Me Rikey Chinee Movie!

Ok, here's a brief synapses of kung Fu cinema in relation to Chinese history.

To begin with, my research has led me to the conclusion that the Chinese have the worst historians in the world.  I have seen it printed that the Ching dynasty, the LAST dynasty, which ended in 1911, began anywhere from 1644 to 1780.  When researching several legendary heroes of China, their biographies are usually prefaced with a disclaimer to the effect of "though not much is known about...".  IE- Wong Fei Hung, a famed Martial Artist, Doctor and lion dancer, who is generally considered the link between classic Hung Gar (more about various Martial Arts styles later) and modern Hung Gar, has had multiple novels and literally over 100 films based on his exploits.  Despite his fame and legend, however, no one seems to know much about him.  He died in 1924.  1924!  Oh well, what can you expect from a people who eat with sticks?

What I'm getting at is due to mass illiteracy, a history of civil war/ warring clans, toppling dynasties, fire, movements of capitals, destruction of capitals, imperialism, regional dialects, multiple written languages, the cultural revolution and a seemingly ingrained cultural arrogance as made Chinese history an extremely difficult thing to pin down in regard to dates and specifics.  Therefore, and definitive declaration made in this essay should be mentally prefaced by the reader with the phrase "As far as I know", or "From what I understand".  Basically, this is probably chock full of errors, since my sources (films, documentaries, books and web research) all have contradictory data.   As a final note, from what I've seen of kung fu films dealing with an established historical time frame, the Chinese film community (both it's artists and it's audience) seem to have no problem with historical liberties taken.  

Anyway, Chinese history in relation to Kung Fu movies.  

1- types of Kung Fu flicks.  

There are two basic types of Kung Fu movies.  There is the Wuxia Pien genre and the Kung Fu film.  Of course, there is tons of intermingling between the 2 genres, so take everything with a grain of salt.

a-Wuxia Pien

Wuxia is basically the swordsman genre of HK flick.  These films generally take place during "The Martial World".  The martial world is esentially the chinese version of Middle Earth.  It is a fantasy rehlm existing before recorded chinese history.  The basic gist of this genre is that there are clans of fighters, each seeking domination over the martial world via unbeatable weapons, secret techniques, or magic.   The plot of one of these films is usually something like this:  a lone noble swordsman stumbles into a town where clans are fighting over the incredible the secret manual that teaches warriors how to yield "The Pepsi Bomb" an incredible weapon created by a god that increases the carbonation of water  in the body.  The lone fighter with befriend a clan leader, who of course will betray him.  there will be a love interest.  There will be at least one androgenious character with supreme martial skill.  Someone will get poisoned.  The lone heroes weapon (which will probably look super cool) will have some sort of hidden function that will be revealed at the end ( ala the blade shoots out, or the sword splits in two or something).  The ultimate weapon will be lost to the ages, and the lone hero will continue to be rightious.  

Despite my rather sarastic dismissal of the genre, there are some very fine wuxia films, and there are some very fun wuxia films. They are usually very fast paced, very colorful and pretty outrageous.   What differentiates wuxia from kung fu is that kung fu films are usually grounded in real Kung Fu.  While kung fu films usually star martial artists, many  wuxia stars were peking opera performers or dancers.  Generally the techniques used in a kung fu film would work in empty handed fighting as well as with a weapon, where in wuxia most techniques are the inventions of the choreographers.  Also,   These films are usually based on novels and can range from a fantastic, ie flying and explosions created by swrod strikes, to utterly insane, ie giant  monsters, floating eyeballs, weapons made out of fire. The most prolific wuxia novelist is Gu Long, who  wrote Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.  

b-The Kung Fu film

The Kung Fu film deals with empty handed fighting arts.  As perviously  alluded to, while their may (and probably will) be weapons used in KF, the use of the weapon is grounded in an empty handed style.  For example, were I to attack you using a broadsword, i would use the same stance and the strike I would use were I to attack you empty handed. In other words, weapons embellish a fighters power, but are not the source of it.  While the wuxia film is stuck in the martial world,  the kung fu film is allowed to branch out in actual recorded history.  And while kung fu films take artist license with reality, wuxia tends to have no basis in reality at all.

Slant eyed history of Shaolin kung Fu

First of all, the word Kung Fu has nothing to do with martial arts.  Kung Fu basically translates as "skill from devotion and training".  One could say, for example, Iron Chef Japan has good kung fu.  The standard word for Chinese martial arts nowadays is Wu Shu.  However, I like saying kung fu, so, for the remainder of this diatribe, kung fu it is!   

OK, in the late 5th century, Indian buddhists came through China to spread enlightenment.  The Chinks loved that crazy Buddha, so they began to open temples and shrines dedicated to religion's own Dom Deluise.  About 50 years later, an extremely devout Indian monk by the name of Bodiharmma (I've come across a dozen spellings... this is the 13th) traveled through China, eventually settling in an established Buddhist temple, a temple built at the decree of Emperor Wei to be used to study and translate Buddhist scriptures.  Bodiharmma noticed that these Chinese Buddhist monks were not up for the rigorious meditative demands that lead to true enlightenment.  The monks would often fall asleep, become distracted or keel over during Bodiharmma's sessions of meditation.  Bodiharmma decided something had to be done to whip the little rice eaters into shape.  As an expert Yogi (one who is proficient in yoga) and a former warrior (it  is said that Bodiharmma came from a Indian aristocracy, where he was trained in combative arts, as was the custom of the time), he instituted an exercise program combining stances and movements of both disciplines.  Bodiharmma, content that his progeny now had the tools to obtain the physical endurance required for spiritual enlightenment, moved on to spread the teachings of Buddha to others.    The temple that he taught these forms to would be christened Shao Lin.

Over the next millenium, these exercises would evolve into Chinese martial arts, and several Shaolin temples would be built around China.  Now, as I'm sure you have at least a fundimental understanding of Buddhism, you probably have noted that combat systems seem antithetical to Buddhist teachings.  Give yourself a cookie, you are correct.

However, as the original Shaolin temple was supported by the government, it was a place of wealth, both in riches and resources.  Therefore, it was constantly under siege by bandit hordes, rebel armies, peasant mobs, etc,  To combat these outside threats,  Shaolin monks had to learn to be able to defend themselves and their walls.  They invented defensive combat techniques from their routines and, having a seemingly insatiable thirst for knowledge, would encourage visiting soldiers, mercenaries and warriors to teach the monks their skills, thus explaining the weapons forms taught at Shaolin.  Eventually, a section of the temple was dedicated to schooling these warrior monks, a sort of yang to the temples yin of writing scriptures, developing medicine and curing techniques, agriculture and of course, personal enlightenment.  

I realize this still doesn't quite explain the paradox of killer Buddhists, and that is mostly because I don't really understand the logic of it.  The best I can do is say that the spiritual basis of kung fu is to maximize your 'chi' (also spelt 'qi') energy, the internal force that exists in all living things, and can be harnessed and controlled by  mastery beyond mastery of martial arts.   It has been said that abbots (and costellos) of Shaolin can break stone without touching it and fall trees with but a wave of their hand.  It's also been said that Oliver Stone was a great director, so...

