
CHAPTER III
CHARACTERISTICS OF THAI AND HOLLYWOOD

MOVIES
Cinema as a form of mass media, can send any message about the 

‘world’ in such a way that people from that particular ‘world’ are familiar with. 

This has been done with several forms of performance (Nithi Aiewsriwong, 
1995: 78-79). Thai cinema as well as traditional performances such as L ik a y , 

L a k h o rn , or K h o n , all send traditional messages such as in-law conflict, 
jealousy in polygamy family structure, etc. to the audience. To make a Thai 
film, one must do it on the basis o f what Thai people are familiar with. In other 
words, the message has to be comprehensible and easily recognized by the 
audience. Thus, many elements implemented from traditional performances 
have been included into Thai films in order to gain the acceptance o f Thai 
audiences. This chapter examines the characteristics of Thai cinema in 
comparison with Hollywood movies with emphasis on plot, characterization, 
and relevant stylistic convention.
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Characteristics of Thai Cinemaะ ‘Nam Nao’
Classical Thai cinema is widely known as ‘Nang Nam Nao’ (literally, 

films that stink). This is identified by the repetition of storylines which is very 
much like that of traditional performances (Ibid., 1995). As M.R Kukrit Pramoj 
(1971: 463-493) comments, “Thai films, in comparison to a language, are very 
repetitious and unclear. They present to us the same set o f stars and comedians. 
Most o f the scenes are shot in elegant houses. The dialogue is used excessively, 
causing annoyance and boredom.” Nonetheless, to examine the characteristics 
o f Thai cinema carefully, the following topics will be discussed: plot and 

characterization.

Plot
Generally, Thai films uphold the belief in Karma, “whereby every good 

or bad deed brings about an appropriate consequence either in the present or in 
some future life” (Toews and McGreger 1998: 165). One will eventually be 
rewarded or punished for whatever one does. As mentioned in Chapter II, Thai 
films have taken their storylines from both traditional performances and novels. 
Best-selling novels which can be romantic, idealistic or tragic are commonly 
adapted into films. 'ท!ese novels act as a means o f escapism, taking their 
readers away from reality and bringing them pleasure and joy as the story 
unfolds with a happy ending o f the hero and heroine. The stories are moving 
which means that they are likely to stimulate sympathy, hatred, love, 
excitement, etc. M.L. Boonlue Tapayasuwan (1975: 15) suggests that
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“the w riting o f  Thai lite ra ry  works p u ts  em ph asis on the m errim en t o f  

the story. N o  qu estion s a re  p o s e d  to  fo rc e  the rea d ers  to  think over. The 

p le a su re  o f  the rea d ers is to  f in d  ou t the so lu tion  to w a rd  the end. I t seem s th a t 

Thai w riters h ave a lso  in c lu d ed  tra d itio n a l p erfo rm a n ces in to  th eir w orks as  

th ey a ll sh are  the sam e stru ctu re a n d  contain  the sam e s to ry  lines, ex cep t th a t 

n ovels a re  m ore co n tem p ora ry .”

B y  ta k in g  n o v e ls  a n d  tr a d itio n a l p erfo rm a n ce  a s th e ir  p reced en ts, T h a i 

f ilm s  a re th e  m ix tu r e s  o f  e v e r y th in g  fro m  tr a g e d y  a n d  ro m a n ce  to  c o m e d y . A s  

S ir ic h a i S ir ik a y a  (1 9 8 8 :  3 0 )  n o te s , th e  c lo s e s t  g en re  th a t is  s im ila r  to  T h a i f ilm s  

is  M e lo d ra m a 8.

C h a r a c te r iz a t io n

T h e  ch a ra cters in  T h a i f ilm  a s w e ll a s  in  n o v e ls  an d  tr a d itio n a l 

p erfo rm a n ces (Lakorn, Likay, a n d  K h on )  are s to c k  ch a ra cters. T h a t is , th ere  are  

fo u r  d o m in a n t ch a ra cters w ith  d is tin c t p e r so n a lity , n a m e ly , th e  h ero , th e  

h er o in e , th e  v illa in  a n d  th e  c o m ed ia n .

T h e  h ero  h a s  to  b e  h a n d so m e , b ra v e , b en e v o le n t, stro n g , in te llig e n t, e tc . 

