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Cinema serves as more than entertainment; it is a cultural instrument that scrutinizes social dynamics
and reflects the collective anxieties of a nation (Boggs & Petrie, 2008). In Southeast Asia, genre cinema—
particularly horror and thrillers—has frequently been employed to visualize the unspoken tensions of
modernity, gender roles, and political transition. However, the trajectory of Lao cinema has historically been
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constrained. Following the 1975 political shift, film production largely served state propaganda and
subsequently stagnated until the post-1992 revival catalyzed by Thai-Lao co-productions such as the Sabaidee
Luang Prabang trilogy (Laorchan, 2013). While these films successfully reintroduced Lao imagery to global
audiences, they often presented a romanticized, nostalgic vision of Laos that obscured the complex realities of
its contemporary society.

Amidst this landscape, Mattie Do emerges as a disruptive figure. Commonly described as Laos’s first
and, to date, only female feature film director (Pokaudomsup, 2023), she occupies a unique position in a
nascent industry dominated by male perspectives and limited resources. Unlike the “New Wave” filmmakers
who often lean towards art-house realism, Do appropriates the horror genre to explore the “scar in our
hearts”—the trauma, guilt, and social stratification embedded in modern Lao life. Her background as an
outsider—an American-Lao émigré without formal film-school training—requires her to navigate severe
infrastructural constraints, such as ultra-low budgets and non-professional casts. Yet, rather than treating
these as deficits, Do converts such limitations into a distinctive filmmaking style grounded in what this study
terms Tangible Realism (Pokaudomsup, 2023).

This study posits that Do’s filmmaking is not merely a labor of passion but a strategic auteurist
negotiation. By analyzing her three feature films—Chanthaly (2012), Dearest Sister (2016), and The Long Walk
(2019)—through the six-element framework of Boggs and Petrie (2008) (narrative, casting, cinematography,
set, sound, and editing), it becomes possible to discern how she systematically subverts genre expectations.
She transforms the ghost story from a folktale into a critique of patriarchy and social mobility. Furthermore,
studying Do’s work offers a critical mirror for neighboring nations such as Thailand. As Lertpaiboonsiri (2011)
suggests, peering at neighbors through film clarifies our own proximate perspectives; Do’s films force regional
audiences to gaze past the exoticized image of Laos and confront the shared, uncomfortable truths of Southeast
Asian modernity.

Unlike conventional horror, which often relies on visual spectacle to create distance from reality, Do
employs a stylistic framework that this study defines as Tangible Realism. This concept diverges from escapist
genre conventions by grounding supernatural elements within the gritty, material textures of contemporary
Laos. Drawing on Wood'’s (2003) assertion that the monster in horror cinema represents the return of the
culturally repressed, Do constructs her “monsters” not through digital effects, but through the tangible
hardships of poverty, gendered labor, and social hierarchy. This aesthetic orientation is further substantiated
by her production philosophy, which Do articulates as an adherence to “basic truths” and the use of authentic
locations (Do, personal communication, January 29, 2026). This creates a cinematic space where the spiritual
and the everyday become indistinguishable.

Therefore, the objective of this research is to deconstruct Mattie Do’s directorial style, illuminating
how female authorship in a developing industry can transcend material scarcity to produce cinema that is both
aesthetically distinct and socially resonant. In doing so, the study advances Tangible Realism as a conceptual
framework for understanding alternative forms of authorship in contemporary Lao genre cinema.

This research constructs a multidisciplinary framework to examine Mattie Do’s filmmaking style,
weaving together film narrative theory, auteur studies, and socio-cultural analyses of Southeast Asian
modernity. Three interconnected dimensions anchor this framework: (1) the core elements of filmmaking style
recalibrated for low-budget genre cinema, (2) Lao cinema’s evolution from a propaganda apparatus to a “New
Wave” renaissance, and (3) the intersection of the supernatural with contemporary Lao economic and gender
anxieties. In this article, Tangible Realism refers to a stylistic mode in which supernatural motifs are embedded
in materially specific, everyday Lao environments, so that ghosts and genre elements function as critiques of
social conditions rather than as escapist spectacle.

2.1 Defining filmmaking style: The auteur in genre cinema

Filmmaking style transcends mere technical execution to embody the director’s indelible signature—
a constellation of deliberate choices that orchestrate the cinematic experience. This notion is particularly
potent in resource-constrained genre filmmaking, where every limitation intensifies the demand for invention.
Building on the foundational concepts of Boggs and Petrie (2008) and Giannetti (2001), this study
operationalizes style through six interdependent elements, specifically recalibrated for low-budget horror.

First, narrative structure extends beyond Aristotelian conventions, embracing nonlinear temporalities
and ambiguous closures that sustain psychological tension. In the context of horror, structure functions as an
ideological battleground. As Wood (2003) posits, the monster represents the “return of the culturally
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repressed”—traumas haunting the social unconscious. This framework allows directors like Do to encode post-
socialist anxieties without resorting to didacticism.

This narrative approach directly informs casting and directing decisions, which gain heightened
significance in emerging industries lacking a stable star system. Poster (2016) emphasizes the value of
naturalistic authenticity, whereby non-professional performers bridge professional discipline and raw
vulnerability. For Do, this strategy is not merely an economic necessity but a stylistic strength, enabling an
intimate psychological depth often unattainable via imported talent.