SHAOLIN TRAINING

Anyway, another important aspect to the development of Shaolin kung fu was the discovery/implimentation of acupuncture. By discovering pressure points and nerve clusters on the human body, the monks were able to refine striking techniques to target these areas.

Training at Shaolin was of course rigorous, particularly if you chose to learn kung fu  (one could easily join Shaolin with no other ambition than to sweep floors or shine statues for the rest of their life).  Ultimately, the temple divided up its lessons into 35 chambers.  Each of the early chambers was designed to build strength in particular areas of your body.  For example, one chamber would have water viaduct, beginning atop a flight of stairs, and ending a few hundred feet away at a well.  A Shaolin trainee would take a bucket in each hand, fill the buckets at the well, then, arms spread end to end, carry the buckets to the top of the stairs, where the water would be dumped back in to the well.   Then he would repeat the process until his arms were strong, and his endurance peaked.  At which point he would graduate to the next chamber.  Another chamber would consist of a giant bell.  Upon entry, the trainee would receive a 20' bamboo pole with a metal weight at the end.  The trainee would hold the pole in his hand at the half way mark, then strike the bell, keeping time with the head priest of the chamber.  Ultimately, the trainee would be able to strike the bell  with the pole held at the very end, maximizing the weight of the pole several hundred times,   This would develop the trainees wrists.  

After maximizing the body, the chambers would then focus on improving the senses.  Once the eyes and ears were developed, the trainee would finally graduate to empty handed boxing techniques, then weapons systems.  Ultimately, the monk would graduate 34 of the 35 chambers.  The 35th chamber was the chamber of extreme enlightenment, where ( I suppose) you would learn things like how to move rocks with your mind.  It would take years before a monk would be worthy of the last chamber, and usually only the most spiritually calm would learn its secrets.  

At the end of the training cycle, which would last on average between 7-10 years, a monk would then be asked to go out in the world, spread the teachings of Buddha and do whatever.  Of course, the monk couldn't just leave.  At the exit of the Shaolin Temple stood a cauldron, red hot from the molten metal inside it.  On each side of the Cauldron were engraved animals.  A tiger on the left, a dragon on the right.  The monk seeking to leave would lift this presumably heavy wad of metal with his forearms, branding himself with the tiger and dragon, and then go out into the world.   

THE END OF THE MING DYNASTY

Ok, in the 17th century the Manchurians decided that it would be a good idea to rule China.  So, the Manchu's came in, wreaked shop, and toppled the Ming dynasty.  The Chinese, not being fans of the Manchus because either a-they were tyrants or b- they had the gall not to be Chinese(which every Chinese person knows is a sin), said "fuck this shit", and rebelled like gangbusters.  The Manchu's, who went through a lot trouble toppling the Ming dynasty and setting up the Ching (or Qing) dynasty, were offended by these rebellions and thus was born civil unrest.  

Along comes San Te, a scholar and son of a merchant.   San Te got mixed up with a rebel group and the local magistrate, not being happy with that, killed his family.  San Te decided it might be a good time to leave town.  But this left ol' San with a dilemma, where should he go?  He decided that he only way to defend himself against his oppressors was to learn how to fight.  And of course, where better to learn to fight than the legendary Shaolin Temple?  So San Te travel to Northern China, embraced the life of a monk and joined the temple.  San Te proved to be amazingly talented at the martial arts, clearing the 34 chambers in 5 years.  Additionally, he invented the 3 sectioned staff.  The Senior Monks and head Abbot were duly impressed, and offered San Te the opportunity  to be the head of any chamber he chose (except the 35). San Te declined, and made a counter offer:

He wanted to start a 36th Chamber, a Chamber specifically designed to teach kung fu to non-monks.  His request was granted, and for the first time in a millenium, outsiders were allowed to enter the  Shaolin temple.   And San Te's dream grew beyond his expectations, as these new students would start their own schools and build upon the established forms.    

LAYMEN GETTING IN AND GETTING OUT: ENTER THE SHAOLIN WOODEN MEN

When a lay-person wanted to learn Kung Fu at Shaolin, not unlike Fight Club, the monks would tell the student to leave.  The lay person had to prove he had the resolve and disipline  to learn the warrior arts.  A student had to wait for three days outside the gates of Shaolin before being allowed to enter.   The Student could not eat or drink while waiting.  And once a layman was granted entry, he couldn't leave until he could beat the wooden men.

One of the cool/probably false legends of the Shaolin Temple is the tunnel of the wooden men.  Apparently, at the main temple, when an outsider felt he was fully trained, and wanted to leave the temple, the only egress provided to him was a labyrinth containing a bunch of booby traps, highlighted by what were basically wooden robots.  Needless to say, the further down the tunnel, the harder it was to get through.  If the student managed to get through the tunnel, defeating the attacks of the wooden men, he was free to rejoin the secular world.  Some kung fu historians/practioners theorize that wooden men wasn't so much a blockade, but a placement exam/skills assessment test.   IE- you went as far as you could through the wooden men, if you got through a hundred of them, you were a skilled enough warrior to be able to singlehandedly take on a hundred men.  Where if you could only defeat 80, you were sort of a B- kung fu master.  Of course, there are also several KF historians who believe the Wooden Men are utter nonsense.  And there is no proof in the ruins of the temple.  Still, the wooden men are pretty neat!  Incidentally, there are also legends of a chamber of 18 Bronzemen.  But even I can't really believe that.  Taiwanese director Joseph Kuo did though, and made a film about 'em called 18 Bronzemen.  To accomplish the visual effects necessary for the titular bronzemen, he painted a bunch of guys with gold paint.  The film was successful enough to spawn a sequel and several imitations.  This means something, but i don't know what.

THE DESTRUCTION OF THE SHAOLIN TEMPLE

Now, up until this point, The ShaoLin temple were pretty much on good terms with the imperial court.  During many dynasties, Shaolin monks often taught troops or aided armies in battle, even though techincally the spiritual monks were supposedly above political matters,   During periods where the Shaolin Monks were distrusted, temples were built in other areas (remember, China is gigantic and rarely united).Initially, the Ching's abided by the temple, but as years went on they eventually figured out that these Ming loyalists  fight a hell of a lot better than the Ming's could 25 years ago, and someone must be training them.  And of course, they knew Shaolin was responsible.  Finally, a Shaolin student killed A Ching Noble, and that was all the encouragement Ching armies needed to destroy Shaolin.

There is some dispute over the burning of the temple.  It's more or less fact that there was a traitor involved within the walls of Shaolin who lit fires inside the temple as the Ching troops attacked from outside.  Some sources say the White Eyebrowed Pai Mai is responsible.  Some say it was a lower monk.  Whatever, the temple was destroyed.  Many students were killed, many priests were killed.  However, according to legend, five head monks/abbots survived and fled to teach Kung Fu at different buddhist temples.  And many students would start underground societies bent on overthrowing the Chings.   There have been a billion movies about the destruction of the temple and the events soon after.  Needless to say, countless scrolls and historical documents were destroyed in the burning, which contributes greatly to the contradictions and largely oral history of Shaolin.  

