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“Empty your mind, be formless. Formless, like water. If you put water in a cup, it becomes the cup. You put water in a bottle, it becomes the bottle. If you put it in a teapot, it becomes the teapot. Water can flow or it can crush… Be water, my friend.”


Bruce Lee


“Don’t pray for an easy life, pray for the strength to endure difficulty.”


Bruce Lee


To my father Natalino. Thank you for introducing me to Bruce Lee and martial arts films at a young age.


The extracts from books or articles in foreign languages, cited in this work, are translated by the author.


Author’s Warning: My writing style includes a lot of endnotes. I therefore advise the reader to read the text the first time, simply without dwelling on them. Then, it will be necessary to reread the work but carefully consult the endnotes, because there are many sources, anecdotes and details.
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Glossary of Key Terms in Martial Arts Cinema


Bushido


The traditional code of the Japanese samurai, emphasizing honor, loyalty, courage, and self-discipline. In martial arts cinema, bushido often shapes the moral framework of samurai films, such as Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (1955), where warriors uphold duty despite personal sacrifice.


Chanbara


A subgenre of Japanese cinema focusing on samurai swordplay, akin to Westerns in their emphasis on duels and honor. Known for dynamic choreography, chanbara films like Yojimbo (1961) by Kurosawa highlight the samurai’s skill and ethical dilemmas.


Gun Fu


A cinematic style blending martial arts with firearms, characterized by stylized gunplay and acrobatic movements. Popularized by John Woo’s The Killer (1989), it combines the precision of kung fu with the intensity of modern weaponry.


Jeet Kune Do


A martial arts philosophy and hybrid fighting system developed by Bruce Lee, emphasizing adaptability, efficiency, and simplicity. In films like Enter the Dragon (1973), Lee’s Jeet Kune Do showcases fluid, practical combat, often likened to “being like water.”





Kung Fu


A Chinese martial art involving striking, kicking, and defensive techniques, often depicted in Hong Kong cinema. Films like Fist of Fury (1972) by Bruce Lee emphasize its athleticism and philosophical roots, contrasting with the swordplay of wuxia.


MAMs (Many Against Many)


A term for fight scenes involving multiple combatants on both sides, creating a chaotic, large-scale battle. Common in Hong Kong films like The 36th Chamber of Shaolin (1978), MAMs contrast with one-on-one duels by emphasizing group dynamics.


OHMs (One Hero against Many)


A choreography style where a single protagonist battles multiple opponents, showcasing skill and resilience. Iconic in Bruce Lee’s Fist of Fury (1972), where Lee fights a dojo full of adversaries, OHMs highlight the hero’s dominance.


Triple Os (One-on-One)


A term for intimate, one-on-one fight scenes in martial arts films, often the climax of a narrative. Seen in The Karate Kid (1984), where Daniel’s crane kick against Johnny exemplifies a decisive, personal confrontation.


Wudan


A style of Chinese martial arts cinema emphasizing acrobatic, fluid action sequences, often blending martial arts with theatrical stunts. Jackie Chan’s Police Story (1985) epitomizes wudan with its daring choreography, such as the iconic mall fight, highlighting agility and creativity.


Wuxia Pian


A Chinese film genre, meaning “martial hero films,” featuring swordplay, chivalric heroes, and fantastical elements rooted in Chinese literature. Popularized by the Shaw Brothers’ The One-Armed Swordsman (1967), wuxia pian blends spectacle with themes of justice and loyalty.




Foreword by Richard “Ric” Meyers


These are not the best martial arts films I’ve seen, but they are my favorite, most memorable milestones, each cementing a place in my brain’s walk of fame because they opened my mind to the exciting possibilities of action scenes rather than simply filled time with angry, aggressive, familiar, repetitive, movement.


First now and always was Doctor No in 1962. Before then I would go to the local cinema and see “kiddie matinees” — filled with cartoons, Three Stooges comedies, a travelog, a cliffhanger serial chapter, and a double feature of westerns or Tarzan or musicals or the like. But it all changed when I was nine years old and discovered that the kiddie matinee was no more. There was a matinee, sure, but there was only one movie being shown, and, if the poster was any evidence, it was far from “kiddie.” 


I went into the theater a nine-year-old boy. I came out a nine-year-old man. Not just because of the sex and violence, but because James Bond of Her Majesty’s Secret Service seemed to know who he was, what he was doing, and how to do it with style, strength, and smarts. The action was raw, direct and brutal; ranging from a camera’s flashbulb being scraped across a man’s cheek, a hand gagged man in a swamp being brutally stabbed in the kidney, and the infamous “you’ve had your six” — among many other short bursts of eye-opening action.


007 held me in good stead until “my” James Bond quit, leaving a callow, shallow Aussie stand-in in his stead. But just then a low budget, hardly promoted little film appeared, based on a novel by one of my favorite mystery writers, John D. MacDonald. That was 1970’s Darker Than Amber. Another Aussie, Rod Taylor, was miscast as the Florida “knight in tarnished armor” Travis McGee, but what really blew my mind were this thing’s fight scenes.





By then, I had consumed hundreds of action movies and TV shows — all of which had settled into an all-too-familiar rut of endless round house punches. I was not prepared — no one was — for the explosion of bloody hyper violence in Darker Than Amber. So much so that I believed I was one of the few who saw the movie in a theater before it was, apparently, hastily pulled and edited. 


It was one thing for Sam Peckinpah to unleash realistic gun violence in 1969’s The Wild Bunch. It was entirely another for such savage, bloody, realistic, literally stunning fight scenes that Darker Than Amber presented. To this day, I have yet to meet anyone who saw the uncut version that I did. It wasn’t so much the blood that seared the film in my memory but the power of the pain each punch communicated. Before and after, action movies always displayed that punches weren’t so bad, and that a “real” man or woman could take a bunch of them without slowing. Today, the Wicks of the movie world can take enough damage to wipe out battalions without any apparent effort, or, literally, a scratch or wince. Not Travis McGee and company. Flesh was rended, knuckles cracked, shovels impaled torsos, blood waterfalled. It remains the Dead Sea Scroll of action films — momentarily glimpsed, then hastily and forever covered up.


It did have one lasting echo, however. Its director, who had only done two short subjects prior to it, was Robert Clouse, who apparently was given the helm of Enter the Dragon on the basis of Amber’s fight scenes — which, if Clouse’s subsequent work is any evidence, he wasn’t really responsible for (more likely it was the uncredited veteran stunt coordinator Roger Creed).


Ironically, after Amber, I enjoyed and appreciated Enter the Dragon’s balletic brawls, but they didn’t speak to me the way they had for millions of others, No, it wasn’t until five years later, in 1978, that Yuen Wo-ping’s Drunken Monkey in a Tiger’s Eye (aka Drunken Master), that I responded to Jackie Chan’s supra-heroic, self-aware, smart-ass attempts not to fight the way most still react to Bruce’s oft-copied bad-ass screeching, kicking, and punching. 





By then I had become the assistant editor of both the Atlas Comics line and Starlog Magazine as well as the author of award-winning books on TV Detectives and science-fiction movies, so it was surprisingly easy for my publishers to green light my first martial arts movie book (published in 1985) — which was followed by two more books on the subject as well as decades-long contributing editor assignments at Inside Kung-Fu and Asian Cult Cinema magazines.


Naturally the following years was filled with hundreds, if not thousands of wide-screened, sub-titled, movies seen in New York City’s Chinatown as well as Tokyo and Hong Kong. Almost all of them were brain-blossoming, but I had become accustomed to their excellence, so while all were unforgettable, none became my favorites. 


Until 1987. I was visiting Tsui Hark and his wife Nansun Shi in their Hong Kong Cinema City office when they showed me the poster for a movie that looked like a drama about teachers or some such. The film was called A Better Tomorrow, and I was told it was premiering that night.


“Would you like to meet the director?” Tsui asked.


John Woo happened to be next store, came in, and autographed the poster for me. Then it was a rush for the Cinema City staff to find an empty theater seat for me somewhere in the city so I could see the film — whose plot I still had no idea about. Finally, they found one seat on the other side of the island in a newly added 10pm showing that I could attend. 