H e is  d e v o id  o f  a n y  p e r so n a lity  th a t im p lie s  in d e c e n c y . H is  r o le  is  to  fig h t  

a g a in st e v il , i .e . a  sy m b o lic  v ir tu e  f ig h tin g  a g a in st v ic e .

8 The genre was very popular in the West from the end c . 19 toward the beginning o f c .  20. It is full 
o f exciting events and exaggerated characters.
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T h e  h er o in e  h a s to  b e  b e a u tifu l, d ec e n t a n d  h e tp le ss . S h e  is  a lw a y s  ta k e n  

a d v a n ta g e  o f  b y  th e  v illa in s . S h e  h a s  to  co n fro n t m a n y  d iff ic u lt ie s  in  h er  life . 

A t th e  en d , sh e  w ill  b e  m e t b y  th e  h ero  a n d  liv e  h a p p ily  e v e r  a fter  w ith  h im  a s a  

r e su lt o f  h er  g o o d  d eed s.

N o te  th a t th e  h er o es  a n d  th e  h e r o in e s  in  T h a i f ilm s  h a v e  a lw a y s  b ee n  

g o o d -lo o k in g . T h is  is  m ea n t to  im p ly  th e  sp ir itu a l tru th  o f  th o se  ch a ra cters. 

T h e ir  p h y s ic a l a p p ea ra n ces r e fle c t  th e ir  sp ir itu a l c o n d itio n . T h e r e fo re , th e  

a u d ie n c e  c a n  d is tin g u ish  th e  g o o d  fro m  th e  b a d  ch a ra cters b y  th e ir  lo o k s .

T h e  v illa in , th e  m o st d isg u s tin g  ch a ra cter  in  a  f ilm , is  fu ll  o f  h a tred  an d  

v e n g e a n c e . H e  c a n  d o  a n y th in g  to  a c h ie v e  h is  g o a l, i.e . g e ttin g  r id  o f  th e  h ero  

o r  h ero in e . F in a lly , a s  th e  v illa in  is  a c tin g  a g a in st g o o d  p e o p le , h e  d e se r v e s  a  

tr a g ic  e n d in g .

T h e  c o m e d ia n  is  a n  u n im p o rta n t b u t v e r y  s ig n ific a n t ch a ra cter  in  a ll  

tr a d itio n a l p la y s . T h is  ch a ra cter  la ter  a p p ea rs in  f ilm s  to o . H e  is  th e  o n ly  

ch a ra cter  w ith  n o  f ix e d  r o le , a s  h is  r o le  d o e s  n o t a d v a n ce  th e  p lo t. S in c e  n o  

scr ip t is  p ro v id ed  fo r  th e  c o m e d ia n , h e  is  o b lig e d  to  im p r o v ise  h is  o w n  

d ia lo g u e . H e  is  th ere fo re  th e  w itt ie s t  ch a racter . H e  a lso  fu n c tio n s  a s a  d istra cter  

w h o  e lim in a te s  r e a lity  o n  th e  s ta g e  or th e  sc r ee n  an d  rem in d s th e  a u d ie n c e  o f  

th e  r e a lity  th a t is  n o t th e re  d u r in g  th e  p er fo rm a n ce  (N ith i A ie w sr iw o n g  2 5 3 8 :  

8 6 ) . H is  r o le  is  to  ‘c o n v e r se ’ w ith  th e  a u d ie n ce . T h o u g h  h e  is  n o t an  im p o rtan t
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ch a ra cter , a s  h is  r o le  d o e s  n o t a ffe c t th e  m a in  s to r y lin e , h e  c a n  fr e e ly  c r itic iz e  

th e  a c tio n  o f  th e  h ero  o r  h e r o in e  a n d  ad d  a  se n se  o f  h u m o r to  th e  film . T h ere  

are sc e n e s  in  w h ic h  th e  c o m e d ia n  w o u ld  c o m e  o u t a n d  c r itic iz e  th e  e v e n t in  th e  

p la y  o r  f i lm . In  so  d o in g , h e  fu lf il ls  th e  g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  a u d ie n c e  a n d  th e  a c to r / 

a c tre ss o n  th e  sc r ee n  a s h e  r e la te s  th e  sto r y  to  e v e r y d a y  lif e  w h ic h  th e  a u d ie n ce  

