break oneself of oneself.
 
The one who does that shall never be cast out.
The one who does that shall forever be built in.
The impractical is the only practical
in the long run.

   (Ekelöf 60) 

Tsai Ming-liang is associated with the “second phase” of Taiwan’s New Cinema. 
His fi lms deal with themes of encampment and displacement, occupation and exile 
in the city of Taipei. We rarely see Taipei’s monumental architecture in his fi lms, but 
rather the inside of buildings, apartments, exits and entrances, passageways such as 
lifts, escalators, garages and holes. He fi lms these spaces with still cameras in very long 
takes. The duration of these takes highlights the strange vulnerability of these places 
as well as of the people that live inside them. 

Tsai Ming-liang recycles topics related to the modern condition (feelings of 
loneliness and a desire for love, dialectics of intimacy and alienation) and he represents 
these elements by using the persistent urban imagery of water and buildings. The 
element of water is central in his cinematographic universe. It is presented in all 
possible forms. It is a sea and a river, a never-ending rain. It is a bott le of mineral water, 
a bath, a leak in the apartment, a tear on a cheek, a human liquid... 

The human body, both its intimacy and sexuality, is depicted in a realistic and 
yet persistently poetic way. The sinister thematic of sickness or the end of history are 
treated in a surreal manner with often humoristic and absurdist elements along with 
nostalgic components such as songs and movies from the 1950s and 60s. In this article, 
we will examine The Hole (1998), a fi lm commissioned by the French production com-
pany Haut et Court and the television station La Sept Arte for their series “2000 Seen 
By …”, a collection of eight fi lms imagining the upcoming end of the millennium. We 
search for a ray of light through a curtain of never-ending rain and a sign of hope for 
survival at the time of apocalypse in a dilapidated city.

The rain is pouring down outside. Water is fi lling up the building from inside. It is 
a week before the millennium. The scene is a city ravaged by a virus. The apocalypse 
will arrive in seven days, at midnight. When the clock strikes twelve, the world as we 
know it will be under water, unless… 

This melodramatic synopsis would have been faultless if Tsai Ming-liang was 
searching for a flamboyant effect and classical narration in The Hole (1998), his fourth 
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film. However these melodramatic elements are the premise of the narration, the 
spectator faces a sort of poetic deconstruction, a highly personal meditation on the 
loneliness in a big city, where the narrative and dramatic elements of different genres 
are deconstructed and mixed into a unique film. It is not science fiction, neither is it a 
documentary, nor a musical comedy and it can’t be classified as a surreal film. It is all 
and none of these, full and empty at the same time.

In the Far East, seven days before the New Era begins, most people have left their 
homes due to an epidemic, called the “Taiwan Virus”. This strange disease, also called 
“the end of the millennium virus”, transforms people into creatures who behave like 
cockroaches. People aff ected by this illness seek shelter in protected, humid, dark plac-
es, as they lose their human comportment and the gift of speech. The action takes place 
in a recently evacuated housing block and an abandoned underground market. One 
day a plumber rings at the door of a man. The woman from downstairs has sent him, 
complaining about a leak, presumably coming from the man’s apartment. The plumb-
er digs a hole up into the man’s living room and leaves it there. Thus the plot begins 
with a hole.

The two protagonists are anonymous. We only know that the man works in an un-
derground store and that the woman’s apartment has a leak. He is “The Man Upstairs” 
and she is “The Woman Downstairs”, played by Tsai’s fetish actor Lee Kang-Sheng 
and the actress Yang Kuei-mei. They spend most of their time alone in their small iden-
tical two-room apartments, situated one over the other. In their rooms, they eat, drink, 
take their baths, go to the bathroom and sleep. Their sole entertainment is the television 
that alternates between the alarming news on the situation in Taipei and advertising on 
how to cook your noodles so that they would taste like food fi t for kings and queens. 

