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BEIJING • Hollywood actor Matt Damon on Tuesday
defended his starring role in upcoming Hollywood
film The Great Wall, saying accusations of “whitewash-
ing”, or the use of Caucasian stars over actors of other
ethnicities, were unfounded.

“Zhang Yimou called me and asked me to be in his
movie,” he said in Beijing, referring to the film’s direc-
tor who joined him on a panel.

He said he would be“mortified” if he felt the accusa-
tions were merited.

Damon was joined onstage by co-stars Willem Da-
foe, Pedro Pascal and Chinese stars Lu Han and Jing
Tian, Hong Kong’s Andy Lau and Taiwan’s Eddie Peng.

Critics decried the decision to cast him for the fanta-
sy film set in ancient China. Damon said the issue was
“very important”, but drew a distinction between the
practice and his role in The Great Wall.

“When I think of ‘whitewashing’ I think Chuck Con-
nors playing Geronimo, that’s whitewashing and
that’s unacceptable,” he said, referring to a Caucasian
actor who played the Native-American chief Geroni-
mo in a 1962 western.

Zhang said the accusations were “unfair” to Damon.
“Once you’ve seen the film you’ll see it’s not like

that,” he said. “It’s a group of people, a group of heroes,
and as it’s set to the backdrop of a Chinese story so
there are lots of Chinese heroes.”

Damon plays a mercenary in the film about a Chi-
nese army battling monsters, and centred on the mys-
terious origins of The Great Wall of China and what the
wall’s original purpose was. The film – out in China on
Dec 16, in Singapore on Dec 29 and in the United States
in February – features martial arts and saturated fil-
ters.

Strict censorship laws have prevented many Holly-
wood films from being released in mainland China. To
counter that, US studios are co-producing big-budget
movies with Chinese investors.

Lau said it remained to be seen whether Zhang’s
“mission” to take Chinese culture to the West through
film would succeed.

“It might not be that successful in foreign markets,
and I don’t know whether people in our Chinese mar-
ket will appreciate this style, but I think this is a new
direction,” he said. REUTERS
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Singaporean singer Nathan Hartono
put up a good fight to finish second
when he competed in the popular
Chinese TV singing contest Sing!
China earlier this year.

In an actual fight, however, he has
much to learn, as he found out the
painful way yesterday from mixed
martial arts champion Angela Lee.

During a 20-minute session at
Evolve MMA at Far East Square, Lee
went over some striking techniques,
kicks and chokes with the
25-year-old singer, who admitted to
have always been interested in com-
bat sports.

Hartono said: “When One Champi-
onship asked if I would like to come
for a training session, I said of
course, let’s do it. It just seemed like
a fun opportunity.

“I’ve always postulated that if I
wasn’t a singer, I’d try my hand at be-
ing a professional fighter.”

The Anglo-Chinese (Barker) alum-
nus recalled there was a lot of rough-

housing in his school days.
During his time in university, at

house parties, he also took part in
backyard fights, sparring with
friends.

With a smile, he said: “People
have different ways of relieving
stress, I guess.”

The 20-year-old Lee, the One
Championship atomweight world
champion, felt Hartono did “amaz-

ing” yesterday. When asked how he
compared with Olympic swimming
champion Joseph Schooling, who al-
so trained briefly with her two
weeks ago, she laughed and said:
“You can’t ask me that.”

Hartono said: “I would not take
him (Schooling) on in a fight. He is
probably a much fitter man than
me.

“He would be sitting on my back.”

Boon Chan
Media Correspondent

Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates de-
clared that “content is king” in an es-
say written in 1996. Twenty years
later, that assertion remains as
spot-on as ever.

At the opening ceremony of the
Asia TV Forum & Market (ATF) and
ScreenSingapore at Marina Bay
Sands Convention Centre yester-
day, Minister of State for Communi-
cations and Information, and
Health Chee Hong Tat reiterated

the importance of good storytell-
ing.

He pointed out that while tradi-
tional TV and film business models
have been challenged by new en-
trants and viewers are consuming
content in new ways, one thing
remains constant – “the need for
good content”.

To that end, he announced the
launch of WritersLab, a scriptwrit-
ing masterclass, and the introduc-
tion of a Professional Conversion
Programme next year, which helps
TV and film scriptwriters to apply
their skills to the fast-growing gam-
ing sector.

This is the 17th edition of ATF and
the sixth edition of ScreenSinga-
pore, which are billed as Asia’s pre-
mier media and entertainment con-
tent market and conference.

ATF started on Tuesday and
ScreenSingapore started yesterday.
Both end tomorrow.

They come under the umbrella of
the Singapore Media Festival host-
ed by the Info-communications Me-
dia Development Authority (IM-
DA).

Organisers are expecting more
than 5,000 attendees to the largest
combined market to date, with 738
exhibiting companies.

The WritersLab programme will
be launched by IMDA in collabora-
tion with Lasalle College of the Arts
to hone storytelling skills for televi-
sion and online platforms. Up to
three scripts will be produced to pre-
miere on Mediacorp’s online Toggle
platform.

Eight participants have been se-
lected to take part in the 10-week
course from Jan 9 to March 17 next
year. They will be mentored by,
among others, American Shari
Goodhartz, whose writing credits
for TV include sci-fi series Star
Trek: The Next Generation in 1990

and sci-fi animation Aeon Flux in
1995.

Home-grown film-maker Lim Jen
Nee, 39, who had previously written
the script for the mystery drama
film, Truth Be Told (2007), is
among those selected for the pro-
gramme.

She called the initiative a timely
one and told The Straits Times: “I’m
looking for help with how to devel-
op authentic characters as I think
we’re too plot-driven most of the
time. I hope to get a great script out
of this.”

In May this year, content produc-
er and distributor mm2 Entertain-
ment had announced a partnership
with IMDA to develop Chinese-lan-
guage scriptwriting talent for the
Singapore film industry in a
three-year, $8-million programme.
It includes a six-month-long
Scriptwriter’s Lab to develop fea-
ture film scripts.

In his address, Mr Chee also high-
lighted the gaming industry as he
noted that Singapore companies
such as The Gentlebros and XII
Braves have developed games in-
cluding Slashy Hero and Valiant
Force, which have been well-re-
ceived here and overseas.

To help build a “sustainable talent
pipeline of game writers and devel-
opers in Singapore”, Mr Chee said,
the Professional Conversion Pro-
gramme will train TV and film
scriptwriters to apply their skills to
the medium of games.

He added: “We are confident that
if we create the right conditions,
nurture our talent and provide the
environment for them to grow and
innovate, they will create some-
thing of value that can benefit both
consumers in Singapore and over-
seas.”
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Matt Damon and
Lu Han showing
off the Chinese
characters they
wrote for the
name of a
mysterious
monster in
Chinese
mythology.
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Damon: No
whitewashing
in Great Wall

Nathan Hartono
in a training
session with One
Championship
atomweight
world champion
Angela Lee.
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New efforts to boost good
storytelling in entertainment
Masterclass with Star Trek
scriptwriter and programme to
train film scriptwriters to apply
their skills to games launched

Singer meets fighter
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Video: 
Nathan Hartono 
takes on Angela Lee
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Hartono meets his match
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