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Preface

In summer of 2022, I asked Lisa Marie Malloy and Dennis Zhou to discuss their co-directed work, The Raw 
and the Cooked, which they produced in Taiwan from March 2021 to February 2022. Their film was made in 
collaboration with the Chens ( 陈 ), an Amis ( 阿美族 ) family living on Taiwan’s eastern coast, and traces 
the family’s relationship to their culture and environment: as some family members venture into the brush 
after a midnight rain, others harvest rice amid the whir of machinery. Blending work and play, food becomes 
a site for the Chens to pass down their endangered language to a younger generation, trade ghost stories, and 
express the vibrant hybridity of contemporary indigenous identity.
 

J.P. Sniadecki (hereafter referred to as J.P.): Can you share the origin story of this film, and how you came to 
know the Chen family and their Amis community in Chishang ( 赤山 )?

Lisa Marie Molloy and Dennis Zhou (hereafter referred to as Lisa and Dennis/Dennis and Lisa): We first 
met the Chens in Chishang, a small town on Taiwan’s rural eastern coast. We had both received Fulbright 
scholarships for the year, and travelled down to Chishang in March 2021, where we were immediately struck 
by its surroundings—in a beautiful, verdant valley, situated between Taiwan’s coastal and central mountain 
ranges—and the ubiquitous presence of indigenous culture, especially of the Amis, Taiwan’s largest indige-
nous group. While cycling around one night in search of an open restaurant, we took a wrong turn and ended 
up in the Chens’ courtyard, where we encountered a lively scene of family and friends lounging outside on 
colourful plastic chairs, laughing and eating. They invited us to join them and share their meal of grilled 
meats and foraged seaweed salad, Taiwan Gold Medal beer and kaoliang ( 高粱 ), and we ended up drinking 
and playing games late into the evening.

Mingzhi ( 明志 ),the youngest son, happened to be visiting from Taipei, and so when we all returned up north 
we stayed in touch with him. A few months later, Taiwan began to experience its first real surge of Covid-19 
cases. As it quickly became clear that cities like Taipei would be affected the most, we decided to wait out the 
lockdown and work on a project in Chishang, where we soon very happily discovered that all of our friends 
in the Chen family had gathered as well. What resulted was a summer of spending time with the family near-
ly every day, which led to this film.

J.P.: The film is a collaboration between you two as co-directors, and, on another level, a collaboration be-
tween you as foreigners in Taiwan and the Chens as an indigenous Amis family.  Can you describe these var-
ious collaborations: how they functioned, how they were negotiated at various stages, and how they shaped 
the final film?
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Dennis and Lisa: We hadn’t initially planned on making a film with the Chens. Instead, our relationship with 
them began as a friendship, based on a mutual respect and curiosity about each other’s lives and experiences: 
we couldn’t have had better guides for our time in Taiwan than the Chens, who were always eager to take us 
camping by the seaside (where they regularly went free-diving) or to their favourite KTV bar, teach us how 
to scooter, or share their favourite meals and destinations.

When we decamped to Chishang during the lockdown, we saw the Chens nearly every day. This was right 
around harvest season. While the area has recently become a popular tourist site, it is also a major producer 
of rice. The Chens main livelihood is to harvest the rice, which is now done with large machines resembling 
tractors, and they would regularly invite us out on these ventures, which involved meeting all of the neigh-
bouring farmers, and having a lunchtime banquet in the paddies.

As we began to film some of these encounters, the Chens and their friends became very interested in the 
work and the equipment, especially the old Arri 16mm camera we were using, and the sound recording gear. 
Agong (we were told to refer to Mingzhi’s parents as our own grandparents), whose hearing had begun to 
fade, was especially excited to carry around the microphone from table to table during gatherings. A collab-
oration began to informally evolve where they would guide us toward activities or details that they found 
interesting in their lives. Sometimes, the collaboration occurred at a more technical level; just to give one ex-
ample, the camera’s battery stopped working very early on. One of our friends, who had worked as an electri-
cian, took one look at the battery and helped us fix it. So the film couldn’t really have happened without their 
know-how.

Lisa had worked on films before, whereas Dennis had worked as a writer and editor; this film also partly 
came about through months of discussing a project combining both of our sensibilities and backgrounds, 
mapping out subjects and themes, and building connections in the community. Given that there were only the 
two of us working on the project, however, there were many moments where people in the community helped 
light a scene, for example, or even to record sounds. Many of our friends were interested in watching the 
footage we shot, so we would often edit the digital footage throughout the summer and solicit their feedback. 

