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Abstract

This study aims to examine the films of the acclaimed Thai filmmaker
Apichatpong Weerasethakul. The specific objectives are: 1) to investigate the
narrative structure of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films, and 2) to explore the
film language of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films. This is a qualitative research
employs textual analysis as the methodology. Five of Apichatpong’s feature films
released between 2002 and 2021 were selected as the primary data sources.
Supplementary data were gathered from relevant academic literature, film
criticism and interview. The study findings indicate that Apichatpong’s films
frequently portray marginalized characters and explore spiritual themes rooted
in Thai Buddhism and animism. His narrative structure often departs from linear
storytelling, embracing ambiguity and temporal fluidity. In terms of film language,
his use of long takes, ambient soundscapes, and durational editing creates a
meditative atmosphere that deepens the viewer’s emotional engagement.

These elements together establish a dreamlike, subconscious cinematic
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experience that challenges traditional cinematic forms. Apichatpong's films are
not only a unique window through which the world views Thai cinema, but also
hold significant influence within the realm of international art cinema.

Keywords: Thai Cinema, Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Narrative Structure, Film

Language

Introduction

In recent years, Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films have garnered growing
scholarly attention for their innovative narrative structure and deeply immersive
sensory film language. Li (2024) explores how Memoria constructs memory as a
multidimensional sensory experience, tracing Apichatpong’s personal and
cultural influences, particularly his transnational identity and experimental
training in the U.S. The study highlights how sound, surrealist imagery, and
fragmented temporality are used to transcend the individual psyche, shaping
collective memory through a poetic cinematic form. Similarly, Chen (2023)
analyzes the transcendental style in Apichatpong’s films, emphasizing their
contemplative rhythm, spatial fluidity, and integration of Buddhist and surrealist
motifs.

While studies by Chen (2023) and Li (2024) primarily focus on thematic
analysis or single-film studies, they do not provide a systematic analysis
demonstrating the collaboration of Narrative Structure and Film Language across
multiple works. This reveals a knowledge gap: the need for a comprehensive,
formalist investigation into the unique aesthetic narrative structure and film
language. Addressing this gap is vital for understanding not only Apichatpong’s
work but also broader shifts in Southeast Asian and global art cinema.

To frame this analysis, key concepts from Western film theory offer useful
perspectives. Bordwell’s narrative theory (1985) provides tools for examining

causality, temporality, and character development, while Deleuze’s notion of
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the “time-image” (2000) helps to interpret cinema’s capacity to convey
subjective perception, memory, and duration beyond linear storytelling. This
theoretical foundation enables a formalist approach to exploring the narrative
structure and film language in Apichatpong’s films.

This study aims to examine the narrative structure and film language of
Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films, with a particular focus on how they reflect
memory, temporality, and cultural identity. This study will present an in-depth
analysis of the narrative structure, including plot, time, space, point of view, and
theme, as well as the film language, including cinematography, editing, and sound
design, employed in the works of Apichatpong Weerasethakul. This study seeks
to reveal how Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films challenge conventional
storytelling and foster new modes of cinematic perception, offering fresh
perspectives for filmmakers, scholars, and audiences interested in Apichatpong

Weerasethakul’s films.

Objectives
1. To investigate the narrative structure of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s
films.

2. To explore the film language of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films.

Literature Review

Existing literature on Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s cinema has
extensively explored his thematic and stylistic innovations, particularly focusing
on narrative form, sound design, spatial aesthetics, and cultural context. Scholars
have highlishted the unique ways Apichatpong constructs narratives that
transcend traditional storytelling, integrating surrealism, magical realism, Buddhist

philosophy, and slow cinema aesthetics.



NIasanenansnIsmuday 9 3 atuil 5 (fueneu - ganau 2568) | 231

Li (2024) emphasizes the multidimensional sensory experience of
memory in Memoria, analyzing Apichatpong’s sound experimentation and
surrealist imagery. The study connects his cinematic language to his bicultural
identity and education in experimental film. Similarly, Wang (2017) investigates
the poetic and dreamlike narrative structure of Apichatpong’s works, interpreting
them through the lens of eastern philosophical traditions and arguing for a
cultural bridge between East and West. Chen (2023) contributes to this discourse
by identifying Apichatpong’s transcendental style, shaped by Thai political and
religious contexts. Her study highlights contemplative observation, spatial
ambiguity, and metaphor as core formal strategies.

