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Eve & the Fire Horse

A Film by Julia Kwan

SYNOPSIS

Eve, a precocious nine year-old with an overactive imagination, was born in the Year of the Fire Horse, notorious among Chinese families for producing the most troublesome children. Dinners around Eve’s family table are a raucous affair, where old world propriety and new world audacity mix in even measure. But as summer approaches, it seems like Eve’s carefree childhood days are behind her. 

When her mother chops down their apple tree — a superstitious omen — bad luck worms its way into their family in unexpected, tragic ways. Forced to grow up too fast, Eve learns to take pleasure in life’s small gifts — like a goldfish she believes to be the reincarnated spirit of her beloved grandmother. 

Meanwhile, Eve’s older sister Karena is going through changes of her own, exploring a newfound fascination with Christianity. Soon, crucifixes pop up next to the Buddha in the family’s house, and Eve must contend with a Sunday school class where her wild imagination is distinctly out of place. 

Caught between her sister’s quest for premature sainthood and her own sense of right and wrong, Eve faces the challenges of childhood with fanciful humor and wide-eyed wonder. Along the way, she proves that sometimes the most troublesome children are the ones that touch our hearts most deeply.

A lyrical, lighthearted look at a young girl’s spiritual experience, EVE & THE FIRE HORSE takes you on a wondrous yet deeply felt journey, where family life is strange, childhood lonely and religion perplexing.

EVE & THE FIRE HORSE is the first feature film from director Julia Kwan and features international film star Vivian Wu, Chan Chit Man Lester, Ping Sung Wong, Hollie Lo and introducing Phoebe Jojo Kut as “Eve.”  The film was also written by Julia Kwan and produced by Shan Tam, Erik Paulsson and Yves J. Ma.  

Eve & the Fire Horse

A Film by Julia Kwan

CAST
VIVIAN WU

May Lin

Born in Shanghai, China, to renowned Chinese actress, Zhu Man Fang and college professor Wu Cheng Ye, Vivian started her film career. After a series of notable movie and television roles, and while completing her high school education, Ms Wu was chosen by award winning Italian director Bernardo Bertolucci for his epic, THE LAST EMPEROR, to play opposite John Lone as the courageous young consort, Wen Xiu. The role marked Ms Wu’s first English speaking engagement and she has not looked back ever since.

The Last Emperor went on to receive nine Oscars from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Science, as well as, many other international nominations and awards. For her role of Wen Xiu, Vivian received the “best supporting actress” nomination at the internationally famous David Donatello Film Festival.

In 1987 Vivian left China bound for Hawaii having received a scholarship in Travel Management from Hawaii Pacific University. Two years later, however, her acting career began to flourish having starred in such internationally successful films Iron and Silk and Shadow of China. Her busy acting career made her University schedule almost impossible so in 1989 she moved to Hollywood, California to pursue her acting career full time.

Since her move to Hollywood in 1989, Ms Wu has appeared and starred in numerous film and television projects.  Most notable amongst her many works are: HEAVEN AND EARTH (directed by Oliver Stone), THE SOONG SISTERS (directed by Mabel Chung) and JOY LUCK CLUB (directed by Wayne Wang). In 1995 eccentric English director Peter Greenaway picked Vivian to play the role of “Nagiko” in THE PILLOWBOOK. Vivian portrayed an obsessive Japanese woman who indulged her erotic fantasies by brush painting her lovers’ nude bodies. The Pillowbook won the “Certain Regard” award at the Cannes Film Festival in 1996. Her dedication and courage in the role of “Nagiko” reassured audiences around the world that Ms Wu was one of the top leading Asian actresses. In 1998 she collaborated with Mr. Greenaway again in 8 AND 1/2 WOMEN. The film became an official selection at the Cannes Film Festival. Vivian was the only actor to have ever worked on two different film projects for Mr. Greenaway.

The success of The Soong Sisters brought Ms Wu back to China to work on several Chinese film projects. At the end of 2003 Vivian finished filming Ann Hu’s Forgive Me Not in Qingdao, China, a story about two half sisters in early forties China who fall in love with the same man. The film is scheduled to be released in the spring of 2005.

Ms. Wu also recently wrapped filming on the Danish film CHINAMAN directed by award winning and Oscar® nominated, Danish director Henrik Ruben Genz. Vivian stars in the role of the fateful, melancholy Chinese immigrant, Ling, who falls in love with a Danish man who is down and out on his luck.

