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THE ASSASSIN

***1/2 (Audio: C-, Video: C+, Features: C+)

Zhang Fengyi, Rosamund Kwan, Max Mok. Directed by Chung Su Hung. Released by CAV Distribution.
Hong Kong (Cantonese/Mandarin). 95 minutes. Not rated. Trailers.

Period Hong Kong martial artsfilmsthat also stand up as convincing period piecesareincreasingly
few and far between, but " The Assassin” makesthe cut by leaps and bounds, thanksto the strength
of starsZhang Fengyi and Rosamund Kwan.

Thestory of Tong Po Ka, a prisoner whose gladiatorial survival skills earned made him a coveted but
reluctant assassin, " The Assassin” isariveting action and martial arts picturewith a thoughtful soul
at itscenter. And whileit'stechnically a" swordsman" genrefilm, Zhang Fengyi's deft handling of a
difficult character lendsit aweight that most such films patently lack.

Best known for hislead rolein " Farewell My Concubine,” Fengyi hereforgesa character closer his
other screen assassin, that of " The Emperor and the Assassin,” a similarly conflicted and passionate
figurefrom Chinese history. Rosamund Kwan, best known as Aunt Yeein the" OnceUpon aTimein
China" films,isalso at her level best here, alwaysatempering and underrated influence.

Overall quality of the pictureand sound is average for most Hong K ong pictures-- asspotty and
uneven asthe sour ce materials, though the actual transfer of those materialsisquite decent. Any
such flaws here, however, are minimized by the quality of the cinematography and the scale of the
staging which, even by Western standards, isquiteimpressive.

Extrasincludeatrailer for both thisfilm and the Jet Li film " Last Heroin China."
-By Wade Major
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Synopsis

Tong Po Kaisseparated from Yiu, hislover and thrown into prison. After being tortured, Tong is pitted againg hisfellow
prisonersin alifeand death contest to select a new assassin for the kingdom. Having survived, heisrenamed " Tong Chop"

and entersthe service of thekingdom's sadistic ruler. After a series of successful assassinations alongside Wong Kau, his
new friend and fellow assassin, Tong failsa mission when hefinds himself unabletokill achild. Wong, hisambitiousfriend
finishesthejob while Tong retreatsinto the mountainsto escape hisgrim occupation. Tong happensupon hisYiu, who has
remarried and beginsanew lifewith her family and neighborsuntil heisfound by hisfellow assassins. Tong must face Wong,
who hastaken his place as top assassin and confront the kingdom'sruler.

Review (3 stars)

THE ASSASSIN is a stylish and bloody film featuring someterrific actors, including Zhang Feng-yi FAREWELL MY
CONCUBINE) and Rosamund Kwan in an ambitious yet dizzying story that may leave viewers frustrated at first
glance. This colorful film sportsimpressive outdoor imagery, menacing sets, and fanciful fightsthat could have comefrom
Tsui Hark's masterpiece, THE BRIDE WITH WHITE HAIR. Thefilm also earned a category |11 rating for containing
absolutely fiendish graphic violence wher e huge swords cleave limbs and vicious metal clawstear apart unsuspectingvictims.
Therapid pace of editing seen throughout thefilm (moreon that later), greatly enhancesthefirst scenewherewe see Tong
engage in hisfirst assignment with his cohorts. Asthe objectives and assigned positions are described to the
assassing, the camera quickly pansthrough the narrow street, showing each assassin waiting in hishiding spot. Incredibly, one
assassin even waits submerged in a near by body of water covered with ice. Oncethe battle erupts, the camer a deftly slidesleft
down onesideof the street, scrolling through the carnage. While the choreography is purefantasy, the story'sgrim toneand
theleading actors' somber performanceskeep thefilm from leaping completely past therealm of reality. Zhang Feng-yi plays
the lead with no emotion and appears appropriately weary at times. His martial counterpart isWong,

played by Max Mok whoisless convincingin hisroleasaruthlesskiller. Rosamund Kwan's character, Yiu getsless screen
time than she should have considering the character'srelationship to Tong.

What the actorscannot help isthe story'smanic pace and abrupt editing. While moder n action filmsfrom Hong Kong are well
known for their visually high-octaneediting, THE ASSASSIN appear sto havetakenthat syletoheart with thegstory'spacing
aswell. Most scenesappear hurried and the story which must havetaken place over a couple of yearsispresented in a" Foot
Notes" fashion asif the filmmakerswere either pressured to keep the film short or significant cutstook placein pog-
production.

Itsunfortunatethat thefilm'sstory which has potential ismarred by poor editing. Theactorshavelittleelseto do but try and
keep up. Against other swordplay filmssuch as THE BLADE and Wong Kar Wai's ASHESOF TIME, that both mixed grim
realism with stylish editing, THE ASSASSIN marginally holdsitsown thanksto theraw intensity of itsviolenceand snatches
of inspired cinematography.