PAI MAI

Pai Mai is one of the great historical villains of Kung Fu cinema/adventure novels/comics.  And much like everything else in Chinese history, there are tons of contradictory "facts" surrounding him.  The only things that everyone agrees on is a- Pai Mai means "white eyebrows" and b- Pai Mai created his own kung fu style.

Ok, I will present the Joe Mazel filtered history of Pai Mai, based on my favorite stories and films which feature him. 

 Born albino and soon cast off by society, Pai Mai and his twin brother Bai Mai sought solice at the Shaolin temple.  Proving extremely adept at Kung fu, he eventually ascended to become a high Monk of Shaolin.  He grew dissatisfied with the Monk life style, and eventually left Shaolin,  and with his twin brother Bak Mai, founded a Taoist based society, The White Lotus Cult.  This cult grew in wealth and power, gaining much in the way of government support.  As a powerful man and a former Monk, he was trusted by Shaolin elders. As a man of intense pride, he felt martial arts should only be taught to worth and therefore taught kung fu to the wealthy and to his followers, thereby also gaining the trust of the Ching Government.   Pai Mai developed his own style of fighting, incorporating both internal and external theories of kung fu (more later), which was taught to members of the White Lotus.  He also developed a sword school, The Wu Tang (or WuDang).  

Meanwhile, Pai Mai himself grew to levels of Martial Supremacy unheard of outside of the most enlightened of monks.  He could make his body light as air, it was said the wind of an opponents blow would send Pai Mai backwards, thus making him impossible to hit!  Yet, he was so strong one could break boards over his arms.  Furthermore, his knowledge of pressure points was said to be inexaustable, he was said to be able to kill with one blow - without any external damage.  It was said his only martial rival was his brother.

The Ching government, knowing what a powerful ally Pai could be, offered to construct a temple for Pai Mai,... a temple to be located at the foot of a mountain named after his on school, and thus the WuTang temple was built, and Pai Mai's loyalty was bought.  The White Lotus cult provided The Chings with temple plans, men and training, and offered the best weapon anyone could ask for... the Mai brothers themselves.  Pai Mai would personally defeat Abbots and Master level monks with his superior skills.

With the Shaolin Temple was decimated,  Pai Mai contented himself to life at WuTang, giving his brother control over the White Lotus Cult.  Bak Mai would use much of the man power of the cult aiding the Chings in finding Shaolin survivors, coldly murdering anyone who stood in his way.  As hated as Pai Mai was, Bak Mai was 100 times crueler, reveling in the death and destruction he caused.   And sharing his brothers penchant for hubris, welcomed personal challenges from his enemies, whom he easily defeated.  Until the fateful day that two Shaolin Kung Fu masters, one an expert in Tiger, the other Crane team together and defeat Bak Mai.

Ultimately, the Ching dynasty quelled the open rebellions  and realized the futility of trying to supress Shaolin Martial Arts, as well as the diplomatic advantages of allowing .  Stabilty  achieved, imprisoned Shaolin students were freed,  thus ingratiating the Ching government better with the Chinese populace.  While the people were happy,however,  Pai Mai was not.  Though he knew his brothers end was inevitable, revenge still had to be taken.  Knowing that the knowledge of Pai Mai style kung fu would survive at the WuTang, Pai left Wu Tang temple and regrouped the White Lotus.  Knowing the Ching government would remain neutral during this blood feud, The Shaolin survivors and the White Lotus clan would battle, each side with considerable losses, until Pai Mai himself was killed in a duel.  With no Mai brother to lead them, The White Lotus would disband, however, the death of Pai Mai would create friction between the Wu Tang and Shaolin.

Incidentially, there is debate over whether he was a villain at all.  Practitioners of Pai Mai style kung fu seem to regard him as a pressured hero who supported the Chings attempt to unify China, and felt his fellow monks only bade them ill will because they were Manchurian not actually Chinese.  As for personally challenging/killing monks, Mai did this because he felt destroying leaders of Shaolin would make students back down from fighting, thus sparing everyone bloodshed.  Who knows?

BACK TO REALITY

With the Ching emperor loosening his grip on the practice of Shao Lin kung fu, Several new Shaolin temples were opened, as were several kung fu schools.  And while local Ching warlords/officials occasionally exploited former bans upon Shaolin, a degree of harmony was achieved, and kung fu continued to thrive and evolve until present day.  With exceptions.

To make a gross stereotype, the Chinese are a proud people.  In many ways, this contributed to the growth of Kung Fu, as to become a master or grandmaster is to achieve a supreme state of self excellence.  This also helps to give an explination as to why the Chinese never accepted firearms, despite the fact they were people responsible for gunpower.  Anyone can use a gun, only someone who is skilled can use kung fu.  And while this characteristic ego did keep many of the forms and styles of Kung Fu thriving, this same ego is also responsible for many techniques being lost for ever.  In the age of the Kung Fu School, after the Ching government released the ban on Kung Fu, many masters hid techniques from their students, or would only teach certain things to certain preferred pupils.  As a result, when masters would die, knowledge would die with them.  There were/are also Kung fu masters who have only taught family members, passing down their knowledge generationally, but never allowing it to leave their family.

KUNG FU STYLES

There are two regions where Shaolin temples prospered, one in the North of China, One in the South.   In addition, there are 'internal' and 'external' styles of Kung Fu.  Internal styles tend to deal more with breath control and meditation, a la tai chi, where external would combine traditionial weight training and power.  There is said to be over 1500 styles of kung fu.   A really  good overview of some of the basic Shaolin Styles can be found at:

http://www.shaolin.com/page.asp?content_id=973

FAMOUS KUNG FU FOLK

Ok, I've told the story of San Te and Pai Mai, but there are a couple of other luminaries who have been portrayed by dozens of actors, and have had pretty cool lives... or at least pretty cool dramatized lives.  This is as good a place as any to mention the problems with writing Chinese names with the Roman alphabet. Since Chinese has a ton of dialects, every Chink name has at least 2 pronunciations, cantonese and Mandarin.  Additionally chinese is a tonal language, which creates more fun in the translating/spelling department.

WONG KAI YIP

Wong Kai Yip was a master of Hung Gar kung fu.  He was a doctor/accupunturist.  He was one of the Ten Tigers Of Kwangtung (more 'bout them later).  According to many films/novels, he was a righteous man, who defended the weak, and fought many duels.  Film-wise, he is the NON-titular lead character in Yuen Woo Ping's seminal 1990's wire-fu film, IRON MONKEY, which is probably my favorite kung fu film from the 1988-1994 cycle.

