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Elysian Fields (work in progress) 
By Lananh Lê, October 20, 2016  
 
 
“In Elysium were fields of the pale liliaceous asphodel, and poplars grew.“ 
 
ONE [plot: two Vietnamese street punks find their ways into an abandoned arcade ring in 
post-apocalyptic Saigon. They find a video game owned by an ex Viet Cong guerrilla fighter, 
which is secretly a time portal that was used during the war to transgress historical boundaries 
for political reasons 
Boy can see Miu, but Xu cannot. Xu falls in love with the mysterious existence of Miu and 
becomes obsessive about her beauty.]  
 
TWO [plot: Xu gives daruma doll to Miu. What wish does Miu make? They find themselves in a 
Turkish bathhouse set inside a historical reserve that is the old site for Kara Walker’s “A 
Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby.” It is post-apocalyptic NYC; no one seems to be around. 
They approach Brooklyn, where the old Domino Sugar Factory, now a historical site and 
bathhouse, is located. There, they find Southeast Asian women washing laundry in a lake. Soon 
enough, they realize that Southeast Asian immigrants were the only ones around because they 
are immune to the plague that has previously swept over NYC, spurring a mass exodus and 
resulting in an abandoned city. Xu grew up in SEA and is an immigrant herself but has atypical 
Asian features so is simultaneously revered and rejected by the community. Miu is not an 
immigrant but has “typical” Asian features and thus is accepted. How do these two Asian 
women navigate such landscape?] 
 
THREE [plot: Xu works for Miu as an apprentice at her goods store; Miu gives Xu a key-shaped 
pendant on a white thread chain, while Xu gives her a tea set. Miu reminisces on the days of 
submerging in a counterculture while loving “her cage” (she has always been exploring this 
counterculture in an isolated and lonely place -- she does not like people), while Xu reflects on 
losing home, drifting around and living free like a wild animal all these years.  
 
FOUR  
 

Scene One 
 
[corner   of   quận   tư.   very   quiet.] 
[interior: the arcade. Floor is covered in bulbous coconut shells.] 
 
XU and BOY lying on the couch by the bowling alley. Around them is an assortment of empty 
beer bottles, coca cola cans.  
There is a lot of red in the frame, like the film’s symbolic color of materialism and indulgence. 
The two are bored from finally getting sick of partying like crazy inside the arcade. 
XU is nonchalantly chewing bubble gum and playing with a kendama. 
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XU 

What should we do?  
 

BOY 
Put more electronic pop on and play hongkongese monopoly?  

 
XU thinks about it, uninterested. She pops her gum between her teeth and lips. 

 
BOY 

(with sarcastic resolution) 
Here, I’ll find something great for us to do.  

 
He whisks XU off the couch. She giggles joyfully. for a whimsical second the moment is sweet 
like a lollipop.  

 
XU 

(keeps being giggly) 
Where are you taking me? 

 
BOY walks on top of the abundance of coconut shells that covers the floor with XU in his arms. 
He carries her from where they have been sitting by the bowling alley around the arcade and 
sets her down on the small glittery purple stage where during summer solstice, a gypsy from 
the circus that sets up summer festivals inside and around the arcade would sit and give her 
tarot card readings.  
 

XU 
A trip around the arcade in Boy’s arms and checking out the gypsy’s mystical territory… 

 
BOY 

(smiling) 
Such a lucky girl you are. 

 
XU 

What a lucky day I’m having.  
 

(THE IRONY: the days blend together for them into endless monotony - everyday has been 
pretty much like this for XU, twirling around inside this abandoned arcade ring. No guidelines, 
no directions. All the arcades, televisions, music recorders, are still operating. Even the 
jukeboxes and soda machines work. Strangely, XU and BOY are the only ones who have been 
enjoying these items as nobody else is around.) 
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BOY kisses XU on the cheek. Fingering the daisy in her hair, XU reaches out with her free hand 
and picks a card from the deck on the magic reading table in front of her on the stage. The 
table is painted in magenta. The top of the table is lined with rose quartz and roses carved out 
of white-yellow diamonds, altogether creating a circular mosaic that resembles the Yin-Yang 
symbol on top of the table.  
 

XU 
[looks at her card] 

The fool. 
 

BOY 
Who is the fool to believe in the impossible, the beautiful, the impossibly beautiful?  

 
XU 

Save me from what I want. 
A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby, Invisible Ghost of a Past Love, Still Haunting. 

 
 
[CUT TO: XU napping on BOY’s lap on a couch in front of a television. Opening eye lids, XU is 
slowly waking up.] 
 

BOY 
I don’t think you’d appreciate me playing this in front of you.  