The fi lm starts with the distressing sound of sirens in an urban sett ing. Next come 
men’s and women’s voices complaining about the chaotic situation in the city as the 
title The Hole appear on a black screen. What we are seeing is an off -screen television 
interview or a radio transmission with Taiwanese citizens on the government’s mea-
sures to handle the problem of garbage and the “Taiwan virus”. The cinematographic 
dispositive and the documentary sound track stimulate the spectator’s expectation for 
documentary images fi lmed with a shaky video camera. Nevertheless after listening to 
voices and contemplating the black screen, the spectator fi nds himself in a living room 
of the man from upstairs, where he is half sleeping in his underwear on a couch as the 
rain, seen through the kitchen window, pours down. I say “fi nds himself” since the 
way Tsai Ming-liang fi lms the space as well as the man’s clothing and his childish posi-
tion on the couch are intimate, as the spectator literally enters his private sphere to the 
point of uneasiness at times. The duration of this scene is so long that the non-action 
of it becomes an action in and of itself. Suddenly the doorbell rings. It is the plumber. 

The prologue’s documentary style in a crowded city is sublimated into a private 
sphere of the man’s apartment. The spectator is hence redirected from the collective 
and impersonal, into a private and intimate space. The various voices of the citizens 
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and those of the government compose the collective sphere here. The separation be-
tween the soundtrack and the image refl ects the distance between the people and the 
government. It is a hole, a place where they can’t meet, a gap of misunderstanding that 
their words convey and are visually represented by a black screen.

Throughout the fi lm, Tsai Ming-liang creates an alarming, dystopian atmosphere by 
means of fragmentation of the cinematographic reality and through diff erent types of 
displacement in the narrative. The split in the mise-en-scène in this scene is more than 
a simple voice-over. It shows the destabilisation in society, where voices are discon-
nected from bodies to accentuate the fear of showing individuality, which ultimately 
conveys a fear of communication, of showing your face. Later on at several moments 
during the fi lm, we experience a second split between image and voice. We see the 
“Woman from Upstairs” in front of the television, eating instant noodles in her living 
room. We never see the actual television image, we only hear voices. Hence the tele-
vision is in a way reduced to a radio and the voices are once more disconnected from 
the images of bodies. 

These fragmentations of reality and displacement in the narrative are there to un-
derline the impossibility of communication and identifi cation with the other person. 
Since true communication engages the whole human being, it necessitates an impli-
cation, which seems to be impossible to create. The interaction between the two pro-
tagonists is a direct illustration of it. They barely address each other, and when they 
do, only short phrases come out in an atmosphere of a reciprocal antagonism. E.K. 
Tan is conducting a meta-cinematographic analysis by stating that the unconvention-
al fi lm form is directly related with the narrative and that the lack of communication 
expressed in a way necessitates the ruptures and displacements in the fi lm. He con-
cludes by saying 

“(… ) the diff erent types and levels of displacement in the fi lm suggest that conven-
tions isolate the individual from the fundamental experience of human connection… If 
Tsai doesn’t believe in the homogeneity and linearity of narrative, a rupture in his fi lm 
narrative is necessary; a political gesture in transgressing the narrative form in classi-
cal cinema” (Tan, 96).

Tsai’s transgression of the cinematic form and refusal of the classical narrative 
follows the modernist approach and is inspired by his personal reflexions on time and 
space. 

The Hole is a fi lm without a plot. The story’s premise is a hole, which is it’s gravita-
tional point, the connection between two separate universes, that of the woman and 
of the man, that of past and of the present. The hole activates imagination, transpos-
ing the characters in another space-time, that of a nostalgic past of Hong Kong mu-
sicals. It also works as a channel through which the female character passes to meet 
the man from upstairs. This channel unites the real with the historical and imagina-
tive. The hole is the motor of the narration. It has replaced the classical scenario and 
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activates all the necessary “moments” of the story to advance the narrative. The hole 
seems to almost bridge the circuit between actual images and the virtual image, to use 
Gilles Deleuze terminology. We will come back to this later. Ultimately, The Hole is a 
metaphor for the death of cinema. 