To better situate Apichatpong within global film theory, this study draws
upon Western theoretical frameworks. Bordwell’s narrative theory (1985) offers
analytical tools to examine how his plots, temporal structures, and perspective
diverge from classical continuity, while Deleuze’s theory of the time-image (2000)
helps explain how long takes, pauses, and sensory-rich sequences create a
contemplative cinematic temporality. These frameworks complement existing
regional scholarship and allow for a cross-cultural analysis of Apichatpong’s
unique cinematic language.

Other scholars focus on genre and aesthetic frameworks. Song (2022)
analyzes Apichatpong’s distinctive form of magical realism, arguing that his
reinterpretation of history and social issues through spiritual imagery redefines
the genre. Wang (2019) situates Apichatpong’s work within the slow cinema
movement, asserting that his emphasis on spatiality, minimal narrative, and
natural imagery evokes contemplative engagement. These studies collectively
underscore a trend in analyzing how Apichatpong’s narrative and film language
diverge from classical structures.

Several studies investigate specific aesthetic devices and thematic

constructs. Natalio (2020) links Apichatpong’s temporal fragmentation to
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Agamben’s idea of contemporaneity. Zhang and Zhu (2019) focus on Cemetery
of Splendour, mapping how dreams, memory, and time overlap to create a multi-
dimensional narrative. Zhang (2018) analyzes vehicles as cinematic tools of
movement, representing a transportation-based aesthetic.

While these studies provide rich insights into Apichatpong’s themes and
aesthetic strategies, there remains a knowledge gap in integrating narrative
structure and film language. Most existing literature isolates either thematic
concerns or specific cinematic techniques, often focusing on individual films
rather than establishing a cross-film comparative methodology. This study
addresses this gap by conducting a textual analysis across multiple films,
synthesizing how Apichatpong constructs narrative structure and film language
simultaneously to challenge conventional storytelling, exploring how his films
foster new modes of perception and cinematic experience. The reviewed
literature thus serves as a foundation, while this study advances the field by
offering an integrated framework for understanding narrative structure and film

language in Apichatpong’s films.

Methodology

The methodology section is structured as follows:

1. Qualitative Research:

This study employs a qualitative research methodology to gain an in-
depth understanding of the narrative structures and film language in Apichatpong
Weerasethakul’s films. The research methods involve detailed textual analysis of
selected works, examining both narrative structure (plot, time, space, point of
view, and theme) and film language (cinematography, editing, and sound design)
in each film. Analysis is guided by Bordwell’s narrative theory for structural
coherence, Deleuze’s time-image theory for contemplative temporality and

sensory experience.
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2. Source of Data:

Direct analysis of the films Blissfully Yours (2002), Tropical Malady (2004),
Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives (2010), Cemetery of Splendor
(2015), and Memoria (2021). For reviews, scholarly articles, interviews with the
filmmaker, and critical analyses from established film critics and academics.

3. Population and Sampling:

Population: The full corpus of feature films directed by Apichatpong
Weerasethakul, with a particular focus on his fiction feature films.

Sample: A purposive sampling strategy is employed to select five feature
films released between 2002 and 2021. Each selected film represents a key stage
in Apichatpong’s filmmaking career: Blissfully Yours (2002) marks his first fiction
feature, establishing his early narrative experimentation; Tropical Malady (2004)
reflects the development of dual-part narrative and thematic integration; Uncle
Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives (2010) demonstrates a maturation of
contemplative rhythm and spiritual motifs; Cemetery of Splendor (2015)
exemplifies the consolidation of slow cinema aesthetics and collective memory
exploration; Memoria (2021) showcases his recent transnational sensibilities and
advanced use of immersive sensory language. This selection ensures both
chronological coverage and representation of significant creative milestones in
his artistic development.

