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" RUMBLE IN THE BRONX

- Kk

. Directed by Stanley Tong

- Written by Edward Tang and Fibe Ma
- With Jackie Chan, Anita Mui,

: Francoise Yip, and Bill Tung.

BROKEN ARROW

i R

: Directed by John Woo

: Written by Graham Yost

. With John Travolta, Christian Slater,
- Samantha Mathis, Delroy Lindo, Bob
. Gunton, and Frank Whaley.

. By Jonathan Rosenbaum

éMany people who've
seen Saturday Night

. Fever probably remember the poster
 of a bare-chested Sylvester Stallone as
- Rocky in the bedroom of Tony (John
: Travolta), the king of Brooklyn
 disco. But how many recall the poster
- of a bare-chested Bruce Lee as well?
: In the nearly two decades since Sat-
urday Night Fever was released, the
- dream of wedding Hong Kong action
. pyrotechnics with Hollywood pro-
- duction values to conquer the Amer-
* ican mainstream has surfaced period-
ically, bur unal recenty the results
. have seemed halfhearted at best.

[ haven't seen any of the earlier

- Jackie Chan vehicles with American
settings—films like The Big Brawl
: (1980) and The Cannonball Run
: (1981)—but it's clear that none of
: these succeeded in turning Chan into
- an American household word. At
: most he's become an alternative
- action hero for some passionate afi-

: American

RUMBLE IN THE BRONX

cionados—especially in Chicago, :

where Barbara Scharres's efforts at

ter a growing cult.

| did see Hong Kong director

debur,

(1993), with Jean-Claude Van

from a Hollywood studio, got much

Woo had had to give up most of

whar made him special in order o

. make this picture at all.
the Film Center to honor his work, :
climaxing in an in-person appearance !
a few years back, have helped to fos- :

This month bocth Chan and Woo

are back in the American mainstream

for fresh tries; and from the looks of :
. things, they've learned a bit from
: . their previous mistakes. Though I
: John Woo's disappointingly routine :
Hard Target |

don’t have much more than a nod-
ding acquaintance with either acuon

- aurteut, it seems that Chan in Remble
Damme—a fairly forgertable acrion
exercise that, simply because it came

in the Bronx has succeeded at making

ting, while Woo in Broken Arrow has
made a slam-bang Hollywood pic-

ture in which personal rouches are

. visible, if mainly applied with an eye-

. dropper. To my taste, however, nei-
. ther film comes close 1o Chan’s or
. Woo’s best work: in terms of chore-
ographic and musical invention,
Rumble in the Bronx pales alongside :
. Chan’s Drunken Master II (1978),
and Broken Arrow, though it’s often :
. better conventional entertainment
. than Woo's earlier films, lacks most :
of the campy mannerisms that made

. them so singular.
a personal project in the Hong Kong
. manner in a putatively American ser-
more attention in the American press
than all the earlier Woo pictures
combined. It seemed at the tme thar :

This is not to suggest that the

. aims of these two filmmakers are sim-
- ilar. From the evidence of these pic-
i tures, it's clear that Woo wants to :
. make Hollywood movies while Chan
wants to go on making Chinese ones.
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: (One crcumstantal link berween
. them, however, is the fact thar the
i Hong Kong studio behind Rumble in
i the Bronx, the venerable Golden Har-
. vest, employed Woo between 1973
 and 1983—during which tme he
. directed Chan in his first major role,
. in the 1975 The Hand of Death, and
i came into prominence with a string
. of eight hit comedies.)

E
Four days after seeing Rumble in

. the Bronx, I can remember only traces
. of the plot and characrers—some-
. thing to do with Chan, playing a
. Hong Kong cop, visiting New York :

to attend his uncle’s wedding to a
large black woman and encountering
various south Bronx rumbles along
the way. (Though the interracial
marriage is a far from conventional
plot detail in American acuon films,
the movie plays it stricdly as the stuff
of boulevard farce, harping on its
“cureness” and seeming incongruity.)
Bur in all the Chan pictures I've seen
plot and characters are invariably
lightweight and perfuncrory, basical-
ly just giving the stunts some context.
Though Chan writes and/or directs
some of his picrures, he’s known
almost exclusively as a performer; the
fact that the credited director of :
Drunken Master II, lar Kar-leung, :
was fired by Chan halfway through
the shooting seems not to have affect-
ed the results at all. By and large,
watching a Chan movie is very much
like attending a circus: the acrobatic
stunts, however impressive, rarely
seem anything other than physical :
feats. Awesome as spectacle bur fairly
perishable as anything else, Chan’s

stunts are for me a far cry from the :

filxmn ratings

* k%% Masterpiece
* %% A must-see
* % Worth seeing
* Has redeeming facet

» Worthless




more dreamlike feats of Buster
Keaton and Harold Lloyd, physical
actors to whom he’s often compared.