Cinematography, in this context, wields the camera as a form of narrative consciousness. The choice
of shot scale—intimate close-ups fostering empathy versus alienating long shots amplifying isolation—and
angular decisions (favoring eye-level realism over stylized Dutch tilts) dictate the spectator’s proximity to
horror’s affective core. Each frame negotiates a balance between revelation and concealment, transforming
budgetary simplicity into immersive dread.

Settings similarly evolve from passive backdrops into active characters. Within post-socialist realism,
the domestic “house” often embodies socio-economic stasis—a microcosm reflecting stalled modernization
(Srisammacheep, 2012). Here, mise-en-scéne functions dually: as a literal space anchoring familial rituals and
as an ideological container trapping generational trauma—a recurring motif in Do’s work that symbolizes
confined aspirations.

Sound design operates subliminally, bridging visible reality and invisible threat. Southeast Asian
supernatural cinema frequently leverages ambient unease and functional scoring to evoke the omnipresent
phi—spirits lingering at the edges of the acoustic field (Kachentarapun, 2011). This approach heightens tension
through amplified diegetic whispers and restrained non-diegetic swells, avoiding orchestral excess in order to
maintain a grounded atmosphere.

Finally, editing rhythm governs the temporality of dread. Match cuts and strategic fades do not merely
transition between scenes but fabricate fractured realities, manipulating duration to mirror characters’
existential disorientation and compress low-budget footage into a taut narrative inevitability.

Taken together, these six elements—articulated through international film theory and refined by
regional scholarship (Boggs & Petrie, 2008; Giannetti, 2001; Poster, 2016; Srisammacheep, 2012;
Kachentarapun, 2011)—constitute the analytical lens of this study. They provide a conceptual toolkit for
identifying how Mattie Do transforms material scarcity into a coherent auteur signature, and for situating her
Tangible Realism within the historical and socio-cultural conditions of contemporary Lao cinema.

2.2 Lao cinema’s evolution and related studies

The evolution of Lao cinema traces a significant trajectory from state-supported productions to a
transnational commercial revival, a history deeply entangled with the construction of national identity.
Yamcharoen (2013) delineates this history into seven distinct eras, ranging from the ideological foundations
of the revolution to the modern industrial phase. The early landscape (c. 1950s-1970s) was characterized by
narratives serving as pedagogical tools under the Lao Patriotic Front, with foundational works such as
Gathering in the Zone of Two Provinces (1956) and the first feature film Fate of the Girl (1960). Following the
political shift in 1975, the industry entered a period of limited production under strict cultural guidelines;
filmmakers trained in Czechoslovakia produced works like Gunfire from Hai Plains (1983) and the landmark
Bua Daeng (1988). Yamcharoen (2013) notes that Bua Daeng serves as a crucial historical document,
constructed to legitimize the new political era while shaping a collective memory specific to that moment.

Drawing on the controversy surrounding the Thai film Lucky Loser (2006), Praphanturakit (2008)
shows how the Lao government’s request to withhold the film, on the grounds of a derogatory depiction of Lao
people, became a key moment in the “politics of meaning” and the negotiation of “Lao-ness” in the symbolic
realm. This case highlights the importance of cultural sensitivity in cross-border representation and
demonstrates how entertainment media can shape Thai-Lao relations beyond the screen.

The industry was subsequently revitalized by the Sabaidee Luang Prabang trilogy (2008-2011), the
first private Lao feature production in 33 years. Analyzing this turning point through the lens of transnational
cinema, Kaewprasert (2013) argues that Sabaidee Luang Prabang, which is a Thai-Lao co-production, navigates
censorship guidelines by adhering to the romantic comedy genre—a safe, accessible format that presents Laos
as a nostalgic setting. This approach successfully re-establishes cross-border cultural consumption and
introduces Lao imagery to a wider audience, albeit through a highly idealized lens.

Beneath these industrial shifts lies the core question of Lao cultural identity. Wongpongkham and
Sriraksa (2017), in their study of the film My Teacher (Khru Khong Khoi), categorize Lao local identity into four
dimensions: life culture, intellectual culture, wisdom culture, and artistic culture. Their findings suggest that
Lao identity is not static but dynamic, continually renegotiating itself within changing contexts in order to
preserve dignity. This framework—grounded in community values and specific cultural markers—provides
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the established norm that contemporary auteurs like Mattie Do seek to explore, complicate, and expand upon,
offering a perspective that complements rather than replaces existing cinematic representations.

2.3 Supernatural economies and sociocultural context

Mattie Do’s oeuvre embeds supernaturalism within Laos’s distinctive “animist capitalism,” fusing
traditional spirit beliefs with modern economic precarity so that ghosts function as “survival consultants”
rather than mere folklore. This configuration is most visible in the huay (lottery) economy, where spectral
hauntings are converted into opportunities for arbitrage against the backdrop of an absent welfare state.
Maneephong (2022) and Manorom (2022) document the proliferation of the Lao lottery—both daily “Lao Star”
draws and twice-weekly standard lotteries—which offer higher payouts and greater frequency than Thai
underground lotteries. In Dearest Sister, Do literalizes this structure by commodifying the protagonist’s ghostly
visions into a lottery-oracle service, rendering the supernatural a mechanism for upward mobility that
continually negotiates between filial piety and market desperation.