An office worker drove me over and I, the lone “moe gweilo” (hairy foreign devil) sat there as the Hong Kong audience irrevocably changed around me. They, apparently, like me, had become accustomed to the kung fu excellence that had bombarded them for more than a decade and had taken it for granted. I had sat in theaters with them many times while we smiled, maybe even nodded, as it all washed over us.





Not that night. That night, the previously accepting, fairly quiet, Asian audience went crazy. They shrieked, they applauded, they pounded their feet, they cheered. When I made my way back to the office worker’s car he asked “how’d you like the kung fu?” Still stunned from the energy of the experience, I blurted, “that wasn’t kung fu…that was gun fu!” 


And I said the same to everyone I discussed the movie with, then immortalized the phrase in my magazine columns and books, and while, arguably, Woo’s subsequent gun fu films were increasingly exceptional — culminating with Hard Boiled in 1992 — A Better Tomorrow still holds a special place in my heart, let alone my brain and gut.


From there I watched as the likes of Sly and Arnold convince the action audience that huge automatic weapons were as light as feathers, and killing dozens of nameless people had no emotional repercussions (not to mention that car crashes are easily survivable — often without a scratch). 


Thankfully in 1988 there was a glimmer of hope. The film that released that glimmer I had heard about three years prior — when, thanks to my Great Science Fiction Films book and tenure with Starlog Magazine, I was hired as the “Special Media Consultant” for the CBS-TV reboot of Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone. On the set I met a quiet thirty-year-old actor named Bruce Willis who told me about the TV show he was working on and the movie he was auditioning for.


The series was Moonlighting, which made him famous, and the movie was Die Hard — a crazed, over-acted, seemingly self-satirizing action classic that thrilled me. I was not thrilled because of the guns and quips, which were both fine, but because Willis’ character, John McClane, seemed to be created as the exact opposite of the Slys and Arnolds. 


Unlike those seemingly uncaring killing machines, McClane had four ingredients that became my watch-words: passion, compassion, effort, and emotion. Those were the magic potions that allowed me to go beyond just sitting there letting the violence wash over me. Those four horsemen allowed me to get INVOLVED in the action. They made me care about the hero and the people he was trying to save. They helped me become concerned with his safety and root for his success. 


In short, they made me FEEL something, which was a sensation that was becoming increasingly scarce in action movies. And, although Die Hard was initially labeled as a risky effort, I hoped it was a truer sign of the times when it went on to become a huge hit.


But it was not to be. Although Die Hard 2 in 1990 showed promise for more of the same, by the time Die Hard with a Vengeance arrived in 1995, passion, compassion, effort and emotion was M.I.A., not to mention D.O.A., what with McClane and his new Pulp-Fictionized partner now dropping forty feet onto metal with nary a groan. I swore I would find out why….


Hong Kong is no longer Hong Kong. It is Hong Kong China, and has been since 1997, resulting in the Chinese Film Bureau initially strangling their once healthy industry, which allowed other Asian countries to temporarily fill action fans’ needs.


But even back in 1985, when I was working with Ocean Shores Video — one of the pioneer kung fu film videotape distributors who were trying to grow the American market, Jackson Hung, the Ocean Shores boss, would often share his concern for his beloved genre in the post 1997 world. Little wonder. Jackson, and all students of history, knew that the Shaolin Temple was most often destroyed by their country’s own Government, not just foreign invaders.


It’s understandable, after all, a government seeking to control three billion people often frowned on kung fu — a self-improvement and defense system that required students to think for themselves. Better they follow a wushu system that demanded dozens doing the exact same thing at the exact same time, who would always follow orders. 





So, yes, there’s been a few great martial art movies that came from Thailand, some good ones from Indonesia, and a few decent ones from Vietnam, but a majority of them are more than a decade old and, comparatively speaking, overwhelmingly outnumbered by the superior number of Chinese, Japanese, Korean and even (maybe especially) Indian classics. 


Today it seems that the output from Thailand, et al, have slowed to a trickle, and I think the reason is that their country’s martial arts appear emotionally and physically limited. Ong Bak, The Raid and The Night Comes For Us were set at, as Spinal Tap might say, “11,” so whatever follow-ups that were attempted had nowhere to go dramatically, and soon, both audiences and filmmakers seemed to reflect a “been here, seen that” attitude. 


Meanwhile, Hong Kong already had big new stars ready to roar … if only the Chinese Film Bureau allowed them to. Back in 2017, twenty years after China took over Hong Kong, Wu Jing, who was clearly taking his rightful place as the new kung fu superstar, made Wolf Warrior 2, which became the highest grossing martial arts movie of all time. Jing was so enthusiastic that he announced Wolf Warrior 3 … until the Chinese Film Bureau ordered him to cancel it. Apparently, at the time, the CFB wanted to promote team efforts, not a solo hero’s exploits.


And Wu Jing was not alone. Xu Huafeng, arguably the greatest “pure” kung fu filmmaker since Lau Kar-leung, was well on his way to take his rightful place after the international success of The Final Master in 2015 … only to have the CFB refuse to allow his next fistful of films to be released — even the ones he had already completed. But I’m happy to report that, as of 2024, the communist party’s iron fist seems to be loosening — at least from around the film industry’s throat — allowing Xu’s latest, 100 Yards, to see the light of day. It was worth the wait. 


Meanwhile, as Chinese movie theaters struggled to find action films the Film Bureau would allow, the home audience numbered in the billions, and an incredible, even astonishing, streaming service has burgeoned to supply them. And all the kids who grew up watching Bruce, Jackie, and the other Shaw and Golden Harvest stars are now entering the film business to create new martial art heroes in their own image. 


So, as of today (literally), impressive, even exceptional, Asian kung fu and martial art made-for-streaming movies are appearing every week. Sometimes every day. And when was the last time you saw a truly great one from Indonesia, Thailand, or Vietnam?


the reason filmmakers choose gun melee over gun fu is because it’s easier to do, faster to produce, and you don’t need a great actor to make it look credible. 


I’ll always remember what Jet Li told me about the difference between making movies in Hong Kong/China and making movies in America. “Let’s say we had a month to make it,” he said. “In Hong Kong, we spend three weeks on the action, one week on the drama. In America, we spend one week on the action, three weeks on the drama.” 


I’ll also never forget what a Vice President of CBS Entertainment told me the day I was hired for The Twilight Zone. “First,” he said, “always remember, shit runs downhill.” In other words; bad boss, bad show. “Second,’ he continued, “It’s not about money. It’s never about money. It’s never been about money. It will never be about money. It’s about ego.”


In other words, no matter what the genre, I’ve found in my fifty plus years of working with and for the entertainment industry in both America and Asia that, naturally, the majority of studio and network executives and producers want to find an established audience they can pander to, because making entertainment is not easy, even in the best of times and company. 


And it gets even tougher if there’s action to be done. True action artists are few and far between. But there are many who can get the job done …if the job isn’t too hard. Gun fu or kung fu is hard. Martial, or gun, melee is not as hard. Nor is it as powerful or involving or even as interesting. 


Sadly, the history of gunplay in entertainment is incredibly false and/or fake. Pretty much the only believable gun actors I’ve seen on screen are Chow Yun-fat, and for two movies at least, Bruce Willis. Because it’s easier to train actors to shoot without thought or consequence, of course that’s what is mostly done. 


As for our buddy Johnnie, I think he’s gone all fast and furious on us. I was perturbed by the first film because they immediately told us John Wick was the boogie man — but they didn’t show us. And when they finally showed him in action it was less than impressive. Ok, I thought, he’s rusty, so he’ll get better as the film goes on. But he didn’t get better. In fact, despite being captured and wounded constantly, he didn’t change his approach one whit. He just pulled out guns and started firing … and he survived not because of anything he did or learned. He survived because the script said so. 


Thankfully the series improved with each sequel. Number 2 seemed to me an excellent homage to the Kenji Misumi samurai action films, especially the Kyoshiro Nemuri Son of Black Mass films. I thought the third was even better, only I wished its subtitle was “Reloaded,” because, for the first time in gun melee history, John reloaded every time the gun he was carrying required it. In the cavalier history of movie guns, that was revolutionary. 