HUNG SZE KUAN

Hung Sze Kuan was a Ming revolutionary during the Ching Dynasty.  During his stay at the Shaolin Temple, he apparently combined the tiger and Crane styles of kung fu to form Hung Gar, which, if you didn't check  the website I gave you, is a hard style, consisting of the powerful swipes of tiger style (in which, from what i understand your hand is held so that your fingernails are pressed against the stems of your fingers <or balls of your hand, i guess> mimicing a tiger's paw.) combined with the powerful strikes of the crane style (where the end of the  thumb is pressed against the ends of your fingers, mimicing a cranes beak).  He is considered to be a great patriot and hero of the Chinese people.  Hung was portrayed by numerous people on screen, but I believe the actor most commonly associated with him on screen is probably Chen Kwan Tai, a popular star of the Shaw Brothers era.

FONG SAI YUK

Fong Sai Yuk is often paralleled with Billy the Kid, and from what I've read, there are certain similarities.  Fong was taught Kung Fu by his mother and grew to be quite arrogant about his skills, and fought in many death matches.  According to many films, he was a patriot, and spent time at Shao Lin, and was the student who killed the Ming official that sparked the Ming attack on Shaolin.  Apparently, and appropriately, he proved the old adage of living by the sword, as he met his fate in a death match at the age of 24.  Film wise, he was portrayed by Jet Li in Fong Sai Yuk 1 and 2, but many actors have played him, most notably the late Shaw star Alexander Fu Sheng.

BEGGAR SO (or SU or SU CHAN)

Apparently, Beggar So was an aristocrat in the mid 19th century.  He was well versed in Kung Fu, enjoyed the pleasures of wealth, and quite vain and quite the classist, treating the less fortunate with distain.  Not unlike young Amberson, So  would meet his comeuppance, as his family was stripped of their fortunes (accounts as to how vary).  He was forced into the life of a vagabond, and sought solace out of a liquor jug.  However, as will happen from time to time, So eventually found peace with himself in his new found role as 'salt of the earth'.  He took to walking the earth, eventually settling in Canton, where he became known as the King of Beggars (fuzzoom!), using his martial skills to defend the rights of the downtrodden.  Additionally, his alcohol problem made him quite adept at Drunken boxing, of drunken monkey as it is sometimes known.  Like everyone I've mentioned so far, he was portrayed by many people in film, but was most famously played by Simon Yuen Siu Tin  in Jackie Chan's seminal 1979 film Drunken Master.  The other actor of note who portrayed him in film was Steven Chow (the genius/star of Shaolin Soccer) in the decent flick King Of Beggars.

He was also one of....

THE TEN TIGERS OF KWANTUNG (or CANTON)

Ok, so there was this guy, who's name I can't seem to find, who was a master of Choi Li Fut kung fu, and loved nothing more than to prove his skill in competition.  He either wandered through CanTon challenging reputable fighters/Martial Arts school owners OR had a kung fu competition in Can Ton.  Now, he either soundly thrashed all competitors OR beat all but nine others fighters OR beat all, save nine whom he fought till a standstill.  After his competition (or his wandering matches)He decided to form The Ten Tigers Of Canton (or Kwantung-switched up on ya this time), consisting of him and the other 9 he tied with, or who beat him or he beat but respected the talents of.  Whatever.  Anyway, these TEN TIGERS either fought for righteousness and had a  Three Musketeers-like loyalty with each other or they just had a mutual admiration society.  Who can say?  Interestingly enough,  no one ever mentions the other 7 Tigers, and I can only name 2 of them.  Ah well, they were Chinese, they probably all looked alike anyway.  There is one Shaw Brothers flick called Ten Tigers of Kwangtung, and it makes very little sense, although one of the villains fights with a two foot long gold statue of a naked woman.  And the main villain GETS HIS HEAD !!!KICKED!!! OFF!!!  You can't beat that.

WONG FEI HUNG

Wong Fei Hung was the son of Wong Kai Yip, and was according to films and novels, the greatest practitioner of Hung Gar in his day.  Also a doctor, he headed Shanghai's famous clinic, the Po Chi Lam.  He was known as "The Tiger after the Ten Tigers", which doesn't exactly role off the tongue.  It probably sounds better in Cantonese.  Cinematically, he is the most famous of Martial Artists, appearing in literally hundreds of films.  Kwan Tak Hing is the most identified with role, having starred in a series of 91 (or 99) films depicting the life of Wong.  To the best of my knowledge, it's the only role he's ever played...he occasionally reprised Wong in cameo roles til the mid 80s.  Additionally, Jet Li became a superstar in HK portraying Wong in the " Once Upon A Time In China" series.   Jackie Chan's first successful film was playing a young, immature Wong in Drunken Master.  Their are more people I could mentioned who played him, but I can't imagine my diatribe on Kung Fu has been that interesting for you to read, so I will spare you.

BUTCHER LAM SAI WING

Lam was a Cantonese butcher who was probably the most famous student of Wong Fei Hung.  He is often portrayed as a portly hothead in film, most famously played by Samo Hung in the wonderful film, "The Magnificent Butcher".  He is primarially included on this list for one reason, which will be unveiled shortly.

KUNG FU MOVIE'S : IT MAY BE A BRIEF HISTORY.  THEN AGAIN, I ONLY INTENDED TO WRITE A BRIEF HISTORY OF CHINESE HISTORY IN RELATION TO KUNG FU, SO DON'T BELIEVE ME.  I'M A NOTORIOUS LIAR.  AND ADULTERER.  AND DRUG BOOTLEGGER. AND DRUNKARD. AND RAPIST. AND NERD.  JESUS, HOW IS IT I MANAGE TO HAVE FRIENDS?  

HONG KONG FILM INDUSTRY 

Ok, I don't really know much about the early years of Hong Kong.  HK is notorious in it's neglect of it's own industry, as a result, most of the silent era of HK films has been destroyed.  However, here are a few tidbits.  

KUNG FU AND PEKING OPERA

As you may or may not be aware.  A good amount of KF stars were originally trained in the Kabuki-esque Peking Opera.  If you are unfamiliar with Chink Opera, allow me a bit of a digression.  Peking Opera was the mass entertainment medium up until the 50's for China and its subsidiarys.  Troupe's of performers would travel by boat from port to port and entertain the masses with displays of acrobatics, song and dance, and tales of Chinese history/legend.  The performers were trained at opera schools from childhood, learning martial arts (usually with an accent on performance as opposed to lethal intent), acrobatics and the performing arts.  It was an extremely harsh life.  Children would see their parents maybe twice a year.  The School masters were firm believers in beating the tar out of their students, not only for misbehaving, but for fucking up their forms and what not.  So, imagine an 8 year old trying to do a triple flip in the air, landing on their face, then getting beat with bamboo pole.  In addition, the living conditions were worse than the projects, holmes!

Anyway, when the medium of film came to the East, naturally the Chinese decided to do films based on their exciting history of warriors.  So, they hired a few kung fu masters to strut their stuff.  These masters, when filmed, moved with such speed that film couldn't capture them.  Realizing that blurry images would not entertainment make, directors would ask these masters to slow down.  The masters were appalled at this suggestion, for to their peers, it would appear that they had a lesser ability.  Out went Kung Fu masters as film stars.  Someone came upon the bright idea of using Peking Opera stars.  This seemed like the perfect solution, but there was one problem:  Opera stars found film a lesser medium, and to star in film would sully their high self image.  