4. Data Collecting:

Viewing each selected film multiple times, conducting shot-by-shot
analysis, and taking detailed notes ensured a comprehensive understanding of
its content and its relation to the broader body of film creation. Secondary data
were collected from libraries, online databases, and film journals to further
investigate Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s creative process and directorial

intentions.
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5. Data Analysis and Interpretation:

Textual analysis follows Bordwell’s narrative theory and Deleuze’s time-
image theory, focusing on narrative and film language elements. First, each film
is viewed multiple times, with detailed notes taken on narrative structure (plot,
time, space, point of view, and theme) and film language (cinematography,
editing, and sound design) in each film. Second, these notes are coded according
to thematic, structural, and formal categories. Third, coded data are categorized
and compared across films to identify patterns and innovations, providing a
systematic understanding of how Apichatpong Weerasethakul constructs

narrative structure and film language.

Results

1. Narrative structure of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films

The narrative structure of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films departs
from traditional storytelling by breaking linear time and space. His films often
employ nonlinear structures and multiple shifting points of view to explore
personal transformation and spiritual themes. Compared with mainstream and
Thai commercial cinema, which typically relies on linear causality and
conventional character arcs, Apichatpong’s narratives emphasize contemplative
pacing and temporal ambiguity, inviting viewers to engage in reflective
interpretation rather than passive consumption.

1.1 Plot

These films often feature minimal plot progression and adopt non-linear
narrative structures. Apichatpong’s works are marked by a distinctive two-part
narrative form. The narrative is generally divided into two stylistically contrasting
parts. The first half typically focuses on the characters’ everyday lives in urban
or rural settings, with a slow pace and attention to daily details and emotional

states grounded in reality. The second half transitions into forests, caves, jungles,
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farms, or other natural or subconscious spaces, unfolding spiritual explorations
or mystical experiences. The narrative gradually becomes more abstract, poetic,
and nonlinear. Overall, these films avoid the traditional dramatic plot of rising
action and climax, emphasizing instead an immersive, experiential mode of
viewing.

1.2 Character

Characters in these films are marginalized individuals or ordinary people
on the edges of society, marked by ambiguous identities and personal or
collective trauma. In Blissfully Yours, an illegal immigrant and a local woman seek
intimacy and escape in the forest. Tropical Malady explores a silent bond
between a soldier and a village boy, transforming into a mystical journey through
the jungle. Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives centers on a dying
man who reunites with the ghosts of his family, reflecting on death and
reincarnation. In Cemetery of Splendor, a disabled woman interacts with a soldier
in a dreamlike space shaped by war memory. Memoria follows a foreign woman
haunted by a mysterious sound, leading her into a deep memory journey beyond
the self.

1.3 Time

In these films, time does not function as a tool for narrative progression
but instead manifests in fragmented, delayed, or even suspended forms. The
viewer no longer perceives time through character actions but through the
image’s direct presentation of time’s extension and distortion. Time in
Apichatpong’s films is not merely a linear flow but exists as a dreamlike,
overlapping, circular, or static phenomenon. Moreover, time undergoes a shift
from an apparent linearity to nonlinearity. Apichatpong, through memory,
dreams, reincarnation, collective unconsciousness, and myth, decomposes time
into coexisting dimensions. In his films, the first half presents slow, realistic time,

while the second enters spiritual and subjective realms where time becomes
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nonlinear, even sacred, serving as an extension of the film’s spiritual core and an
important feature of the unconventional narrative.

1.4 Space

The spaces in these films follow a highly consistent trajectory of
transformation. Whether shifting from city to forest in Blissfully Yours, and
Tropical Malady, home to cave in Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives,
hospital to dreamscape in Cemetery of Splendor, or urban sites to a cosmic farm
in Memoria, these spatial transitions mirror the characters’ inner journeys, blurring
the boundaries between reality, memory, and consciousness.