“It was inevitable that the cinema, in the crises of the action-image, went through 
melancholic Hegelian refl ections on its own death: having no more stories to tell, it 
would take itself as object and would be able to tell only its own story (Wenders). But, 
in fact, the work in the mirror and the work in the seed have always accompanied art 
without ever exhausting it … By the same token, the fi lm within the fi lm does not sig-
nal an end of history, and is no more self-suffi  cient than the fl ashback or the dream: it is 
just a method of working … In fact, it is a mode of the crystal-image.” (Deleuze, 76–77). 

Throughout the film we witness musical numbers created by the hole: songs by the 
movie and song star Grace Chang. They are nostalgic trips to a time where beautiful 
stories were told and what was more important during a time when we believed in 
them. Now they are displaced in another context, reinterpreted, badly lip-synced and 
produced in the mind of the woman by the cavity in her ceiling. It appears to me that 
Deleuze’s concept of the crystal image can help us more deeply understand this film 
of Tsai Ming-liang.

The crystal-image is formed by a fusion of actual and virtual image and allows 
us to experience time. The time-image dissolves the sensory-motor schema, where 
prompt action and reaction are no longer possible and thus allows us to glimpse time 
in its purest state. As we know from Cinema 2, the time-image is opposed to the move-
ment-image. 

“The time-image does not imply the absence of movement (even though it often in-
cludes its increased scarcity) but it implies the reversal of the subordination; it is no lon-
ger time which is subordinate to movement; it is movement which subordinates itself to 
time. It is no longer time which derives from movement, from its norm and its correct-
ed aberrations; it is movement as false movement, as aberrant movement which now 
depends on time. The time-image has become direct, just as time has discovered new 
aspects, as movement has become aberrant in essence and not by accident, as montage 
has taken on a new sense…” (Deleuze, 271).

In classical movement-image cinema, time is at the service of the narration. The cuts 
and juxtapositions drive the plot. The time-image expresses itself when the significance 
is concentrated on sustaining the cinematic image for its own purpose. Tsai’s cinema is 
operating primarily with time-images. He has several times stressed that the slowness 
in his films is an act of rebellion, saying in an interview that “Slowness is the best way 
to express my revolt”. But it is not only slowness that marks his shots. It seems that the 
purpose of this rebellion lies in an initiative of giving and taking time in our stressful, 
industrialised world where everything spins faster and faster everyday. You notice this 
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political position even more distinctly in his later films as Stray Dogs (2014), especially 
in the last shots of the film that are overwhelmingly long, or in his short film Journey 
to the West (Xi You) (2014). This short film is 25 minutes long and is composed of only 
21 shots in which we follow a Buddhist monk, walking through a city at a very slow 
tempo. As Gilles Deleuze expresses it: 

“These are pure optical and sound situations in which the character does not know 
how to respond, abandoned spaces in which he ceases to experience and to act so that 
he enters into fl ight, goes on a trip, comes and goes, vaguely indiff erent to what hap-
pens to him, undecided as to what must be done. But he has gained in an ability to see 
what he has lost in action or reaction: he SEES so that the viewer’s problem becomes 
‘What is there to see in the image?’ (and not now ‘What are we going to see in the next 
image?’).” (Deleuze, 272).

Journey to the West (Xi You) poses directly this question to the spectator ‘What is 
there to see in the image?’ When the spectator is no longer engaged in the action on 
screen, time takes its place, and the poetry of the image forms itself in the time. In 
The Hole, we experience a similar moment of pure questioning over the time-image. 
There is an old man, who doesn’t seem aware of the alarming situation in Taipei. 
He seems completely lost in time and in space. He carries an empty pot of sauce and 
shows it to the salesman in the underground market, the man from upstairs. The 
product he is looking for has not been produced for many years now. The old man 
takes a tour of the underground market only to discover that all the other shops are 
closed. When he comes back to the man’s store, he hesitates for a second, because 
he doesn’t recognize the place where he has been just a minute ago. Then he walks 
out into the rain again.