This dynamic is rooted in the intersection of cultural ecology and geographic poverty in the Isan-Lao
borderlands, where gambling emerges as a survival strategy amidst drought, low agricultural yields, and
chronic economic instability (Manorom, 2022). Older and lower-income groups embed lottery play within
sacred spaces and animist practices, treating luck as spiritual intervention, while younger players increasingly
approach gambling as rationalized household finance mediated by online platforms and social media. For
instance, Maneephong (2022) examines “Bee,” a 29-year-old Isan woman who transitioned from Thai
underground lottery to Lao online lottery via LINE groups and middlemen. This case illustrates how
accessibility, higher returns, and cross-border digital networks have normalized the Lao lottery as an everyday
financial tool rather than an occasional gamble. Do’s characters inhabit precisely this world, where phi (ghost),
debt, and consumer desires—cars, houses, tuition fees—collide within a shared economy of risk.

Within this economy, female-centric spectrality becomes a key ideological site. Phuchomsri and
Sroikudrua (2018) show how Thai popular music discursively constructs Lao women as “beautiful, sacred, and
cultural guardians.” Do deliberately inverts this discourse: her female protagonists and their ghosts are not
passive icons but agents of gendered precarity, echoing phi tai hong (spirits of violent death) reimagined as
migrant laborers of the spiritual realm, bearing the dual burdens of cultural duty and capitalist extraction (Lim,
2009). In Dearest Sister, ghost-mothers and female kin whose lottery visions promise escape from domestic
confinement epitomize this shift, turning the female body into both the site and medium of speculative,
supernatural accumulation.

This supernatural economy also parallels state and corporate soft-power projects. Kaewkrajang
(2021) demonstrates how Beerlao’s branding under the New Economic Mechanism fuses rituals such as Boun
festivals and sports sponsorship into a commodified national identity. In Do’s films, the recurring presence of
Beerlao across domestic and social spaces functions as a visual shorthand for contemporary Lao consumer life,
anchoring ghosts and lotteries within a late-socialist marketplace. Phoovatis (2017) notes that while Thai
cinema often relies on humor and romance, Lao narratives emphasize simplicity and moral didacticism
grounded in shared ASEAN animism, including ancestor worship and food taboos. Do constructs a hybridity
that draws on these familiar tropes only to dismantle them: her ghosts do not offer moral salvation but
economic transactions, mirroring the “Lao lottery” survivalism in which the spiritual is openly monetized.

Taken together, these studies position Do’s supernaturalism as a diagnostic apparatus rather than an
ornamental genre device. Her films do not merely generate horror spectacle but systematically undermine
“Romanticized Laos” by exposing lottery-fueled aspirations, gendered spectral labor, and the haunted
undercurrents of post-socialist realism, where phi embody both cultural continuity and capitalist rupture.

Crucially, this conceptualization of supernatural economies is not merely contextual: it is constitutive of
Do’s formal choices. Operating within a production culture defined by scarce institutional funding, improvised
locations, and non-professional casting, Do’s cinema cannot afford artifice. The tangible—real houses, real bodies,
real domestic objects—becomes the only viable aesthetic register. It is for this reason that the present study
analyzes Do’s three feature films through six formal elements drawn from Boggs and Petrie’s (2008) framework:
narrative structure, casting, cinematography, set design, sound, and editing. Each element functions as a site
where economic necessity and directorial intention converge to produce what this study terms Tangible Realism.

To rigorously analyze Mattie Do’s filmmaking style, this study adopts a qualitative research design
employing textual analysis rooted in auteur theory (Boggs & Petrie, 2008). The methodology systematically
deconstructs the cinematic language across Do’s feature corpus and triangulates visual data with documentary
sources and primary interview evidence to enhance validity and mitigate interpretive bias.
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3.1 Data collection: Corpus and frame extraction

Primary materials consist of purposive sampling from Mattie Do’s entire feature-length directorial
output, accessed via high-definition streaming platforms to ensure frame-level clarity. The corpus includes
Chanthaly (2012), Laos’s pioneering psychological horror; Dearest Sister (2016), a supernatural thriller
dissecting social hierarchy; and The Long Walk (2019), a sci-fi/time-travel rural drama. Short films were
excluded to maintain corpus coherence.

To operationalize the visual analysis, the study employed a systematic frame extraction technique.
Each film was paused at critical mise-en-scene shifts, lighting changes, and narrative turning points to
catalogue a visual inventory. From Chanthaly (runtime 1:38:00), 490 keyframes were extracted; Dearest Sister
(runtime 1:41:00) yielded 977 keyframes; and The Long Walk (runtime 1:56:00) provided 1,016 keyframes,
resulting in a total dataset of 2,483 images. These keyframes do not encompass every shot in the films but
constitute an analytical sample of moments in which composition, lighting, or narrative stakes shift in ways
relevant to the research questions. These frames were organized using standardized coding sheets to facilitate
comprehensive pattern detection beyond subjective viewing impressions.