are fa m ilia r  w ith . A s  a  r e su lt, th e  a u d ie n c e  are in d ir e c tly  in v o lv e d  in  th e  sto ry  

a n d  e n jo y  th e  f ilm  a t th e  sa m e  tim e . T h e  sc e n e s  in  w h ic h  th e  c o m e d ia n  a p p ea r  

are c a lle d  ‘c o m ic  r e lie f  s c e n e s ’, i.e . sc e n e s  th at h e lp  th e a u d ie n c e  r e la x  a fter  a  

le n g th y  te n s io n . U s u a lly , th e  c o m e d ia n s w o u ld  p h y s ic a lly  fo llo w  th e  h ero  and  

th e  h er o in e  w h e rev er  th e y  g o . H en ce fo r th , th e y  are c a lle d  ‘T a lo k T am  P hra  

T am  N a n g ’ (C om edians w ho fo llo w  th e  hero  a n d  th e  hero ine)  (S ir ic h a i 

S ir ik a y a , 1 9 8 8 : 2 5 .)  N o te  th a t s in c e  T h a i f ilm s  d o  n o t b e lo n g  to  a n y  sp e c if ic  

g en re , th e  c o m e d ia n  h a s h is  r o le  in  a ll T h a i film s .

T o  b etter  u n d ersta n d  th e  c h a r a c te r is tic s  o f  T h a i c in e m a  it  is  h e lp fu l to  

lo o k  a t B ra n d o n ’s  ( 1 9 6 7 ) 9 d isc u ss io n  o n  th e  c h a ra c ter istic  o f  p erfo rm a n ce  ๒  

S o u th  E a st A s ia n  r e g io n 10 in  th e  fo llo w in g  se c tio n :

F i r s t ly ,  t h e  s t o r y  c o n s i s t s  o f  m a n y  e p i s o d e s  w h i c h  m a k e s  i t  r a t h e r  l e n g th y .  

T h i s  s t r u c t u r e  is  c a l l e d  ‘e p i s o d i c ’ . H o w e v e r ,  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  i n  S E A  r e g i o n  

c a n n o t  b e  c o m p a r e d  w i t h  a n y  g e n r e  o f  t i l e  W e s t e r n  d r a m a  s in c e  i t  d o e s  n o t  

b e l o n g  s p e c i f i c a l ly  t o  t r a g e d y ,  c o m e d y ,  f a r c e  o r  r o m a n c e .  G e n e r a l ly ,  a  s t o r y  is

9 A scholar who analyzed the characteristics o f performance in South East Asian Region.
10 Since countries in South East Asia have assimilated other countries’ cultures within the region, the 
characteristics o f Thai films can be explained through this analysis (Sirichai Sirikaya: 2531).
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a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  a l l  m o d e s  s u c h  a s  j o y ,  s o r r o w ,  e x c i t e m e n t ,  v io l e n c e ,  h o r r o r ,  

e tc .  T h e  a u d i e n c e  c a n  l a u g h ,  c i y  o r  g e t  e x c i t e d  w h e n  t h e y  g o  t o  a  p l a y  o r  s e e  a  

f i lm .  M o r e o v e r ,  m o r a l i t y  i s  i m p l i c a t e d  i n  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  T h e  h e r o  i s  a  

s y m b o l  o f  t h e  v i r t u e  w h e r e a s  t h e  v i l l a in  i s  a  s y m b o l  o f  t h e  v i c e .  I n  t h e  e n d ,  t h e  

v i r t u e  c a n  c o n q u e r  t h e  v i c e  w h i c h  l e a d s  t o  a  h a p p y  e n d in g .  A p a r t  f r o m  

m o r a l i t y ,  o t h e r  o r i e n t a l  v a lu e s  a r e  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  s to r y ;  f o r  e x a m p le ,  a  

h u s b a n d  c a n  h a v e  m a n y  w iv e s .  T h i s  l e a d s  t o  t h e  c o n f l i c t  b e t w e e n  t h e  m a j o r  

w i f e  a n d  t h e  m i n o r  w i f e  o r  w iv e s .  I n  a d d i t io n ,  t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  p l o t  i s  f o u n d  in  

t h e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  t h i s  r e g i o n .  T h e  h e r o  h a s  t o  f a c e  a  d i f f i c u l t  l i f e  a t  t h e  

