
Going behind ihe scenes of the Malaysian documentary scene 

On the invitation to sit down wi th 
some of the players at the forefront 
of Malaysia's documentary scene, 

there was one fami l ia r yet unexpec ted 
name — LinaTeoh. 

To those wi th in the industry,she is "one 
of the gang". But for t he major i ty of the 
public,she is better known as Miss Malay-
sia 1998 and the second runner-up at the 
48th Miss World pageant as well as a lady 
wi th a high-profile career in TV, host ing 
and modelling. 

On a recent sunny morn ing , an una-
dorned but still beautiful Teoh met me at 
the National Film Development Corpora-
tion Malaysia (Finas), which as executive 
director of t he Malaysian Documentary 
Association (MyDocs), makes her a regu-
lar visitor.Together, we joined Finas depu-
ty director-general DatukAzmirSaifuddin 
Mutalib at his office. 

"I know,I can't run from it," laughsTeoh 
at the ment ion of her glamorous past. She 
pauses for moment before blurting out,"It's 
going to be 20yearsnextyear.. .Contraryto 
my background,I'm not a in-the-public-eye 
kind of person," she says,clearly exuding a 
comfortable confidence in her current role. 

Infact,bynow,thedocumentaryproduc-
er and director probably feels more accom-
plished as a filmmaker than as a pageant 

winner. Her innate voracious appetite for 
learning and love for reading non-fiction 
and biographies helped her choose the path 
she is now on. 

"The th ing is, I've been in this f rom the 
beginning. I a m part of the first wave of 
Malaysian documentary filmmakers who 
have gone beyond our borders," Teoh says 
matter-of-factly. 

She was involved in the first two co-pro-
ductions between National Geographic and 
Finas, titled Megastructures: Smart Tunnel 
and Among the Great Apes with Michelle Yeoh, 
before going on to direct and produce The 
Lion Dance King for Discovery—another Fi-
nas co-production—as part of a first-time 
filmmakers initiative. 

These days, t h e m o t h e r of two has 
switched to fostering the local documen-
tary-making communi ty under MyDocs, 
which was started five years ago by a group 
of like-minded and experienced filmmakers. 
Her initial decision to run the non-profit or-
ganisation for six months has to date turned 
into a three-year tenure. From having just 
a handfu l of at tendees in the beginning, 
MyDocs now consistently sees about 100 
people at its monthly workshops, screen-
ings or master classes. 

It regularly partners regional documen-
tary platforms, wi th one of its most suc-

cessful initiatives being the par tnership 
wi th Crossing Borders — a t ra ining pro-
g ramme for documentary filmmakers in 
Asia and Europe to cultivate their project 
ideas and provide t h e m wi th a platform to 
pitch them.Thisyear marks the third t ime 
that Malaysia has hosted the programme, 
all through MyDocs. 

"We just came back f rom Leipzig, Ger-
many, where the 14 selected part icipants 
— four of t h e m f rom Malaysia — did their 
first speed pi tching to a panel comprising 
over 40 of the most inf luent ial commis-
sioning editors and buyers f rom Europe 
and the US.This week, they will pitch here 
once again to regional broadcasters and 
buyers,which is open to the public to come 
and watch. The whole idea is to bring an 
exchange of t ra ining and exposure f rom 
Europe, and on our part , to provide access 
into the Asian market," says Teoh, w h o is 
a former participant . 

She singles out Finas' role as sponsor for 
the Asian side of Crossing Borders: "We owe 
a lot to Finas for proactively promoting the 
local documentary scene and supporting 
us.MyDocs really exists to bridge the gap 
for ta lentwho perhaps have no experience 
or t ra ining in how to survive or thrive in 
the in te rna t iona l arena. Part of t ha t in-
cludes working w i t h t h e agency, w h i c h 
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Participants of 
Crossing Borders, 
a training 
programme for 
documentary 
filmmakers in 
Asia and Europe 

has been really supportive of all our t ra in ing 
programmes.Thedocumentaryscenewould 
not be w h a t it is today if not for Finas' sup-
port,"Teoh says,quipping tha t , " I 'm not just 
saying tha t because I 'm si t t ing in his office." 

Azmir c h i m e s in : "Documenta r ies are 
part of the m a i n cluster we look into in de-
veloping the creative industry. If you look at 
the ecosystem, we are involved in every step, 
f romthesupplycha inof the ta len tpool i t se l f 
to worlcingwith universit ies to develop skill 
sets, mak ing sure tha t demand and supply 
are me t and, mos t importantly, ne tworking 
w i t h buyers and distributors." 