But then, at the end, John was shot point blank in the torso, thrown off a ten story hotel, bounced off an iron fire escape, landed face first on concrete … and didn’t die. Ok. Yeah. Definitely Fast and Furious territory. We were neck deep in videogame, physiology-free, action scenes now. 


The latest Wick seemed to double down — hell, ad infinitum down — on the invulnerability of our hero … but then I recognized where the first speech of the film came from. Laurence Fishburne was quoting the first page of Dante’s Inferno — wherein the protagonist is given a tour of the nine concentric circles of hell before he can gain peace. 


The only way I could accept the following parade of repeated fighting, shooting, and vehicular slaughter, all without a single law enforcement official in sight, and nary a serious wound, is if I accepted John was now Dante on his tour of the inferno. Sure enough, he even dies at the end. 


I was not surprised that Keanu resisted the studio’s repeated attempts to force Wick back onto the screen. I hope he sticks to his, ahem, guns, and lets Donnie’s blind swordsman and Ana De Armas’ ballerina carry the Wick load.


The secret is involvement, but, sadly, the huge majority of modern martial arts choreography is repetitive, even soulless. Right now, it seems to be a natural culmination of all the artificiality and short cuts that have built up over the decades. 


In 2017, after having served as kung fu consultant for the original Kung Fu Panda, and then Minions Rise of Gru, I was invited to the Walt Disney Studios to give a lecture on “The Art of Screen Action.” 


I started by setting the historical stage. At first, the fledgling movie industry simply filmed boxing matches. But once silent movies started, the action scenes had a vitality that has yet to be surpassed. Little wonder Jackie Chan idolizes Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, and Harold Lloyd! Their kung-fu and martial arts remain as powerful, inventive, and fresh as it was a century ago.


But once cowboy movies and serials were being made, changes had to be made as well, since not every actor was as skilled as Charlie, Buster, or Harold. So the wild, exciting invention was soon stream-lined into a pattern of telegraphed round house punches that any actor could easily give and/or take. 


The action flowed into the gangster movies of the 1930s, then the war movies of the 1940s, and then the film noirs of the 1950s, before the filmmakers and audiences rebelled along with Vietnam War protestors. That’s when the bullets of Bonnie and Clyde and The Wild Bunch started to look like they hurt. But the 1960s were also when samurai swords began to slice the boundaries between nations’ cinema, and once Zatoichi was seen, Bruce Lee and company was not far behind. 


For awhile there, it was an action film fan’s nirvana. But certain producers had breathed a sigh of relief when Bruce died, and their kind stepped up when was a box office, as well as an Oscar, success. 


I was standing next to Jackie Chan in an elevator at the New York Film Festival, when a high ranking executive at a major Hollywood studio told him “America will never accept an American movie starring a Chinese.”


Jackie’s producer immediately replied “What about Bruce Lee?”


And the exec immediately retorted, “Oh. He was the exception.”


I’ve heard that word repeatedly in L.A. throughout the 20th century whenever an exec had to explain the success of any woman or minority. 


Even so, studios still had to find a way they could staunch the flow of martial arts and kung fu because it was too difficult for them to successfully repeat. Sadly George Lucas, obviously a big samurai movie fan, came warp-speeding to the rescue by making the Star Wars prequels. Because they were all on digital sets, there was no way for the warriors to bring any weight or gravity to their arm swinging. The result was what I called “empty movement” that precluded any sort of emotional or even intellectual involvement. 


Then there was the advent of the videogame. Soon that industry was out-grossing movies and television, so, in true “if you can’t beat them join them” spirit, action scenes increasingly were a live action mirror of physiology-free videogame characterizations that have infected almost everything. And what wasn’t videogame-ish was still intrinsically false. In the huge majority of cases, guns, cars, and fights don’t work the way they’re pictured in movies and television. Period.





Now, to save time and money, everyone in a fight scene has essentially no specific skills or personalities. Even if it’s an old man fighting a young woman, they fight the same — sometimes to the point that you could switch the characters’ heads without effecting the fight in any way. If an action scene can be removed from a movie without effecting the film in any way, it’s not a good action scene. 


The way to create a great action scene is the same as it always was; every fighter needs a motive, purpose, skill, and personality. And a great action scene should be just as interesting and involving as any dramatic or comedic scene. But until producers, studios, and networks want to use action as something more than a way to fill, even waste, time, things are not likely to change (except in rare exceptions — like Guillaume Pierret’s Lost Bullet 1&2).


Richard “Ric” Meyers is the author of Martial Arts Movies: From Bruce Lee to the Ninjas, Great Martial Arts Movies: From Bruce Lee to Jackie Chan & More, Films of Fury: The Kung Fu Movie Book, screenwriter for Films of Fury: The Kung Fu Movie Movie, creative consultant for Kung Fu Panda as well as Minions Rise of Gru, contributing editor for Inside Kung Fu and Asian Cult Cinema magazines, contributor to more than three hundred Asian film DVD/Blu-rays, host of the long-running San Diego ComicCon Kung Fu Extravaganza plus the monthly Action Film Autopsy YouTube show, and many other things.







Introduction


My passion for cinema is closely linked to action cinema and, more specifically, martial arts films1. My first memories of being a spectator are very distant but I remember the evenings spent with my family in front of the defunct French channel La Cinq (1986-1992). The latter was particularly fond of popular programs and often broadcast kung-fu films from Hong Kong. And that’s how I discovered the works of Bruce Lee or Jackie Chan but also the television series2 Kung-Fu with David Carradine. Then, the broadcast of the first The Karate Kid totally captivated me and the success of Jean-Claude Van Damme only confirmed my passion for this particular genre. Obviously, like many readers, I started martial arts3: kung-fu and then full contact (mixture of karate4 and English boxing). I practiced this for many years and I think that practicing combat sports helped me a lot from a personal point of view. It gave me strict discipline and confidence in my abilities. Personally, I practiced martial arts much more for the spiritual aspect than their supposed effectiveness during a real confrontation in the street. Naturally, physical fitness and mastery of techniques contribute to the well-being of the practitioner and improve self-confidence. However, I completely agree with Joe Hyams, the famous American writer and martial arts enthusiast (he trained with Ed Parker and Bruce Lee), when he wrote: “ Martial arts in their finest form are much more than a physical contest between two opponents — a means of imposing one’s will or inflicting damage upon another. Rather, for the true master, karate, kung-fu, aikido, wing-chun, and all the other martial arts are essentially avenues through which they can achieve spiritual serenity, mental tranquility, and the deepest self-confidence5. “ An aspect that Chuck Norris also emphasized in some interviews6, explaining that he never used martial arts in real life because he always avoided fights thanks to self-confidence and mastery of his emotions. In my opinion, a martial art that neglects this, to put the competitive aspect above all else, probably betrays this essential facet. I have always remained faithful to the genre from the point of view of my cinematic tastes. However, from a research point of view, I have diversified my cinephilia and worked on other cinematic genres (notably historical films). I have nevertheless remained passionate about popular cinema that shaped me during my childhood. Thus, I brought into French academic research names like Sylvester Stallone and Steven Seagal (a chapter in my doctoral thesis).


When I wrote my first book on Sylvester Stallone’s career, my research on the Italian American actor-director led me to explore a very broad spectrum of American cinema. Gradually, Stallone led me to become interested in American populist ideology, and I dedicated my doctoral thesis to this subject. It was a way for me to explore the history of American cinema, from Frank Capra to Clint Eastwood, with an original analytical angle. I have just dedicated a book to Jean-Claude Van Damme, and I immediately felt the same sensation as when writing my book on the actor of Rocky. My work on the Belgian and American martial arts films has opened up many fascinating avenues of reflection. I tried to integrate multiple commentaries on the history of the arrival of martial arts7 in Hollywood into my previous book. However, I quickly realized that the subject was so dense and captivating that I had to devote a book to it. I also spoke with many Hollywood action and martial arts figures during my research on JCVD. I often felt that they were eager to elaborate more on their experience filming fight scenes and the evolution of choreography. I enjoyed talking with them so much that I decided to ask for their help once again for this book.


