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Crime and Punishment: Johnnie To




















1996 was a particularly low point for the HK film industry; the economic climate was cooling and the soon to be former British colony had pre-handover nerves. The cream of local film talent including Chow Yun-fat, John Woo, and Tsui Hark had fled to Hollywood. Domestic cinema attendance plummeted – partly due to rampant piracy – and Hollywood product flooded in. However, a few lone soldiers decided to buck the trend, including art house auteurs Wong Kar-wai and Fruit Chan and also international hits such as Stephen Chow’s SHAOLIN SOCCER and Andrew Lau’s INFERNAL AFFAIRS. One filmmaker, self nicknamed the General, has been at the forefront of the battle to preserve the industry – Johnnie To. And so it was in the unlikely year of 1996 that To and long term collaborator writer-director Wai Ka-Fai set up indie film house Milkyway Image Productions. Jeff Yang explains (p131):





The dark little production company known as Milkyway Image slipped onto the scenes in 1996… and immediately began creating films that offered searing, discordant visions of crime and punishment – dark, doomed, hyperstylized thrillers that propped up the indutsry’s self-respect at its artistic nadir.  





Producer, writer and director Johnnie To (pronouced 'Toe') has never been really been part of the first (Tsui Hark, Ann Hui) or second Hong Kong New Wave (Wong Kar-wai) though he shares familiar traits such as a long career in television, schooled abroad, and a strong desire to balance the creative personal vision with the commercial necessity. Pre-1996 Johnnie To had directed many high profile films such as THE EIGHTH HAPPINESS (1988) with Chow Yun-Fat and THE HEROIC TRIO (1993) with Maggie Cheung, Anita Mui and Michelle Yeoh but he never really registered on a radar as busy as Hong Kong harbour itself. He worked steadily throughout this period including directing Stephen Chow in JUSTICE MY FOOT (1992) and starting a fruitful professional relationship with Cantopop star Sammi Cheung in romantic drama LOVING YOU (1995). Then To appeared to turn his back on all things commercial when he set up Milkyway, though initially the films met critical rather than commercial success. Then came RUNNING OUT OF TIME (1999) and THE MISSION (1999) which brought both extremely respectable profits and long awaited awards. In 1999, Johnnie To became the first director to be profiled in the new ‘Director in Focus’ section of the Hong Kong International Film Festival.  





RUNNING OUT OF TIME and The MISSION attempt to deconstruct and revitalise tired Hong Kong genres of police thriller and heroic bloodshed. To continues his assault on audiences’ favourite genres with FULLTIME KILLER (2001) again questioning aesthetics and formal narrative techniques of the hitman film. In FULLTIME KILLER around 70% of the film is in Japanese, a risk domestically though To concedes he intended the film for a small international ‘cult’ audience.   





Despite the success of RUNNING OUT OF TIME, Johnnie To and Wai Ka-fai took some time out from Milkyway, with To working at large conglomerate China Star Entertainment as Creative Director for two years. Then they resurrected their ambitions for Milkyway and instigated stricter production policies – particularly their philosophy of one commercial for one creative film. The commercial ones went stellar with NEEDING YOU (2000) a lighted hearted office comedy with Sammi Cheung and Andy Lau. They re-teamed wearing fat suits for the equally successful LOVE ON A DIET (2001), both films in stark contrast to To’s dark, brooding FULLTIME KILLER.


 


To refuses to be stereotyped into the crime genre however; his early films were mostly comedies and a number of his more recent commercial films have been romantic comedies. He accepts the commercial nature of the business and acknowledges the importance of attracting an audience (“This is not anything admirable, it’s just the reality of filmmakers in Hong Kong”). Still he’s dead against the fads, cycles and repetition that contributed the demise of 1980s golden age. He is perhaps not an auteur in the classic sense, he’s almost made too many films to pull out particular themes and motifs. One that is evident in ELECTION (2005) would be his use of quiet realistic moments – particularly a discussion over a meal and or a contemplative scene alone.





ELECTION 2 has recently opened with a positive reaction in Hong Kong and reportedly rounds up the story satisfactorily in a sort of KILL BILL way (i.e. perhaps it should have been one long film). Milkyway Image continue the walk the fine line of creativity versus commercialism with a slate of films due out in 2006 including To’s story of Hong Kong pickpockets THE SPARROW and a big budget sequel to The MISSION called EXILED. 





Selected filmography


The Heroic Trio (1993)


Loving You (1995)


Too Many Way to be No 1 (1997, Producer)


Running Out Of Time (1999)


The Mission (1999)


Needing You (2000)


Fulltime Killer (2001)


P.T.U. (2003)
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Film note written by Sarah Perks, Cornerhouse Education Director 
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