During filming of the Universal Television mini series VANISHING SON, Vivian met her future husband Oscar Luis Costo. The couple wed in December of 1996. Their Shanghai banquet was featured in PEOPLE magazine and Vivian was chosen as the best-dressed celebrity bride of the year. Ms Wu was also previously selected by PEOPLE magazine as one of the most beautiful people in the world.

She and Mr. Costo are currently producing their first feature film together, SHANGHAI RED, through their company MARdeORO Films, Inc. The film is written and to be directed by Mr. Costo and Ms Wu will star in the leading role of Meili. Shanghai Red is a film about the journey of a modern Chinese mother who suffers the loss of her husband and how she comes to term with her state of depression and her angst for revenge. It is set in a backdrop of a contemporary Shanghai, China and its struggles to accept western modernization into the mainstream of its historic culture.  Co-financed by Shanghai Film Studios, Shanghai Red will be the first in a series of Chinese/American themed cross-culture, joint-venture films Ms Wu and Mr. Costo are planning to produce through their company MARdeORO Films Inc.
LESTER CHIT MAN CHAN 

Frank

Lester Chan was born in Hong Kong, but received his Master of Fine Arts in theatre at Brooklyn College, City University of New York, majoring in acting. Since graduation, Mr. Chan appeared on screen and stage across U.S., Hong Kong, Taiwan and China. He was as the Bohemian lover Raymond in EAT, DRINK, MAN, WOMAN (1995 Oscar Best Foreign-Language Picture Nomination), of which he also helped coach the acting of the cast. The film COMBINATION PLATTER in which he played the second lead Sam was awarded Critics Award in 1993 Toronto International Film Festival. His first leading role in a TV drama, Glass Wall (RTHK, Hong Kong) was awarded Silver Award in 17th International Disabled Drama Film Festival. He also played artist Liu Mu, in FAREWELL CHINA, which won a Golden Horse Award in Taiwan.

On TV, Mr. Chan played such popular and demanding roles such as the disloyal husband, Sunny in KNOTS TO TREASURE (HK-TVB), the legislator Fu Lap-Ming in MEMORIES OF HONG KONG (RTHK, HK), and the double lead in which he created two wholly different characters in SEARCHING FOR PENG JIAMU (Gansu TV, China). On stage, Mr. Chan led one of the most demanding roles, James Leeds, in Children Of A Lesser God (HK Repertory Theatre), which toured Hong Kong & Beijing as the Opening Performance of First Chinese Theatre Festival & Conference. The role demanded a simultaneous expression in Mandarin and sign language.
Beyond acting, Mr. Chan also directs, writes and teaches. His directorial credits include: A Love of 50 Years (which he also wrote and acted), Ten Brave Passionate Monologs (a multimedia show of monologs and images), Desiring Belly Button (an original surrealistic musical), and Dangerous Corner (a one-man show written and performed by him). He is the editor and co-author of a monolog collection Workin’.

Mr. Chan received his Ph.D. in Electrical & Electronic Engineering (major in computer speech recognition) from University of Hong Kong prior to his theatre study. He is now an Assistant Professor in School of Creative Media, City University of Hong Kong. He is also the Artistic Director of a multimedia arts group, Creative Horizon, and an advisor/assessor of the Hong Kong Arts Development Council.

PHOEBE JO JO KUT

Eve
Phoebe Kut was a film neophyte when she was cast as the title character in Eve & the Fire Horse.  At nine years old – with no prior acting experience – she took to the task of portraying the imaginative and slightly precocious youngster like a duck to water. She won the role after auditioning on a whim while accompanying her sister to the open call.

“It was a great way to spend summer vacation,” Phoebe recalls. “It’s fun to work on a film and when I got back to school in September the teachers had cut out articles from the newspaper and taped them to the board for everyone to see. It was weird, but good-weird!”

Phoebe says she’s definitely been bitten by the acting bug. “I want to do more, but I’m not in any hurry. I don’t go out to auditions or anything, but if the right role is offered I’d be very excited to keep acting.” So far, she has appeared in one other project: a television series called Godiva’s by director Gary Harvey for CHUM Television. Her various accomplishments since the tender age of nine include the “Got Most Rhythm” baby award at four years old, and several first place awards in poetry reciting and drawing.  In fact, her exceptional artwork was used as set decoration for the girls’ bedroom in the film. Phoebe’s extracurricular activities include track and field, debating, choir and Chinese dancing. She’s also in Grade 3 in piano.  