3.2 Triangulation and validation

To strengthen qualitative validity, the study employs data triangulation. Documentary research draws
from academic articles on Lao cinema history, critical reviews, and production notes. In addition, a semi-
structured in-depth interview was conducted on January 30, 2024 with Voravaj Varazatiravatt (Creative
Director and Founder, VORAVA] Bangkok), a core production collaborator on all three films. Furthermore,
direct personal communication with director Mattie Do (January 29, 2026) was used to clarify her specific
definitions of realism and genre conventions. This triangulation provides insight into whether specific stylistic
patterns emerged as deliberate artistic choices or as responses to budgetary and infrastructural constraints,
offering a robust understanding of Do’s philosophy of “basic truths and possibilities.” Research ethics were
maintained through informed consent and a commitment to confidentiality.

3.3 Analytical procedure
The analysis follows a three-step procedure structured by the six-element framework of film analysis
proposed by Boggs and Petrie (2008).

3.3.1 Deconstruction: Each film is systematically broken down into its six constituent elements—
narrative structure (plot linearity and point of view), casting (naturalism versus theatricality), cinematography
(shot scale and camera angles), set design (symbolic locations and authentic domestic spaces), sound (diegetic
and non-diegetic functions), and editing (pacing and transitions).

3.3.2 Pattern recognition: Cross-film motifs are identified, such as persistent “house” symbolism,
recurring color palettes (e.g., orange hues linked to Beerlao branding), and the framing of female protagonists
at eye level.

3.3.3 Synthesis and interpretation: These recurrent patterns are synthesized to define Mattie
Do’s auteur signature and to articulate how her work embodies Tangible Realism in relation to Lao modernity
and gender dynamics outlined in the literature review. The findings are presented in the subsequent section,
integrating visual evidence with socio-cultural analysis.

The textual analysis of Mattie Do’s oeuvre—Chanthaly (2012), Dearest Sister (2016), and The Long
Walk (2019)—reveals a distinct auteur signature characterized by Tangible Realism, a stylistic mode in which
supernatural tropes are reengineered to critique social realities under strict budgetary constraints. Together,
these three feature films, which currently constitute Do’s complete corpus, chart a movement from intimate
psychological horror to transnational, time-bending genre hybridity.

Chanthaly follows a sickly young woman, confined by an overprotective father, who may or may not
be communicating with the spirit of her deceased mother. Dearest Sister centers on a rural migrant caring for
her wealthy cousin in Vientiane, where ghost-mediated lottery numbers expose class inequality, debt, and
greed. The Long Walk depicts an elderly scavenger who, aided by the spirit of a road accident victim, repeatedly
revisits his childhood in a futile attempt to rewrite maternal loss, becoming entangled in a recursive loop of
temporal and karmic consequences.

Across these narratives, the findings demonstrate a cohesive stylistic system. Narratively, Do subverts
genre expectations through ambiguous resolutions and internalized conflicts rather than external jump scares.
Visually, she establishes an aesthetic of intimacy through eye-level framing, repertory casting, and symbolic
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domestic settings that turn scarcity into authenticity. Aurally, she manipulates temporal perception through
functional soundscapes and rhythmic editing instead of relying on visual effects. Taken together, these
elements—corroborated by primary interview data—coalesce into a consistent directorial stance that
privileges grounded emotions, everyday environments, and ethical ambiguity over spectacle, transforming
logistical limitations into a raw, authentic cinema that mirrors the complexities of contemporary Laos.

4.1 Narrative structure: Ambiguity and internal conflict

Mattie Do constructs deceptively traditional narrative frameworks to deliver subversive socio-cultural
commentaries. While ostensibly adhering to Giannetti’s (2001) classical arc—exposition, rising action, climax,
falling action, and resolution—she systematically reorients this structure around internal and interpersonal
conflicts. In her films, supernatural elements manifest as psychological states rather than external monsters,
foregrounding characters’ guilt, desire, and constraint instead of clear-cut moral lessons. This emphasis on
unresolved interiority reflects the moral and social complexity of contemporary Lao life, where outcomes
rarely align with neat, optimistic endings and where horror functions less as escapism than as a diagnostic lens
on everyday precarity.

4.1.1 Shift from external to internal conflict

Conventional horror typically pits protagonists against external monsters; Do inverts this trope by
using ghosts to catalyze psychological reckonings. In Chanthaly, the central conflict extends beyond a maternal
haunting to confront patriarchal suffocation and medication-induced psychosis: the protagonist’s lack of
agency under an authoritarian father renders the spectral presence intentionally ambiguous—whether the
ghosts are “real” or hallucinated remains unresolved. Similarly, Dearest Sister weaponizes class jealousy; Nok’s
lottery visions expose human greed rather than supernatural malevolence, ultimately driving her to betray her
cousin Ana in pursuit of mobility. In The Long Walk, conflict is anchored in temporal guilt: The Old Man is
trapped in iterative attempts to rewrite an unerasable trauma. This structure complicates conventional
Buddhist notions of karmic progression, presenting time as a loop in which unresolved ethical debt returns,
and each supernatural encounter is internalized as a socio-economic and emotional wound.