b e g in n in g .  A f t e r  g a i n i n g  m o r e  k n o w l e d g e ,  h e  c a n  d e f e a t  t h e  v i l la in .  T h i s  k i n d  

o f  p l o t  is  f r e q u e n t l y  u s e d  i n  m a n y  s to r ie s .  L a s t ly ,  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  f l a t .  T h e y  

h a v e  o n l y  o n e - s i d e d  p e r s o n a l i t y .  F o r  in s t a n c e ,  a  h e r o  h a s  t o  b e  b e n e v o l e n t ;  h e  

c a n n o t  b e  s e l f i s h  o r  m e a n .  I t  c a n  t h e r e f o r e  b e  s a id  t h a t  T h a i  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  

o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  i n  S E A  r e g i o n  h a v e  n o  c l e a r ly  d e f i n e d  g e n r e .

C h a r a c t e r i s t ic s  o f  H o l ly w o o d  M t m e :  ‘ T h e  m a in s t r e a m ’ 11

W h en  referr in g  to  th e  m a in strea m  m o  v ie , o n e  w o u ld  th in k  o f  th e  m o v ie  

th a t is  fa m ilia r  to  a u d ie n ce  a ll o v e r  th e  w o r ld . T h e  m a in strea m  c in e m a  is  

u s u a lly  ch a ra c ter ized  b y  its  b ig  b u d g e t, q u a lity  p ro d u c tio n  a n d  w e ll-k n o w n  

stars. It se e m s th a t th e  o n ly  w e ll-k n o w n  so u r c e  o f  ‘m a in strea m ’ m o v ie  is  

H o lly w o o d , th e  cen ter  o f  g la m o u r  an d  illu s io n . T h e  b o x -o ff ic e  r e ce ip ts  co n firm  

th e  p o p u la r ity  o f  H o lly w o o d  m o v ie s  a ll o v e r  th e  w o r ld . In  a d d itio n , in  th e stu d y  

o f  th e  f ilm , m o st sc h o la r s  re fer  to  H o lly w o o d  m o v ie s  a s th e  p ro to ty p e  o f  a ll

11 Extracted from BordweU, staiger, and Thompson, 1985; Bordwell, and Thompson, 1979; 1997; 
Dick, 1998; study o f Film as Internet Application [Online]: 2000, March 1.
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m o t i o n  p i c t u r e s .  B e i n g  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m  m o v i e  a n d  h a v i n g  b e e n  o b s e r v e d  a s  a  

r o l e  m o d e l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  H o l l y w o o d  c i n e m a  o u g h t  t o  b e  

e x a m i n e d  i n  t h i s  p a r t .

“C in em a has con firm ed  th a t n a rra tive  is m ore than a  se t o f  tex ts o r  even  

a certa in  k in d  o f  text. I t  is f ir s t  o f  a ll an innate capab ility , like lan gu age  

i ts e lf  which su rfaces in m any a rea s o f  hum an life a n d  is dom in an t in 

som e o f  these. N a rra tiv e  com peten ce  h o lds ou r sign ifica tion  in p la c e  to  

g iv e  them  an o rd e r  a n d  a  thrust. W e sen se its p o w e r  in ou r d a ily  

co n versa tio n s a n d  เท n early  ev e ry  fo rm  o f  com m unication ... it is  

c e leb ra ted  in litera tu re  and, a s w e have seen, it  is  n early  synonym ous  

with the w o rd  “c in e m a ”. ”  ( A n d r e w ,  1 9 8 4 :  7 6 )

A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  a b o v e ,  w h e n  w e  g o  t o  t h e  m o v i e s 12, w e  

a l m o s t  a l w a y s  m e a n  t h a t  w e  g o  t o  s e e  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  f i l m ,  i . e .  a  f i l m  t h a t  t e l l s  a  

s t o r y  ( B o r d w e l l  a n d  T h o m p s o n ,  1 9 9 7 :  8 9 ) .  I n  f i l m i c  t e r m s ,  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  a  

c h a i n  o f  e v e n t s  i n  c a u s e - e f f e c t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  o c c u r  i n  t i m e  a n d  s p a c e .  “ W e  

m a k e  s e n s e  o f  a  n a r r a t i v e  b y  i d e n t i f y i n g  i t s  e v e n t s  a n d  l i n k i n g  t h e m  b y  c a u s e  

a n d  e f f e c t  t i m e ,  a n d  s p a c e ”  ( I b i d . :  9 0 ) .  N o r m a l l y ,  a  n a r r a t i v e ’ s  u s e  o f  c a u s a l i t y ,  

t i m e  a n d  s p a c e  i n v o l v e s  a  c h a n g e  f r o m  a n  i n i t i a l  s i t u a t i o n  t o  a  f i n a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  

m e a n i n g  t h e r e  m u s t  b e  a n  o p e n i n g ,  a  c l o s i n g  a n d  a  p a t t e r n  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t .