So film producers put there heads together  once more, and hit on a brilliant idea: Broads!  You see, while there were women trained in Opera, it was generally a man's medium.  Women were considered by and large to be unworthy of the art form.  More often than not opera troops consisted entirely of male performers, and drag was di'rigor. Well, it was decided if men could play women on stage, then women could play men on screen.  The positive aspect to this early sexism was it would create an action cinema that had a plethora of female heroes, every bit as able as the men.  The downside of this is Hong Kong's cinematic conceit that if a woman dresses in a mans clothing, she will be immediately presumed to be a man.

Many a time I've watched films featuring this plot device wanting to scream at the screen "it's a fucking girl...SHES WEARING LIPSTICK< FOR CHRISTSAKES!"  The disturbing aspect of this is the amount of androgonous characters in kung fu films.  Something about a guy with shaved eyebrows is just creepy.  

HK Film as Art

If feels appropriate here to mention how fortunate Hong Kong film audiences were.  As a colony of Britain situated in the Far East, they had access to the worlds cinema.  They were exposed to the French new wave, Japanese cinema, Baliwood, Italy's art period, Hollywood and just about everywhere else.  No only was the influence of the world's cinema important to Hong Kongs development, but producers (Shaw Bros in particular) were quick to hire Japanese technical talent, using Toho studio trained lighting experts,editors and cinematographers to help modernize HK's film facilities.  Ironic, since the Japs were portrayed as cruel tyrantical bastard mongrels in most Hong Kong films.  Also sadly ironic, as HK cinema grew in both reputation and stature, Japan's film industry devolved into bondage and exploitation flicks.  Well, it's not really sad to me, since I adore exploitation flicks, but to the world at large, 'tis a tragedy.

In regard to kung fu films, their are three very important influences from abroad.  The first and most obvious is the samurai film.  If you can't see a connection there, I can't help you.  The second is the western, specifically spaggetti westerns.  They were extremely popular in Hong Kong, and filmmakers embraced the extreme close ups, sudden zooms and sudden violence that you dough tossers were churning out. Also, the 'cool loner/Man With No Name" persona seems to be the springboard for many characterizations. Mamma-mia, itsa Bruce Lee!  

The third big influence were the James Bond films.  Obviously, the films were popular world wide, but the HK filmmakers really seemed to latch on to Bond editor Peter Hunt's quick cut style and really  developed a big gadget  fetish (ie- the flying guillotine).  In fact, filmmakers were so taken with both spagetti westerns and Bond films, they liberally 'borrow' the music scores of both genres. 

A note about editing/choreography:

What has made HK the leaders in Martial Arts filmmaking has been their (until recently) unique relationship between editing and fight choreography.  While in the west fights are usually worked out, then shot in a multitude of angles, HK filmmakers traditionally design their fights with  edit points in mind. 

SHAW BROTHERS

Okey doke, Run Run and Run Me Shaw were stage house owners in Hong Kong who rented their theater to opera troupes and screened films in their facilities.  They realized that they could make more cash if they produced films, so they did.  They realized even more green could be made if their films would only be shown in their theaters, so they bought some theaters, too.  Finally, it dawned on them that if they made films as well, they could profit from every aspect of motion pictures.  So they bought a tremendous lot of land in HK's Clearwater Bay, and thus an empire was born.

The Shaw's facility was comparable with any major Hollywood studio of it's day.  They had a huge backlot, several standing sets, multiple sound stages and post production/editing facilities.  They also had tons of contract actors and actresses, who lived onsite and were paid very little  (although this has been slightly questioned, as they did get gifts (cars, etc) and they worked exceptionally long days.  Shaw Studios also had a studio school, where they taught drama, martial arts and other stuff.   Sadly, a good portion of Shaw stars didn't have much of shelf life after the Shaws closed their film production to concentrate on TV in the mid  80's.  Fortunately, they made some damn fine KF films.  And they cranked these mothers out, pre to post production could be as short as a month.

KING HU

King Hu was basically Shaw's first star director, and more or less HK's first auteur. His wuxia films are all considered masterpieces, and he launched the career of Chang Pei Pei ( the villainess in Crouching Tiger). 

CHANG CHEH

Chang was the dominate HK film director in the late 60's through the 70's, launching many stars and  basically inventing the modern Kung fu film.  John Woo was a prodigy of his, which is evident as they both explore the same themes of loyalty, betrayl and brotherhood; they also have the same penchant for bloodshed.  Cheh's trademarks include prolonged death sequences and one man battling against insurmountable odds.  A good 1/2 of the shaw films distributated in America were his.  He had a revolving stable of actors, including:

JIMMY WANG YU

Jimmy was the first HK kung fu star out side of Kwan Tak King.  Chang Cheh cast him as the titular hero in the seminal "One Armed Swordsman".  He quickly captured the imagination of HK youth, and was sort of the James Dean of his day.  His Kung fu skill was minimal, and he wasn't the most handsome guy around, and Bruce Lee quickly usurped him as  Hong kongs premiere superstar.  Jimmy would eventually break his Shaw contract and make his own films (including the amazing Master Of The Flying Guilotine), and did manage to discover or utilize some great talent, like Jackie Chan.  

LO LIEH

Lo is my favorite Hong Kong actor.  He began as Shaw contract player, and often was in a second banana role to Jimmy Wang Yu.  Ultimately, his roguish charm and screen charisma brought him into the spotlight.  He was the star of King Boxer, which was released in America as "FIVE FINGERS OF DEATH", a film that has the distinction of being the first Kung Fu film ever marketed in the west. He was used by ever Shaw director, and worked in multiple genres, including horror, drama, romance and suspense.   By the late 70's, lo was primarily used as a villain, and basically is the definiative Pai Mei.   He has been in well over 100 films, many of them horrible, but always managed to bring a degree of dignity to his performances.  He died of a heart attack in 2002.

DAVID CHAING AND TI LUNG

After Jimmy Wang Yu took off for greener pastures, Chang Cheh searched for new leading men, and found two superb ones in David Chiang and Ti Lung.  David was a diminutive stunt man on the Shaw lot who's father was friends with Cheh.  He was used as supporting player with bigger and bigger parts until eventually he graduated to leading man status.  He often portrayed a crafty loner with a devil may care attitude.  As the 70's ended his career did the same, working mostly in TV.  He was the first actor I ever recognized on Drive In Theater, and has always been a personal favorite of mine.  

Ti Lung was won a Shaw contract at an open casting call in the late 60's.  A wing chun expert, he was one of the first Shaw stars who was truly skilled in Kung Fu.  Traditionally handsome, Ti often starred with David Chiang as a noble, stoic fighter beyond corruption.  He is a rarity among Shaw stars, in that he survived the closing of the Shaw film unit, starring in John Woo's A Better Tomorrow.  He also played Jackie Chans father (Wong Kai Yip) in Drunken Master 2.    A little piece of trivia, he chose his screen name, which is pronounced Dik Long, because he thought it sounded similar to French superstar Alain Delon.