In France, the subject I address in this book is rather ignored. The very respectable work carried out by the late Christophe Champclaux is undoubtedly one of the most comprehensive in the field. However, his research was very often limited to Chinese, Japanese and American cinema. I wish to go beyond these limits to explore how martial arts (and combat sports) began in Asia before infiltrating Hollywood choreographies8. However, this observation would be incomplete without an overview of the cinemas of several other countries. Thus, martial arts are represented in films all over the world and have captivated millions of spectators. In Western popular culture, Paul Bowman points out that the image of martial arts has gone through several phases. First pejoratively described as a form of all-out combat before World War II, martial arts and their descriptions would subsequently evolve: “The 1960s saw a period of continued glamorization of exotic (often eccentric) fighting styles (or rather, techniques and movements), at the same time as martial arts slowly became potential objects of comedy. The 1960s also constructed martial arts prowess as a source or resource for both skilled macho men. (...). By the 1970s, martial arts were the secret weapons of cultural underdogs such as Laughlin’s Billy Jack and the characters played by Bruce Lee. But they were also becoming retreats of self- delusion about and the desire for male potency and attractiveness (...) It was not until the 1980s that ninjas and Shaolin monks really arrived on the cultural radar. In the wake of Bruce Lee, the 1980s were also a period of big kicks. At the same time, it was in this decade that we really started to see the spiritualization and existentializing of martial arts. (...) But we also saw an expansion of the children’s market, with figures such as turtles [Ninjas] and a wide variety of cartoons on the rise. (...) The 2000s saw more ‘new ageing’ of martial arts, with practices like taiji touted as superlative for the health of the elderly, while alpha males went on reality TV quests and ‘documentary’ travel shows, and we were able to see ever more mixed martial arts (MMA) on TV. Children got Ninjago9. Women have become very present in Olympic taekwondo, MMA and boxing in 2012.10” The objective of this book is therefore to synthesize the evolution of the martial arts film in the history of cinema, from its appearance in Hong Kong cinema to its popularization thanks to Hollywood works. The book has no encyclopedic aim and Some readers may therefore regret the omission of in-depth analysis of films that they consider very important in the genre. My study will rather briefly return to the different styles of films (wu xia11 pian, kung-fu pian, kickboxing films12, etc.) with the evolution of the genre which has adapted to the culture of each country. Thus, we will focus particularly on martial arts in Hollywood because American cinema remains my specialty... I tried to do my best regarding Hong Kong cinema, with a lot of research, but I obviously cannot claim to grasp all the local cultural nuances. It will be noted that Hollywood films have very often mixed Asian culture with purely American values. If this book focuses a lot on works belonging purely to the “martial arts” genre, martial arts will gradually become secondary in many films. Indeed, action films will gradually integrate martial choreography during fights, without this necessarily being linked to the overall plot that is narrated. We will also return to the important work of choreography and the staging of martial arts in cinema with the appearance of cables (Wire Fu13), doubles14, editing... We will note their evolution by analyzing fight scenes from several important works that have marked, or made evolve, the genre. The last part of the book will explain how the martial arts film often glorifies the History and myths of each country, by representing the national martial art on screen (Muay Thai, Penchat Silat , Capoeira, etc.) against Westerners (and very often former colonizers). We use the term martial arts film here to designate a generic category including sword fights as well as unarmed combat. However, in this study, I will rather focus on unarmed martial arts films. I will cite and sometimes develop certain aspects of martial arts films with swords, but without ever pushing the analysis very far. I will therefore devote a more in-depth study to films like Kickboxer or Warrior rather than to masterpieces of chambara (or chanbara15) and wuxia pian like Seven Samurai or Touch of Zen. Let us recall that, normally, the Cantonese term “ wuxia plan” is used to refer to martial arts films with sword fights. The term “kung-fu” is used to designate martial arts films containing unarmed fights. The works of Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan obviously fall into this category. So, just as the Chinese language separates16 these two film styles (Mandarin is linked to Wu Xia Pian while Cantonese represents King Fu Pian), my book will also make a distinction and will therefore focus much more on the kick-and-fist category...


To help me in this work, I will rely on the best specialists, in order to summarize their fascinating analyses, to which I will naturally add my own reflections. Here are the ambitions of this work: to synthesize as best as possible the work of the best international authors on the subject and to bring additional avenues of reflection for enthusiasts, neophytes or students who are interested in this very singular cinematographic genre.


As a teenager, I eagerly awaited the release of the new copy of Impact magazine (specializing in action cinema) and I would gather the few coins I had to go and buy in my local bookstore. I would then lock myself in my room for several hours, reading and rereading articles on Jean-Claude Van Damme, Steven Seagal, kickboxing films or the many interviews with directors, screenwriters… It was a special moment and I look back with nostalgia on those pleasant moments which undoubtedly forged the foundations of my cinephile. My hope is that this book will give as much pleasure to the reader as I had at the time thanks to this magazine…







I-What is a martial arts film?


A/Definition 


Let’s start this book with a first essential question: When, why and how can action work be categorized as a martial arts film 17? We will base ourselves on the criteria defined by Paul Bowman 18to answer this question 19. First of all, martial arts films very often include training sequences20 that allow to highlight the determination and the evolution of the hero’s abilities 21. According to Leon Hunt 22, there are four methods of learning kung fu in films (we note that his analysis can naturally apply to all martial arts films). First, the first method consists of learning by observing nature. We see this in films like The Praying Mantis (Tang Lang, 1978) by Liu Chialiang . Second, one can study from a kung fu book. The book can replace an absent master, but it can be “incomplete” (damaged or with missing pages). We can cite for example The Blade (Dao , 1990) by Tsui Hark . Third option, use training technologies to improve one’s martial abilities like the wooden dummy, represented in particular in The Shaolin Temple (pinyin : shaˇolín sì, 1976) by Chang Cheh. Any imaginable apparatus can be used to train the fighter. Finally, the fourth is that centered on the direct teaching of the student by a master, that is to say an educational aspect. From The 36th Chamber of Shaolin to The Karate Kid, this is undoubtedly the most famous method in cinema. This training also describes a particularly intense master-disciple relationship because, generally, the master is an older Asian and can therefore take on the role of a father figure 23. He will train the body and martial techniques of his student but also his mind. The martial arts film 24has naturally given rise to many scripts about training and participation in a prestigious martial arts tournament: a narrative pattern found in Hong Kong films, but also very popular in Hollywood. The works also include fights in which the actors use stylized kicks. Clashes can also feature various weapons, hand-to-hand combat, and the use of environmental materials (chairs, tables, etc.) and found weapons. All of this allows the viewer to be offered duels to the death between fighters who are obviously experts in martial arts or combat sports. Finally, from a narrative point of view, the martial arts film often relies on the theme of revenge to define the narrative arc of the main character. Thus, the hero will have suffered the loss (or serious injury) of a loved one, his honor will have been trampled by a ruthless enemy, and this will be the main driving force behind his actions throughout the feature film. As screenwriter Ed Khamara25 (Dragon, The Bruce Lee Story) explains, martial arts films integrate the theme of revenge in a very specific sense: the villain, who has wronged him, is the representation of his inner demons. Thus, by defeating him, the hero manages to overcome his own weaknesses. Finally, as martial arts actress Amy Johnston points out26, some scripts detail fight choreography, while others simply state that the characters are fighting without much detail. This gives fight choreographers a lot of freedom to work with the actors.


