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The screening on Fri 17 Jul will be introduced by
Vicki Brown, co-founder of the MilkTea collective

Bullets and Brotherhood: The Films of John Woo

The Killer

A contemporary review

As an abstract of themes, images and motifs from classic American and
French film noir, John Woo’s film makes Walter Hill's The Driver ook like Ken
Loach. Woo began directing in 1973 and has soldiered his way through most
Hong Kong genres, from kung-fu to Cantonese opera, but his career rocketed
into overdrive when he joined Tsui Hark’s Film Workshop in 1986 and made

A Better Tomorrow, which became the highest-grossing film in Hong Kong
history. Tsui prevailed on him to make A Better Tomorrow ll, but he refused to
make the third film in the series (actually a prequel to the other two, eventually
directed by Tsui Hark himself) and turned to The Killer instead. Like all other
Film Workshop productions (cf. A Chinese Ghost Story), Woo's recent films are
steeped in the company’s house style: hyper-kinetic pacing, high-gloss
cinematography and regular injections of stunts and/or special effects. Unlike
his colleagues, though, Woo has managed to resist ‘creative interference’ with
his work; A Better Tomorrow and The Killer may owe their hyperbolic action
scenes to company requirements, but they are probably the only Film
Workshop movies to date not recast, reshot, recut or redirected by Tsui Hark.

The Killer is inescapably a self-conscious commentary on its own genre. Like a
Leone Western, it foregrounds all its generic points of reference without
apology or embarrassment. Woo told Hong Kong interviewers last year that he
originally intended the film as a homage to Martin Scorsese and Jean-Pierre
Melville: hence the name ‘Jeff’ (from Le Samourai), the sensual, quasi-erotic
treatment of male bonding, the emphasis on underworld codes of honour, the
fragments of world-weary dialogue about feeling out of time and out of place,
the conflation of Catholic and gangster elements (the decision to stage the
climactic siege in a church, complete with candles, white doves and an
exploding Madonna, is more ‘Scorsese’ than Scorsese himself) and much
besides. In the United States — where it will probably be Hong Kong’s first
‘crossover’ success since the heyday of Bruce Leg, if it survives the handicap
of an X’ rating — critics have tended to see The Killer in these terms exclusively,
as a phenomenal reworking of Hollywood models: ‘Magnificent Obsession
remade by Sam Peckinpah,’ in Jim Hoberman’s memorable phrase.

What Woo’s American fans have missed, doubtless because they failed to pick
up on Hong Kong genre cinema last time around, are the film’s equally deep
roots in the Chinese wuxia pian (‘martial chivalry’ genre) of the 1960s. The film
harks back with overwhelming nostalgia to the swordplay epics of Woo’s
adolescence. The Wang Yu character in Zhang Che’s Golden Swallow (1968) is
a virtual role model for Chow Yun-fat’s Jeff: exquisitely tailored, stoic in
adversity, disdainful of anaesthetic when treated for wounds, and given to
slaughtering literally dozens of (deserving) foes whenever challenged. Wang Yu
did not condescend to play men with friends, male or female, until well into the
1970s, but his director Zhang Che went on from Golden Swallow to specialise
in intense male-bonding movies, always involving violent death — including The
Blood Brothers (1973), on which John Woo worked as assistant director. It is
hardly a coincidence that while Woo was busy updating these all-but-gay
myths into gangster terms, his contemporary Ke Xingpei was directing a
remake of Golden Swallow itself. After nearly two decades of the crude martial
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Darwinism found in kung-fu movies and their spin-offs, Hong Kong culture is
clearly hankering after the more chivalrous days of heroes who ‘act like they
have a dream’, as Lee here describes Jeff.

It is probably this very nostalgia that saves The Killer from the innate hollowness
of most genre commentaries. The film is, in every conceivable sense, full-
blooded. It has an almost flawless thriller plot (no holes, no glaring
implausibilities, no hard-to-take coincidences), but wastes no time on
establishing or bridging scenes and keeps expository dialogue to the barest
minimum. It is mounted as a rhapsody, complete with languorous dissolves
and tightly integrated spasms of slow motion. It centres on ultra-charismatic
performances from Chow Yun-fat (widely recognised as Hong Kong'’s finest
actor) and Danny Lee (a one-time stalwart of Shaw Brothers schlock, here
liberated by his ambiguous role), but is never shy of subordinating them to the
needs of the visual rhetoric. Even the steady escalation of the violence — by the
end, the corpse count has reached three figures and thousands of rounds of
ammunition have been fired — is slightly muted by the mood of romantic
fatalism that drenches the proceedings, enhanced by the elegiac score
commissioned from Lowell Lowe. In short, the film works to earn its genre
stripes. In its serenely overstated way, it is as resonant and emotive as the
‘classics’ it refers to.

Two sequences in particular merit a place in genre anthologies of the future,
both designed to explore the fundamental similarity between criminal and cop.
One is the meeting of Jeff and Lee in Jennie’s apartment; the two men, with
cocked handguns at each other’s heads, pretend to be childhood chums while
the unsuspecting blind woman bustles between them, trying to serve them tea.
The other is the calm before the storm in the church, where the sweet nothings
exchanged by Jeff and Lee are punctuated by flash cutaways to Sydney’s
fantastically brutal beating at the hands of Weng; the conjunction of male
romance and male sadomasochism lifts a characteristic trait of the genre to a
new high. Since completing The Killer, which did only half as well as A Better
Tomorrow at the Hong Kong box-office, Woo has left Film Workshop and
formed his own company. His inaugural production Bullet in the Head is taking
a worryingly long time to bring to completion; its release date has already been
postponed three times. It may yet turn out that The Killer marks a watershed in
his career: a rhapsodic genre commentary than cannot be capped.

Tony Rayns, Monthly Film Bulletin, September 1990
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