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 In 1992, three nineteen-year-old girls set out to make the first feature-length 
independent film in Singapore. Called Shirkers, the film was supposed to be a lush and quirky 
serial-killer-fairy-tale-road-movie. A sixteen-year-old girl named S travels around Singapore 
with two children – the son of a visibility inspector and the epileptic daughter of a nurse – to 
collect people that she would like to kill, encountering oddball characters along the way. The 
film is set within a colourful, idiosyncratic, tender portrayal of a country better known for its 
gleaming skyscrapers than the charming homes and shops seen in the film. Singapore had 
never seen anything like it; if it had been released, it might well have transformed the 
country’s cultural landscape. Instead, the footage was stolen by the film’s director Georges 
Cardona, a strange American man who was mentor to the girls. Shirkers remained lost for two 
decades, until Sandi Tan, its writer and star, was contacted by Cardona’s widow: Cardona had 
kept all seventy cans of 16mm film in perfect condition, although the sound recordings were 
lost. And so, Shirkers (1992) was reborn as Shirkers (2018), a personal documentary chronicling 
the entire affair – written, directed, and narrated by Tan.  1

 Shirkers (2018) begins: “When I was eighteen, a long time ago now, I had the idea that 
you found freedom by building worlds inside your head. That you had to go backwards in 
order to go forwards.” In making the documentary, Tan relives these ideals of her eighteen-
year-old self – resurrecting a dreamlike universe that had long been buried, and revisiting a 
past both painful and joyous to bring Shirkers (1992) twenty-five years into the future. But it is 
not just a nostalgic return to a lost youth, or a purely factual record of a film made, then lost, 
now found. Embedded within a seemingly straightforward documentary format are complex 
structural choices that bring forth the textures, pathways, and even dissonances of Tan’s 
personal memories. This is Tan’s ‘memory work’, in Annette Kuhn’s definition: “an active 
practice of remembering which takes an inquiring attitude towards the past and the activity of 
its (re)construction through memory”; “a conscious and purposeful staging of memory”.  2

 While the documentary does, of course, use footage from Shirkers (1992) liberally, 
what happens in the space around that footage is the crux of its memory work. Three strategies 
– the use of personal archives, the intertextual illustration of the road movie genre, and the 
juxtaposition of conflicting perspectives on the past – form a kind of exposed scaffolding, for a 
film that has never been released in its intended form, and thus never entered any form of 
public consciousness. Since Shirkers (1992) was dislocated from its trajectory, these strategies 
(among others) constitute a necessary unfolding of a mnemonic environment in which to 

 In this essay, ‘Shirkers (2018)’ refers to the 2018 documentary, and ‘Shirkers (1992)’ refers to the original film.1

 Annette Kuhn, “A Journey Through Memory,” in Memory and Methodology, ed. Susannah Radstone (Oxford: 2
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situate the original footage – the “stage” of its memory. Here lies the space for empathy, the 
possibility for the viewer to have something analogous to a lived experience, even without 
having been present for the production of Shirkers (1992) and its traumatic disappearance. 
While Shirkers (2018) is driven by the individuality of Tan’s confessional narration, it 
nonetheless possesses this openness in part because it enacts the dynamics inherent within the 
act of remembering. 

I. Textures; or: “We created elaborate collages for BigO,  
which they all hated. I think we were way too punk for them.” 

 

Fig. 1 A collage by Jasmine Ng and Sandi Tan.  
From Shirkers (2018), dir. Sandi Tan. Screenshot by author. 

 From the outset, Shirkers (1992) is framed as a specific product of Tan’s personality, 
influences and experiences growing up. The account of its making is thus also the story of her 
life up to that point. Tan presents herself as a largely unsupervised, wildly imaginative child 
raised by her grandparents. She finds punk-rock kinship with her friend Jasmine Ng (one of 
the three involved in the making of the first film). They create collages for BigO, Singapore’s 
underground rock zine (figure 1), publish their own zine called The Exploding Cat, and find 
ways to watch arthouse movies not released in Singapore. In 1991, they join a filmmaking 
class taught by Cardona, completing their trio with fellow student Sophie Siddique Harvey.  3

Cardona becomes their mentor, taking them on late-night car rides around Singapore. Tan 
then goes to England for university, Ng to New York, and Harvey to Los Angeles. Then, Tan 
secretly takes a road trip across America alone with Cardona, inspired by the French New 