Figure 1: The evolution of tangible realism in Do’s trilogy: (Left) Chanthaly’s protagonist facing a spectral presence,

reflecting psychological ambiguity; (Middle) The visceral depiction of class dynamics in Dearest Sister; and (Right)

Characters traversing a dirt road in The Long Walk, symbolizing the intersection of rural reality and temporal guilt.
Source: Do (2012, 2016, 2019)

4.1.2 Subjective POV and unreliable narration

Do traps viewers within her protagonists’ fractured psyches by blending first-person and stream-
of-consciousness perspectives (Chanthaly, Dearest Sister) with shifts toward a more elastic, quasi-omniscient
narration in The Long Walk. Chanthaly generates this disorientation by continually blurring the boundary
between pharmaceutical side effects and spectral visitations, drawing the audience into the character’s
perceived unreliability. Dearest Sister restricts narrative knowledge to Nok’s visions, thereby casting doubt on
the authenticity and ethics of the “oracle” itself. The Long Walk fractures time between the Old Man and his
younger self, mirroring cognitive erosion and grief; a structural destabilization which helps immerse the
audience in the cognitive dissonance of Lao precarity, where past and present simply coexist rather than
resolve. Moments that initially appear to adopt an impersonal, omniscient vantage point are, according to Do,
conceived as potentially belonging to The Girl, The Boy, or even to the audience as a witnessing presence,
further destabilizing the boundary between diegetic spirit vision and extra-diegetic spectator gaze (Do,
personal communication, January 29, 2026).

4.1.3 Rejection of closure

Open and tragic endings define Do’s anti-didactic approach. Chanthaly concludes with an
ambiguous gesture of liberation—simultaneously readable as freedom and as death. Dearest Sister ends with a
cynical attainment of wealth at the cost of empathy and kinship. The Long Walk leaves its protagonist
suspended in an unredeemed temporal loop, with no clear moral restoration. As Voravaj Varazatiravatt notes,
“Mattie avoids cinematic idealism; she mirrors Lao complexity, where survival demands compromise,”
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underscoring her refusal of neat resolutions and redemptive endings. This narrative strategy explicitly departs
from conventional Southeast Asian moralism and positions horror as a form of diagnostic realism that
interrogates, rather than resolves, social contradictions (Varazatiravatt, personal communication, January 30,
2024).

4.2 Visual aesthetics: The intimacy of scarcity

Mattie Do’s visual language transforms the Lao industry’s material limitations into an auteurist mode
of Tangible Realism, in which low-budget conditions become a resource rather than a handicap. Across the
three films, budgetary scarcity evolves from a survival tactic in Chanthaly into a deliberate visual strategy in
Dearest Sister and The Long Walk, consistently prioritizing psychological confinement over spectacle. A frame-
by-frame analysis of 2,483 key images indicates a persistent preference for close, eye-level compositions,
minimal locations, and found spaces that collectively render low-budget conditions as an aesthetic of intimacy
rather than deficiency.

4.2.1 Casting and directing: Repertory naturalism

Do assembles a quasi-repertory company that blends non-professional performers with recognizable
figures to achieve raw plausibility. Amphaiphun Phommapunya anchors all three films—first as the timid
daughter in Chanthaly, then as the migrant servant in Dearest Sister, and finally as the tormented lead in The
Long Walk—allowing different configurations of Lao female subservience and resistance to be tracked through
a single, familiar body. In Dearest Sister, pop singer Vilouna Phetmany disrupts her glamorous public persona
by embodying a fragile yet entitled urban elite, while crew members such as Douangmany Soliphanh
simultaneously take on multiple on-set roles (producer, grip, sound), generating an ensemble dynamic rooted
in trust and improvisation.

Directorially, Do favors “reactive” performance over exaggerated horror acting. Drawing on the
primary interview with production collaborator Voravaj Varazatiravatt, the analysis highlights that her
approach seeks “horror from realistic reactions to impossible situations,” privileging micro-responses—
hesitations, glances, bodily stiffness—over screams and jump cuts. This strategy produces what Voravaj terms
“basic truths” of humanity within genre scenarios, aligning performance style with the broader ethos of
Tangible Realism.

4.2.2 Cinematography: Claustrophobic eye-level gaze

Cinematography in Do’s films functions as a form of claustrophobic empathy. The dominance of
close-ups and medium close-ups framed at eye level, in both interior and exterior scenes and across day and
night settings, creates an intimate proximity that effectively masks sparse sets and limited locations. In
Chanthaly, this produces the sensation of a “house-prison,” trapping both protagonist and viewer within the
confines of the domestic space and her unsettled psyche. Democratic camera angles that place ghosts and
humans on the same visual plane further normalize the supernatural as part of everyday Lao life, in sharp
contrast to the distorted angles and stylized lenses often used in Western horror.

This visual strategy aligns with Do’s own conceptualization of the genre. Do (personal
communication, January 29, 2026) explicitly prefers the term “Tangible Realism” to “magical realism,”
explaining that it “better reflects how Thai, Lao, and Isan people understand ghosts and the supernatural: not
as vague, decorative fantasy, but as concrete, present forces that live alongside everyday life.” By grounding
her films in “the traditions and culture of our home,” the cinematography reflects a belief system where the
spiritual and the material occupy the same space.

