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bodyguards and assasins
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2009, 139 mins. 35mm print source: Indomina Media
Directed by Teddy Chan. Written by Chun Tin-nam, James Yuen, Chan Wai, Guo Junli, Wu Bing, and Joyce Chan. Produced by Peter Chan and Huang Jianxin. Action directed by Tung Wai. Photographed by Arthur Wong. Edited by Derek Hui and Wong Hoi. Production design by Kenneth Mak. Costumes designed by Dora Ng. Music by Chan Kwong-wing and Peter Kam. 

Principal cast: Donnie Yen (as Sum Chung-Yang), Leon Lai (Lau Yul-Bak), Wang Xueqi (Li Yue-Tang), Tony Ka- Fai Leung (Chen Xiao-Bai), Nicholas Tse (Ah Si), and Hu Jun (Yang Xiao-Guo).

Director’s Statement:

I wanted to create a film which went beyond the conventions of the ‘action hero/martial arts’ genre. Just as I was not concerned with the often calculated division between art and entertainment, I was not interested in conceiving one-dimentional characters who simply exemplified loyalty, self-sacrifice and the other qualities often associated with classic heroes.

Fortunately I was able to find material which would allow me to combine martial arts choreography with a story of substance. Although the film is set during a tumultuous period in Hong Kong’s and China’s history and makes use of a true historical figures as a backdrop, the focus on the story is a group of anonymous, flawed heroes.
They are ordinary people who are placed in circumstances where they must choose to act with their conscience. These men and women are unaware [that] their noble actions [will] define their greatness and transform them into legends. This is the story I wanted to tell.

Review by Glen Heath Jr., Slant Magazine, October 25, 2010:
The concise title of Teddy Chan's exciting kung fu epic suggests professional warrior groups driven by clarity of purpose. The evolving honor of the pro-democracy protectors defending a key leader in 1906 Hong Kong is just as palpable as the brutal precision of the traditionalists attempting to preserve the ruling Qing Dynasty by killing him. Instead of simply relying on high-flying martial arts and action set pieces, Chan shows an interest in character ambiguity from the very beginning, separating Bodyguards and Assassins from another Donnie Yen vehicle at the [San Diego Asian Film Festival.... In this film, Yen plays Sum Chung-yang, a tormented man destroyed by gambling debts who's become a scout for the deadly Qing assassins. After witnessing his greed, he comes to a moral crossroads, but he's just one of many conflicted characters dealing with a crisis of purpose and ideology, one piece of an always expanding human puzzle of loyalties and betrayals. Small character moments dominate the film's first half, ranging from a tender and selfless marriage proposal, a silence shared between father and son, or a symbolic influence of a broken rag doll. This gives the break-neck momentum of the final real-time chase sequence even more substantive power beyond the immersive violence and set design. In a stunning aesthetic flourish, Chan highlights the human cost of each character's decision to fight and perish by showing their date of birth and death as their eyes slowly close, a visual gravestone to remind the audience of the character's impact on the narrative. The thematic weight of Bodyguards and Assassins comes down to the duality between varying belief systems, and how codes of honor and villainy can be associated with both sides of the battlefield.
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