 To steep us in the time of their youth, Tan initially identifies Ng as “Childhood Friend” and Harvey as “Fellow 3

Film Student”. It is only at the end of the film that she reveals that Ng is now an activist and filmmaker, and 
Harvey is the Chair of Film at Vassar College.
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Wave films they both admired. Upon returning to England, she feverishly writes a script for 
what would be her first feature. Over two-and-a-half increasingly turbulent months during 
their summer break, they produce and shoot Shirkers (1992). 
 Tan does not simply recount these events, but plunges the viewer into their 
exuberance. Visually, Shirkers (2018) is constructed out of so many types of visual material as 
to give it the unpredictability of an assemblage. The types include, primarily: 1) footage from 
Shirkers (1992); 2) paper-based archival materials; 3) home videos; and 4) interviews in the 
form of talking head segments. They are then interspersed with: 5) clips from movies that 
share an affinity with Shirkers (1992); 6) animated sequences; and 7) scenes filmed in the 
‘present day’, to chart the making of the documentary. The handling of the archival materials 
brings out the heady excitement of Tan’s teenage years, benefiting from the sheer diversity of 
visual materials from Tan’s personal archive (and, as is revealed, Cardona’s own obsessive 
accumulation of materials from the production).  A dizzying array of photographs, zines, 4

collages, drawings, letters, postcards, scripts, and documents are thrown together to give the 
first half of the film “the handmade delicacy of a scrapbook come to life”, which in spite of its 
“delicacy” still buzzes with the raw energy of unfiltered thoughts and uncensored creativity.  5

Buttressed by the use of Tan’s own handwriting for most of the intertitles and captions in the 
film, it is as if pages from her diary have been deconstructed, then remade into an immersive 
audiovisual experience. 
 It is crucial that the archive here is not a static construction. Instead, it reinforces the 
fervour of its own content through clever editing. Tan notes: “My youth was so consumed 
with writing, drawing, and collage that to recapture that freewheeling DIY energy, I had to tap 
these primary materials. To do this, I needed an editor who knew how to make these images 
fly.”  Tan and Ng’s collages are not merely shown – it is as if their the aesthetic and spirit 6

permeates the treatment of the archive, which comes to life with pulsating speed, rapidly 
switching from object to object. The camera’s frame swiftly moves from one area of a page to 
another, mimicking the eye moving across the page. Parts are even animated: different 
elements of the collages appear one by one, as if being stuck onto the page; in a letter Tan 

 Tan has stated: “I was forced to be a packrat because such an intense part of my youth was sucked into a void 4

with the disappearance of Shirkers (1992).” The prosthetic nature of her personal archive would be intriguing in a 
discussion of the therapeutic function of making a movie like Shirkers (2018). See Vadim Rizov, “Five Questions 
for Shirkers Director Sandi Tan,” Filmmaker, last modified October 24, 2018, https://filmmakermagazine.com/
104550-five-questions-for-shirkers-director-sandi-tan/.

 Eric Kohn, “‘Shirkers’ Review: The Fascinating Mystery of a Stolen Movie Gives Rise to a Great One — 5

Sundance 2018,” IndieWire, last modified January 22, 2018, https://www.indiewire.com/2018/01/shirkers-
review-sundance-2018-documentary-1201920354/.

 Tan ultimately chose Lucas Celler, about whom she says, “This kid knew his Photoshop!” Rizov, “Five 6

Questions.”
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sends to Ng from her American road trip with Cardona, the handwritten sentence “YOU 
SHOULD BE HERE ASSHOLE” also appears word by word, as if both spoken and written 
in real time. The editing mirrors their lively, irreverent teenage minds; the viewer, alongside 
Tan, relives the moments of their creation – and by extension, the creation of Shirkers (1992). 
 While the archive here is performed in a cinematic rather than bodily sense, it recalls 
performance theorist Eleonora Fabião’s description of the “experience of the archive”, which 
can convey “both the vibratory condition of objects and subjects, or better, of objectacts and 
subjectacts in their paradoxical energetics”. Shirkers (2018) certainly vibrates with reanimated 
archival fragments that retain “the full energy of the explosion that formed it: It is a blast, a 
pandemonium, a dismemberment, a flight, a rearrangement.”  The medium of film, which can 7

dictate the rhythm of the archive, allows the viewer to not just observe second-hand evidence 
of the past, but also imagine themselves within the flow and materiality of that time in Tan’s 
life, within Tan’s mind. Perhaps it reminds us of the excitement of our own youth, or perhaps 
we are in awe of her singular creativity at such a young age. Regardless, it is in the experience 
of the archive that Tan frames Shirkers (1992) as this precious apogee of a boundless, if naive, 
brilliance. Its subsequent loss is then felt more keenly – as a void, an energy extinguished. 