HOLLIE LO

Karena

Hollie Lo is thrilled with her acting debut in Eve & the Fire Horse and can’t wait to have the chance to dip her feet into the film-making pond again soon. 

“I would love to be in a scary movie,” says Hollie, and admitted fan of reality shows like Fear Factor. “I don’t really enjoy watching them, but I think of all the kinds of movies there are those would be the most fun to make.”

Hollie was 11-years-old when she starred as Karena, and found the experience to be more fun than work. 

“I made a lot of friends and really enjoyed the whole experience. My friends were really interested too, but they still treat me the same, which is great. They asked a lot of questions when I got back to school in the fall. I think it was fun for all of us.”

Her experience being cast wasn’t unlike her co-star Phoebe Kut’s.

“When I auditioned for Eve it was just for fun – a friend made me go with her. I was shocked when I got it. Now that I know how much fun it is, I’d like to do more!” 

Hollie’s favourite subject in school is art and she is in Grade 4 in piano.
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CREW BIOGRAPHIES

JULIA KWAN

Writer/Director
International award-winning filmmaker Julia Kwan is a writer, director and producer living in Vancouver, B.C.  A second (or one and half) generation Chinese-Canadian, Ms. Kwan’s Chinese immigrant parents laid down her working class roots.  Her Father worked as a restaurant manager and her Mother folded sheets in a laundry factory.  As the only one in her family to pursue a career in the arts, Ms. Kwan attended Ryerson Polytechnic University in Toronto to study film and minor in psychology.  When Ms. Kwan told her Mother she was going to study (film) writing, her Mother misunderstood and told all her friends her daughter was studying calligraphy.  

After graduation, Ms. Kwan moved to San Francisco and worked as an Associate Producer, Co-writer and Actor for the film, CAUGHT IN THE CROSSFIRE (1994).  It was there that she began writing the first draft of Eve & the Fire Horse.
Upon returning to Vancouver, Ms. Kwan produced, wrote and directed several short films, including the experimental film, PRIZED POSSESSIONS (1997), which premiered at the Festival de Films de Femmes in Creteil, France  and the comedy/drama, 10,000 DELUSIONS (1999), which was honoured with the Lumiere Award (best film award) at the New Orleans International Film Festival.  

In 2001, Ms. Kwan was a director resident at the prestigious Canadian Film Center, founded by Norman Jewison.  There, she made her short drama, THREE SISTERS ON MOON LAKE (2001), which had its Canadian premiere at the Toronto Film Festival and its U.S. premiere at the Sundance Film Festival.   It has garnered several best short awards and three Audience Awards in Toronto, Sao Paulo, Brazil and Arkansas. 

In 2005,  Ms. Kwan  made her feature film debut with EVE & THE FIRE HORSE, based on her Writer’s Guild of Canada award-winning script.  The film had its world premiere at the Toronto International Film Festival and its international premiere at the Sundance Film Festival, where it won the Special Jury Prize for World Cinema.  It has since played at over 40 international film festivals, winning over a dozen awards, including Best Emeging Director at the New York Asian American Film Festival, Best Narrative Feature at the San Diego Asian American Film Festival, the Audience Award at the Vancouver International Film festival, and the Claude Jutra Award for Best Direction for a First Feature Film given by the Academy of Canadian Film and Television.  It also received five Genie Award nominations (Canadian Oscars), including Best Supporting Actor and Actress.  

ERIK PAULSSON

Producer

Erik Paulsson is an award-winning producer/director of documentary and feature films. He is a graduate of the Canadian Film Centre for advance film study as well as Concordia University’s undergraduate film program. In 1999, Mr. Paulsson founded his company Red Storm Productions for which he has produced five films to date: EVE & THE FIRE HORSE (2005), ARMY OF ONE (2003), SAY I DO (2002), PROTECTION (2000), and ISLAND OF SHADOWS (2000). Eve & the Fire Horse played at over 40 international film festivals and won over a dozen awards including the Sundance Special Jury Prize, Best Narrative Feature at the San Diego Asian American Film Festival, the Audience Award at the Vancouver Film Festival, the Claude Jutra Award for Best First Feature film given by the Academy of Canadian Cinema and Television. Army of One, a feature length documentary that followed the journey of three young people who joined the U.S. Army over two years,  won Best Canadian Feature Documentary at Hot Docs, and was released theatrically across Canada in the spring of 2004. It was produced for the BBC, CBC. and SBS Australia, and was later broadcast in the U.S. on the Discovery-Times Network.  Island of Shadows, a one-hour documentary produced for CTV, won a Gemini Award and three Leo Awards including Best Director for Mr. Paulsson’s directorial work. Protection, a multiple award-winning theatrical feature directed by Bruce Spangler, won many accolades including the Vancouver Film Critics Award for Best Canadian Indie Feature, Best First Feature at the Victoria Film festival, and the Silver Platter at the Figueira da Foz Film Festival in Portugal. Say I Do, a one-hour documentary produced for CTV, premiered Hot Docs 2003. 