J.P.: The title is a direct reference to French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss’ classic text The Raw and 
the Cooked.  Why did you select this title, and how does it inform your—and our—understanding of Amis 
life?  
 
Lisa and Dennis: The title does make a somewhat tongue-in-cheek reference to Claude Levi-Strauss, and 
what he identified about the ways humans symbolically differentiate ‘nature’ from ‘culture’. So much of the 
film focuses on food, cooking, and agriculture, and that was a reference that was near at hand to help struc-
ture some of the more conceptual elements we were driving at.

But the title is also a reference to a specific moment in Taiwanese history, when the Qing Dynasty ( 清朝 ) 
first came to the island and began to classify the indigenous peoples as ‘raw’ or ‘cooked’, based on how 
assimilated they were to Han ( 汉 ) Chinese standards. Although these terms are no longer used, the distinc-
tions have had afterlives which continue to affect indigenous peoples through everything from damaging 
stereotypes to economic and educational inequality. The indigenous people of Taiwan ( 台湾原住民 ) (and 
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elsewhere) are so often viewed as ‘closer to nature’ in ways that can erase them from being agents in the 
present, and in ways that were repeatedly complicated or rebuked by what was depicted in the film: their cen-
tral role in harvesting ‘raw’ rice, the staple grain of traditional Chinese society, or the various ways to ‘cook’ 
the snails, something which the average Han Chinese would probably balk at. By titling the film The Raw 
and the Cooked, we wanted to call to viewers’ minds both to this classic anthropological text and a familiar 
dichotomy, while also gesturing toward how these expectations and boundaries might be contested and trou-
bled. 

J.P.: How do you imagine the categories of ‘raw’ and ‘cooked’ help us engage your film, and what might 
they reveal about Amis culture, and about Taiwan more broadly?

Dennis and Lisa: The film began with our interest in the Chens’ relationship to the snails that live in the re-
gion, which have very much become a part of Amis cultural life; for many children, it is a frequent pastime 
to venture out into the rice paddies after a late-night rain and spend a night picking them. The Chens invited 
us on several of these outings, and soon we were introduced to the various ways they could be prepared and 
cooked: three-cups, grilled, fried, you name it. While foraging by headlight, they also would tell us certain 
practices and expectations, like how one should only pick as much as one needs, or how their preferred (black) 
snails were being forced out by a new (white) breed, which was being raised and sold as a delicacy (think es-
cargots).

So, at first, we assumed these snails were native to the land; to our surprise, we discovered that they were in 
fact an ‘invasive’ species, thought to have been brought to the area by Japanese colonialists. That then made 
us think about the Chens’ livelihood: harvesting rice, which is thought of as the trademark sign of being 
‘cooked’, and which was also brought to the region by the Japanese. We had started filming both of these di-
mensions to the Chens’ daily life, but only when we began to put them into and against the framework of ‘raw’ 
and ‘cooked’ did we begin to discover new tensions and relationships, expanding from not only the food and 
cooking in their lives but also to language (from Mandarin Chinese to Taiwanese Hokkien to Amis), or even 
music, as you can hear in their listening to both traditional Amis music and American pop songs. We wanted 
to put these things into a relationship that would complicate easy categorization, and also showcase the in-
credible hybridity in this one family’s life.

J.P.: The imagery in the film moves between a range of registers—from embodied camerawork amongst 
the night-time snail hunters to extreme close-ups of various processes and activities.  There are also fleeting 
close-ups of individuals’ faces, and more emphasis on hands at work and snails in various stages of prepara-
tion for feasting.   How did you formulate the image track for the film, and what is the role of the close-up in 
the film?  

Lisa and Dennis: That diversity of imagery stemmed from our desire to push back against the notion that 
documentaries can make a ‘subject’ fully knowable to its audience. Because we viewed the Chens as collabo-
rators rather than ‘subjects’, we opted to structure our images as a more fragmented reality, evoking the spirit 
of the family through visceral close-ups and embodied cinematography rather than through a comprehensive 
picture.
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Simply put, we wanted the film to provoke questions rather than provide answers. We were particularly inter-
ested in playing with perspectives, like with the clouded landscapes and close-ups of snails, and coming up 
with different ways to arrive at visual rhymes. In a more practical sense, the lens on the 16mm camera only 
really pulled focus when zoomed in, so this presented a technological limitation that focused us more on the 
grammar of the images. Yet in a playful way, too, you can think of some of the close-ups as representations 
of nonhuman perspectives in the film, such as that of the snails.

J.P.: In relation to this, the camerawork is reminiscent of American avant-garde filmmakers such as Chick 
Strand and Bruce Baillie.  Are they inspirations for this piece?  What other inspirations were you drawing 
from?