To lay the foundations for martial arts fight choreography in cinema, I will rely on the different categories proposed by Craig D. Reid27. Remember that this article, dated 1993 and entitled “Fighting Without Fighting: Action Fight Movie Choreography “published in Film Quarterly, was the first scholarly approach to analyzing Hong Kong action fight choreography published in an academic film journal. It is therefore important to revisit the three categories established by the researcher: MAMs (Many against Many, several fighters against several fighters), OHMs ( One hits Many, one fighter against several opponents) and Triple Os (One on One). In the first case, several extras fight on screen and it can seem like a set of messy choreographies on screen. However, when a martial arts movie star is involved in the action, the staging focuses on his fight (the extras then become very secondary to the image if the actor shows great martial skills). In the second example, we have a classic scenario: in order to reveal the great strength of the hero, he must face several opponents alone at the same time. This choreography can only be done with a main actor very skilled in martial arts. The most famous example of OHMs is obviously Bruce Lee in the Japanese dojo facing several opponents in Lo Wei’s Fist of Fury. A successful OHMs scene must offer the most discreet and simple editing possible. Indeed, the image must be clear and offer maximum continuity of the choreography. American cinema can also offer OHM choreographies like in films with Chuck Norris or Steven Seagal. However, choreographies of this type are often missed in Hollywood because the adversaries are not credible: they always attack the hero from the same side and wait to go one by one (which is not very likely). Finally, the last case, called Triple Os, is the most widespread because it stages a classic confrontation between two fighters on the screen. In addition, Craig D. Reid returns to editing techniques during fight scenes: MSSQUE (Many Shot, one Stricke, QUick Edit) and BEE (Beginning -End Edit). For the first, the fight scene will be overcut because the blows will be filmed simultaneously by several different cameras. All the shots will be edited to give the illusion of speed in the movements executed by the actors. When a shot is over-cut with several different angles, it is because the actor involved is not a true martial arts expert. According to Craig D. Reid, the most eloquent example of this technique is the double punch28 from the early films of Jean-Claude Van Damme. The second case is one in which editing techniques are reduced to a minimum. The beginning and the end of the shot are integrated, hence the name “ beginning-end”. Finally, there are other techniques used for fight scenes: the SAC (Strike At the Camera), RAM (Rapid Arm Movement), PMT (Perpetual Motion Technique) and YEBET (YEll) methods. Before Each Technique):





-SAC is simply the use of a fighter’s subjective view, so the actor directly throws punches in front of the camera lens. Example: The Way of the Dragon with Bruce Lee and Chuck Norris. SAC is also used in more contemporary martial arts films, such as Undisputed 4 with Scott Adkins in 2016.


- RAM is used when actors use rapid arm movements during a fight. Steven Seagal seems to be the specialist of this technique during his on-screen fights. To illustrate this, Craig D. Reid cites the knife fight between Seagal and Tommy Lee Jones in Under Siege (1992). However, we can say that Steven Seagal is a real regular in this type of scene in his many films (Out for Justice, Under Siege 2, The Glimmer Man).


-PMT is the specialty of an actor like Jackie Chan: his body must never remain static on screen during a fight. In addition, his body must visually express his character’s emotions during combat, thanks to a perfect tempo between the movements of his arms and the movements of his body. In short, the fighter then becomes very expressive thanks to his “body language”.


- YEBET is the act of shouting before each movement to simulate an impression of rage and power before each blow. It is a simple but very effective process when used judiciously. Bruce Lee has become the emblem of this technique29. The shout acts as a timing signal, the logic being that the faster the actors shout, the faster their movements will be. Another reason why choreographers use this method is to encourage viewers to concentrate on listening to the fight rather than watching it. For his part, Jean-Claude Van Damme became famous during his first films (Bloodsport, Lionheart) by accentuating the shouts after a given powerful blow. We could therefore say that this would rather be a YAET (Yell After Each Technical)...


Given that Dr. Craig Reid’s article dates from 1993, there are undoubtedly other notions to add. I will allow myself to propose one which corresponds to the growing place of Gun fu in the choreographies of action and martial arts cinema (one obviously thinks of the John Wick saga or the film Kick- Ass30 by Matthew Vaughn). The GUFI (GUn before FIght) could define the basis of the franchise’s choreographies directed by Chad Stahelski and David Leitch 31. Thus, we notice a propensity to mix firearms and unarmed combat in these works. There are obviously distinctions in Gun Fu, with several subcategories, as the martial arts film itself also has; kung-fu films, karate, kickboxing, taekwondo... First, there is Gun Acrobatics in which the characters jump, dodge, slide, roll and fight their way through bullets while discharging their own weapons on their targets. It is rather this style of Gun Fu that we find in the Hong Kong films of John Woo32 (The Killer33 or Hard Boiled). Then there is Gun Melee where characters get close to their enemies and use hand-to-hand combat to complement their gun-based attacks (Hard Target34 with Jean-Claude Van Damme). Finally, there is also Gun Kata which features dynamic postures with guns during the fight, in the style of martial arts kata movements. Kurt Wimmer’s film Equilibrium is very well known for highlighting this style. With the work of Chad Stahelski and David Leitch, we can say that it is now Gun Melee which really established itself in Hollywood choreography35. JJ Perry was undoubtedly very important in the success of John Wick 2 and he explains the martial style of this second film of the saga: “We mix Jiu-jitsu, judo and Sambo with the three-weapon tactic, which is rifle-rifle-pistol. (...) He [Keanu Reeves] had three and a half months of preparation. I surround him with a group of the best martial artists in the world, the best three-weapon guys in the world, ex-military, special forces, Navy SEALS. Surround him with a bunch of killers and it will rub off on him. Because he will want to hear about it and know what you would do tactically, practically. And then we add a little ten percent of exaggeration, just a little sprinkled here and there36.” And one of the military advisors was Aaron Cohen. Recall that the latter37, an actor and former soldier of the Duvdevan special forces38 specializing in the fight against terrorism, trained and trained Keanu Reeves for the second part of the saga. Aaron Cohen calls the style he invented Gun Jitsu, a mixed martial art for cinema that incorporates the use of strikes, throws and very close shots. The first appearance of this style is, according to Aaron Cohen, the film Haywire (2011) by Steven Soderbergh, with Gina Carano39, in which he also participated. It is undeniable that the Gun Fu style, imbued with Gun Jitsu, is much richer and more impressive in John Wick 2 than in the first film. Let’s also remember that Chad Stahelski explained40 that the fighting style of the first John Wick was also linked to budgetary constraints: since they didn’t have time to train the actor intensively before filming, they opted for a fighting style (judo, ju-jitsu and firearms) that was easier41 for the actor to execute (unlike complex kicks for example). Thus, the framing and filming of an action scene were much simpler for the team42 and they avoided as much as possible failed shots due to a technical fault of the actor. This is important because the objective of Chad Stahelski and David Leitch was precisely to follow their hero as closely as possible and avoid over-cutting the fight scenes during editing. Chad Stahelski believes that the success of a fight scene in cinema comes from the preparation before filming: the cameramen must come during rehearsals to think about the best angles and be ready to follow the choreography as best as possible. The cameramen are even already filming rehearsals with the same equipment as during the actual shoot. The director estimates that the serious work during preparation allows him to maintain his shooting schedule at around 55 days43 for each film in the saga (even though the budgets have become much larger).


Finally, regarding the production of a fight scene, let us also recall the four pillars defined by the late David Bordwell44:




1- Directors must present the actors’ physical actions clearly enough for the viewer to grasp them (this is typical of Hong Kong action cinema).





2- If it’s a prolonged fight, you need to offer a series of phases that move the action toward increasingly dangerous locations (or situations). Typically, a fight might take the fighters to the edge of a cliff or a rooftop.


3- An action scene can express the emotions of the fighters, such as a feeling of revenge for example.


4- The director can try to have a physical impact on the viewer. That is, to offer a visceral aspect to the fight, by emotionally involving the audience. We can think of the shaky camera in the Jason Bourne saga for example45) can correspond to this notion.





We will obviously return to these different choreographies at greater length in our study and how martial arts have been integrated into several cinematographic genres.