SHAN TAM

Producer

Born in Hong Kong and living in Canada, producer Shan Tam has been active in film and television on both sides of the Pacific for two decades.  Her work has earned her multiple awards and numerous nominations.  .  

Tam recently produced Julia Kwan’s inaugural feature, Eve and the Fire Horse, which was awarded a Special Jury Prize at the Sundance Film Festival.  Following its world premiere at the prestigious Toronto International Film Festival, it has gone on to win the Most Popular Canadian Feature at the Vancouver Int’l Film Festival as well as a number of international awards. The film also received five 2007 Genie Award® nominations and won the Claude Jutra Award for director Julia Kwan.

A solid working relationship with Asian producers afforded Tam the opportunity to produce the first feature co-production between Canada and Hong Kong with Young Offenders in 1993.  She also produced the second co-production between the two nations with the feature Lunch With Charles.  The film garnered a Genie Award® (Canadian Oscars) nomination and won three Leo Awards (awarding excellence in film and television for projects produced in British Columbia).  For producing the one-hour documentary Made In China, Tam was the recipient of the Canada Award at the 16th annual Gemini Awards® (Canadian Emmys).  She also recently produced the documentaries Call It Karma and Hong Kong Express, both shot primarily in Asia.  
Tam has further expanded her production experience in one of the fastest growing regions - China. She has produced two mini-series for Hallmark Entertainment, Son of the Dragon and Marco Polo. Both productions were shot entirely in Mainland China with a large international crew and cast including David Carradine, Brian Dennehy and Ian Somerhalder.

Over the years, Tam has line produced a number of international film productions including Uwe Boll’s upcoming epic fantasy In the Name of the King: a Dungeon Siege Tale featuring Jason Statham Burt Reynolds and Ray Liotta;  Jackie Chan’s blockbuster movie Rumble In The Bronx; and Andy Lau’s Savior Of The Soul II.   She has worked with such acclaimed film talent as Michelle Yeoh, Chow Yun-Fat, Yuen Wo-Ping and Cory Yuen.  Her projects have taken her to numerous countries in Europe, Asia, North and Central America.    

Tam continues to promote film cultures across the Pacific. She was on the advisory committee for Telefilm Canada in 1998 and continues with BC Film to develop Canada Asia co-productions. In 1999, she organized a Canadian Film Showcase which sold-out at the Shanghai International Film Festival.  Tam co-organized two national tours of the Chinese Film Festival and served as a committee member for the Chinese Cultural Centre organizing their annual film festival. 

Ms Tam served as a board member for the Women In Film and Video Vancouver in 2000. She is currently a board member for the Vancouver Film and Television Artist Society that represents more than 300 Asian-Canadian filmmakers. Ms Tam is fluent in Cantonese, Mandarin and English with a dual citizenship in Canada and Hong Kong.
YVES J. MA

Producer

Yves J. Ma is the founder of Firelight CineMa (2002), a film and documentary production company based in Vancouver. He has studied and earned degrees and diplomas at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver Film School, Concordia University and Langara College in film, theatre, and business in addition to also being an alumnus of the Berlin Talent Campus where he attended as a producer. With significant experience as a production manager, he joined Blackwatch Productions in 1994 as Associate Producer on the feature film, OBSTRUCTION OF JUSTICE, which premiered at the 1995 Montreal World Film Festival. He then produced a short dramatic film and produced and directed a broadcast hour drama which was broadcast on the CBC and premiered at the 1998 Figueira da Foz International film festival in Portugal respectively. In 2000, Mr. Ma was Associate Producer on the Leo Award-winning feature film, LUNCH WITH CHARLES, a Hong Kong/Canada co-production.  Recently, he has produced the documentary A SYMPHONY OF SILENCE for national broadcast on the CBC.

Mr. Ma is currently in development and production of several projects which include feature films and documentaries.  EVE & THE FIRE HORSE is his feature producerial debut.  Mr. Ma is the recipient of producer fellowships from both the National Film Board and from British Columbia Film. In 2004, he was awarded with a CTV Fellowship for the Banff International Television Festival. His work in the film industry has taken him across Canada, to the USA, Asia, as well as to France and Germany. 