 
XU 

What is it? 
 

BOY 
A very disturbing video game.  

 
Inside the game, a very beautiful Korean American girl has been trapped.  
 

BOY 
[a bit abruptly] 

I think I don’t I miss having everyone around anymore. 
 

He turns the game off, leans back on the couch and closes his eyes.  
 

XU 
What makes you change your mind? You would always wish that other people were still 

around. So we would interact with them and have other things to do instead of being stuck in 
this cycle of stupid nothingness everyday for the rest of our lives in this arcade. 
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BOY 
You know how long you’ve been sleeping for? 

 
XU 

[getting out a hand mirror and applying dark red lipstick] 
Long enough for you to find out something new about our post-apocalyptic universe, 

perchance? 
 

BOY 
I’ve figured something out about this game. 

 
XU 

What, is it a portal into another person’s head, so you can control them, like how the Sims is? 
Or like, what happens in John Malkovich. 

 
BOY 

[stares at XU] 
Why do you always have to know all the answers? 

 
XU 

Holy shit, so I’m right? It’s a psychic portal into a different existence? How did you find this 
video game while I was asleep? 

 
BOY 

It was sitting on the shelf behind the security guard’s closet, with a bunch of books and old 
magazines. There were other video game discs around too, but I picked out this one because 

there’s a bathtub on the cover art…  
 

XU 
[she knows him too well] 

Yeah, your poetic obsession with bathtubs. 
 

Neither of them says anything for a long bit.  
 

BOY 
Are you waiting for me to tell you about what I’ve found out? 

 
XU  

[calmly, as though has been expecting this exact question] 
Yes. 

 
BOY 
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The video game is basically a narration-generating game, where you create a plot for your 
characters and then carry out shaping your virtual universe according to the particular series of 

fortunate or unfortunate events that you have composed in your game’s plot.  
 

There is an Asian American film-maker from our physical universe trapped inside the game. I 
found this out talking to her when I got immersed.  

 
XU 

Oh,... Like you mean, you went through the portal?  
Penetrating into a different dimension. 

 
BOY 

I guess this is a cliche, that’s why you already know what’s happened already. But yeah. It 
doesn’t change the fact that it’s still happening.  

 
XU 

I don’t really know what to say to that. 
 

BOY 
I wonder if Charlie Kaufman already knew that shit like this happened in real life when he was 

writing John Malkovich. Have mental portals always been a cliche,... 
 

XU 
So, why did this film-maker get stuck inside of there? You said that they were originally from 

our world…  
 

BOY 
Yeah so it’s this pretty cool girl, actually, who went to NYU. But apparently after she's 

graduated she was wandering around soul searching or some shit, and wound up stuck in this 
other time vessel… She’s a bit crazy in the head, like I don’t really know what her deal is -- 

seems all flighty, like - all over the place. Scattered as hell. She says to me that she was 
couch-surfing in Turkey, when she was hooking up with this girl, she fell into her bed, and she 

ended up in this bed in an alternate universe, which was the Ottoman Empire; she has 
transformed from her pre-existing self as a recent NYU grad backpacking through Europe into 
her reincarnation in the game’s universe. The Ottoman Empire, babe,... She has become the 

odalisque, or the chambermaid for the concubines and wives of the sultans. She half-explicitly 
mentioned sex work to me, so it’s likely that she, too, is a concubine.  

 
XU 

[interested] 
I want to meet her. 

 
BOY 
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She’s beautiful and cool.  
 

XU 
So should I play the game?  

 
BOY 

You really want to meet her, huh? 
 

XU 
[avoiding his gaze and laughing half-heartedly] 

An Asian film-maker stuck as a concubine in a game set in the Ottoman Empire?  
Will you show me how to play it? 

 
BOY 

I think I’d have to eat something first.  
 

XU walks toward the vending machine, kicks it. A frozen pizza begins to be prepared, and out 
the dispenser emerges a bag of potato chips. “Ding.” The pizza comes out in a carton box on a 
tray that folds back into the machine after you’ve picked up your food. XU brings the pizza and 
chips to BOY.  
 
BOY consumes the food that XU has given him, very occasionally giving her bites. She also 
freely grabs a slice of pizza. They eat without saying anything.  
 

BOY 
Okay, now, Xu, be very ready. I have to warn you about something. There are things in this 

game that are deeply violent and disturbing.  
 

XU 
Okay.  

 
BOY 

Also, I have figured out that in order to play the game, you have to abide to the pre-existing 
plot of the game’s universe while you go through new journeys/experiences…  

That means you have to adhere to the game’s context and rules, which already involve a lot of 
violence.  

