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Alvin Luong’s short film, Turbo (run time: 19 minutes, 39 seconds), is inchoate capitalist 
desire wearing a human face. The human face is that of the fictional Brett Matthews, a 
14 year old boy, who crashes his luxury sports car while on a joy ride one night, and 
transforms into Turbo. With the crash, he triggers off The Great Economic Recession of 
2007/2008, while simultaneously becoming the wrecked car. In the aftermath, he is 
fated to communicate via car sounds, reliving his crash in an unending cycle, almost like 
the artist’s loss of agency as a working-class person in the larger context of the 
capitalist state.  

The film begins inside a dark room, the street lights casting a shadow on white walls 
through the blinds; the blinds mimic prison bars. The shot of the room pans to the right 
accompanied by the sounds of a revving engine in the background. Within seconds, 
white bokeh move over the shadow of the blinds, foreshadowing Brett’s death; his crash 
playing on a loop that Brett as Turbo will be imprisoned inside, just like the bokeh inside 
the blinds. As the revving speeds up, so does the appearance of the white lights, like 
passing street lamps, placing the viewer in the position of Brett/Turbo inside the car. 

The bokeh increases in width and range, a ghostly haunting that shows up throughout 
the film. The revving too indicates an increase in speed while the camera pans further 
into the house, the Toronto home of Luong’s parents. Luong wants the viewer to 
interrogate their class positionality while simultaneously engaging with working-class 
aesthetics. The room we see in the darkened house is a working-class household with 
the art on the walls and everyday utensils inside glass cupboards. The camera pans a 
full circle before coming to rest at the window, looking outside at other similar 
households, before fading into black. The title, Turbo, written in a retro 80’s font, comes 
into view, introducing us to Turbo’s world through Luong’s lens. 

Luong’s film and its protagonist are inspired by the 1980’s American animated series 
Turbo Teen universe. In this universe, the main character (also named Brett Matthews) 
crashes his car on a stormy night into a secret government laboratory. Brett and his car 
become fused together, giving Brett the ability to alternate between human and car form 
at will. Luong’s Brett however does not have the same agency. Here too, Brett crashes 
his luxury sports car but into a building housing financial instruments. When he wakes 
up as Turbo, his limited agency lies in reliving his car crash and communicating through 
car noises, rendering him unintelligible.  



Brett’s complete fusion with his car symbolizes the extreme result of a complete unity 
with a commodity (here, the race car). Luong’s absurdist take on Brett’s fate indicates 
the merging of the subject (Brett) with an object (car). This fusion is the extreme end-
goal of capitalism and the consumerist state, where unbridled aspiration can lead to 
actual market crashes like The Great Recession. Luong’s warning however pertains 
only to the nouveau rich Brett, whose culpability in the economic crash (symbolized by 
the car crash) is punished through a loss of language. Luong, as a working-class artist 
who lived through The 2007/2008 Great Recession—along with his parents—takes 
back his own agency by taking away Brett’s agency. In Luong’s magic realist narrative, 
Brett becomes subaltern. 

Luong goes beyond just portraying a rich teenager losing his voice. Like his piece, The 
Young Comrade, made around the same time as Turbo, Luong plays the titular 
character of Brett. This is where Luong experiments with meta-narrative. Instead of 
imagining a Brett Matthews, he finds a Brett Matthews on Facebook, downloads his 
photo, and manipulates the photo to create a mask. He then wears the mask and plays 
the character in Turbo. In doing so, Luong comments on the interchangeability of 
identity within the commodified capitalist culture, and the easy consumerism aspect of 
social media. As an artist, Luong literally shops for a face on the internet which he puts 
on and uses to create a narrative. In Luong’s words, “it was a mechanical way to bridge 
fiction and real life.” This act of casually shopping for a “Brett Matthews” highlights the 
callous easiness of consumerist culture. 

Luong uses magic realism to showcase consumerist culture and the extent to which it 
pervades and affects class structures in North America. Following his former magic 
realist piece, Bidding War (with collaborator Ivana Dizdar), and inspired heavily by “the 
many hours-long art by Matthew Barney’s The Creymaster Cycle videos,” Luong uses 
magic realism as an absurdist tool to explore life after The Great Recession. Magic 
realism is Luong’s way of adapting Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas of class and taste. The 
sociologist Bourdieu states that “the legitimate taste of the society is the taste of the 
ruling class.” The idea of good taste is dependent on class positions, and has nothing to 
do with “taste” itself. Taste is then a class dependent aesthetic experience. Luong 
explores the merging of this idea of “class taste” with that of the economic crash. 
Turbo’s class position as Brett becomes irrelevant in this context, as Turbo’s feeling of 
being trapped as a car-sound-emitting ghost mirrors the trapped feeling of the working-
class position of the artist. While Turbo’s narrative becomes an aesthetic experience for 
our consumption, the artist’s class position never changes. And this dissonance 
between taking away Brett’s agency through an aesthetic move and Luong’s actual 
reality as a working-class artist can only be explored through the absurdity of magic 
realism. As consumers, it would be impossible for us to access this dissonance in any 
other way. 