1.5 Point of view

These films employ a fluid and evolving point of view that transitions
from external observation to deep subjectivity. In Blissfully Yours and Tropical
Malady, the narrative shifts from human to non-human perception, reflecting a
movement from reality to spiritual or animal consciousness. Uncle Boonmee
Who Can Recall His Past Lives and Cemetery of Splendor further expand
perspective into dreamlike dimensions, dissolving the boundary between self and
other. In Memoria, point of view ultimately detaches from the individual
altogether, drifting toward a cosmic awareness. Additionally, the point of view in
these films is never fixed to a single character or physical subject. Instead, it
constantly drifts among people, spirits, and unseen forces, embodying a mode
of existential viewing that invites the audience into a simultaneous flow of
perception.

1.6 Theme

These films consistently explore themes rooted in Buddhist and animism
culture, focusing on marginal identities, life and death cycles, dream-memory,
and spiritual perception. From the bodily and social marginalization in Blissfully
Yours, to the blurred boundaries of desire and instinct in Tropical Malady, the
films examine human consciousness beyond conventional limits. Uncle

Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives reflects on death and reincarnation,
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while Cemetery of Splendor reveals collective trauma within a dreamlike space.
Memoria broadens this scope to cosmic consciousness, linking individual
perception with the universe.

2. Film language of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films

The film language in Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s works is highly
distinctive. This section examines the use of cinematography, editing, and sound
design in his films. These elements collectively construct a unique cinematic
experience that defines his artistic style. Rather than functioning merely as
technical devices, they serve as sensory channels that draw the audience into a
meditative perceptual space. In contrast to the dynamic camera movements,
rapid editing, and dramatic sound cues typical of mainstream and Thai
commercial films, Apichatpong employs long takes, ambient soundscapes, and
deliberate pacing to cultivate a contemplative atmosphere and deepen
emotional and spiritual resonance.

2.1 Cinematography

Static framing, long takes, and natural lighting constitute central
cinematographic strategies in these films, collectively shaping a meditative visual
aesthetic grounded in slowness, spatial presence, and perceptual sensitivity.
Static framing holds images in painterly stillness, inviting sustained attention to
the natural rhythms of life. Long takes extend cinematic time, drawing viewers
into immersive states of perception. Natural lighting reveals subtle textures of
existence with minimal intervention, as seen in the forest stillness of Blissfully
Yours, the night jungle of Tropical Malady, the cave sunset in Uncle Boonmee
Who Can Recall His Past Lives, and the riverside twilisht of Memoria. Rather than
functioning as devices to drive narration, these techniques foreground
temporality, atmosphere, and the viewer’s embodied engagement with

cinematic space.
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2.2 Editing

Editing in these films functions not merely as a tool for narrative
progression but as a mechanism for producing Deleuzian “contemplative time”
(2000), where the rhythm of cuts shapes a reflective, sensory, and temporal
experience. Empty shots of landscapes or urban spaces work as pauses that
suspend plot and invite reflection, as in Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past
Lives” moonlit forests or Memoria’s prolonged cityscapes, which externalize inner
dislocation. Subtitles likewise signal structural or perspectival shifts, such as the
rupture between two halves of Tropical Malady or the delayed title card in
Blissfully Yours, which subverts conventional narrative exposition. Surreal visual
editing further unsettles realism, introducing perceptual ruptures that open space
for dreamlike or cosmic resonance. From the drifting organisms in Cemetery of
Splendor to the otherworldly finale of Memoria, these sequences emphasize
suspension and sensory drift over causal logic. Collectively, such strategies
replace linear temporality with a contemplative rhythm, aligning cinematic time
with memory, spirit, and the textures of perception.

2.3 Sound Design

The sound design in these films weaves together ambient sounds, pop
music, and mechanical noise to create atmosphere and deepen perception.
Ambient sounds enrich spatial texture in Blissfully Yours, Tropical Malady, and
Memoria, bridging modern life with the natural world and expanding the films’
sensory and spiritual resonance. In Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives
and Cemetery of Splendor, such sounds sustain a dreamlike rhythm where time
and space overlap, blurring reality and illusion. Pop music introduces moments
of ease, freedom, and metaphorical depth, from the relaxed forest entry in
Blissfully Yours to the expressions of desire in Tropical Malady and the poetic
restaurant ending in Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives. Meanwhile,
city and mechanical sounds signal disruption and tension: the excavator’s rumble

and public dancing in Cemetery of Splendor, or the contrast between Jessica’s
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inner boom and car horns in Memoria. Together, these sonic layers negotiate
between the spiritual and material, exposing the fragility of perception and

mental boundaries.