Color palettes reinforce this grounded aesthetic. Warm orange and earth tones, frequently tied to
Beerlao bottles and signage, root the horror in humid, tropical sociality rather than in abstract, blue-tinted
genre universes (Kaewkrajang, 2021). Practical lighting—sunlight leaking through shutters, dim household
bulbs, and ambient street glow—foregrounds the inescapable heat and density of domestic environments. This
resourcefulness extends to atmospheric engineering: a particularly telling example is the use of burnt coconut
husks to generate night-time fog. Eschewing industrial smoke machines or dry ice—often inaccessible in
remote locations—art director Chatchai Chaiyon discovered that burning husks produced a softer, more
diffused haze compared to other combustibles. As revealed in production accounts, crew members spent
twelve-hour night shoots circulating with metal containers of smoldering husks to maintain a consistent veil,
allowing the cinematographer to “dye” the light and simulate a mysterious, spectral ambience despite the
absence of high-end equipment. This technique turns the everyday swelter and haze of Lao life into a visual

analog for emotional suffocation.
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4.2.3 Set design: The “Key House” as symbolic character

Set design in Do’s films relies heavily on real-location scavenging, yet it consistently yields what
this study terms “key house” motifs, in which a singular central location governs both narrative movement and
symbolic resonance. In Chanthaly, the family home functions as a panopticon of gates, doors, and fences,
visually encoding patriarchal surveillance and the impossibility of departure. In Dearest Sister, the urban villa
is vertically stratified, with the upstairs reserved for the wealthy blind cousin and the downstairs for Nok and
the staff, making architectural hierarchy a constant reminder of class warfare. In The Long Walk, the rural hut
and adjoining road form a liminal zone where time appears to stagnate; the dilapidated structures mirror
memory decay and the ethics of looping back to re-stage the past. Unlike the enclosed interiors of the earlier
films, these rural landscapes operate through vastness and exposure. Open roads stretching into the forest,
village thresholds, and overgrown paths are neither fully domestic nor fully public—they are spaces where the
old man's two timelines converge without resolution. The physical terrain itself becomes a mnemonic surface:
the body traversing the same ground across decades renders grief tangible not through walls and locks, but
through the repetition of landscape.

Costume and prop choices further extend this use of found spaces. For instance, the incorporation
of SLC Ballet costumes and everyday objects in Chanthaly generates this emergent visual motifs around
patriarchy, caregiving, and euthanasia without the need for elaborate sets. According to Voravaj, many
locations were “scouted via family connections and accessibility,” after which art director Chatchai Chaiyon
“elevated them into semiotic landscapes” that reinforce the films’ thematic preoccupations. Through this
process, domestic architecture, rural roads, and modest interiors cease to be neutral backdrops and instead
operate as fully fledged characters within Do’s visual system.

4.3 Aural and temporal atmosphere: Sound design and editing

Sound and editing serve as the invisible architects of Mattie Do’s Tangible Realism. Rather than
functioning as mere technical embellishments, they operate as primary narrative devices that shape the
viewer’s experience of time, atmosphere, and reality. The analysis reveals that Do leverages auditory restraint
and rhythmic precision to compensate for the absence of visual effects, turning limitation into a distinct stylistic
signature.

4.3.1 Sound and score: The psycho-acoustic landscape

The study identifies a systematic application of sound design that prioritizes functional atmosphere
over melodic accompaniment. Across all three films, Do relies heavily on diegetic dominance—the
amplification of ordinary acoustic textures such as crickets, cooking sounds, traffic, and village ambience—to
build tension by making the mundane environment feel increasingly oppressive. When non-diegetic elements
appear, they eschew the jump-scare stings typical of commercial horror, favoring drones, low-frequency
humming, and distorted ambience that generate psychological unease (dread) rather than immediate
physiological shock (startle), in line with the films’ focus on internal conflict.

Furthermore, the deliberate use of silence is pivotal. By withholding musical cues during key
moments of suspense, Do forces the audience to confront the raw naturalism of the scene. As Voravaj notes,
this approach is both a budgetary pragmatism and an aesthetic choice: “In real life, trauma and fear have no
soundtrack.”

4.3.2 Editing: The “Analog” time travel

Editing serves as the primary mechanism for structuring Do’s complex narratives, particularly in
managing nonlinear timelines without the aid of CGI. In Chanthaly and Dearest Sister, pacing mirrors the
protagonists’ deteriorating psychological states: sequences of isolation are marked by lingering takes, while
episodes of psychosis are rendered through disorienting, rapid cuts.

In The Long Walk, editing transcends pacing to become the vehicle for metaphysical transition. The
film replaces digital effects with match cuts and in-camera transitions to depict time travel: for instance, a
character might walk behind a tree as an old man and emerge instantly as a boy, or the camera might pan across
a rural road to seamlessly shift decades. This technique serves a dual purpose: it circumvents the need for
costly visual effects and, thematically, it reinforces the concept that the past is not a distant land but a layer of
reality co-existing inseparably with the present. Recurring crosscutting further establishes visual motifs that
bind characters to their environments, such as the juxtaposition of the villa’s upstairs and downstairs in Dearest
Sister, turning temporal and spatial transitions into reflections on social stratification.
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Table 1: Comparative analysis of Mattie Do’s stylistic elements