At their peak, the press referred to the combination of Chiang, Lung and Chang Cheh as the Iron Triangle.  Presumably that was a compliment.  Or the Hong Kong press were obsessed with geometry. 

CHEN KUAN TAI

As Chang Cheh was turning David Chiang and Ti Lung into superstars, he turned his attention to another actor he discovered, Chen Kuan Tai.  I have not been able to get a lot of bio info on Chen, here's what I do know: he was a martial arts champion who got a contract with Shaw Brothers.  There ya go.  He has not done much in the way of notable modern work, but in his heyday, he starred in some incredible flix.  YOU have seen him as the villainous father in Crippled Avengers.

CHANG CHEH"S 2nd TEAM

OK, so having made stars out Chen Kuan Tai, David Chiang and Ti Lung, Chang thought it would be a great idea to make a bunch of "all star" flicks, which would feature one or more of the aforementioned stars coupled with new talent who, in theory, would be able to show their stuff, and Chang Cheh could get an idea of how  the audience responded to them.  Besides, more stars = more box office.  One notable star was produced from this:

ALEXANDER FU SHENG

AFS was a sort of precursor to Jackie Chan.  With boyish good looks, he often played the joker/con man in his films.  In Chang Cheh's 'Shaolin Series" (a series of loosely connected films Cheh made in the mid 70's revolving around the destruction of the temple and the vengeance needed to be resolved afterwards.) Fu portrayed Fong Sai Yuk.  He carried on with hits until 1983, when he died in a car accident.  At the time of his death, he was living in Bruce Lee's house, and many a superstisous chinaman felt the evil spirits that killed Lee set their sights on Fu.

CHENG CHEH's 3rd TEAM

So, eventually, CHENG pulled  together a bunch of his supporting players, and starred them in what would become the cult classic 5 Deadly Venoms.  The team consisted of 3 Peking opera players from Taiwan (Kuo Choi, Chiang Shiang and Lu Feng),  Tae Kwon Do expert Sun Chien, A HK Kung Fu fighter named Lo Meng, and a boring guy named Wei Pei, who wasn't in a lot of the films.  Over all the Venoms flicks, as they are commonly known, are fun Kung Fu flix with a superhero type feel.  Unfortunately, as this was in the tail end of the Shaw Brothers film production and Chang Cheh's films weren't as successful as they once were, the budgets are smaller (ie-mostly interior sets, no more 'cast of thousands') and plots kind of meld together. They're very campy.  Out of the venoms, Kuo Choi is the only one with continued success, as both an action director and supporting actor, most notably as Mad Dog (the dude with the eye patch) in John Woo's Hardboiled.

JOHNNY WANG LUNG WEI

He's not the most important guy in the KF scene, but I wanted to tip my hat to Johnny.  From the 70's to the end of the Shaw era, he has fought every Kung Fu star at Shaws, and always manages to look good and make his opponents look good.  In Crippled Avengers, he's the  villain who fought with the ball and chain.

LAU KAR LEUNG

see MOVIE DYNASTIES

I KUANG

I Kuang wrote the screenplay for virtually every Shaw Kung Fu film.  Due to the speed of which these films were produced, and the quanity of these films, it is presumed that IK wrote these Stan Lee style, IE plot synapses.  

CHOR YEUN

Chor Yeun  one of the 3 big 70's and 80's martial arts directors.  Chor's specialty was Wuxia Pien, and he translated the novels of Gu Long to film beautifully.  His films are usually lovely to look at and have very convoluted plots.  

TONG GAAI

I found a great bio on Tong at Kungfucinema.com...here are some highlights:

Back when the Shaw Brothers movie studio was active,  churning out dozens of titles each year, there was one martial artist who,  more than anyone else, even more than auteurs like Chang Cheh and Liu Chia Liang, was responsible for creating the kung fu sequences that defined the Shaw "look." Although he is virtually unknown now, Tang Chia was the "go-to" guy for combat choreography at the Shaw studio all through the 70s into the early 80s. 

Tang was born in 1937. His father had two wives(simultaneously - this was legal in Hong Kong at the time), and each wife  had ten children! Tang felt lost in the crowd of siblings, and set off on   his own at an early age. He became a student of Yuen Wo Ping’s father  Simon Yuen Siu Tin, and even moved in with the Yuen family at age 19, training   daily with Wo Ping and his brothers over the next couple of years. At that    time, Yuen Siu Tin was working as stuntman and choreographer on the       popular Wong Fei Hung film series starring Kwan Tak Hing. It was on the   Wong Fei Hung sets that Tang Chia got his first taste of kung fu  choreography. 

In 1963, Tang Chia partnered with Liu Chia Liang,   himself a veteran of the long-running series, on the "wu xia"    film South Dragon, North Phoenix . The pair went on to   co-choreograph a series of martial arts films during the 1960s. Liu       specialized in empty hand techniques and kicks, and Tang was responsible  for the weapon routines. Eventually both were recruited by the Shaw   studio. 

The huge variety of traditional Chinese weaponry, as   well as the lore of exotic schools and secret teachings that will    transform these weapons into invincible fighting machines is, of course,    the lifeblood of "wu xia pian," or swordplay movies. Tang Chia   was a virtuoso of bladed weapons, often designing his own swords - he was  especially fond of using a "halberd," a kind of long-handled       sword. Tang’s choreography was steeped in the intrigue and mystery of       the world of the jiang hu. In his best movies, like The Magic Blade ,The Avenging Eagle , and especially Deadly Breaking Sword ,       weapons change, morphing into other shapes, or revealing hidden       capabilities. 

how 'bout that?

RAYMOND CHOW/ LO WEI/ BRUCE LEE/ JACKIE CHAN/GOLDEN HARVEST

In the late 60's, producer Raymond Chow felt hampered at Shaw Brothers and decided to open his own HK film studio, Golden Harvest.  Former matinee idol and minor swordplay director Lo Wei joined him.  After a few years of initial struggle, Golden Harvest managed quite a coup, the signing of up and coming star Bruce Lee to a multi-picture deal.  Lo Wei was director on Lee's first 2 films (although it's widely argued that Lee took over direction for Chinese Connection), and butted heads with Lee constantly.  After Lee proved to be a huge success, and made Golden Harvest a reputable film studio, Lo Wei started his own film company out of Taiwan, determined to prove that it was his genius alone that made Lee a star.

Lo Wei did have the sense to see Jackie Chan as a great talent.  Unfortunately, he used Jackie as either a Bruce Lee clone or Shaw Brothers style star.  Every Film he did with Jackie was a complete failure.  Jackie attempted to direct himself in a Kung Fu comedy, Half a loaf of kung fu', but Lo felt it was a piece of junk, and refused to release it.  Frustrated, Lo lent Jackie to the small HK/Taiwan based Seasonal Films (a modest studio, the head of which became a successful producer in the 90's), where Jackie would make Drunken Master and Snake IN Eagles Shadow, two huge hits.  Lo immediately called Jackie back,  and starred in films slightly better tailored to Jackie's style of comedy- though nowhere near the quality of the Seasonal films.  The Chan directed "Fearless Hyena" would prove to be Lo's most successful film,   and Jackie's last for Lo, as he quit during mid production of hyena's sequel, and immediately got a contract with Golden Harvest.