MARY-ANN LIU

Production Designer

Born in Hong Kong, Mary-Ann Liu is a sculptor, graphic designer and production designer now living in Vancouver, B.C.  After graduating with top honours at Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design, Mary-Ann began to work in the local film industry as a graphic designer, art director and production designer.  Ms. Liu has worked as a graphic designer on the television series, James Cameron’s DARK ANGEL, John Woo’s LOST IN SPACE and JOHN DOE.  Her feature film credits as production designer/art director include Stanley Tong’s RUMBLE IN THE BRONX, ENEMY AMONGST US, NEW YORK TEMPEST, and David Tamagi’s PAPER MOON AFFAIR.  Her latest feature as a production designer is Julia Kwan’s Eve & the Fire Horse.  Ms. Liu is also an award-winning sculptor and created the dragon sculptures in Vancouver’s Chinatown as well as the monument, Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, which is prominently displayed in the nation’s capital.  

Ms. Liu was immediately drawn to the project, Eve & the Fire Horse.  She states, “Upon reading the script of E&F, I was excited from a very personal point of view. Having grown up in Vancouver in the seventies as was described in the script, I felt that the story was one of MY people. Rarely would I have a chance to work on a story so intimate to my own culture and environment. I wanted to give poignancy and dignity to the people portrayed and I wanted to give credence and warmth to the world that the characters live in. Most of all I wanted to help tell the story of a time and place that was innocent and loving.”
MYCHAEL DANNA

Composer

Mychael Danna has been scoring films since his 1987 feature debut for Atom Egoyan's FAMILY VIEWING, a score which earned Danna the first of his eleven Canadian film award nominations. Mychael is recognized as one of the pioneers of combining non-Western sound sources with orchestral and electronic minimalism in the world of film music. This reputation has led him to work with such acclaimed directors as Atom Egoyan, Scott Hicks, Ang Lee, Gillies MacKinnon, James Mangold, Mira Nair and Joel Schumacher. 

He studied music composition at the University of Toronto, winning there the Glenn Gould Composition Scholarship in 1985. Mychael also served for five years as composer-in-residence at the McLaughlin Planetarium in Toronto (1987-1992). Works for dance include music for Dead Souls (Carbone Quatorze Dance Company, directed by Gilles Maheu 1996), and a score for the Royal Winnipeg Ballet's Gita Govinda (2001) based on the 1000-year-old classical Indian erotic poem, with choreographer Nina Menon.

Selected projects include Ang Lee’s THE ICE STORM (Sigourney Weaver, Kevin Kline), Mira Nair's MONSOON WEDDING and VANITY FAIR (Reese Witherspoon), CAPOTE, Istvan Szabo's BEING JULIA (Annette Bening, Jeremy Irons), and Atom Egoyan’s ARARAT. Mychael recently completed work on Deepa Mehta's WATER and Atom Egoyan's WHERE THE TRUTH LIES.

NICOLAS BOLDUC

Director of Photography

Nicolas Bolduc is an award-winning cinematographer/director living in Montreal, Quebec.  After graduating from the film program at Concordia University, he immediately began his career shooting music videos for artists based in Montreal and France.  Bolduc’s bold visual style and sensibility became sought after in the commercial world, where he was soon hired to shoot as well as direct numerous spots for Quebec and international television.  In 1999, Bolduc shot his first feature, L’INVENTION DE L’AMOUR, directed by Claude Demers.  The film went on to win the Grand Prix des Amerique at the Montreal World Film Festival in 2000.  

In 2003, Bolduc lensed Sebastien Rose’s debut feature film, COMMENT MA MERE ACCOUCHA DE MOI DURANT SA MENOPAUSE.  The film received a 2004 Genie nomination for best screenplay, a Genie win for Micheline Lanctot for best performance by a lead actress and the prestigious Claude Jutra award for best first feature.  Bolduc worked with Micheline Lanctot once again when he shot her feature film, LE PIEGE D’ISSOUDUN.  As well, he continued his collaboration with Sebastien Rose and shot his second feature film, LE VIE AVEC MON PERE, in 2004.  Most recently, Bolduc was director of photography on Julia Kwan’s debut feature, EVE & THE FIRE HORSE.  This film marks Bolduc’s first feature film shot in English Canada.  
MICHAEL BROCKINGTON