 
XU 

[apprehensive] 
 

BOY 
Do you still want to play it? 
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XU 
Not really, but I just want to see this Asian girl dealing with ex Turkish tribal leaders.  

 
BOY 

You’re such a pervert. 
 

XU 
I am a pervert. 

 
BOY 

Seeing a young Asian female body raised by the modern world wedged between classical 
Persian, Byzantine Greek and Islamic architecture is really something else.  

 
XU  

You didn’t even have to tell me, Boy. I know. 
 

BOY 
You’re such a fool. 

 
XU 

A Fool for love, magic and beauty, innit, baby. 
 

BOY 
For love, magic and beauty that might not even belong to you. 

 
XU 

It’s true, I never bought that game. None of it belongs to me. I’m corrupt like that. 
 

BOY 
I can’t help loving how crazy you are. I think for the first time you play, I should come with you. 

 
XU 

Sure, it’d be a pleasure. Two thieves in this whack alternate universe you keep telling me about, 
it’d sure be a pleasure, Boy.  

 
BOY 

Isn’t that why you married me? 
 

XU 
I never said I’d marry you. 

 
BOY 

Before   everybody   left   I   told   your   friend   that   you   were   vợ   của   anh. 
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XU 

What the hell, you pervert. You’re fucking crazy. 
[laughs heartily] 

[she sits up and ties her hair into a knot on the top of her head]  
Okay, I’m about to be ready for this. Let’s get out of here. See some crazy shit. 

 
BOY 

[accepts her wish] 
If you say so. 

 
BOY reaches up to the TV stand and turna the video game on. The screen flickers on and the 
word “WELCOME TO WALD” flashes. Byzantine castles flicker as images on the screen. 
 

XU 
Is this the kind of game that has not lots of research behind it, not historically accurate, made up 

universe, appropriative of a historical time’s cliches to make theme...  
 

BOY 
You’re so smart I think sometimes you don’t even realize that you’re almost incoherent. You're 
so smart you sound like you're going crazy, half of the time. I mean, all your ideas make sense 

but aren’t real. You judge everything and nothing is accurate enough for you. 
 

XU 
That’s quite harsh. [her voice drifting away] 

 
They fall into the passage of time, which is grainy and heavily liquefied, as though inside a 
television. Whenever XU moves, her image becomes grainy and flickering, as though it might 
disappear.  
 
XU wakes up in a massage bed in the video game.  
She looks around. The structure is a grand industrial space that has been remodeled.  
 

BOY 
[his voice inside the voice monitor of the game] 

So this game is a huge vessel of time-traveling and dimension-transgressing. The Soviets from 
the 1980s have found their way here.  

 
XU 

This definitely doesn’t look Byzantine or Persian or Islamic really. It looks like some Communist 
Jew built it in the eighties. 

 
BOY 
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It was an old sugar factory that eventually got turned into a Turkish bathhouse.  
 
The mental portal is a also a time-traveling portal packed inside this video game.  
 
The video game was produced in 1998 and was the revised version of something that was used 
during the “Vietnam War” (the American War),... The grandson of an ex Viet Cong guerrilla 
fighter has taken the time-traveling portal that his grandfather has used during the war in order 
to travel to strategic political times in the past -- in order to pursue something called the 
“Perpetual Jade Sights,” which is the achievement of historical alignment,...  
The Viet Cong guerrilla fighter’s name was Nguyen Qui Son. Son has found the time-traveling 
portal when he was hiding as a young man in the woods, starving and hiding from American 
troops/ARVN. He found it as a hand mirror with liquefied reflective glass, behind the poison 
oaks and cay rau ma.  
Son’s grandson, Tuan, was an artist and made a couple of video games. He created a visual 
platform that was based on geopolitical topography (of the time of the war), as the backdrop for 
the game. When he was burning incense for his grandpa, the stories that his grandfather have 
told him about the time portal and the souls that enliven history  
 
Tuan lived until the end of 2014, the year which Kara Walker’s Sugar Sphinx (“A Subtlety, or the 
Marvelous Sugar Baby”) was installed and deinstalled in the old Domino sugar factory in 

Williamsburg, Brooklyn 
The old factory was then supposed to be turned into new condos (apartments).  
Tuan was a “die-hard fan” of Kara Walker. He was hugely inspired by her work, and was 
obsessive about letting the strands of history and the events of the past consume his artwork 
(not unlike Walker) /  
 
The subsumption of history and art, made even more intriguing by impermanence/ephemerality  
 
After the dismantling of the baby (Sphinx)...  
 
 
(work in progress, to be continued…)  
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