12 Note that the sources used within this part, when referring to cinema, movie, and film, all imply 
American or Hollywood’s motion pictures.
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M o reo v er , in  ord er to  g e t a  n a rra tiv e  m o v ie , th ere  m u st b e  ch a ra cters w h o  h a v e  

stro n g  d e s ir e s  in  so m eth in g .

G en res are th e  m o st in flu e n tia l fa c to r  w h ic h  co n tro l th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  a  

m o v ie  s in c e  th e y  a re c o n sid e r ed  a s “ a  rea d y  m a d e  n a rra tiv e  fo rm ” (G ia n n e th , 

1 9 9 0 : 3 2 2 .)  A s m e n tio n e d  in  C h a p ter  I, f ilm  g en res d istin g u ish  o n e  f ilm  fro m  

a n o th er  a s th e y  d eterm in e  co n ten t, p lo t, th e m e s , c h a r a c ter iza tio n , e tc . o f  th e  

p a r ticu la r  film . T o  u n d ersta n d  H o lly w o o d  m o v ie s , it  is  n e c e ssa r y  to  u n d erstan d  

f ilm  g en res. In  th is  p art, H o lly w o o d  g en res w ill  b e  d isc u sse d  in  term s o f  

c o n ten t, s ty le , an d  c h a ra c ter iza tio n . A c c o r d in g  to  th e sc o p e  o f  th e  stu d y , th e  

e m p h a sis  is  p la c e d  o n  a c t io n , t h r il le r , a n d  h o r r o r  g e n r e s .

G e n r e s

G en res are v a r io u s  ty p e s  o f  f ilm s  w h ic h  c a n  b e  r e c o g n iz e d  b y  “ a  

ch a r a c te r is tic  se t  o f  c o n v e n tio n s  in  s ty le , su b je c t m a tter , an d  v a lu e s ”  (G ia n n e tti, 

1 9 9 0 : 3 2 2 ) . S o m e  a re d e fin e d  b y  th e  d is tin c tiv e n e ss  o f  em o tio n a l e ffe c t  th e y  

a im  fo r  (B o r d w e ll a n d  T h o m p so n , 1 9 9 7 : 5 2 ) . B y  iso la tin g  th e v ariou s e lem en ts  

in  a film  and ca teg o r iz in g  th em  in  g en res, it  is  p o ss ib le  to  e a s ily  ev a lu a te  a film  

w ith in  its  gen re. H o w e v e r , a ll f ilm s  h a v e  a t le a s t o n e  m a jo r  g en re , a lth o u g h  

th ere  a re a  n u m b er  o f  f ilm s  th a t are c o n sid e r ed  cro ssb reed s o r  h y b rid s w ith  

th ree  or fo u r  o v e r la p p in g  g en re  ty p e s  th a t id e n tify  th em . It c a n  b e  sa id  th a t n o  

g en re  c a n  b e  d e fin e d  in  a  s in g le  h a rd -a n d -fa st w a y . T h e  m a in  g en res are th e  

w e s te r n , c r im e  (g a n g s te r ) , h o r r o r , m u s ic a l, s c ie n c e  f ic t io n , an d  c o m e d y
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(Study of Film as Internet Application, [Online]: 2000, March 1.) Since “we 
expect certain characteristics from certain genres: a revenge motive in a 
western; an investigation in a mystery film; a song-and-dance situation in a 
musical” (Bordwell and Thompson, 1997: 54), by knowing the conventions of 
genres, the viewer has a pathway ๒to a film.

Since Hollywood films are produced by genres, it is necessary to 
examine some of the main genres in order to have an overall idea of the 
characteristics of Hollywood mo vies.