Editor

Michael Brockington has been a film and video editor since 1995, working on material ranging from short dramas to indie features, documentaries and performance videos.   Highlights include the feature films ON THE CORNER, by Nathaniel Geary which received many awards including a special jury prize at the Mannheim-Heidelberg Int’l Film Festival and Bruce Spangler’s Genie-nominated film, PROTECTION.  Brockington also edited the second season of the television series ALIENATED, the dance films 6 POSSIBILITIES and SUBWAYS; and Erik Paulsson’s Leo award-winning documentary ISLAND OF SHADOWS.  In addition to editing, Michael has written and directed a handful of short films, and has published fiction and articles in various magazines and newspapers.  Michael is a graduate of the film production program at Simon Fraser University, where he also worked for a number of years as a research assistant in the field of computer vision.

Eve & the Fire Horse

A Film by Julia Kwan

DIRECTOR’S NOTES

ON THE GENESIS …

The story first took shape when I imagined a scene between two little girls preparing for sleep.  One little girl, kneeling at her bedside, says a prayer.  This girl has decided her sole purpose in life is to become a saint, and for an entire year, she wants nothing more than to ride the Number 14 Hastings Bus everyday just so she could relinquish her seat to an elderly person.  The other little girl, younger, clasps her hands together while she is tucked underneath her blanket, and says a cursory prayer in her head.  She says this even though she knows any prayer she makes in bed, in a horizontal position, doesn’t count.  Her sister has told her this.  At the moment I started to focus on these two girls, memories from my own childhood came flooding in, and the story started to unfold.  Eve & the Fire Horse is a personal story that stems from memories and imagination.  

I have a memory of our mantels being filled with statues of Buddha, fat and happy, alongside pictures of Jesus, emaciated and suffering.  I believed that they were friends and they danced at night.

I have a strong memory of the first time I ever got down on my knees and prayed to God.  I was eight years old and I had yet to attend my first Sunday School class.  I remember the purity of that gesture, so filled with good intentions and faith.  I was in love with the idea of absolute goodness and believed unequivocally that God existed.  It was the one time I ever felt that I was not alone in this world.  I did not feel this way for very long.  

Another strong memory is the death of my grandmother when I was five years old.  I believed unequivocally that my grandmother was reincarnated into a goldfish.  

Looking back, I realize I found strength in my beliefs and that’s what moves me so much about children.  There is such a purity in their beliefs and an ability to simplify complex issues and reinvent them.  I wanted to explore the way children, especially sensitive and imaginative ones, deal with heavy adult issues like death, faith, guilt, superstition and religion.  I was also moved by the way children internalize guilt and take on the burdens of the world.  I remember, as a child, I thought I could affect the results of a hockey game just by watching it and I felt extreme guilt if the team lost.  It’s a very child-like, self-centered way of thinking.  

Because of a child’s ability to believe so deeply, there is nothing more evocative and powerful than the imagination of a child.  In some sense, growing up in a deeply superstitious family added fuel to my imagination.  What an idea that if I dropped a pair of chopsticks on New Year’s Eve, I would curse the entire year!  Or if I left grains of rice in my bowl, my future husband would be pockmarked!  With the sisters, Karena and Eve, it was easier for them to believe and take those leaps of faith throughout the film, because their family consistently did.  

Karena, the older sister, is a noble yet somewhat tragic character.  She is content with the explanation, “the Lord works mysterious ways”, whenever her faith comes into question.  However, her sister, Eve, is the questioning one and feels a childish indignation at what she perceives as injustices.  When Moses parts the Red Sea, she cannot understand why God would drown all the horses, too.  When she finds out at Sunday School that her parents are going to Hell because they worship another idol, this realization tears at her heart.  

I was also fascinated by the idealism of children and their simplistic notion of kindness.  It’s interesting to me how many women I know who had wanted to be a saint as a child.  
The script evolved over the course of nine years. I tend to think that the process has been so long because my own spirituality continues to evolve. The film is part truth, part imagination. The Eng family bears only a slight resemblance to my own family, but the characters are fictional or composites of people that I’ve known in my life. 

ON THE OVERALL LOOK …

The style of the film reflects a lyrical realism.  I drew my influences and inspiration from such films as Lynne Ramsay’s RATCATCHER, Wong Kar Wai’s IN THE MOOD FOR LOVE and Truffaut’s SMALL CHANGE and 400 BLOWS.  

