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Local Macau filmmaker Maxim Bessmertny has gone back to the
future for his latest short film, Sampan.

AR by Wendi Song
Images by Eduardo Martins




e

,Tﬁ FHRTIBEESEINDE (Maxim Bessmertny) BEIEERFBEEER
(=fR) EIEIE4M, SMTHREERDNETINESBEERBERT, HEE
DTEMN, SIERZIRMmE,

XEMEFHEMZ+LZERNWEREYNT, MOKBIANEBERTES,
Mttt FEBBRINEARIIEFE A

19934, MSFHNNSERBRA—EIKEIR], EXE, MFAFXER
23, ARoLUREE. REN—RIL RiE. ERETRESRFL, ERE
FIEYF, ZEEANKEFTAZAZRZE T BEGMEA @M FAL,

B F2013F 63z T IR BEH EAE Pontus Maximus Productions,
FMII R, SERBEHETHNEHNEBEER (ZREX) . 2R
BEZCLZERBET EHTTER, HTF2015FRRTHRRZRERRFB

E/»
E's;’{ (<]

ERX—RITAN Maxim 2t T —MEARBER A MBS, HRER
BT (=fR) AL,

ussian-born film director Maxim Bessmertny recently returned to his
H Macau home from the Pacific Meridian Film Festival in Vladivostok, where
he held the world-premiere of his short film Sampan.

The journey proved a fitting reflection of just how far he has come.

Having moved to Macau with his family at the age of four in 1993,
Bessmertny went to the local Portuguese School where he learned Portuguese,
English and some Cantonese. He finished high school in Thailand, studied
philosophy in England and completed his Master of Fine Arts (MFA) in Film
Production at The New York University Tisch School of the Arts.

Upon graduation he founded Pontus Maximus Productions in 2013, an
independent film company that co-produced, wrote and directed his narrative
shortfilm Tricycle Thief. This film, which premiered at the Toronto International
Film Festival, won the 2015 Gold Kodak Award for Best Short Film.

The award provided an opportunity to shoot on film for free, which
ultimately led to the creation of Sampan.
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A story of East meets West
Shot in 2016, Sampan was filmed with Kodak 16mm film and anamorphic N | ON
lenses, telling the story of a love triangle between a Chinese fisherman, a

British businessman and a Chinese actress on the sea.

i e s v P e

“I never thought about shooting on film because I realized how expensive
itis and also how few film development facilities exist these days,” the director
explains. “But after winning the award, I was given my choice of 25 reels for
any film that I wanted to shoot. I looked through them and I tried to study
what would make the coastline of Hong Kong look best. I eventually settled
on daylight Kodak Super 16mm film which is really beautiful and invokes this
old-school feeling.

“I could recreate a similar look using digital filters, but it’s not the same
experience. It’s kind of the duty of the filmmaker to try different things and to
try their best to communicate a story using whatever means are available.

“SoTjumped at the opportunity to shoot with the film with my cameraman,
who is very good at shooting film. We decided to shoot in Hong Kong; I
researched the locations with my production team for two years and finally
chose the locations we wanted.”
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To shoot with film requires heavier equipment and more crew than usual,
and the shooting is more easily impacted by daylight, the performance of actors
and the environment as a whole. You can imagine, therefore, the challenges
Bessmertny faced filming on five boats in the middle of the ocean.

“It was a very intensive experience, working from 5am to 7pm everyday,”
he recalls. “Every time you roll the camera, you hear the ‘cling cling’ of the
money. It was quite serious and tough, almost like a big production.”

Though shooting only lasted six days, writing the script took a full year
and pre-production work another three months.

“I probably changed the story around 500 times when writing it,” the
director laughs. “But that is also the most enjoyable part, when you really feel
like you are building a world and creating a story.”

Bessmertny explains that he has long been curious about the lives of
fishermen in Macau and Hong Kong and the “Sampans” that are so widely
used in southern China. The sampan, a traditional boat, has been used over the
years for trade, smuggling and transportation.

“For me it was symbolic,” Bessmertny explains. “I was trying to explore
how to connect with Hong Kong and Macau in this film.

“There are always mysteries in these two cities and you don’t have a clear-
cut image of what they are. That’s the marvelous opportunity for creators,
because this is where you can use all the imagination of the world to create
some great literature, great novels, great movies.

“This is where I started and this is why I make films here.”
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Macau has talent and challenges

Earlier this year, Bessmertny held a solo exhibition titled Degustation in old
Taipa Village Art Space, showcasing a selection of short films and commercials
from the past seven years of his career, including Tricycle Thief and Sampan.

“In filmic terms, Bessmertny’s films breathe the essence of Macau’s
cultural diversity and contrasting urban environments,” states exhibition
curator Joao O.

“One can see a clear evolution of his technical skills and audacity in the
production while keeping his style and vision genuine: a combination of
a wicked sense of humor, human desire, a narrative that revolves around a
character and an object and, finally, a surrealistic take on the subject matter.”

For Bessmertny, the fact that Macau is featured prominently in his work is
mostly a consequence of the fact that he lives here.

“There are so many talented Macau filmmakers who went to film schools
all over the world, were trained and now are coming back,” he says. “Meanwhile
the industry has terrific support from government and a good support from
associations here. And it’s just growing and growing.”
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It is for this reason that Maxim sees great potential for the film industry

in Macau.

“It’s like being in LA in 1905, you have the technology but everything is
starting. And it’s just terrific to be here,” he smiles.

“The main difficulty is that nobody wants to invest in short films, unless
it’s commercial. And they are even harder to market. It took two years from the
day we finished shooting before I could finally screen. It’s a very long journey,
very long process, but it’s worth it in the end.

“For me, the opportunities came as they did and you just have to do
everything you can in order to find a story and turn it into reality.” 5
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