II. Pathways; or: “My idea was to do a road movie  
in a country you can drive across in forty minutes.” 

 In contrast to the almost breathless composition of the paper archive, a languid 
temporality comes across in Tan’s home videos – mostly of Cardona, their nighttime car rides 
in Singapore, and their road trip across America. In parts intentionally slowed down, the 
videos suggests memories that haunt, and yet are also savoured. The viewer already sees 
Cardona as suspicious: the publicised synopsis of Shirkers (2018) has revealed that he 
eventually steals the film, and there is a palpable inappropriateness in a middle-aged man 
driving around at night, and alone, with teenage girls. Yet, these were formative experiences for 
Tan that led her to write Shirkers (1992) in the first place. “Those night drives bled into my 
dreams,” Tan professes in the film, “Of course I wanted to make a road movie.” 
 Neil Archer writes: “the road in the road movie is never just a background: it is 
typically both the motivation for the narrative to happen, and also the place that allows things 

 Eleonora Fabião, “History and Precariousness: In Search of a Performative Historiography,” in Perform, Repeat, 7

Record: Live Art in History, eds. Amelia Jones and Adrian Heathfield (Bristol: intellect, 2012), 131.
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to occur.”  In order to establish the milieux of Shirkers (1992), Tan treats both road and road 8

movie genre as motifs, densely layering them to serve as ‘engine’ for both versions of Shirkers 
(figure 2). Footage from Shirkers (1992) in the first moments of the documentary show a car 
driving (backwards) through a tunnel. We move back in time to home videos of drives with 
Cardona. We fast forward to Tan being driven across America to complete this documentary, 
and scenes with Cardona’s widow, who drives around New Orleans for hours searching for the 
location of the film centre that he set up with her money. Shot from the insides of cars – a 
physical space many of us recognise, even when it is moving down a road that we do not know 
– we imagine ourselves as passengers too. 

Fig. 2 Four roads. From Shirkers (2018), dir. Sandi Tan. Screenshots by author. 
  
 Throughout the documentary, Tan has inserted clips from movies connected in some 
way to both Shirkers (1992), as well as the narrative of its loss and recovery. Building on the 
aforementioned scenes of drives and road trips, Tan has, where appropriate, chose movie clips 
relating to the road (even for those not considered “road movies”). A car zooms down a tree-
lined road in Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless; James Spader drives across a bridge in Steven 
Soderbergh’s Sex, Lies, and Videotape; Marrie Lee speeds off on a motorcycle in martial arts 
flick They Call Her Cleopatra Wong; Jayne Mansfield smiles from a red convertible in The Girl 
Can’t Help It; men balance on one motorcycle in Singapore cult classic Eating Air, which was 
co-directed by none other than Ng. There is even a cheeky, though road-less, nod to the road 
movies of the French New Wave – spliced into the movie are several intertitles, complete with 
French voiceover, in a typeface similar to the one used in Godard’s Made in USA and Two or 
Three Things I Know About Her. Intertwining with Tan’s drives as if an extended road both 

 Neil Archer, “Introduction: a road map for the road movie,” in The Road Movie: In Search of Meaning (New York: 8

Columbia University Press, 2016), 3.
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continuous and fragmented, reality and cinema bleed into each other, just as they bled into 
Tan’s dreams, once upon a time. Asphalt slithers, stretches, seduces. The windows of the car are 
frames within which the road and the landscape pass us by; the car is itself a cinema. 
 Tan is the architect of this cinematic intertextuality – one unique to her life, and yet 
which still engages in a multiplicity of collective memories external to the documentary. Here 
lies the potential for what Maurice Halbwachs calls the “affective community” of memory: 
“There must be enough points of contact so that any remembrance they recall to us can be 
reconstructed on a common foundation.”  Although Shirkers (1992) had not previously 9

coagulated into a collective memory, besides the one shared by those involved in its 
production, Shirkers (2018) attempts to create the conditions for its remembrance, taking the 
viewer ‘along for the ride’. To the viewer, Shirkers (1992) never truly existed; yet, it can still be 
situated within a constellation of supporting collective memories, a cinematic dream drawing 
lines between stars, and in that process somehow made flesh.  10

