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Seminar Leader: Aylish Wood
Topic no.5: Discuss the relationship between film and reality in relation to one or two of the films from the Period Two screenings.  

Film chosen: The Killer (John Woo, 1989)

Being a true cult movie, Die Xue Shuang Xiong (also know as Bloodshed of Two Heroes and most popularly The Killer) contains multiple layers in the relation between “film” and “reality”. It is definitely a landmark in gangster genre by both being a next step and influencing others to come. The main credit behind the success and popularity of The Killer is its writer and director John Woo who is obviously an auteur. Hence, while being an immensely influential piece of cinema, The Killer is also part of a whole. A whole which consists of John Woo’s childhood, Hong Kong’s societal values, John Woo’s gangster movies and the influences of these Hong Kong gangster movies on other movies and societal values. The Killer is not a linear influence or allegory (in terms of the relation of “film” and “reality”), but an aggregation of themes which revive and shape the concepts of loyalty, honour, loneliness, friendship and tragedy. This essay aims to exhibit the relation between “film” and “reality” in The Killer, analysing the use of violence and symbolism to deal with the reality of Hong Kong and John Woo. In other words, in this case, the “film” is a flamboyant, hyperstylized and ironic interpretation of Woo’s “reality”.

To analyse the relation between “film” and “reality” in The Killer, one must know the 4 elements that make up the “whole” as indicated above; “John Woo’s childhood”, “Hong Kong’s societal values”, “John Woo’s gangster movies” and “the influences of these Hong Kong gangster movies on other movies and societal values”.

Growing up in the slums of Hong Kong, Woo was introduced to a madly violent world right outside his door. Woo arrived Hong Kong on 1951, at the age of 5 escaping the Cultural Revolution in China. Living in terrible conditions, Woo witnessed the huge street clashes and gunfights between Nationalists and Communists; “People were murdered right outside my door all the time. I saw it. I heard it. I felt like I was living in hell. I remember two big riots where people died right at our front door, killed by the police. Ever since then I wanted to use violence in my films to send a message. I do not chase violence for its sake but for the beauty of the idea. I also think I need some kind of hero. The hero is ourselves, not just someone who kills the bad guys but someone who emphasizes how we might build up dignity.”
 During these hard times, Woo found peace and comfort in a church close by. “When Woo was nine years old, an American family sponsored him through the church so he could attend school. He was so grateful for the assistance that later seriously considered entering the priesthood himself as a way of repaying the kindness he had received. He was ultimately refused entry into the priesthood because his thinking was deemed too artistic to be able to withstand the rigors and the discipline of that life.”
  Other than the violence and the Christian effect, one other thing shaped Woo’s character was the Hollywood movies he watched and loved. The films he watched, like The Wizard of Oz (1939), Singin’ in the Rain (1952) and West Side Story (1961) were telling shiny and colourful stories that are opposite to what Woo was experiencing in real life.

Hong Kong’s societal values have long been in a change with the influence of the West. Chinese culture and people experienced Western influence on the road to modernization. During the 60’s and 70’s the city suffered severely from the political conflicts which resulted in a general loss of faith in family values and tradition. Decaying societal values helped the gangsters to gain power. “Woo has often said that seeing lost young people of the mid-80’s moved him to make a film about the traditional values of family and friendship”
 The result was the first of the legendary John Woo Hong Kong gangster movies; A Better Tomorrow (1986).

John Woo’s gangster movies received an immediate mass interest and reaction. A Better Tomorrow (1986) was Woo’s first chance to write and direct his own gangster movie. Collaborating with Chow Yun-Fat, Woo managed to impress everyone and initiated a genre which was followed by A Better Tomorrow II (1987), The Killer (1989) and the top-notch Hard-Boiled (1992) also known as The God Of Guns! The ultra-violent shoot-outs and ultra-charismatic heroes galvanized every single movie-goer not only in Asia but all around the world. Under the charismatic surface, rich underlying themes, symbolism and iconography brought Woo the title; the best action director ever. 

The influences of these Hong Kong gangster movies on other movies and societal values was immense. Countless Asian rip-offs were just the tip of the Iceberg. Once an inspiration for Woo, Hollywood action movies were now copying Woo’s super slow motion or freeze frame sequences. Out of these movies The Killer was definitely the most influential. Quentin Tarantino says he dressed up like Jeffrey (Yun-Fat) for days after watching The Killer and he was inspired by it while making Reservoir Dogs (1992). Robert Rodrigues, Roger Avary and Jerry Bruckheimer used Woo’s techniques and themes in their action movies. The Killer’s influence as “reality” was much more serious.  Every young man in Hong Kong was copying Jeffrey(Yun-Fat)’s image and being a gangster became “cool” overnight. John Woo says “Authorities were worried that these violent movies were glorious recruitment campaigns for the Hong Kong triads. They argued that the gangsters were portrayed in a much more romantic and an appealing way than the police.”
 This critic definitely influenced Woo and in his next movie, Hard-Boiled, the hero was a cop now. “In my film Hard-Boiled, both lead characters are cops, so I am hoping that this film will encourage kids to become policemen because they see that policemen can be cool guys too.”
 This is also a fine example of the “film” effecting “reality” and “reality” effecting the next “film” which is a small segment in this relation cycle of the whole.