Unfolding like an odd fairytale, the film is very much filtered through the eyes of a young girl.  As such, the sensory experience is heightened as each new experience is seen through a child’s purity of gaze.  The colours are richer, the sounds are sharper.  The reds in the Buddhist temple pop, the earthy tones in the Catholic Church mute the overall mood.  Using the palette of the colours from the 70’s, Mary-Ann Liu, the production designer, chose warm tones such as oranges, browns and their compliments to enhance the overall mood.  It was important that the film exuded warmth but without being overly sentimental.  Nicolas Bolduc, the cinematographer, is a master at lighting and composition and has the visual sensibility of a lot of films that I admire from Quebec.  Being a huge fan of Quebecois films as such Leolo, Jesus of Montreal, Maelstrom, Emporte Moi and La Turbulence des Fluids, it was important that the film had a strong visual sensibility that enhanced the emotionality of each scene.  

Ozu films influenced my idea about camera positioning, as he always positioned his camera at the height of someone who was sitting cross-legged on the floor.  In keeping with the perspective of a child, Nicolas often positioned the camera at the height of a child, stealing glimpses.  

Both Mary-Ann and I were intrigued by the duality of the film – East vs. West, Buddhism vs. Catholicism, reality vs. imagination.  Mary-Ann felt that “layering of the two cultures made the visual components exciting. One served to enhance the other because there is comparison and contrast.”  

ON WORKING WITH THE PRODUCERS …

In 2001, my producers, Shan Tam, Erik Paulsson, Yves Ma and I embarked together on this journey.   I had written the script five years earlier.  It was originally titled, Karena and Eve and had received a Charles Israel Screenwriting Prize for best unproduced screenplay at the Writer’s Guild of Canada Awards.  When I sat down to write my polish draft, my producers told me to stay true to my vision and set the film in the 1970’s, as it was in the original draft.  I had been concerned about the budget at the time, but their unwavering support and creative feedback allowed me to write the next draft freely, without any artistic constraints.  Little did they know the script would suddenly include images of horses swimming underwater and a Chinese opera singing goldfish!  

Concerned that the title didn’t reflect the lyrical qualities of the film, my producers suggested we come up with a different title.  (Some irreverent suggestions – All the Pretty Horses Drowning, Time of Drowning Horses, They Drown Horses, Don’t They?)  Ultimately, we settled on Eve & the Fire Horse, which more reflects the magical qualities of the story.  

Shan, Erik and Yves worked tirelessly, with passion and great commitment, to put together the finances.  None of us thought it would take another three years.  They made many sacrifices for the sake of the film.  

Three years and many Buddha belly rubs later, we were in a favourable financial position with the generous support of Telefilm, BC Film, Mongrel Media, CWIP, City-TV, Movie Central, The Movie Network, and Harold Greenberg Fund.  Even though every funding agency came through for us, we were still short of the budget by 15%.  Ultimately, a friend and extremely generous entrepreneur from Edmonton filled in the financial gap.  At long last, we were ready to go into pre-production.

ON CASTING THE GIRLS …

We knew that finding the two lead girls would be a great challenge. Very early in the process, we worked with a casting director, Sue Brouse, and scoured the country for two Chinese girls.  As well as going through talent agencies, we put up posters at elementary schools, performance schools and Chinese community centers. We held auditions in Toronto, Vancouver and Edmonton. We finally found our leads, Phoebe Kut and Hollie Lo, both of whom lived in Richmond, BC and have never acted before. They both responded to a poster at their school. In fact, it was Phoebe’s older sister who really wanted to audition for the role of the cousin and their Mother signed Phoebe up as a lark. Phoebe had no real desire to act. I loved that about her.  During the second audition, we knew we were looking at a girl with an exceptional talent. During a reading of a particularly emotional scene, Phoebe locked eyes with her reading partner, and when her partner started to cry, she teared up as well.  I was overwhelmed.  Phoebe has a great capacity for feeling empathy, an important characteristic to have not only as an actor, but also as a human being in general.  