 The road movie genre is itself a “point of contact”: “its basic form, in terms of the drive, 
the train ride, or simply the walk, is something that we can mostly all replicate in our own 
lives.”  The average viewer arrives at Shirkers (2018) already familiar with the genre (even if 11

not the specific movie references), and familiar with this fundamental human experience of a 
journey. They arrive, not just at a movie-within-a-movie, or a movie about a road movie, but at 
a meta-road movie: one not just restricted to the island nation of Singapore, which is so small 
that “you can drive across [it] in forty minutes”, but which establishes a continuum between 
Singapore, England, New Orleans, Las Vegas. It moves across time between the 1980s and the 
2010s, but also reaches back to 1960 with Godard’s Breathless – all in a non-linear order that 
collapses decades into the length of a car ride, even as each point on the timeline remains its 
own distinct landmark. This meta-road movie extends beyond the roads Tan has travelled, in a 
car or through the magic of cinema – and, unexpectedly, we find our own paths have 
intersected with hers. 
  

 Maurice Halbwachs, “Individual Memory and Collective Memory,” in The Collective Memory, trans. Francis J. 9

Ditter Jr. and Vida Yazdi Ditter (New York: Harper & Row Colophon Books, 1980), 30-31.

 Also of note is that the film pivots between other genres and tropes beyond the documentary format, thus 10

more actively interacting with our collective memory of cinema. For example, Tan’s investigation of Cardona 
incorporates narrative elements of true crime/detective stories, and visual and aural elements of film noir. Reviews 
of the film tend to locate it at the intersection of three or more types of narratives. Viewers and critics also 
frequently compare Shirkers (1992) to the films of Wes Anderson, whose first feature was released in 1996.

 Archer, 7.11
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III. Dissonances; or: “He had this perverse need to create a mythology.”  
(or: “ You’ve always been an asshole.”) 

 Tan’s friendship with Cardona was forged through a love for movies – their “point of 
contact”. Disconcertingly, Cardona’s passion for cinema permeated his obsession with 
constructing a personal mythology. Tan investigates Cardona’s past, attempting to understand 
why he might have stolen her film. She interviews two people with whom Cardona previously 
worked, and who had also been sabotaged by him – writer Grace Dane Mazur and filmmaker 
Stephen Tyler. Both discuss anecdotes he shared with them, which intersect with and at times 
contradict the stories he shared with Tan: his brother bled to death in his home; he was 
present at the accident that killed Jayne Mansfield; he was mistaken for a Cuban burglar and 
jailed. He claimed he was born to a French mother and a German father on a ship sailing 
from Europe to America; he had in fact been born in a village in Colombia. He told Tan he 
was the basis for the protagonist in Sex, Lies and Videotape, but the only connection was that 
Tyler, Cardona’s one-time protégé, had been part of that film’s crew. Cardona was a great 
storyteller, they agreed, who merged vivid recollection, factual family histories, and movie 
plots. He was keenly aware of the power of constructed memory, and clung to it desperately. 
Yet, one seems unable to locate the man beneath the myth. 

Fig. 3 Tan aligns her teenage self with the protagonist of The Catcher in the Rye.  
From Shirkers (2018), dir. Sandi Tan. Screenshot by author. 

  
 Conversely, Tan subverts her own personal myth construction within the framework of 
the documentary. She calls herself punk, shows the zines and collages to prove it – then 
displays a passport photograph of her nerdy teenage self. She paints herself as Holden 
Caulfield from J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (figure 3), attempting to project her world 
view on the children around her – both in real life with her baby cousins, and in Shirkers 
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(1992) as S with her accomplices. Yet, she acknowledges that all of them, including herself, do 
eventually grow up. And in one of the most striking moments, Tan juxtaposes her own 
creativity and ambition with her friend Ng’s frank assessment: “You were obviously being an 
asshole. You’ve always been an asshole.” Edited right into Tan’s retelling of the fraught 
production of Shirkers (1992), the viewer is suddenly made aware of a conflict of 
interpretations in their respective memories. At that point, Tan, in her voiceover, tries to 
defend herself: “So maybe I was an asshole, but I just wanted us to keep going, no matter 
what.” But towards the end of the film, she returns to Ng’s harsh words, and reorientates 
herself. She shows a home video, filmed by Ng, of Tan after her wedding in Las Vegas, in 
which she questions Ng incessantly about whether the camera is even on. “She was right,” Tan 
says, as if just realising it in the moment, “I was an asshole.” 
 In Michael Taussig’s reflections on his fieldwork in Colombia, he muses: 