Chanthaly Dearest Sister The Long Walk . P
Element (2012) (2016) (2019) Unified “Do” style
Narrative Open/ambiguous Open/tragic Sad/open Ambiguity as realism;
ending rejection of neat “happy
endings”
Primary conflict Internal/psychological Internal/social class Internal/trauma Psychological depth over
external monsters/jump
scares
Key setting The father’s house The villa/village The road/hut Domestic confinement and
liminal spaces as core
symbolism
Casting/acting Non-professional lead; Mix of non-professional Repertory lead aging Repertory naturalism;
subdued, reactive actors and pop star; class- into rural marginality “realistic reactions to
performance coded interactions impossible situations”
Cinematography Close-up, eye-level Medium shot, eye-level Medium/close-up, Intimate realism via
eye-level eye-level gaze and
claustrophobic framing
Color palette Desaturated/pale tones  High contrast with orange Earth tones with Atmospheric warmth
accents orange highlights through recurring orange
hues tied to Beerlao
POV First-person inflection First-person/stream-like Omniscient/hybrid Subjective immersion in
restriction with subjective fractured perception
ruptures
Sound/score Sparse score; domestic Diegetic urban/domestic Rural ambience; Functional soundscapes;
ambience; strategic soundscape; functional minimal score; diegetic dominance and
silence score peaks temporal audio deliberate silence
echoes
Editing Slow lingering cuts vs. Rhythm tied to jealousy Match cuts and Rhythmic editing as

rapid anxious episodes

and confinement; class-
based crosscutting

dissolves as time

travel; recursive loops

temporal manipulation and

affective mirror

Note: Table synthesized from the researcher’s textual analysis of Chanthaly (2012), Dearest Sister (2016), and The Long Walk (2019).

4.4 Interview validation
These textual findings align with interview data from production collaborator Voravaj Varazatiravatt

and with personal communication from director Mattie Do, confirming that the director intentionally avoids
“cinematic idealism.” Stylistic consistencies such as the reliance on single locations, naturalistic lighting, and a
small repertory cast originated from logistical necessities but were gradually codified into a signature style
that emphasizes possibility over technical perfection. This hybrid approach enables the films to maintain a raw,
local authenticity while delivering the polished, rhythmic experience expected by global genre festival
audiences. Ultimately, this validates the Tangible Realism that defines Mattie Do’s auteur signature across
narrative, visual, aural, and temporal dimensions.

The findings illustrate that Mattie Do’s filmmaking style is not merely an aesthetic preference but a
form of socio-cultural negotiation under post-socialist, low-budget conditions. Bringing together narrative
structure, visual design, sound, and editing, the study proposes Tangible Realism as a useful lens for
understanding how contemporary Lao genre cinema can remain locally grounded while circulating
transnationally. This section situates Do’s specific realism within existing scholarship on Lao cinema and
Southeast Asian horror, and outlines how her films extend current understandings of authorship, class critique,
and industrial adaptation.
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5.1 Redefining Lao Cinema: The female auteur in a socialist context

Previous work on Lao New Wave Cinema and post-socialist Lao national cinema has emphasized the
tension between state regulation, cultural nationalism, and emerging independent production (Yamcharoen,
2013; Praphanturakit, 2008). Within this landscape, Mattie Do’s position as Laos’s first and, for a decade, only
female director constitutes a significant inflection point rather than a complete rupture. Whereas earlier Lao
films often aligned with didactic or explicitly developmental agendas, Do mobilizes horror and science-fiction
tropes to address questions of gender, spirituality, and social change without directly abandoning socialist
cultural frameworks.

Production insights and interviews highlight that her “outsider” status as an American-born Lao informs
a hybrid cinematic language that fuses local ghost beliefs with international genre conventions (Boon-arch,
2024). Ghosts in Chanthaly, Dearest Sister, and The Long Walk are not primarily effects-driven monsters, but
embodiments of grief, guilt, and unresolved memory, echoing both her personal experiences of loss and
broader Lao spiritual cosmologies. This configuration resonates with regional scholarship that views Southeast
Asian horror as a site where local folklore and contemporary anxieties intersect (Louiyapong, 2004; Lim,
2009). However, Do’s focus on intimate domestic spaces and female subjectivity introduces a distinctly Lao-
feminine articulation of that trend.

Crucially, this approach crystallizes what Do describes as her guiding commitment to “basic truths and
possibilities.” In her view, even the most impossible events must be anchored in culturally and psychologically
credible reactions (Do, personal communication, January 29, 2026). In this sense, Tangible Realism names a
stylistic and affective mode through which a female auteur navigates a socialist, male-dominated national film
industry while crafting stories that are simultaneously legible to local audiences and global festival circuits.

5.2 Socio-economic critique: Lottery, class, and world-systems

Existing analyses of Lao and Thai popular media have pointed to the role of gambling, lottery, and
supernatural consultation as coping strategies in contexts of economic precarity (Maneephong, 2022;
Manorom, 2022). Building on this work, the present study shows how Dearest Sister consolidates these motifs
into a coherent critique of class and uneven development. The recurring lottery scenes, in which Nok depends
on ghost-mediated numbers, stage a form of “supernatural risk management” that reflects the limited avenues
for upward mobility available to rural migrants and domestic workers.