Golden Harvest became the reigning studio for the 80 and 90s in Hong Kong.  Jackie Chan is the worlds number one action star.  Lo Wei became a producer, suffering bankruptcy multiple times.

MOVIE DYNASTIES

Their are several clans/families that are instrumental in the history of Kung Fu films.  Here they are:

LAU

Wong Fei Hung pupil Lam Sai Wing (the Butcher) opened a Hung Gar school in Canton where he taught Lau Charn the deadly art.  Lau Charn  would teach Hung Gar to his son, and play his sifu(master) in some of the Wong Fei Hung films.  His portrayl of Butcher Wing, well loved by fans,  gave WFH series makers  the idea to give Lau Charn a Butcher spin off series.  One film was made, in which Charn would battle his son Lau Kar Leung.  Leung and his brother Lau Kar Wing would continue to make appearances in films through out the 50's and 60s, asmostly as action directors and choreographers. Leung would meet Tong Gaai, and, upon joining Shaw Brothers in the late  60's, the 2 would be partnered up as action directors  through most of the 60's and 70's as hit upon in the Tong bio.  Leung's specialty was empty handed fighting, and the realism he was able to bring to it.  He was truly as master who loved his art.  In the late 70's he managed to get a directors spot, directing the horror/kung fu comedy The Spiritual Boxer.  He would ascend to legendary status though, with his 1978 film 36th Chambers Of Shaolin.  This is THE training film, telling the life story of San Te.  It is a must see.  Leung would become the Shaw's "Kung Fu' director, usurping Chang Cheh.

36 Chambers would star Leung's adopted brother Lau Kar Fai AKA Gordon Liu.  Gordon was a Kung Fu natural, who often played a bald Shaolin Monk.  Lau Kar Wing worked mostly on his brothers films, directing/co-directing a few independent productions.  At the close of the Shaw error, their appearances were few and far between on the screen working mostly on TV, although occasionally Leung will direct a film.

Leung's importance can not be over stated.  1st of all, in terms of sheer fight choreography, his films are consistantly innovative and exciting.  In terms of directing and storytelling, his Shaw era is films are incredible.  He was constantly thinking of interesting twists and new ideas; 36 Chambers had a Monk as a hero, a bold move at the time, for a monk character  can't have any romantic subplot.  He was the first person to make a Wong Fei Hung film with Wong as arrogant, young man, for Wong was always played as a venerable master.  He didn't invent the training film, persay, but he certainly perfected it.  He also invented the kung fu comedy, He was the first to use a Ching as a hero.  He was the first director to portray the Japanese in a positive light.  And finally, he was able to make a kung fu film about kung fu, not about revenge or not a western in chinese clothing.  All his Shaw era films are worth a peek, some are wonderful, some not so much, but if nothing else, you know you will get some good fighting.

YUEN

Simon Yuen Siu Tin was an actor/martial arts who worked heavily on the 99 Wong Fei Hung films.  In his spare time, he managed to father 12 children.  All of his spawn have had various degrees of success in the film industry, either as actors, stuntmen, choreographers or in Yuen Woo Ping's case, all of the above.  Woo Ping is the most notable of the clan, having directed Jackie Chan's first 2 successful films, Drunken Master and Snake and Eagles Shadow.  He has worked with virtually every post Shaw star/director of note, and has recently become a hot commodity in the US, doing action choreography for The Matrix and Kill Bill.  Do not hold the Matrix credit against him.

The 7 LITTLE FORTUNES

Opera star Yu Jim Yuen put together a troop of performers who he personally picked and trained since their childhood.  They all took the surname Yuen, to honor their master, thus causing a lot of confusion with the other Yuen Clan.  Anyway, Yuen Lau would change his name to Jackie Chan and gain some success, as would Yuen Chu, who changed his name to Samo Hung.  The other members of the clan would work steadily, achieving various degrees of success.  Yuen Biao has starred in a bunch of fun Kung fu films, and Cory Yuen Kuei would  work as a successful action director, before coming to America to direct  really shitty Jet Li movies.  Ah, success!

THE INDIES- TAIWAN

Since the only game in town, studio wise, in Hong Kong was either SB or Golden Harvest, many stars and hopefuls went to the shores of Formosa to make their movies.  Taiwan was ideal in many ways, as a large portion of it was underdeveloped, thus making it easy to simulate the China of old.  Additionally, Shaw bought some land  and built some sets specifically to rent to film makers.  Taiwan churned films out by the score, sometimes releasing as many as 10 a week.  By enlarge, most Taiwanese productions are lackluster, as the films are often thrown together with little regard to plot or pacing.  It's also (at least in my mind) sort of depressing when people who were usually in classier productions are in obvious cheapies.  

However their were a few directors who made some good stuff, most notably Joseph Kuo, who made 2 fantastic kung fu films, Mystery of Chess Boxing and 7 Grandmasters.  He also worked a lot with Carter Wong, who would later come stateside to portray Thunder (the guy who expands) in the seminal Big Trouble in Little China.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Alrite, seeing how this has become a novella, I'm gonna wrap this up.  Some of these flix have region 0 or 1 releases, most of the Shaw flix are available in region 3 or have boot DVD releases.  In addition to netflix, there is a web based DVD rental company called nicheflix, who rent a lot of imported stuff for the dork at heart.

ahem... YOU MUST SEE 36 CHAMBERS OF SHAOLIN.   IT HAS A REGION 1 DVD RELEASE AS SHAOLIN MASTER KILLER.  IF YOU CAN NOT FIND IT, I WILL GIVE YOU MY EXTRA COPY.

that said, here we go:

COME DRINK WITH ME (R3)

It's beautiful to look at.  See it.

CHANG CHEH

Chiang/Lung era:

THE HEROIC ONES(R3)

this is a great example of Cheh's style as well as giving you a good look of the Grandeur of the Shaw Studio in the early 70's.  Chiang and Lung play 2 of 13 mongol princes who are betrayed by chinese nobleman and members of their own family.  Cast of thousands, bloodletting, big battles... good stuff.

BLOOD BROTHERS (R3)

Possibly the most well regarded of Cheh's 70's stuff, the film stars Chiang/Lung and Chen Kuan Tai. Based on a true story, Ti Lung plays a Ching general who enlists the aid of bandit cheiftains (Chiang and Tai) to help him dispose of the reigning Mings.  His lust for power and Kuan Tai's wife ruin everybody's fun.  An important film in HK history, for it was the first historical film where everyone wore ponytails.  Prior to that, actors felt they looked effeminate with them, but Chang Cheh demanded them for authentcity.   

BOXER OF SHANGTUNG (R3)

Classic gangster type story with tons of cool kung fu.  It made Chen Kuan Tai a star, and apparently was the first flick to feature a western fighter.