Luong’s use of music too reflects this absurdity. In the film, the music that plays in the 
background is in the words of the artist “very pop-y, very EDM-y,” almost auto-tuned 
electronic. Some of this music was made by Luong himself, while some of it was 
appropriated. His music emulates the Top 40 hits he was listening to in 2018; “an 
extreme Top 40 aesthetic.” Inspired by a lot of Personal Computer music that “tried to 
push the limits of data-pop music in a grotesque way… that was very earnest but also 
very bombastic,” Luong felt this kind of music embodied Bourdieu in the way it was 
condensed. Like the character of Turbo, the music aspires to become an aesthetic 
experience it may never evolve into. 

While Luong does not personally connect with his character, Brett, in any way, he 
relates to some qualities of Brett, specifically the societal and cultural linkages between 
masculinity and the desire to own a sports/muscle car. Muscle cars are not owned by 
the cultural bourgeoisie, but are a deliberate ostentatious display of wealth. Brett and 
the artist occupy opposite ends of the class spectrum. At the same time, they are 
connected via age. While Brett meets his end at 14 through an actual car crash, Luong 
was 14 when the Economic Crash of 2007/2008 occurred. In a way, Brett embodies all 
that was responsible for the actual economic crash that Luong lived through with his 
parents. 

The film, both set in his parents’ home as well as dedicated to them, carries the 
underpinnings of Luong’s experience of the economic crash; an experience he had no 
control over. As a teenager, he both lived through his parents not having regular work 
days (they would work three days, and sometimes, even have a whole week off) due to 
the factories being shut down, while attending a school with upwardly mobile middle-
class kids. His classmates seemed to be unaware of the crash, going about their days 
as if nothing had changed, while Luong went through the experience of watching his 
parents deal with financial precarity and food insecurity. The absurdist sense of 
dissonance between his outside and domestic worlds as a teenager forms the basis for 
the absurdist dissonance that Luong explores through magic realist modes. It is this 
realization that outside economic forces can have an effect on his lived experience that 
Luong highlights through Turbo’s trapped existence after death. 

A fundamental part of Turbo is car worship. Apart from the Turbo Teen universe and 
personal working-class experience and reflection of surviving The Great Recession, 
Luong also uses the subculture of young boys/men making car sounds with their 
mouths, not unlike beat boxing. This subculture of human car sounds, where the 
individual makes sounds with their mouths and records themselves on their webcam or 
phone cameras, points to an aspirational desire to own cars; a commodity beyond their 
reach. Certain cars, like the sports car depicted in Turbo, is a sign of wealth that the 
uber rich can afford regardless of the car being a money-sink. The boys/men in this 
subculture are often in bedrooms that mirror Luong’s own bedroom in Turbo, filmed 



through low-res, foggy cameras, pointing to their possible (working) class positions. In 
their performances, these male individuals imagine ownership of these vehicles they 
fantasize about, but also reassert their masculinity through that fantasy. They seem to 
hold their desire for this particular kind of private property in the highest reverence, 
where they perform the sports car to become it. Like Turbo, they fuse into the sports 
car, and give in to their consumerist desire through fantasy. However, unlike Turbo, 
their performance has agency where the playing out of this fantasy has an element of 
joy even in a (working) class reality. 
 
Luong’s Turbo opens on the 19th Oct 2021 in the State of Flux Gallery at Modern Fuel in 
Kingston, Ontario. The film will play inside a darkened room, with viewers passing 
through curtains with printed images of the car wreckage in Luong’s Turbo. The entire 
room is painted black, with no incoming light, to mirror the movie-theater-going 
experience. Luong’s aim is to immerse the viewer into the almost 20 minute film, so the 
viewer can simultaneously become Turbo as well as view Turbo from a third-person 
perspective. Just like the dark room the film begins and ends with, so too shall the 
viewer begin and end their viewing in a dark room. 
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