We brought on Sarah Kanter, an acting coach, for the girls and we basically had four weekends to arm the girls with some basic acting tools and to rehearse all the scenes. Luckily for me, the girls are very smart. Hollie’s process was more cerebral – she has to think about it before she feels it whereas Phoebe has more natural instincts as an actress. She works very intuitively.  For many lines, I gave the girls a subtext, and all that preparation paid off during the shoot. They understood each scene and rarely ever dropped a line.  I also loved the fact that the girls completely bonded through this experience and looked out for each other.   From the very beginning, they were bonding, giggling in the corner, whispering secrets – just like sisters …

ON CASTING VIVIAN WU …

Not only did finding the girls prove difficult, finding actors for the adult characters proved just as challenging. We needed our actors to speak fluent Cantonese. For the role of May Lin, I always thought of actresses like Joan Chen or Sylvia Chang to play the mother role. When my producer, Shan Tam, put forth Vivian Wu as an option, I was surprised but intrigued by the idea. Vivian Wu has oftentimes played the glamorous, seductress role, but never a working class immigrant mother. After watching several of her films, I realized that the characters she played very much embodied the spirit of the character, May Lin. She often played strong, fiercely independent women. We forwarded a copy of the script to her, and she immediately responded to the material. She felt a very deep connection to this character and she is also a fire horse. Oddly enough, we both had the same name for our production company – Fire Horse Productions. With a two-week window in her schedule, Vivian came on board. I couldn’t have been happier.

Vivian brought so much to the character of May Lin.  From the beginning, Vivian was afraid to discuss this character too much, as if saying the words out loud would take away its power.  On set, we maintained this synergy to the point where we would show up wearing the same coloured top or we finished each other’s thoughts.  For some scenes, her performance mirrored exactly how I had imagined it in my head.  This rarely ever happens without giving much direction.  We attributed it to the strength and kinship of the fire horse.  

ON CASTING IN HONG KONG …

After an unsuccessful search in Canada for the characters of Frank and Uncle, we held auditions in Hong Kong. There, I met Lester Chan, an actor who held a masters degree in engineering and studied film at NYU, where he met Ang Lee. Lester had a lead role in Lee’s Eat, Drink, Man, Woman. Lester was perfect for the role of Frank and luckily for me, he spoke fluent English. (I speak “Chinglish” – half Chinese, half English) Joseph Siu was hired to play the Uncle. As his English is minimal, we had an interpreter/dialogue coach on set. At the end, we had an international cast.  Actors came from Canada, the States and Hong Kong. 

ON CULTURAL AUTHENTICITY …

Hiring actors who spoke fluent Cantonese was an important issue for us because we wanted to make a film that was authentic to the Chinese culture. Some felt that the adults should speak pidgin English as subtitled films are deemed less commercially viable, but we wanted to maintain the integrity of the work.  For cultural authenticity, we hired a Chinese production designer, who paid attention to the minute details of a working class immigrant environment. Throughout the production, Lester Chan, Joseph Siu and our dialogue coach, Margaret Cheung, provided lots of information on cultural practices such as praying and other Chinese rituals. At the end, the production had a very international feel to it. At one point, four different languages were being spoken – English, Cantonese, Mandarin and French. One of the producers, Yves Ma, is Chinese-French from Paris; our director of photography is French from Quebec as is my director mentor, Lea Pool, who came on set for a few days. 

ON FINDING LOCATIONS …

After securing our cast, we were presented with the challenge of finding neighbourhoods with houses that were built before 1974. The film is a period piece. We ended up shooting mostly in New Westminster, BC, as it is an older community than Vancouver. Driving through the New Westminster neighbourhood, we came across this three-story run-down house. The floors were wooden and creaky and the original wallpaper was peeling off.  We had found our Eng house.  

One of my producers found the location of the Chinese restaurant where the character of the Father worked in the East end of Vancouver.  She was acquainted with the owners and they offered the use of their establishment, free of charge. By pure coincidence, the restaurant was the exact same one that my own Father had worked at for many years.  It became a Szcheuan restaurant after his retirement. 

ON PRODUCTION CHALLENGES …

Because we had to juggle many of the actors’ schedules, we were working with an arduous and challenging production schedule. We shot the film in 27 days – a very hectic and pressure-filled schedule, as we were also limited to 8-hour shooting days because of child labour laws. 

This was the film first film I directed without a storyboard.  In the past, I have gone into my short films with a ridiculously meticulous plan and storyboards. I did not have this luxury because of the time constraints and I found the first day of production to be a profoundly frightening experience.  However, as the production progressed, I found this process to be completely freeing and organic.  

A big challenge for the girls on set was the wardrobe. Because it was a period piece, they had to wear a lot of polyester and wool on scorching hot August days. Overall, it was a harmonious set and quite serendipitous. In keeping with the luck/superstition theme of the film, Vivian Wu suggested the cast and crew purchase lottery tickets.  We actually won 150 dollars!  We were lucky in other ways as well.  The day after we wrapped on our location at Riverview Hospital, the entire location was shut down for a week when the police found a huge marijuana grow-op in the attic. Only in British Columbia! 
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