Sci-fi films or science fiction films often portray technological potential 
to destroy mankind and express society's anxiety about technology and how to 
forecast and control the impact of technological change on society. There are 
often encounters with other aliens or beings (sometimes from our deep 
subconsciousness, sometimes in space or other dimensions), usually 
malevolent, that fight an eternal struggle Of battle (good vs. evil). In terms of 
characterization, heroes or heroines are usually human beings who have to fight 
against villains who can be aliens from outer space or humanlike-beings 
resulting from technology. The heroes/ines’ ultimate goal is to save the world 
by eliminating the villains. Crime and gangster films often highlight or 
glorify the rise and fall of a particular crimmal(s), gang, bank robber, murderer 
or lawbreaker in personal power struggles or conflict with law and order 
figures, an. underling or competitive colleague, or a rival gang. Rivalry with
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other criminals in gangster warfare is often a significant plot. The characters in 
this genre cycle in the realm of police, gangsters, criminals, etc. These 
characters can be either heroes or villains, depending on the intention of the 
filmmaker himself. Western films are the oldest, most enduring and flexible 
genre, and one of the most characteristically American genres in their mythic 
origins: they focus on the West -- in North America. Usually, the central plot of 
the western film is the classic, simple goal of maintaining law and order on the 
frontier in a fast-paced action story. It is normally rooted in conflict - good vs. 
bad, man vs. man, new arrivals vs. Native Americans (inhumanely portrayed as 
savage Indians), cowboys vs. Indians, man vs. nature, civilization vs. 
wilderness, schoolteachers vs. saloon dancehall girls, villain vs. hero, lawman 
vs. gunslinger, East vs. West, and farmer vs. industrialist, to name only a few. 
Often the hero of a western film meets his opposite "double," a mirror of his 
own evil side that he has to destroy. He is often a local law enforcement 
officer, territorial marshal or skilled, fast-draw gunfighter: a person of integrity 
and principle - courageous, moral, tough, solid and self-sufficient character 
(often with trusty sidekicks), possessing an independent and honorable attitude. 
The western hero can usually stand alone and face danger on his own.

Cited above are some examples of the main genres. The remaining 
genres are action-thriller and horror which are the focus of this study. Each 
will be treated individually in the following section. However, since action-
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thriller is a combination of two genres, it is necessary to discuss them 
separately.

Action Films
Action genre13 tends to focus on all-male activities including sex and 

violence (Julius, 1996: 1). It has tremendous impact and continuous high 
energy which often relies on rapid cutting and slow-motion violence (Bordwell 
and Thompson, 1997: 53.) The story is generally about

vengefu l cops, a n d  ca r  chases, lunatic v illa in s a n d  m a teria l a rts  

m onsters, m ale-bonding, gu n  fig h ts  a n d  su per se c re t agents, sw o rd s an d  

sorcerers, w artim e N azi-bash in g , b o y s ’ own adven tures, ca su a l 

destru c tion  a n d  g en e ra l dea th -defian ce ... (Julius, 1996: 1)

It seems that the genre creates nothing but violence. However, action 
films are not meant to corrupt, but to entertain. They don’t exist to prompt 
weak-minded individuals into random acts of madness. Those elements are “all 
designed for pure audience escapism with the action sequences at the core of 
the film” (Dirk, [Online]: 2000, March 1.) Always, the plot is about a hero(ine) 
struggling against extreme odds or an evil villain, and attaining victory or 
resolution at the end of the story. For example, John Woo’s intense and 
intelligent action film, F a c e / O f f  (1997), featuring a stolen-identity plot with

13 A c tion  is n o t regarded as a genre proper. Rather, i t  is  a label g iven b y  the ind us try  to  film s  w ith  
m asculine narrative m  general.
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Nicholas Cage and John Travolta in the good-evil roles. Another good example 
is the well-equipped hero from J a m e s  B o n d  (0 0 7 ’ who is always involved with 
gorgeous women and nifty gadgets.

Suspense and T hrille r Films
Suspense and thriller films are to “promote intense excitement, 

suspense, a high level of anticipation, ultra-heightened expectation, uncertainty, 
anxiety, and nerve-wrecking tension” (Ibid.) However, a genuine thriller is a 
film that restlessly pursues a single-minded goal, i.e. thrills built towards a 
climax. Usually, the main characters) confronts unsuspecting or unknowing 
danger in which escape seems impossible. The suspense and danger generated 
in thrillers are more focused than that created by the gangster, crime, or 
detective film. The themes often “include terrorism, political conspiracy, 
pursuit, or romantic triangles leading to murder” (Ibid.)