B/But gender adapts…


Naturally, from this definition, we will see that the martial arts film, a sub-genre of the action film, then adapts to different cinematographic genres and blurs the traditional boundaries that may exist between different films. Thus, it can become a historical martial arts film like Once Upon a Time in China, science fiction (Matrix), thriller (Above the Law), spy (Enter the Dragon), slasher (Silent Rage) and even the art film (Besuro). In our work, we will see that the category will expand considerably because several films will be categorized as martial works even if most of the criteria mentioned above are absent. If martial arts films in Hong Kong for several decades correspond well to pre-established patterns, martial arts in cinema in other countries will be much simpler to define. For example, in Hollywood, a work will be designated as part of the genre as soon as the main actor constantly uses a martial art to defend himself against a horde of enemies. Naturally, the “pure” martial arts film faces a problem in the contemporary Western world: firearms. Obviously, the best martial artists will have no chance against a bullet 46. A plot in a contemporary world must obviously take this aspect into account and explain why the hero’s adversaries prefer to fight him bare-handed rather than shoot him 47. This explains in particular why tournament films, legal or illegal, have been so numerous (besides being inspired by the Rocky saga). However, for a star of the genre, locking himself into this niche forces him to considerably restrict his script possibilities... This is also why the actor John Saxon refused48 to make other martial arts films after the phenomenal success of the legendary Enter the Dragon. Chuck Norris quickly got around this by incorporating American culture into the martial arts film and making action films with martial arts fights and shootouts. In Out for Justice (1991) with Steven Seagal, the feature film is much more like a thriller than a martial arts film. However, the mere presence of Steven Seagal allows us to make the connection with aikido and the genre. His character, Gino Felino, fights using mainly aikido and the film is often perceived as part of the genre. The choreography of the fights is therefore, in my opinion, the main criterion that can determine whether a film can be related to the genre or not. Out for Justice therefore falls into our category because, in America, producers will understand that a “pure” martial arts film, like those seen in Hong Kong, will be difficult to accept by most American spectators49. It will therefore be necessary to dilute martial arts in a genre familiar to the public, such as the thriller or the science fiction film, so that the “pill” can be swallowed much more easily. And the film with Steven Seagal will be a hit in America with almost 40 million dollars at the box office for a modest budget of 14. As we will see later, Jackie Chan’s career followed the same trajectory when he decided to leave the pure kung-fu film, such as The Fearless Hyena, to settle permanently in the Wuda Pian (action film with martial arts in a contemporary setting) with the saga Police Story50. I therefore specify that the corpus of films cited in this work is very vast, because we consider that a film belongs to our category of analysis as soon as fight scenes using a martial art (or combat sport) are present in the work. Thus, in this book, we will include pure martial arts films with action films containing martial arts fights. This is also why I avoided a title like “Martial Arts Films” for this book and preferred the (more general) one of “Martial Arts in Cinema”... Paul Bowman also makes the same observation of classification difficulties, particularly in the Hollywood film industry: “There are many gray areas around the category “martial arts film.” It is not known if there even exists a fixed or delimited genre of martial arts films in the West. Certainly, many action films feature martial arts choreography. But, in trying to separate martial arts films from non-martial arts films, it may prove impossible to establish a stable boundary between, for example, the martial arts film, the action film, the action comedy, the horror and others. It is equally difficult to determine whether a film is mainstream, niche, cult, or some other designation. (…) Stylized martial arts fights appear regularly in all sorts of films today. In other words, films certainly do not need to be “martial arts films” to have martial arts in them (…) It is unclear whether there even exists a fixed or delineated genre of martial arts films in the West. (…) Two points can be made. First, that the lines between “action film” and “martial arts film” in the Hollywood context are extremely blurred . And second, that in all of these films, actual dialogue about martial arts is sparse, fleeting, and scarce51.”


It is now necessary to characterize the martial arts film, comparing it with other cinematographic genres such as the musical or pornographic film.


C/Martial arts movies, musicals, and porn…


Director Sheldon Lettich (Lionheart, Double Impact52) offers an amusing analogy to explain the narrative structure often found in martial arts films, particularly those of Jean-Claude Van Damme. Thus, the Belgian’s works are said to be similar to Fred Astaire’s musicals: “ Most Van Damme movies are basically structured like old Fred Astaire movies. Astaire’s movies employ a very simple plot (“I have to convince her to marry me before she can marry that rich guy who doesn’t really love her”) which Astaire uses to hang his dance numbers on. Similarly, in Van Damme movies there’s a simple plot (“They killed our parents, we must get revenge”) which we can then hang a number of fight scenes on. In an Astaire movie, it all leads to the big crucial dance number at the end (where he wins over the girl). In a Van Damme movie, it all leads to the big fight at the end (where he kills the guys who murdered his parents).53” It is undeniable that this connection is particularly relevant because the two genres are clearly very close. Let us recall, moreover, Jackie Chan’s emphatic homage to Stanley Donen and Gene Kelly’s Singin ‘ in the Rain (1952) in David Dobkin ‘s Shanghai Knights in 2003. In a brilliantly choreographed fight scene between the Chinese star and Brad Allan, Gene Kelly’s umbrella in this masterpiece is transformed into a defensive weapon and the dance steps allow Jackie Chan to dodge blows. It is also worth noting that it is no coincidence that most of the actors known in the martial arts genre also practiced dance 54: Bruce Lee was an expert in cha cha, Jean-Claude Van Damme did ballet 55, Patrick Swayze was a trained dancer, Ralph Macchio practiced tap dancing… And even Jackie Chan has explained that he sees his choreographies as dance performances, in which rhythm and coordination of movements are essential. The most prestigious filmmakers of the genre have also made the analogy between fight choreographies and dance. Thus, King Hu already explained: “I’m very interested in the opera, and particularly its movements and action effects, [I have] always keyed [the action sequences] to the notion of dance [so as] to emphasize the rhythm and tempo, instead of making them more ‘authentic’ or realistic56.” » Famed fight choreographer and actor James Lew says the same thing when asked about preparing a fight for film: “ You know what, as far as action and fight choreography, I actually watched a lot of dancing, like musicals. The way they shoot it. You see the moves. They never try to hide it. No shaky cams, no up your nostrils close-ups. It goes back to the Hong Kong style. You think of the action like you would think of the ballet. You want to see the motion, but at the same time you want to capture the violence of it57.” Similar comments can be found58 from Jeff Imada, another successful fight choreographer in America: “I have a music background [Jeff Imada is a pianist, editor’s note] so I incorporate music, rhythms & timing into what I do. It’s all utilised for my action pieces. Keeping true with the characters and making sure whatever they do as the character is key. I need to know that I’m not creating something that will take the audience out of the experience. It’s really important… any type of action that the characters are doing is, to me, another way of doing dialogue. So if you want to stray true to the characters, it goes hand-in-hand with verbal dialogue59.” » Bruce Lee also used music for his jeet kune do training to improve timing and rhythm60. Aaron Anderson, for his part, explains well, in his study for Jump Cut, the very close links between dance and martial arts on screen: “In western culture, martial arts movement is not usually considered dance. This exclusion largely depends on the fact that martial arts movements are primarily designed to be functional. Aesthetic elements in the movement seem incidental to the functional attributes and therefore have less of a defining character. (…) Without getting too deeply into debates about the definition of dance, I will refer to that offered by Constance A. Schrader in A Sense of Dance (based on Judith Lynne Hanna’s definition in To Dance is Human 19). Schrader describes “four components that distinguish dance from nondance activities: 1] dances have a purpose. 2] Dances have intentional rhythm. 3] Dances contain culturally patterned sequences. 4] Dances have extraordinary nonverbal movement which has value in and of itself” (…). As I argued in “Action in Motion,” choreographed and performed martial arts sequences contain all of these elements61.” Ultimately, martial arts in cinema are more like a collaboration between two dancers in a show than a fight in real life. And, in order to emphasize this analogy between musicals and martial arts films, let us recall that the rhythm of the choreography, during the fight scenes, is very often, like Richard Allen explain, supported by the sounds of the soundtrack which, by convention, are amplified and create a musicality of their own, especially since each fight scene contains sounds with different tones and timbres. These sounds are roughly: the expressive movement of arms, legs or weapons which underline the speed and power of the action; the dull smack of a fist or weapon on flesh; the clash of metal weapons; the dull thud of metal on wood or wood on wood; the expressive grunts of the fighters; the continuous, discreet pattern and shuffling of feet. These noises occur separately in a given sequence and create their own complex percussive tempo 62. These sounds of combat are inseparable from the clashes in martial arts films from Hong Kong but also produced in Hollywood. Let us recall in this regard the film Cyborg (1989) with Jean-Claude Van Damme. The final fight of this feature film clearly reveals the exaggeration on the work of the sound during the clashes: the speed of execution of the gestures and the impacts of the blows are accompanied by a particular noise intended to increase the effects tenfold. 