Concepts of core-periphery relations from world-systems analysis offer a productive heuristic rather
than a strict template for reading these dynamics (Chinwanno, 1988; Lim, 2009). Jakob, the European husband,
can be understood as occupying a quasi-“core” position that extracts emotional and cultural value from the Lao
setting, while Ana and Nok are situated at different rungs of a local periphery structured by class, gender, and
urban-rural divides. The uneasy intimacy between employer and servant visualizes unequal exchange not only
in economic terms but also in affective labor and bodily vulnerability. Moreover, the film’s gambling culture
echoes studies arguing that for marginalized subjects, superstition is not simple irrationality but a rationalized
response to structural hopelessness (Maneephong, 2022; Manorom, 2022). Within Do’s Tangible Realism,
horror therefore functions less as a spectacle of ghostly terror and more as a mode for rendering the slow
violence of poverty, debt, and class stratification visible and emotionally immediate.

5.3 The aesthetics of survival: Sponsorship and industrial adaptation

Scholarship on Lao and regional cinema frequently highlights chronic underfunding and dependence
on state or foreign support as key obstacles to sustainable production (Jamsai, 2015; Kaewprasert, 2013). Do’s
films extend this discussion by demonstrating how a low-budget auteur can convert economic limitation into
both style and strategy. The prominence of Beerlao across Chanthaly, Dearest Sister, and The Long Walk
exemplifies this dual logic: as Kaewkrajang’s (2021) analysis of Beerlao’s branding suggests, the product
operates simultaneously as a commercial commodity and as a condensed symbol of Lao national identity. By
embedding the brand within everyday social rituals—family meals, village gatherings, informal drinking—rather
than isolating it as overt product placement, Do integrates sponsorship into the diegesis of Tangible Realism.

This integration has at least two implications. First, it shows how soft power and commercial
sponsorship can be aligned with, rather than opposed to, locally grounded storytelling, suggesting a possible
model for filmmakers in other small industries seeking to avoid purely export-oriented “poverty porn” or
exoticism. Second, it underscores that the formal features identified in this study—close, eye-level
compositions; found locations; diegetic-heavy soundscapes; and “analogue” time travel through editing—are
not only aesthetic signatures but also industrial solutions to material scarcity. Tangible Realism therefore
designates a mode of filmmaking in which narrative, form, and production practice are co-constitutive: the
same constraints that necessitate minimal sets, naturalistic lighting, and a small repertory cast also generate a
recognizable auteur style that differentiates contemporary Lao genre cinema within the broader Southeast
Asian horror landscape.
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6.1 Conclusion

This research deconstructs the filmmaking style of Mattie Do, Laos’s first female director, and
identifies a cohesive auteur signature characterized by Tangible Realism. Through textual analysis of Chanthaly
(2012), Dearest Sister (2016), and The Long Walk (2019), the study found that Do unifies six stylistic
elements—narrative structure (marked by ambiguity), naturalistic casting, intimate cinematography, symbolic
set design, functional soundscapes, and rhythmic editing—to navigate the constraints of a low-budget industry.
Drawing on production interviews and the “basic truths and possibilities” philosophy articulated by the
director herself and her collaborators, the analysis argues that her work extends beyond horror conventions
to offer a sustained critique of Lao social mobility, gender relations, and modernity. Overall, Do’s style
demonstrates that material scarcity can catalyze aesthetic innovation, producing films that remain locally
rooted while resonating with international festival audiences.

Beyond Do’s individual practice, Tangible Realism offers a transferable theoretical lens for
understanding other emerging independent cinemas across Southeast Asia. In contexts such as Myanmar,
Cambodia, and the Thai independent sector, filmmakers similarly navigate the intersection of scarce
production resources, living folk belief systems, and the demands of international festival circulation. By
foregrounding material constraint as a generative aesthetic condition rather than a limitation, Tangible
Realism provides a framework through which Global Cinema studies can engage with cinemas of the Global
South on their own terms—without reducing them to exotic curiosities or measuring them against Western
industrial norms.

6.2 Recommendations

The identification of Tangible Realism as Do’s auteur signature opens several directions for future
inquiry. First, as Do’s filmography continues to develop, longitudinal studies tracing how her formal strategies
evolve in response to shifting production conditions and international reception would deepen understanding
of authorship under constraint. Comparative analysis with other Lao New Wave directors—particularly
Anysay Keola—could illuminate whether Tangible Realism reflects an individual sensibility or a broader
emergent aesthetic in post-socialist Lao cinema.

Second, the supernatural economies analyzed here warrant further semiotic investigation. Spirit
houses, domestic ritual objects, and spectral female figures in Do’s films operate as culturally specific sign
systems that exceed the conventions of genre horror; ethnographic and cultural studies approaches would
enrich what textual analysis alone can yield.

For the regional industry, Do’s trajectory suggests that formal training is neither a prerequisite nor a
guarantee of a distinctive auteur voice. What her practice demonstrates, more precisely, is that constraint—
budgetary, infrastructural, cultural—can be aesthetically productive when the director maintains clarity of
philosophical intention. This finding has direct relevance for independent filmmakers across Southeast Asia
working within similar conditions of scarcity and cultural specificity.

6.3 Limitations

This study is limited to three feature films; Do’s short films and future works are not examined. While
the analysis benefits from direct personal communication with the director regarding her artistic philosophy,
the study remains primarily a textual and production-focused analysis. Consequently, audience reception
studies are outside the scope of this research but would complement these findings by clarifying how different
publics—ranging from local Lao viewers to global festival audiences—actually interpret and negotiate the
cultural nuances of her Tangible Realism.
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