When Tsai Ming-liang fi lms this man’s trajectory of displacement, he seem to be 
showing us the absence of action, but it is in fact another way to create cinematograph-
ic tension, where time takes the place of action, where the movement-image is re-
placed by time-image. The old man is wandering in that “web without spider”, as Rem 
Koolhaas describes the forgott en shopping mall architecture, this Junkspace of the 20th 
century, which is also reminiscent of what Deleuze calls else-where-space that activates 
the crystal-image. The man wanders around in the underground market and he loses 
himself in its labyrinth-like spaces. Tsai’s camera follows this man as he crosses these 
dark, humid spaces, not suitable for man, but a place for a bug, as if the apocalypse is 
already residing in this place, recalling ruins from the ancient times, and hence uniting 
the present with the past. 

The architectural sett ings of the fi lm are abandoned places. They are what rests 
after the decline of modernism, “(… ) the residue mankind leaves on the planet” 
(Koolhaas). The underground market we see in The Hole is the kind of anonymous 
and unremarkable place that the 20th century has created, used and now is about 
to abandon. Junkspace was manufactured, industrialized, exported and imported. It 
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mirrors the technical achievements, as well as the waste that it produces and leaves 
for the upcoming generations to take over, destroy or restore. 

Tsai’s characters live, circulate and wander around in these condemned places, 
drawing our att ention to them. These places are almost not sett ings in a cinematographic 
sense, in a way they are characters themselves, with their past recorded and visible in 
their present. They recall a scene from his latest fi lm, Stray Dogs, when a woman tells 
a young girl the story of the walls in the apartment. She says that one day the rain 
entered and the walls started to cry, and that the marks on the walls were left by their 
tears. The rain has left visible marks on the walls and in this manner the walls have 
recorded the past in the present. In The Hole, we are not told the story of the walls in 
the woman’s apartment, we experience it directly. We see the changes on the walls 
and on the fl oor caused by the leak. The apartment absorbs water, and the change that 
it provokes refl ects in time-image. Here we can feel its slowness as its inevitability in 
a “pure optical and sound situations”. (Deleuze, 272).

In the same way the underground market, with its corridors, and the housing block 
with its stairs, passageways and elevators seems to correspond to what Gilles Deleuze 
calls an “else-where-space”, which is one of the modes in which an image becomes a 
crystal, where time shows itself in a pure state. 

“in fact the crystal constantly exchanges the two images which constitute it, the ac-
tual image of the present which passes and the virtual image of the past which is pre-
served: distinct yet indiscernible, and all the more indiscernible because distinct, be-
cause we do not yet now which is one and which is the other” (Deleuze, 81).

We will soon turn our att ention to one scene that appears to me to be approaching 
the crystal image, as conceptualised by Gilles Deleuze. 

Even though Tsai Ming-liang sees himself as a pessimist, the despair and misery 
in the fi lm are never tragic. There is always a slight sense of humour presented in the 
form of memories, dreams and fantasies. In the midst of the harsh dystopian reality 
of the upcoming millennium there are many touching moments of nostalgia, trips to 
the past, through the means of musical interludes. Tsai Ming-liang comments on his 
use of these scenes: 