We could even go further and make another analogy: martial arts films and porn cinema. Let me explain: both genres are mainly based on very simple plots, only intended to offer the scenes expected by the viewer regarding these very specific genres (fight scenes on one side and sex scenes on the other). Both genres are focused on the physical performance of the performers, which means that anyone on the planet can understand what is happening on the screen. Nothing is more universal as body language than two people fighting or mating… Both genres have a very strong imitative aspect, pushing the viewer to want to reproduce what he sees on the screen. So this is probably what has made martial arts and porn films particularly successful in the world! Let’s not forget that producer Mark DiSalle, who produced many very popular martial arts films like Bloodsport, Kickboxer or Perfect Weapon with Jeff Speakman, started in the porn industry63 before switching to martial arts films64… Further proof that the boundaries between the two genres are particularly porous65! Ultimately, we are in what Linda Williams calls the “body genre66.” According to her, body genres, which encompass various types of films with low intellectual prestige, particularly pornography, horror or melodrama, are marked by an overabundance of sensational or emotional effects (sex, violence and fear, sadness) as well as by spectacles of bodies taken under the influence of such intense emotions and sensations. Linda Williams does not include martial arts films in her analysis. However, it is undeniable that the genre that interests us has several characteristics identified by the researcher as characteristics of a body genre67. There are in particular the chills and sensations that the viewer can feel in front of scenes of action and violence in a martial arts film and this obviously recalls the effects of a horror film68 on the audience. Director Joseph Zito could alternate horror films (like Rosemary’s Killer and Friday the 13th: The Final Chapter) and action works containing martial arts with Chuck Norris (Missing in Action and Invasion USA). Steven Seagal also understood this well69 when he proposed70 the direction of Marked for Death (1990) to director Dwight H. Little. The latter had just achieved great success with the horror film Halloween 4 ... In the same way, the first Blade by Stephen Norrington mixes martial arts and horror film as the screenwriter David S. Goyer wanted71. In 1980, in Hong Kong, Sammo Hung also understood this very well with his film Encounters of the Spooky Kind (1980) which mixed martial arts, comedy and horror... In the sector of the very low-budget Z series, we can also mention the famous saga Lloyd Kaufman’s The Toxic Avenger (1984-2000), which incorporates martial arts choreography into its fights (stylized kicks, nunchaku). Michael Jai White, future star of martial arts DTV, is also in the cast of the second and third installments! And there is also the same visceral and sensory effect that pornographic films can provoke on the audience. In addition, each viewer has taken blows in their life, felt physical pain and, consequently, all the blows delivered on screen imbue the unconscious of the audience with reminiscences of their own real-life experience and real hard blows endured. David Bordwell also explained well how martial arts cinema has a strong potential for kinesthetic art: “ Entertainment mobilizes playground passions, direct responses to blatant aggression, kindness, or selfishness. Cinema is particularly good at arousing emotions kinesthetically, through action and music. Bruce Lee asked his students to give their fighting techniques “emotional content,” such as purposefully directed anger. When this quality is captured in vigorous, strictly patterned movement, in nicely judged framings and crack ling cutting, with overwhelming music and sound effects, you can feel yourself tensing and twitching to the rhythms of the fight. This is filmic emotion at its most sheerly physical72.” And Yuen Woo Ping, the renowned director and choreographer of Hong Kong and Hollywood martial arts films, confirms this when he explains quite simply that many Hong Kong filmmakers seek to make the viewer truly “feel” the blow being delivered on screen. The action must not only be legible and amplified expressively; it must be communicated, as energy is communicated from one body to another; It must be completely imprinted on the viewer’s senses 73. The famous filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein said the same thing when he thought that the physical action of an actor could have an impact on the viewer’s body 74. Finally, martial arts films can be described as a cinema of attractions 75, basing its effects on emotions, rather than a classic narrative cinema.


We will therefore offer a historical synthesis of the genre, obviously starting from Asia with the martial arts cinema of Hong Kong and Japan before observing its gradual arrival in America and the rest of the world in eclectic films.







II-Origins: Japan and Hong Kong


A/ Japan


As a preamble, it is important to very briefly summarize the appearance and cultural importance of martial arts in Asia and its gradual spread to America. Thus, we will base ourselves on the work of Karen and Bill Palmer and Richard Meyers to recall some fundamental elements: “Legend has it that 1400 years ago, Buddhidarma76 ( Daruma ) founded Zen Buddhism in India. While traveling in China, he found the monks very weak and unable to meditate for long periods. He taught them exercises to develop their strength, which eventually developed into fighting techniques. These exercises were then taken to Okinawa and Japan by the monks. Chinese martial arts can be broken down into Northern and Southern styles; generally speaking, Northern styles employ more kicking, jumping, and acrobatic maneuvers, while Southern styles are primarily hand and fist techniques. In Japan, during the second half of the 16th century, jujitsu became widely systematized 77. Previously, virtually every family had its own style. Judo was developed from jujitsu in 1882 by Jigoro Kano. It was introduced to America in 1902 by Yamashita and has been an Olympic sport since 1964. In 1902, karate (called “te,” meaning “hand”) was first taught in Okinawan schools. Gichin Funakoshi introduced this art to Japan in 1920, naming it Karate-jitsu. In 1923, he made “corrections” to the self-defense techniques and called them Karate -do. In 1952, Mas Oyama introduced karate to America. Aikido was developed in Japan in 1948 by Uyeshiba , and introduced to America, via Hawaii, by Tohei in the mid-1950s. Tae Kwon Do is a centuries-old Korean unarmed martial art that is similar to karate but places more emphasis on kicking techniques78.