He reveals t h a t t h e documen ta ry com-
m u n i t y in Malaysia is relatively successful 
compared to other sectors of f i lm and TV — 
particularly w h e n it comes to its reach and 
gaining of in ternat iona l recognit ion. Teoh 

agrees, h igh l igh t ing t h a t t he genre 's un i -
versality of topics allowthe segment to move 
beyond borders. 

She says the smaller global market for doc-
umenta r ies also make it easier to develop a 
closer relat ionship wi th part ies across Asia, 
Europe, North America and South America. 

Still, w h e n it comes to m a k i n g a m a r k 
abroad, there is a lot of educat ing to be done. 
"Making a documentary is hard work—I have 
fr iends w h o do both fiction and non-fict ion 
and ,hands down, they agree documentar ies 
are more challenging.But even harder at the 
moment for a lot of producers and filmmakers 
is to 'cari makan' .This of ten has someth ing 
to do w i t h h o w t h i n g s are done here as well," 
remarks Teoh. 

Both Teoh a n d Azmir believe t h a t t h e 
mindset of local filmmakers has to change for 

t h e m to be truly ready for the world. MyDocs 
has laid the groundwork for that over the past 
fewyears ,wi th practical workshops on top-
ics such as working w i t h an in te rna t iona l 
budget s t ructure—where every single dollar 
has to be accounted for and i temised — and 
how to collaborate w i t h companies such as 
Discovery or National Geographic. 

" W h e n you do a co-produc t ion w i t h a 
c o m p a n y like thei rs , there ' s a p roduc t ion 
bible full of rules and regulations and a legal 
s tandard that mus t be adhered to. Here, we 
don't have that kind of discipline traditional-
ly,andyoung filmmakers are not taught that 
f rom the get-go," Teoh points out. 

She says w h a t is of ten overlooked is how 
goodMalaysian filmmakers have ithere when 
it comes to opportunit ies, compared to, say, 
European filmmakers. A big part of tha t has 

to be credited to Finas, it is reiterated. 
"We get local support and f u n d i n g f rom 

Finas,and it of ten co-commiss ions produc-
t ions.That access to broadcast our films in-
ternat ionl ly — it 's a lmost handed to us [on 
a plate]. All we have to do is do t he work, al-
beit t ha t in itself is really hard. But if you are 
passionate,you dohave opportunit ies here.I 
th ink that 's wha t a lo tofpeopleneedto know. 
They just need to cross tha t barrier, step up 
and grasp it. I can tell you, ask filmmakers 
f rom abroad and they' l l say we have it made 
w i t h t he oppor tuni t ies we get," says Teoh. 

Touching on the agency's of ten misun-
derstood — not to men t ion mal igned — po-
sition Azmi r says wi th a smile,"Our role is to 
facilitate.Somemisinterpretthatfacilitation. 
They expect Finas to bring t h e m f rom zero 
to t he next level. But we are not the one tha t 
bringsyou all the way to success. We are here 
to help fill t he gaps on your way." 

Moving forward, h e says t he strategies 
employed will focus on boosting the profile 
of Malaysian documentar ies ,hopeful ly cul-
mina t ing in a nomina t ion — and w i n — at 
the EmmyAwards w i th in three years.If so,it 
will followin the footsteps of a MalaysianTV 
drama and animated series that have earned 
nomina t ions in the last decade. 

"On the business side, I hope documen-
taries can grow healthily. I t h ink the efforts 
be tween MyDocs and Finas wil l he lp pu t 
Malaysia out there as a h u b for broadcast-
ers.I th ink we are not just compet ing w i th in 
Southeast Asia now,but are looking beyond 
the regional league," s u m s up Azmir. Teoh 
grins in response,"I feel a lot of pressure now. 
But I always say, shoot for t he top." El 

For more information on MyDocs 
and Crossing Borders, visit mydocs.my 

Page 2 of 5

04 Dec 2017
The Edge, Malaysia

Author: No author available • Section: Options • Page: OP14,OP15
Printed Size: 1120.00cm² • Market: KL • Country: Malaysia • Photo: Full Color
Ad Value: MYR 19,432.35 • PR value: MYR 58,297.05 • Item ID: MY0031106142

Provided for client's internal research purposes only. May not be further copied, distributed, sold or published in
any form without the prior consent of the copyright owner.



Page 3 of 5

04 Dec 2017
The Edge, Malaysia

Author: No author available • Section: Options • Page: OP14,OP15
Printed Size: 1120.00cm² • Market: KL • Country: Malaysia • Photo: Full Color
Ad Value: MYR 19,432.35 • PR value: MYR 58,297.05 • Item ID: MY0031106142

Provided for client's internal research purposes only. May not be further copied, distributed, sold or published in
any form without the prior consent of the copyright owner.