Those luxurious Hollywood-style Hong-Kong musicals of the 1950s … glorifi ed the 
peace and sweetness of life, even to the point of something like decadence… In fact, when 
I look back on the past now what I’m most nostalgic for is the peaceful sweetness of my 
adolescence. So when dealing with the fantasies of contemporary folks I naturally turn 
to the past. I use Grace Chang’s songs and the Hollywood-style song and dance scenes 
and costumes to draw contrast with the reality that exists outside of those scenes. (Tsai 
Ming-liang, Fran Martin) These fi ve musical numbers, performed by the main characters, 
function as an escape from the dull reality of the depressing suburbs. Nevertheless, 
it is not like a feast in the time of a plague and it is not the question of singing and 
dancing to the end of time. The musical numbers use the popular songs of Grace Chang, 
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a Hong Kong singer and movie star of the late 1950s and 1960s. The dark sett ing of the 
overall fi lm is brusquely interrupted by nostalgic Technicolor shades of old-fashioned 
Mandarin pop music. These numbers are produced by Yang Kuei-mei’s fantasies about 
seducing her neighbour. They describe her longing for love and maybe they are the fi rst 
symptoms of the “Taiwan virus” that is taking over her mind. As the fi lm progresses 
and the feeling between the two protagonists is growing, the song and dance numbers 
become more and more extravagant. In the fi rst of these fi ve musical interludes Yang 
Kuei-mei is alone in the elevator of the building and performs “Oh, Calypso”. Her sexy 
dress, unprofessional movements and bad lip-syncing in the elevator with neon lights 
blinking like on a Christmas tree is at the same time ridiculous, comical and touching. 
She reveals herself to the spectator as a tender and innocent girl that is longing for love 
and not at all as an irresistible femme fatale. The scene, as well as its sett ing, is absurd, 
but in that absurdity the director shows an intimate dream with much humour and 
such a sensitive and poetic purity that the spectator may for the fi rst time approach, 
understand, and on a certain level, identify with the character. It reminds me of the lines 
by the Swedish poet Gunnar Ekelöf who has writt en: “What is bott om in you is bott om 
also in them”, which, transposed into the context of our analysis means that the most 
inner feelings are universal and by showing them we can communicate with each other 
and reach out to other people. Hence you may see these musical numbers as a temptation 
to true communication, which reveals the inner desires through which the spectator can 
approach the otherwise distant and anonymous characters.

These musical numbers function as catharsis, off ering the liberating role of karaoke. 
The song and the dance are activated by the hole, but they are also there to fi ll it up. 
It is a double movement, where the hole functions also as a symbol of unatt ainable 
love, a hole in a heart. Tsai Ming-liang explains his metaphor of the hole in this way:

“modern man doesn’t know how to communicate, indeed, he doesn’t know how to 
learn to communicate… the biggest hope of my characters is that there will be some-
one who will extend a hand to them or off er them a glass of water” (Tsai Ming-liang, 
Production Notes to The Hole).

Throughout the film, these musical numbers bear witness to the displacement 
between the image and the sound by way of its badly-synced miming. This and other 

displacements recall the techniques of 
collage used in surrealism. The film 
presents many surrealistic tendencies, 
both aesthetic and conceptual. There 
are motifs of René Magritte’s paintings, 
and of the artist Czlowiek Kamera. 
The sexuality openly depicted in other 
films is suggested here using surreal 
imagery. Fig 1. The Hole, Tsai Ming-liang



214 Elena TYUSHOVA

The sudden way in which the hole activates these musical numbers appears much 
like a stream of consciousness. As much as for the surrealists, as well as for Deleuze, 
the unconscious is the primary reality that must be allowed to express itself. 

The hole seems to be a perfect abstract machine, as Deleuze and Guatt ari would 
say. The hole is a mechanism of a world emerging anew, where a new realm opens up. 

“the abstract machine creates a new reality, constructs new ways of being, but although 
inseparable from this innovation of existence, it has no being… The abstract machine 
doesn’t represent anything because nothing exists outside of its action, it is what it 
does and its immanence is always active. In the middle of things the abstract machine 
is never an end, it’s a means, a vector of creation. But despite the abstract machine hav-
ing no form, it is inseparable from what happens: it is the “non-outside” living vitali-
ty of matt er.” (Zepke, 2) 