The acknowledged master of the suspense-thriller genre is Alfred 
Hitchcock. In his films, frequently, “the main character(s) committed a crime 
or was caught as a victim or a circumstance, from which there stemmed the 
inevitable life-and-death chase concluding with a showdown at a familiar 
landmark”(Ibid.). One of his notably shocking and engrossing thrillers was 
P s y c h o  (1960). Nonetheless, there are many recent thrillers that do not follow 
Hitchcock’s prototype such as T r u e  L i e s  (1994) and M i s s i o n  I m p o s s i b l e  

(1995).
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Horror Films
Horror films are most recognizable by their intention to provoke 

emotional effect on the audience. This genre aims to shock, disgust, and repel: 
in short, to horrify.

They d ea l w ith ou r m ost p r im a l nature a n d  its  fe a rs :  ou r nightm ares, 

ou r vu lnerability , ou r a lienation , o u r te rro r  o f  the unknown, ou r f e a r  o f  

death, lo ss  o f  identity, o r  f e a r  o f  sexuality. (Ibid.)

Settings of the horror genre take place in

... sp o o k y  o ld  m ansions o r  fo g -sh ro u d ed , d a rk  locales, with ‘unknown, ' 
human, su pern atu ra l o r  g ro te sq u e  crea tu res, ran gin g  fro m  vam pires, 

m adm en, devils, unfriendly ghosts, m onsters, m a d  scien tists, 

‘F rankenstein , ’ dem ons, zom bies, ev il sp irits, arch  fien d s, Satanic 

villains, the ‘p o ssessed , ’ w erew olves a n d  frea k s  to  even  the unseen, 

d ia b o lica l p re se n c e  o f  evil. (Ibid.)

The genre differs from thriller and suspense in several aspects. For 
instance, thriller and suspense films are rather mysterious and complicated, 
which arouses the audience to find out what will happen next. Since ‘thriller’ 
is combined with ‘suspense’, the audience can sense dreadfulness of the film, 
making the suspicious situation even more thrilling. However, it usually ends



with a resolution. The horror genre, on the other hand, focuses on creepy 
atmosphere and puts emphasis on slashing and bloody killing. Nonetheless, 
both horror and suspense-thriller films share the same structure. According 
to Kittisak Suwannaphokin (cited by Krissada Kerddee, 1998: 33), well-known 
film critic and historian, the four components that both genres share in common 
are M o m e n t  o f  S u s p e n s e ,  H e l p l e s s  C h a r a c te r ,  T r a p p e d  S i t u a t io n ,  and P s y c h i c  

E le m e n t .

M o m en t o f  S u s p e n s e  is a situation or an act in the film that creates 
excitement, fright or extreme surprise in the audience, depending on the 
audience’s mental state and the ability of the director. It usually occurs when a 
character is victimized and attacked by the killer in one way or another.

H e l p l e s s  C h a r a c t e r  is embedded in the characterization. This means that 
the particular character is vulnerable and seems to be unable to help himself (or 
herself) out of an endangered situation. These characters are usually are 
children, women, old people or crippled people. The audience are forced to be 
on her side and pray that someone comes to her rescue although there is no 
immediate danger.

T r a p p e d  S i t u a t i o n  occurs when a character is cornered which might take 
a short period of time or engage the entire film. Frequently, the character lives 
on his own, and is cut off from, society (at least for a moment). The situation
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p u ts th e  ch a ra cter  in to  a  helpless  p o s itio n  w h ic h  c r ea te s a  m om ent o f  suspense, 

th ereb y  th r illin g  th e  a u d ie n c e  tre m e n d o u sly .

L a stly , Psychic E lem ent  is  th e  r e a so n  b eh in d  th e  c o n sc ie n c e  o f  th e  

ch a ra cter  w h ic h  lea d s to  a  sp e c if ic  b eh a v io r . M o st o f  th e  k ille r s  in  h o r r o r  

films, i f  th e y  are h u m a n  b e in g s , are lik e ly  to  b e  p sy ch o p a th s.