Dennis and Lisa: Absolutely. We were drawn in particular to how those filmmakers use the zoom lens to 
attend to bodies, both human and nonhuman, and often blur the boundaries between the people they film and 
the surrounding environment. For example, the first roll of film we shot was the scene where three women 
(Ama, her daughter, and her daughter-in-law) are shelling the snails that they had picked the night before, 
while simultaneously attending to the two kids who were putting off their online ‘mother tongue’ (Amis) 
language class. The body of the snail becomes a site for all of them to spend time together and transmit their 
language to the younger generation. For those images, we were specifically thinking of Chick Strand’s 1986 
Fake Fruit Factory, shot at a factory for artificial fruit in Mexico, and how Strand’s tight camerawork attends 
not so much to documenting the process of their labour, but rather to the textures—of the young women 
workers’ hands and faces, of the wooden “fake” fruit—as well the conversations the women share, in order 
to evoke a more subjective experience of these women’s lives and their relationship to work and the male, 
American boss.

We were also watching the early work of Apichatpong Weerasethakul, such as his hybrid documentary Mys-
terious Object at Noon, where he stitches together fiction and nonfiction to create a world true to both the 
dreams and reality of his collaborators. His use of sound was especially inspiring, and how he was able to 
create new associations through asynchronous sound. Filmmakers like these were inspiring to us because 
they focused less on documenting the action around them than on creating an intimacy with their collabora-
tors, and interrogating the interactions between people and their environments.

J.P.: The film’s sound is incredibly immersive and playful, with extended swaths of the Chen youngsters 
singing along with popular music in a quasi-KTV experience as well as dialogues between various genera-
tions of the family.  Tell us about the process of recording sound, voice, and music, and how you arranged it 
for the final mix? 

Lisa and Dennis: We began recording sound long before we shot our first image. While hanging out at night, 
we would keep a sound recorder nearby and turn it on if a conversation within the group felt particularly in-
teresting. We were also recording the environment—bugs, birds, irrigation canals, machinery—throughout 
different times of the day. We imagined the film, from the start, to be asynchronous, in part because of techni-
cal limitations—we were working with an old 16mm camera that lacked sync sound recording capabilities—
but also because we understood sound to be uniquely capable of embodying the rich personalities and dy-
namics of the family and landscape. So, while we did use some sync sound like in the snail collecting scenes 
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shot with a handheld video camcorder, the majority of the film was shot on 16mm, and so a lot of the sound 
was constructed through non-sync tracks. We wanted to pair sound with image in evocative or unexpected 
ways, in order to unearth themes and connections which might not be visible or audible in simply one or the 
other, but would come about by association, like the ghost story at the end or the children learning Amis.

We were also super fortunate to have the chance to work with Homer Mora-Acosta as our sound designer. 
He worked closely with us to sculpt the sound and bring these themes of the ‘raw’ and the ‘cooked’ further to 
life, as well as create a richer complexity in the sonic landscape, animating every last flap of a wing or tip of 
a bottle. 

J.P.: Taiwan International Documentary Festival ( 台湾国际纪录片影展 ) held a special focus on indigenous 
filmmakers in 2021.  How do you see The Raw and the Cooked fitting within the current emphasis in Taiwan 
on indigenous media and film production?

Dennis and Lisa: That series, ‘Indigenous with a Capital ‘I’: Indigenous Documentaries from 1994 to 2000,’ 
( 如是原住，如是纪录：1994-2000 年的原住民族纪录片 ) had a big influence on us. We were able to see 
several films by incredible filmmakers like Mayaw Biho who have only recently been getting the attention 
they deserve. Many of these filmmakers had trained as journalists, and were trying to use documentary tech-
niques to reclaim ethnography, to record cultural practices, or to record indigenous subjectivity from indige-
nous perspectives.

There was one wonderful film, New Paradise ( 新天堂 , 1999) by Laway Talay ( 喇外・达赖 ), that espe-
cially left an impression. That film was both playful and poignant, about Amis construction workers who 
had migrated to the city and created their own squatters’ community. It focused on them fishing, singing, and 
sharing their anxieties and desires in ways that began to blur the documentary frame. When we made The 
Raw and the Cooked, we similarly wanted to avoid any clear ethnographic or documentary frame, and to al-
low for the experiences of our collaborators to take on dreamlike potential. As the Taiwanese and global film 
industry becomes more attentive to indigenous media and film production, we hope to see more opportunities 
for indigenous filmmakers to find their expressive outlets, in works that might be poetic, hybrid, or narrative.