The ontological actuality of a hole is its emptiness. As it is a symbol for everything, 
ultimately it doesn’t represent anything at all. Instead it acts directly by activating 
actions, realising fantasies and guiding the editing of the film. It is both a multifaceted 
motif in the film and a meta-cinematographic tool. The first musical number takes place 
right after a scene where a cockroach springs out of the hole. It comes after it, and thus is 
generated by the hole. Nevertheless, the hole’s ultimate source as its principal creation 
are the different water realities, that together with the hole stimulates what Gaston 
Bachelard calls the “vertical instant” of poetic superimposition and interrelation. This 
is the instant in which “ambivalent sentiments can co-exist without being reduced to 
antithesis, simultaneity or succession”. (Bachelard, 103-11).

In the case of Tsai Ming-liang, we need to free ourselves from the ordinary way of 
seeing reality as a progression from cause to eff ect, or as a chain of semantic opposi-
tions, or else the fi lm becomes a poor psychological reduction, and in the worst case, 
the absence of the water leak in the man’s apartment would be a product of the wom-
an’s imagination and a premise for her to contact him. Then we would miss the poet-
ics of the fi lm’s construction, its atomic structure, at the same time material and virtu-
al, conscious and unconscious in its perception by the viewer and we would only no-
tice the outer moodiness and poetic eff ect of a never- ending rain in the urban imagery. 

The poetic construction of the last scene, even though not fully achieving a crystal-
image, defi nitely has its potential. For Deleuze, there are only three fi lms that show 
examples of the crystal-image composed of small interior circuits. It is Dovzhenko’s 
Zvenigora, Hitchcock’s Vertigo and Resnais’s Je t’aime je t’aime. (Deleuze, 82). It is not my 
intention to show that we are dealing with a crystal-image, but merely to use its termi-
nology to further our understanding of the fundamental metaphysics of the past and 
the present as presented in The Hole. 

The time “reverses its subordination in relation to movement” (Deleuze, 98). In one 
long shot, we see the woman lying on the pile of wet paper in her living room, and 
suddenly the man from upstairs hands her a glass of water. She takes it and drinks it 
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eagerly. Then the man stretches his hand through the hole. The woman takes it and he 
drags her up through the ceiling and into his apartment. In the next and last shot, we 
see the woman in a beautiful red dress and the man in a white costume holding each 
other and slowly dancing to another song by Grace Chang.

We are seeing the indiscernibility of the real and imaginary that “constitutes an ob-
jective illusion” (Deleuze, 1992:69). The “objective illusion” doesn’t suppress the dif-
ference between the real and imaginary, the actual and the virtual, but rather makes it 
unascribable, and the real becomes imaginary, whereas the imaginary becomes real. 
We approach a modality of the crystal-image when the actual meets its virtual image in 
The Hole. The actual or real in the fi lm are the woman’s and man’s apartments. When 
the woman disappears through the hole in the ceiling, the reality fuses with imagi-
nary elements: the dilatation of the hole (which is not large enough to make a person 
pass through it) and the dance between the two characters in fabulous dresses. The fu-
sion of the actual and the virtual, the past and the present are actualised by the hole. 
There is no longer a distinction for the spectator, not for both characters between the 
present of their meeting in the man’s room and the imaginary past inspired by Grace 
Chang’s song. The last words that the director addresses to the spectator, writt en on 
the screen, highlights this indiscernibility: “In the year 2000, we are grateful that we 
still have Grace Chang’s songs to comfort us.” Thus his last words unite the present 
and the past through the means of music.

This last scene connects certain mo-
dalities of the crystal-image and allows 
us to see some of the fundamental op-
eration of time. The way the characters 
are positioned in time is also one way 
for us to perceive it. In The Hole, we ulti-
mately experience a fusion of the dysto-
pian present with the nostalgic utopian 
past, whereby the virtuality of the mu-
sical numbers becomes actuality with 
the last scene of the fi lm.

Fig 2. The Hole, Tsai Ming-liang

Fig 3. The Hole, Tsai Ming-liang
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