Discussion

This study finds that Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films, through their
nonlinear narrative structures and unique film language, successfully construct a
contemplative cinematic space that subverts conventional narrative logic. This
observation aligns with Wang’s (2019) analysis of “slow cinema” aesthetics. Wang
argues that Apichatpong’s films depart from plot-driven structures by
emphasizing spatial and temporal suspension. In contrast, this study further
highlights the two-part temporal structure in Apichatpong’s films, where the first
half depicts slow, realistic time, and the second transitions into spiritual and
subjective dimensions in which time becomes nonlinear and sacred, serving as
both a spiritual extension and a key narrative device.

In terms of film language, Apichatpong frequently utilizes long takes, static
compositions, and natural lighting, an aesthetic minimalism that foregrounds the
viewer’s bodily engagement and meditative immersion. This observation
supports Chen’s (2023) analysis of Apichatpong’s “transcendental style.” Chen
contends that Apichatpong employs durational time and spatial drift to construct
a Buddhist and contemplative visual form. This study extends this view by arguing
that such visual choices represent not merely stylistic decisions but a deliberate
aesthetic stance. Through stillness and flow, light and silence, Apichatpong
constructs a visual space that shelters dreams, memories, and spiritual
experiences. His imagery does not tell a story but invites the audience into a
world of intuition and perception. Regarding sound design, this study findings
corroborate Li’s (2024) analysis, which views sound in Memoria as a medium

connecting memory, subjectivity, and trans-cultural perception. In particular, by
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examining the use of ambient sound, urban noise, and pop music across several
films, this study demonstrates how sound exposes ruptures between
consciousness and reality. Sound design as a film language plays a crucial
rhythmic role in Apichatpong's films

Crucially, the narrative structure and film language of Apichatpong’s films
are deeply embedded in the tensions between local cultural rootedness and
global cinematic discourse. As Wang (2017) has argued, Apichatpong’s works are
simultaneously localized and globalized, engaging with postmodern aesthetics,
surrealism, and contemporary expression. This study further emphasizes that
Memoria, shot in Colombia, extends Apichatpong’s cinematic inquiry beyond Thai
localities to a broader exploration of collective memory and cosmic temporality.
The spatial shift from individual-place to consciousness-cosmos represents a

significant expansion of his cinematic philosophy.

Recommendations

This study reveals that Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films disrupt
mainstream and Thai commercial films linear storytelling through fragmented,
dual-part narratives and dreamlike configurations of time and space. His works
integrate Thai Buddhism and animism traditions with global cinematic discourse,
creating a meditative audiovisual style characterized by long takes, ambient
sound, and natural lighting that prioritizes spiritual and subconscious experience
over conventional plot. By analyzing both narrative structure and film language,
this study provides an integrated framework that advances understanding of
alternative cinematic forms, contributing to film theory and Southeast Asian

cinema studies.
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1. Future research recommendations

1.1 Conducting comparative studies of Apichatpong’s films with other
directors in the Asian New Wave to explore different approaches to non-linear
narrative and sensory filmmaking.

1.2 Investigating audience reception of non-linear narrative structures and
meditative audiovisual styles to understand their impact on perception and
interpretation.

1.3 Examining Apichatpong’s experimental short films as sites for exploring
his non-linear and alternative cinematic strategies.

2. Pratical recommendations

2.1 Workshops and seminars can be organized for filmmakers and
students to explore non-linear narrative techniques and sensory-driven
filmmaking.

2.2 These insights can be shared with cultural organizations and
community groups to deepen appreciation of Thai spiritual and animism
traditions in contemporary art.

2.3 Policymakers involved in cultural preservation and arts support could

consider this study when developing programs that foster creative filmmaking.
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