Through stops, starts, and sudden swerves, the original is pulled into a wider 
landscape. To reread and to rewrite is to tug at the memories buried therein as well as 
engage with the gaps, questions, connections, conundrums, and big ideas that lie 
latent and in turn generate more of the same.   12

Tan consciously destabilises a fixed ‘truth’, maintaining this state of flux that excavates that 
“wider landscape” for the viewer’s contemplation of the narrative. This self-awareness serves 
not to diminish Tan’s credibility, but in fact to increase it. Cardona commands an audience 
where Tan confesses, asks to be questioned, as if in conversation with us. Her approach 
complicates readings of herself, of Cardona, of how the story developed, and in the process 
makes it more human and generative. Furthermore, the interweaving of multiple perspectives 
roots the events in the viewer’s genuine experiences of the act of remembering. Memories 
metamorphose over the course of our lives; they could always be wrong. Remembrance is 
assailable, therefore it is relatable. We can sympathise, or we can disagree – both positions are 
valid. In Shirkers (2018), it is made known that “memory does not simply involve forgetting, 
misremembering, repression […] memory actually is these processes, is always already 
secondary revision.”  And it can continue to be reread, rewritten, revised. 13

  

 Michael T. Taussig, “Excelente Zona Social,” Cultural Anthropology 27, no. 3 (August 2012) 516.12

 Kuhn, “A Journey Through Memory,” 186.13
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IV. Openness; or: “What you’re doing is not bringing Shirkers  
back to life, but giving it an afterlife, and back to us.” 

 There is a scene from Shirkers (1992) in which S explains to her companion, Haryo, 
why there is no film in her camera: “It doesn’t matter, because when you look through the hole 
and go ‘click’, it catches something. Or at least, your mind catches something. You don’t need 
film. Just the action of doing that helps you remember.” Memory, in S’s version of the world, 
lies not in physical evidence, but in the gesture of remembering. Of course, Shirkers (2018) 
would not exist without the original footage, or the people who remember it so lucidly, or 
Tan’s archives, or the movies that came before it. It needs its evidence, before the resuscitation 
can even begin. (Kuhn, again: “The past is like the scene of a crime: if the deed itself is 
irrecoverable, its traces may still remain.” ) But Shirkers (2018) compels precisely because it 14

does not take its evidence for granted. Its “film” is only as strong as how it is inscribed within 
the loaded act of “looking through the hole and going ‘click’”. The documentary demonstrates 
that this gesture of remembering can itself be multivalent. It asks, and posits its own 
methodologies, about how remembering feels, connects, diverges. And it knows that by doing 
so, it invites us into its environment, creates an experience that can be shared. It allows all our 
minds to “catch something”, not just the mind of the person who pressed the shutter. Shirkers 
(2018) makes space for us to be enmeshed within memories singular and collective, archived 
and lived, damning and redemptive – all the while open to revision. The past can change, be 
reframed; a film lost for twenty-five years, that no one ever saw and hardly anyone knew 
about, can still resurface, surprising us all. 

Fig. 4 S and her best friend TB on an open road in Shirkers (1992). 
From Shirkers (2018), dir. Sandi Tan. Screenshot by author.  

 Annette Kuhn, Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination (London: Verso, 2002), 4.14
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 Postscript: The luscious analogue aesthetic of Shirkers (1992) seems ripe for nostalgia. 
But even though I grew up in Singapore in the 1990s, it does not trigger a sense of longing. 
This is an alternate timeline – not something from a time that was, but something out of its 
own time, and perhaps even ahead of it. Its vision is more anachronism than relic. I wonder 
what might have happened if it had been released all those years ago: maybe it would have 
been a trailblazer; maybe nothing would have changed, except the multitude of things that did 
change in Singapore in the past twenty-five years. But what is certain is we would not have 
Shirkers (2018), which casts a net far wider than Shirkers (1992) ever could. Within and 
beyond it, in some combination of memories and imaginations – still stretch open roads. 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