TEAM 2 era

SHAOLIN TEMPLE(R3)

David Chiang, Ti Lung, Fu Sheng, a few Venoms and a lot of training/ fight sequences highlight this film.  An over abundance of characters and a lose plot almost do it in.  

HEROES TWO(R3)

Fu Sheng and Chen Kuan Tai play Fong Sai Yuk and Hung Sze Kuan kicking the shit out of each other and Manchurian dogs.

Venom era

5 DEADLY VENOMS (R3 and R0)

The actual fighting in the film is so-so, but the story is really cool, where five fighters are trained in esoteric kung fu styles, but turned evil, and need to be hunted by their masters last pupil.  That over simplifies the plot, but trust me, it's fun.  The widescreen english dub from Crash cinema gets a thumbs up.

KID WITH THE GOLDEN ARM (R0)

The names of the characters in this film include Golden Arm, Silver Spear, Long Ax, Short Ax, Iron Robe and Brass Head.  What else do you need to know.  There is a widescreen boot available on DVD that keeps the action sequences intact, but unfortunately cuts some of the expostionary dialogue.

POST 3rd TEAM

CHINESE SUPER NINJAS (R0)

Generally considered Chang Cheh's final film of note, 1983's Superninjas features tons of insanity.  A Ninja clan wipes out a kung fu school to gain dominance of the Martial World.  There is tons of drawn out, bloody deaths, crazy ass weapons, bizarro fighters (ie ninjas dressed up as trees, ninjas who can burrow through the ground), evil Japanese...the movie has it all... I've only hit the tip of iceberg.  It's excessive and ridiculous.  the version on DVD is the TV edit, which cuts out a little nudity and, from what I hear some gore.  As the edit is the only version I've ever seen, I can't comment on what was cut, but let me tell ya, there's plenty of lunacy, you won't miss anything.

CHOR YUEN

THE MAGIC BLADE(r3)

Ti Lung and Lo Lieh star as swordsmen on a quest to find the ultimate weapon: the powerful peacock dart!  This is the one of 2 Chor films i've seen, and I have to say, it's pretty damn good! Crazy weapons and characters highlight the film, and Ti Lung  plays a character very obviously based on The Man With No Name (ie poncho and 5 o'clock shadow).  It's well paced and really fun and colorful.

LAU KAR LEUNG

I obviously love Lau, so forgive me if I go overboard.    I've already mentioned 36 chambers.  So I'm skipping that.

HEROES OF THE EAST (AKA SHAOLIN CHALLENGES NINJA) (R0, restored R3 supposedly released soon)

Gordon Liu stars as a newlywed....newlywed to a japanese woman through an arranged marriage!DOH!  Liu's wife is an expert of Japanese martial arts,and proud of her skills, and of course Gordon is a chinese martial arts expert... so problems arise, culminating with the wives teachers challenging Gordon.  The fights are fantastic, the characters are fun, and its the first flick where the jap's aren't portrayed as the spawn of the devil.

MAD MONKEY KUNG FU

Lau Kar Leung plays a down and out monkey fist expert who takes a street kid under his wing.  Lo Leih plays Lau's nemesis, a  pimp gangster who raped Lau's wife years before.  Their is an accent on monkey's how can you go wrong?

DIRTY HO (R0)

Ho is a street thug who meets a fey art lover played by Gordon Liu.  As it turns out, Liu is actually a prince who is in line to be emperor.  His brothers, seeking the throne, dispatch assassins to eliminate Liu.  Ho and Liu decide this can not stand.  Basically a reworking of Henry IV, the fun of this film is that Liu pretends he doesn't know Kung Fu (to protect his identity), while using kung fu, and has these fights while disguising his abilities.  The high point for me is a fight in the guise of a wine tasting party.  Sublime.  The Region 0 boot is widescreen, and pretty good transfer.

THE LEGENDARY WEAPONS OF KUNG FU (R0) (aka legendary weapons of china)

The movie is amazing, the plot is interesting but may be confusing the first time around.  Basically, around the turn of the 20th century, leaders of various mystical kung fu cults have a problem: one of cult leaders has disbanded his sect and gone into hiding.  Why? Because he knows that kung fu warriors could never be immune to bullets.  The other cult leaders rely on the masses believing their invincibility so they dispatch agents to find and kill the ex-cult leader.  Lau uses this plot to defrock Kung Fu fakery (something that always stuck in his craw) , but that's not why it's great... the film features some amazing, amazing, amazing fights.  Lau Kar Leung battles Gordon Liu in a wonderful hand to hand battle, Lau Kar Leung and Lau Kar Wing battle in the final fight using the '18 legendary weapons of kung fu'.  Their is also tons of great goofy stuff like 'hypnosis kung fu', a woman disguised as a man (who fools everyone), and a cameo by Alex fu Sheng thats pretty funny.

OTHER SHAW FLIX's

FIVE FINGERS OF DEATH (aka King Boxer) (R0)

The first kung fu flick in the US, Lo Lieh stars as kung fu student who learns the Steel Palm technique!  His hands glow red when implimented.  THe film is good stuff, and Lo Lieh gives a good performance. 

CLAN OF THE WHITE LOTUS (R0) (aka fists of the white lotus)

Gordon Liu must find a way to defeat the evil white haired priest Pai Mei.  Lo Lieh plays Pai and directed this semi-sequel/retelling of Lau Kar Leung's Executioners of Shaolin.  Lo is a lot of fun in this as Pai Mei, who seems to eagerly await Gordon's attempts to fight, and relishes toying with Gordon.

AVENGING EAGLE (R0)

Suen Chung was a Shaw director of some note, following in King Hu's footsteps. The 2 films I've seen of his were very good, one is a Ti Lung vehicle called "Kung Fu  Instructor", the other is this film, Avenging Eagle- starring Lung and Fu Sheng.  The story is a simple one, Ti Lung and Fu Sheng team up to dispatch the evil Bloody Eagle Clan.  However, Ti is an ex-member of the clan, and Fu is a knight whose family was killed by the clan.  Problems arise.  

It's rather ambitious, with a tons of flashbacks and interesting characters.  It is also a good display of Tong Gaai's weapon-making ability: Fu Sheng wields 2 daggers he can attach to wrist gauntlets, Ti has a three sectional staff  that splits in two, the leader of clan has 'eagle claws' instead of hands, and the clan members have a bunch of cool stuff.  Sadly, the DVD available is a super-shitty looking fullscreen VHS transfer.  Oh well, sooner or later, it will be restored... i hope.

NON SHAWS

7 GRANDMASTERS

Joe Kuo's great  kung fu film has just been given a great restored widescreen region 1 DVD release.  The plot is simple, a kung fu master challenges 7 fighters to prove to himself that he is worthy of his title of Grandmaster.  Meanwhile, a goofy kid wants the  master to train him, so he may take revenge.  The fighting is superb.

Well, I could go on, but this probably more than you ever wanted to know, so to quote Stan Lee: 'nuff said!  To quote him again:

EXCELSIOR! 