And, from the very beginnings of Japanese cinema, the martial arts film, based on kenjutsu, made its appearance. Thus, silent cinema offered works like Orochi by Buntarō Futagawa with Tsumasaburo Bandō in 1925. The film lays some of the foundations of the genre with this story of a young, marginalized samurai who must survive in a hostile society. The finale is particularly interesting because it features a duel between the main character and several assailants. Unlike the static and theatrical sword scenes of the time, Futagawa films the duels with a mobile camera, often using wide shots to follow Bandō ‘s movements, creating an immersive effect that was unprecedented for the time (despite the accelerated images). One could even think that these wide shots, where the samurai fights alone against dozens of enemies, prefigure Kurosawa’s epic battles, but with the same claustrophobic intensity. The filmmaker uses low-angle shots to show the main character dominated by the crowd (symbolizing social oppression), then close-ups on his face distorted by rage, making his body a landscape of suffering. Young directors like Hiroshi Ignaki and Kenji Mizoguchi would offer other samurai films to local audiences. However, it was later Akira Kurosawa who would bring the first true unarmed martial arts film to Japanese cinema. Kurosawa was born in Tokyo in 1910 and liked to describe himself during his childhood as a peculiar child: “ “I had three elder sisters and three elder brothers, so I was the last of seven children. I was also both a crybaby and real little operator. At the same time I was backward. Just after the war I saw Hiroshi Inagaki’s Forgotten Children [a 1945 film about a retarded child] and there was a lot in it that reminded me of myself. It wasn’t so much that I was really backward, perhaps, but that I was unusually gentle, unusually obedient79.” » It is undoubtedly his film Judo Saga80(姿三四郎, Sanshirō Sugata ), in 1943, which is the martial arts film work that laid many of the narrative foundations of the genre. Thus, Tomita ‘s novel Tsuneo and the film contain many elements that have become intrinsic to the martial arts film: the clash of rival martial arts styles, the decisive final duel, the relationship between master and student, the victory over the opponent is in reality a victory over oneself… It is obvious that all of this subsequently became a model for 1970s Hong Kong kung fu cinema, but also for American works on martial arts or combat sports. Kurosawa loved the story it told and insisted his producer make the feature film: “I had heard of a new novel by Tsuneo Tomita called Sanshiro Sugata [Judo Saga] and I decided that it was for me. I went to Iwao Mori’s house—he was the producer then —and asked him to buy the rights for me. ‘Have you read it yet ‘ he asked. ‘It hasn’t come out yet—how could I ?’ I asked. When it finally appeared, I bought a copy, and read it in one evening, then went to his house and said : ‘This I can do—please let me do it.’ He bought it and two days later every major studio was after it. It was ideal as an entertainment film and that was about all we were allowed to make back in 1943.81’ The film tells the story of Sugata Sanshiro (Fujita Susumu) and his development as a judoka. After seeing a gang of jiu-jitsu men being beaten by the judo master Shogoro Yano (Denjiro Okochi), Sanshiro becomes his disciple. The robust Sanshiro is a gifted student but gets into trouble by being a fighter. Reprimanded by his master, he spends the night in a pond. With dawn, Sanshiro sees a lotus flower open and experiences a moment of revelation. Meanwhile, a dangerous jiu-jitsu master, Germosuke Higaki (Ryunosuke Tsukigata), defeats judo students and desires a match with Sanshiro. They fight on a windswept mountain and Sanshiro emerges victorious. As David West explains82, the rivalry between different martial arts schools is clearly symbolized in the conflict between jiu-jitsu and judo. Historically, Jigoro Kano developed judo from his study of jiu-jitsu, and in the film, judo is spiritually progressive, concerned with developing its students into complete human beings (mind and body). Sanshiro fights jiu-jitsu master Hansuke Murai (Shimura Takashi) in a local tournament. This fight contains few details about martial arts techniques. Indeed, the martial art itself (as a technique) does not seem to really interest director Akira Kurosawa83. What stimulates him is rather to reveal how the practice of martial arts can lead to a certain84 spiritual enlightenment and allow one to improve as a human being. This is the whole point of the final battle 85, in which the transcendence achieved by Sanshiro is symbolized when the lotus petals open at dawn. This shot of the lotus petals86 then refers to the scene at the beginning of the film in the pool, in which Sanshiro is educated by his master. The latter then teaches him that the path of life is loyalty and love. This is the natural truth of heaven and earth and it is therefore the ultimate truth that he must seek. And it is only through it that a man can face death. From a brawling fighter without philosophical depth, Sanshiro will then definitively understand the full meaning of the master’s teaching during the final battle. As he is about to be finished off by his opponent, the lotus symbolizes the end of his spiritual journey: he is not afraid of dying because he has finally become who he was meant to be. Thus, the challenge of Judo Saga87 is to show us how a young man, arrogant and violent, manages to improve himself thanks to his master and that he understands the importance and beauty of surpassing oneself. Budo is the path that every martial arts practitioner wishes to achieve. Thus, technique and physical effort must absolutely allow one to achieve the ultimate reward: self-mastery. Let us remember that Budo designates: “the set of Japanese martial arts practiced as ethical Ways (Do or Michi), paths of perfection for man in search of himself. The warrior gestures and behaviors, as they are expressed in Aikido “, Aiki-budo, Iaido, Judo, Kendo, Kyudo, (the case of Karatedo is special not being a martial art of Japanese origin), imbued with this perspective descending from warrior techniques, taken in their primitive vocation on the battlefields (Bu -jutsu). (...) The ancient warrior techniques were by force of circumstances derived from their true function: under the rule of the Edo government, the warlike spirit of the Samurai gradually became a docile spirit, sublimating the art of war, retaining only the rules and principles of training. The practice of weapons (Bungei) tended towards educational and ethical goals more than towards a stage of physical completion: by evolving from technique (Jutsu) to the way (Do), the ancient basely utilitarian methods truly became ritual martial arts. The new raison d’être of these arts, all imbued with Zen philosophy and ethics (Zen- shu), became the work of the practitioner on himself, in search of self-mastery through free gesture. The search was more spiritual than physical. (...) Through the learning of techniques (Waza) and the perfect gesture, the practitioner develops his vital energy (Ki) but above all forges a new state of mind (Shin) made of self-mastery and control and which turns him away from the violence through which he has in some way “formed” himself. The path of authentic martial art is therefore an educational path, that of peace and non-violence. In every art of Budo, there are three closely linked components whose proportion varies according to the age and level in the progression of the practitioner: the bodily elements (Tai), the technical elements (Ghi), the mental elements (Shin). Ignorance of either of these components would very quickly lead the Budoka in a false direction, ultimately leading to failure to achieve real effectiveness, or even to problems in his daily behavior. Contemporary sporting adaptations of ancient Budo express this type of concern only very weakly (and for some, not at all)88. We will see in this study that contemporary martial arts films often tend to abandon the spirit of Budo to focus on the violence linked to the practice of martial arts. Thus, effectiveness during a “real” fight will be the determining criterion for evaluating the interest of a martial art (or combat sport), rather than the philosophical and spiritual aspect...


Here is another narrative pattern that we find in most martial arts films: the master’s teaching, sometimes nebulous for the student, will reveal all its depth and importance during the final fight (The Karate Kid, Bloodsport). In addition, the martial arts tournament is already presented in this film and this will also be a theme in most works on martial arts or combat sports that will then be filmed in Hong Kong or America… We also notice that the fight begins standing (Sanshiro ‘s opponent tries to hit him in the face) before the fighters use throws in their confrontation. A mixture of techniques that foreshadows the success of MMA (Mixed Martial Arts) on the big screen from the 21st century. In addition, the rhythm of the fight is interesting: it begins with the calm of two fighters observing each other, then one attacks and is thrown. Calm returns before a new attack… It is clearly very close to the tempo of the choreographies that we will then find in the fights in Hong Kong (but we will come back to this in more detail later). Finally, the two opponents will have mutual respect at the end of the fight, with a control of their impulses, anticipating what we sometimes find in Hollywood films about martial arts, and I am thinking of Best of the Best with Phillip Rhee (see the analysis in the second book). Finally, the feature film deals with Sugata ‘s education, which is in reality a long initiation. As Donald Richie explains 89, this is a narrative form that Kurosawa will later use in most of his films: first the theory, then the practice. We are told about judo and then, during the fight that follows, we observe it. This ambivalence between practice and theory in Kurosawa’s cinematic world almost always means reality versus illusion. In any case, this is a truly magnificent film and without a doubt the first masterpiece of martial arts cinema.


The film had a sequel, made in 1945, titled Judo Saga II (another title: Sanshiro Sugata, Part Two). Once again, we notice that the narrative structure of this sequel would be a model for many other martial arts films. As David West explains very well, the feature film was released three months before the Japanese surrender at the end of World War II. Shot at a dramatic time for the country, the work clearly contains an anti-American propaganda message. The director was under pressure from the Ministry of the Interior to support their anti-American agenda. Early in the film, set in 1887, Sanshiro confronts an American sailor who was beating a young Japanese boy. As a result, the American ambassador invites Sanshiro to a boxing exhibition, where he is horrified to see a jiu-jitsu expert being humiliated by an American boxer. His sensei forbids him from fighting, but Sanshiro fights the American boxer to demonstrate the superiority of Japanese martial arts90. A key element that Kurosawa introduced to the martial arts film with Sanshiro Sugata, the second part was the spirit of national pride. Sanshiro ‘s decision to fight boxer William Lister stems from his desire to restore the reputation of Japanese martial arts after the jiu-jitsu champion’s defeat. This became an important element of 1970s kung fu cinema, and in these films, more than the hero’s personal status is at stake: the pride of his entire country is at stake. If the American boxer had beaten Sanshiro, it would have meant that Japanese martial arts, Japanese culture, and the Japanese themselves were inferior to their foreign counterparts. By winning, the country’s culture and history are enhanced, and this sends a clear message that satisfies the public pride of an entire nation91. Once again, this message from Judo Saga would be taken up by many martial arts films around the world, as we will see in the following pages of this book. Kurosawa emphasizes this with the audience reaction shot. This is the technique that Paul Warren called the reaction -shot. Thus, the reaction shot of the spectators of the fights in the film also guides the reaction of the spectators in the cinemas: “This look has nothing to do with the shot/reverse shot looks of classical cinema, those cinematic looks of social cohesion that we know well, which bind the characters to each other in their mutually and exclusively occupied space and time, those looks that suture the sequence by keeping it very civilly within the frame of the screen and which make the unfolding of the story gallop92.” On one side, we have the American sailors and, on the other, we see young Japanese who identify completely with their champion. Moreover, this representation of the opposition between different styles of martial arts and combat sports reminds us once again that later films of the genre will have invented nothing. We also find the solitary training of the hero, with the inevitable doubts preceding the important fight, in this Kurosawa film. I really think that Judo Saga II and its sequel laid all the narrative (and even aesthetic) foundations that we will find in films of the genre in Hong Kong or Hollywood. Despite everything, it must be remembered that Akira Kurosawa did not want to make this sequel and he even declared: “This film did not interest me in the slightest. I had already done it once. This was just warmed over93
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