You're likely to retain from Rum-
ble in the Bronx not plot but images:
two female bikers racing at night over
the tops of two facing rows of cars, a
collapsing building, a death-defying
leap from one building to another
(executed, like most Chan stunts,
withour doubles or trickery), an
attack of bat- and bottle-swinging vil-
lains on motorbikes. Most of the
dubbing of the Chinese leads is
exceptionally crude—evidently they
delivered their dialogue in Can-
tonese—and only the few American
characters are blessed with plausible
lip sync. Most of the shooting took
place in Vancouver, which explains
the occasional incongruirty of moun-
rains in the Bronx. Bur dialogue and
setting in this movie are finally less
important than cerrain facts about its
production: according to the movie's
press materials, both Chan and direc-
tor Stanley Tong “finished the film
on crutches,” and owo stuntwomen as
well as acrress Francoise Yip broke
their legs during the mororcycle
tricks. Ultimately Chan’s accom-
plishments, however breachraking,
seem to have more to do with the
Guinness Book of World Records than
they do with the history of art—
though it’s worth adding rthar,
according to the New York Times,
Rumble in the Bronx was the num-
ber-one box-office hit in mainland
China last year.

|

The rite of Broken Arrow comes
from the military jargon for a lost
nuclear weapon. As one characrer
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remarks during the movie, "1 dun;r#
know what's scarier—the facr that

there are missing nticlear weapons, or
. that iehappens so often that there’s
~~actually a term for it.” If this implies
. to you that the movie has anything
resembling a polincal agenda about
the billions of dollars our country

wastes on nuclear weapons, think
again; if anything this movie, like so
many other American romps, leaves
us with the impression that American
nuclear weapons are essential to our
well-being, for where would Ameri-
can action thrillers be without them?

The homoerotic themes that have
been associated with John Woo's
best-known Hong Kong action
thrillers are basically carryovers from
the work of the late French cult
director Jean-Pierre Melville, to
whom Woo's 1989 The Killer is
exphatly dedicated. As Woo lists
them himselt, his themes are “rtragic
friendship, loyalty, betrayal, and
honor"—to which he gives campy
and mannerist inflecoons (in con-
wrast, Melville's “chamber” pieces are
underplayed and relauvely ironic).
Broadly speaking, Woo is to Melville
(or to Walter Hill, another Melwville
disciple) whar Brian De Palma is o
Alfred Hirchcock. But in terms of
style, as opposed ro themes, Woo and
Melville aren’t much alike. Woo's
Hong Kong thrillers treatr violence
choreographically, as if shoot-ours
were musical numbers, whereas
Melville’s treatments of violence are
relatively abbreviated, incidental to
his other concerns.

In Breken Arrow, the classic
Melville-Woo themes are nor so
much developed as simplified into a
“friendly” sparring march berween
the two male leads, hero Christian
Slater and villain John Travolra. (A
literal sparring match, in fact, begins
the movie.) Both are military pilots
assigned to take a secret B-3 Stealth
bomber on a test run—but then Tra-
volta hijacks two nuclear warheads in
order to exact a ransom from the
Pentagon, and Slater (assisted by
park ranger Samantha Marhis, also
his costar in Pump Up the Volume)
contrives to save the day. The fact
that Travolea’s evil character seems
unmonvated by anything but his
macho rivalry with Slater is just
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about the only vestige of Woo's usual
themes. Otherwise the main auteurist
input seems to come from screen-
writer Graham Yost, whose script for
Speed was another simpleminded
bomb-about-to-go-off exercise but
without the male bonding. The main

carryover from Woo's Hong Kong

thrillers is the elegant sense of craft in
his articulation of action sequences,

though the degree of stylization is

much less: Woo specialties, like slow
motion, tend to be restricred o short

individual shots rather than taking
up whole sequences. In short, Woo's :
determination to make a Hollywood

blockbuster has entailed a reduction
of his artistic role, from an aurteur to

S

a craftsman with personal touches. :
To my mind that's a reasonable :
trade-off, because the sheer grotes- |
- the loss may be salutary: by and large

querie of his hysterical if much-

applauded sub-Melville thrillers often
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interfered with my enjoyment of
their formal aspects. Here the spec-
tacular canyon landscapes and the
resourceful uses of cars, planes, boars,
and trains rraversing them are part of
this artful 1f highly disposable enter-
rainment, not anything thar qualifies
a5 Pfﬁﬂnﬂl 'EIPI'ESEiﬂﬂ.

Another reason for Woo's
reduced role is undoubredly the
extensive, lavish special effects: the
film works wonders not only with a
crashing helicopter bur also with the
rolling earth tremors like tidal waves
that follow a nuclear explosion. I'm
reminded of the degree to which
John Carpenter, another able genre
craftsman, lost some creative control
on his remake of The Thing to the
makeup and effects specialists,

though in the case of Broken Arrow

this picture represents collaborartive

*
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BROKEN ARROW

Hollywood action filmmaking ar its
best.

Part of the kick being offered is
the novelty of watching Travolta as a
d}fcd-in-[he-lvﬂu] villain—nor a
believable or coherent character, but
still ir’s amusing to hear Travolwa’s
fine, teeth-clenched delivery of the
line “Would you mind not shooting
at the thermonuclear weapons?” Bet-
ter yet, the way these performers—
Travolra, Slater, Mathis—adapt to
their action roles here though they're
not usually action performers (Slater
does a good many of his own stunts,
for instance) again demonstrates how
individual personalities are subsumed
by the collaborative requirements of
the Hollywood pleasure machine.
Broken Arrow is beautifully crafred,
mindless enterrainment—nothing
more, bur also nething less.
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