T h e  e n d in g  o f  horror films c a n  b e  c a te g o r iz e d  in to  tw o  tra d itio n s: a  

tim e-h o n o red  tr a d itio n  in  w h ic h  th e  m o n ster  is  d estro y ed  o n ly  w h e n  th e  se r ie s  

o r  th e  c y c le  d ie s; an d  th e  p rem ise  o f  u n d y in g  m o n ster  in  w h ic h  th e  m o n ster  

se e m s to  c o m e  b a c k  in  th e  n e x t p art (D ic k , 1 9 9 8 : 1 2 3 ). F o lk ta le s  w ith  d e v il  

ch a ra cters, w itc h cr a ft, fa b le s , m y th s , g h o st s to r ie s , e tc . are th e  so u r c e s  fo r  th is  

k in d  o f  film s .

T h e  e a r ly  h o r r o r  films w er e  m o stly  ta k e n  fro m  litera tu re  w ith  h orror  

fig u r e s  su c h  a s  F ra n k en ste in , D ra c u la , D r. J e k y ll a n d  M r. H y d e . A  fe w  h o r r o r  

films in  th e  m id  1 9 9 0 s  s u c c e s s fu lly  retu rn  to  s la sh e r  th e m e s , p r o v id in g  an  

a ttra c tiv e  a n d  h ip  y o u n g  cast: T h e  C r a f t ( 1 9 9 6 )  is  a b o u t s c h o o lg ir ls  b e in g  

o b se sse d  w ith  w itc h cr a ft a n d  b la c k  m a g ic , W es C ra v en ’s  S c r e a m  (1 9 9 6 ) , 

S c r e a m  2  ( 1 9 9 7 ) , I  K n o w  W h a t Y o u  D id  L a s t  S u m m e r  ( 1 9 9 7 )  a n d  /  S t i l l  

K n o w  W h a t Y o u  D id  L a s t  S u m m e r  ( 1 9 9 8 )  fea tu re  te e n s  c o v e r in g  u p  a  fa ta l h it-  

a n d -ru n  a c c id e n t w ith  e x p e c te d  h o rr ific  r e su lts .
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T o  c o n c lu d e , th e  m a in  c h a r a c te r is tic s  o f  H o lly w o o d  o r  th e  " m ain stream ’ 

m o v ie s  fo c u s  o n  g en r es  w h ic h  are rea d y -m a d e  n a rra tiv e  fo rm s th a t c a n  b e  

e a s ily  id e n tif ie d  b y  film m a k er s  a n d  v ie w e r s  a lik e . S u c h  ch a r a c te r is tic s  m a k e  

H o lly w o o d  m o v ie s  m o re  v e r sa tile  th a n  T h a i f ilm s  b e c a u se  a ll H o lly w o o d  film s  

te n d  to  fo ll o w  th e  c o n v e n tio n  o f  o n e  o r  m o re  g en res.

H a v in g  d isc u sse d  th e  c h a r a c te r is tic s  o f  T h a i c in e m a  a lo n g s id e  th a t o f  

H o lly w o o d , it  ca n  b e  c o n c lu d e d  th a t b o th  h a v e  d e v e lo p e d  th e ir  o w n  ‘d is t in c t’ 

tra d itio n . T h a i c in e m a , b e in g  c o m m o n ly  r e c o g n iz e d  a s ‘n a m  n a o ’, in c lu d e s  a ll 

m o o d s in to  a  f ilm  a n d  p resen ts r e p e titio u s  p lo t a n d  sto c k  ch a ra cters. H o lly w o o d  

m o v ie s , o n  th e o th er  h a n d , a re  d eterm in ed  b y  g en res , r e su ltin g  in  a  v a r ie ty  o f  

n a rra tiv e  fo rm s.

A s m en tio n ed  in  C hapter IL, Contemporary Period se e s  T h ai c in em a  as 

reach in g  a n ew  sta g e  o f  a ssim ila tin g  w estern  e lem en ts w ith  th e ‘nam  n a o ’ form ula. 

In order to  p rove th is h y p o th etica l statem en t, tw o  contem porary T hai film s  

b e lo n g in g  to  action-thriller and horror genres w ill b e  a n a ly zed  in  d ep th  in  th e  

n ex t chap ter in  order to  d e te c t su ch  a ssim ila tio n .
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