These 4 elements sum up the relation between “film” and “reality” in Woo’s action movies in the macro-perspective. To further study this relation, the second aspect is the bond between the themes and the direction style of  Woo in The Killer. The main themes in The Killer are loyalty, honour, friendship, loneliness and tragedy. Inspiration for these themes can easily be seen in the works of Ken Takakura and Jean-Pierre Melveille which are both highly admired by Woo. In The Killer, honour and loyalty is respected above anything else. The bond between Jeffrey and Inspector Li is totally based on this idea. Inspector Li sees Jeffrey helping a kid getting hurt during the shooting and starts to respect Jeffrey. Woo illustrates an assassin and a cop admiring each other’s respect for honour and joining forces. To stress the loyalty and honour Woo also tests his heroes by loneliness. Both Jeffrey and Li endure loneliness instead of dishonour. Under this perspective, it is inevitable that The Killer is a tragedy. The violence, tragedy and anger are all used in The Killer to valorise the themes of honour and loyalty. This is Woo’s way of showing the world that violence is defeated by values that he depicts in The Killer. This “film” is Woo’s revenge from “reality” which exposed him to the most disturbing acts of violence right outside of his door. Woo says: “Asian or Western, these ideas can be understood. They are universal. Violence is not the only thing. There is something more in human nature and in the human spirit. I believe it is goodness and loyalty.”
  

Other than these main themes, Woo also has the Christian iconography, the theme of “sight” and “individuality” in The Killer. Considering his childhood “reality” it is no surprise that Christian images are a tool in The Killer. The final shoot-out scene takes place in a church to stress the mayhem. Moreover, the Virgin Mary statue gets shot and all the protagonists react to it. This is how Woo shows his thankfulness to the church that gave him comfort in his hardest times. Sight is a running motif in The Killer. “Jenny has lost her eyesight at the movie's opening, after an action sequence in which John kills a nightclub full of armed bodyguards. With the loss of her sight the viewer gains an awareness, the first evidence of John's code; John covers her eyes, both tending her wound and hiding her lack of sight from the audience's line of sight.”
 ( John is the name for Jeffrey in Cantonese version of The Killer) The “individuality” is an inseparable element of heroes. Heroes like the knights of the middle ages or the samurai were idols of John Woo when he was a child. It is the same feeling Woo tries to build into his heroes with the element of individuality. The individuality of the heroes also touch the social values of Hong Kong. “These films demonstrate the changing understanding of the role of free-agent individual in Hong Kong society. In fact, these three films act as a kind of allegory of male anxiety over Hong Kong’s future and, taken together, offer a coherent explanation of why the cost that loner individuals extort from society is always too high.”

To tell his story of loyalty and honour, John Woo uses unique techniques which influenced many to come as indicated earlier in this essay. His style is most popularly the slow motions and the freeze frames. With techniques like slow motion, freeze frame, dramatic music, counterpoint imagery, crosscutting, echoing lines of dialogue, visual parallels and contrasting colours, Woo reaches a level of poetic delivery. 

This poetic delivery and exaggerated, almost dancing-like shoot-out scenes make violence seem so beautiful. When this is asked Woo replies: “…I have always thought of my action sequences as more like a cartoon or a unique musical that is carefully choreographed.” This is Woo’s style of interpreting “reality” in his “films”. It is not only the choreography and the music of the shoot-out scenes but there are plenty of other ironies and contrasts in The Killer to illustrate the violation. Woo uses violence to work with themes of honour and loyalty. And he uses irony and juxtaposition to work with the violence. The final shoot-out in the church also sets the element of counterpoint. In Hard-Boiled, the opening sequence has the element of counterpoint with the birds. The extremeness of the counterpoint and the extremeness of the irony is the main point that strikes the viewers. Some find it absurd and claim that The Killer fails to be realistic. However, the better way to put it is that The Killer doesn’t try to be realistic. The silly scenes (e.g. when Jeffrey and Li are at blinded Jenny’s apartment) and the silly nicknames they call each other (it is even sillier and unbearable in the dubbed version) construct one side of the pendulum. As the pendulum swings to the opposite side the hard-core action becomes more effective right after a sentimental scene. This contrast between sentimental and violent scenes in The Killer is the trademark technique of John Woo. The best example of John Woo’s gangster films’ irony is the poster of Hard-Boiled where Chow Yun-Fat, wearing a police costume, holds a huge shot-gun in one hand, and a little baby with diapers on the other hand, looking ahead with blood dripping from his forehead. 

Even the concept of extreme irony in John Woo’s films is not hard to find in Woo’s “reality”. There were terrible murders and shootings taking place in the streets of Woo’s childhood. However, what John Woo was watching in the cinema were the ultimately happy Hollywood tales. 

“… Tarantino was influenced by Hong Kong director Woo. Woo was influenced by the French New Wave-gangster movies of Jean-Pierre Melville. Melville was influenced by the Hollywood gangster movies of the thirties and forties. It is all one big circle of inspiration and re-invention…”
 From the violent childhood memories to dancing-like shoot-out scenes, from Woo’s Christian upbringing to religious iconography in his films, from the government’s concern for the image of cops to the character of Yun-Fat in Hard-Boiled, from the films of Melville to Rodriguez’s Desperado, The Killer is one of those cult movies which stand in the centre of a constant interaction of “film” and “reality”. 

“… Them Hong Kong movies came out, every nigga gotta have a .45. And they don’t want one, they want two, cause nigga want to be “The Killer.” What they don’t know and that movie don’t tell you, is a .45 has a serious fuckin’ jamming’ problem. I always try and steer a customer a 9mm. Damn near the same weapon, don’t have half the jammin’ problems. But some niggas out there, you can’t tell them anything. They want a .45. The Killer had a .45, they want a .45”   

                                                                                          Ordell Robbie (Jackie Brown)
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