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The valiant ones

Sunday, February 13, 4:00 pm
1975, 104 mins. 
35mm print restored by the Hong Kong Film Archive. 

Introduced by David Bordwell, author Planet Hong Kong 
Written and Directed by King Hu. Photographed by Chun Tsing-chan. Edited by Hu. Music by Yun-Dong Wang. Action choreography by Sammo Hung. Principal Cast: Xu Feng (as Wu Re-Shi), Bai Ying (as Wu Jiyuan), Roy Chiao (as Yu Dayou), Han Yingjie (Han Yingjie).
Excerpts from review of The Fate of Lee Khan and The Valiant Ones by Stephen Teo, Senses of Cinema, Issue 20, May 2002:
The Fate of Lee Khan and The Valiant Ones were the inaugural productions of King Hu’s own production company that he established after making A Touch of Zen (1971). Hu began shooting both films back-to-back in 1972 under a deal that the director struck with Golden Harvest. The studio would distribute the films but Hu would own the rights to The Valiant Ones while the studio would own The Fate of Lee Khan. It was said that Golden Harvest opted for The Fate of Lee Khan, which was released in 1973, because they felt it was more commercial that The Valiant Ones. Characteristically, Hu, who was well known for his tardiness in completing his pictures, took his time with The Valiant Ones, which was only released in 1975.

The Valiant Ones is set during the Ming dynasty in the reign of the emperor Jia Jing whose rule was affected by corruption and the problem of Japanese and local pirates wreaking havoc on the southern coastal 

regions. A small group of soldiers, under the command of an iconoclast general, Yu Dayou, are given a special mission to destroy the pirates. The soldiers are joined and aided by a taciturn couple: a sword-fighter (knows as the “Whirlwind”) and his knight-lady…

For Hu’s summation of valour and the nature of heroism, one must turn to The Valiant Ones. The picture is conceived as a series of action tableaux, ostensibly denoting Hu’s interest in military strategy and his sheer enjoyment in directing or constructing every variation of action choreography. The picture hardly prepares us for the realization of Hu’s tragic vision of honour, courage and valour. The plot is indistinct; it unfolds with a sense of adventure and humour. The action scenes seem to spring willy-nilly from the opening narration after the picture’s historical context is put in place and plot is set in motion. In the beginning, the cast of characters are like shells: sketched outlines conforming to generic types who become characters only because their human instincts and qualities are defined through action. The Valiant Ones therefore works on the principle that character stems from combat – the idea that one can only know the other’s true character through fighting…
In the climactic combat scenes in The Valiant Ones, Xu Dong, whose forte is the flying kick, is matched against Yu Dayou (Roy Chiao), who must use his hands to ward off Xu’s successive kicks. This is contrasted with the final sword-fighting combat scene between Sammo Hung’s Japanese pirate Hakatatsu and Bai Ying’s swordsman, the ‘Whirlwind’ – one of the most intense sword-fighting action scenes ever put on film. This sequence, a tour de force of editing and action choreography, together with the Bamboo Forest sequence in A Touch of Zen, stands as the apotheosis of martial arts cinema. They provided the inspirational blueprints for many action scenes in martial arts movies down the years: the most glaring is Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) and its tribute to the Bamboo Forest sequence; I should also mention Tsui Hark’s The Blade (1995) and its tribute to the final sequence in The Valiant Ones. The highly charged presence of Sammo Hung in The Valiant Ones and his martial arts directing credit was Hu’s recognition of the newly emerging kung fu trend and the rise of a new generation of stars and behind-the-scenes artists in the genre (The Valiant Ones employed not only Sammo Hung, but Yuen Biao and Jackie Chan also worked on the film, appearing in bit roles).

Time has bestowed a special kind of magnificence on The Valiant Ones. While it is not usually referred to in the same breadth as Hu’s masterpiece A Touch of Zen, it is not a less personal work. In retrospect, it was really Hu’s final bow in the genre: the picture ends in mourning, for example, and though it isn’t immediately apparent, there is an overriding sense of emotional burn-out which would have made it difficult for King Hu to make another wuxia picture that would equal its achievement. In fact, he never did. Hu’s career went into decline during the ’80s. He directed a minor wuxia segment in the film The Wheel of Life (1983) and was set to make a comeback as the director of Swordsman (1990) but walked out of the film citing the interference of his producer, Tsui Hark (who eventually completed the film himself with the help of three other directors). King Hu died in 1997.
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