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 INTRODUCTIONS







Introduction to Killer B’s: The Hive






This volume collects the contents of two previous
books, Killer B’s: The 237 Best Movies on Video You’ve
(Probably) Never Seen, and Killer B’s 2: 237 MORE Great
Movies On Demand You’ve (Probably) Never Seen. If you bought
those individual editions (and who hasn’t?), there’s no need to
purchase Killer B’s: The Hive. Although if you’re reading
this, you’ve probably already purchased The Hive, so this
warning, like most warnings, probably comes too late to do you any
good. I blame society. There will be no refunds, however; as the
old saying goes, “Ya pays yer money and ya takes yer chances”...or,
as we used to yell to people driving into the parking lot of the
amusement park I worked at half a century ago, “Not responsible!
Park and lock it!”

You’re (probably) wondering, “What the heck is a
‘Killer B’? And who is this guy to tell me what movies to watch?”
Answers to this and many other unasked questions can be found in
the sections entitled Killer B’s: A Detailed Definition and
Why ‘Killer B’s? And Who Is This Guy? And just in case that
doesn’t do it, I’ve included the Introductions to both previous
volumes.

What more is there to say? The Hive is where
the honey is...so don’t get stung watching bad movies—put Killer
B’s to work for you, and find a few good movies you’ve
(possibly) never heard of and (probably) never seen!


Special Feature of
Killer B’s: The Hive

Annual Updates






I have a friend whose father was Vice President in
charge of purchasing scrap metal at a major steel company. His was
an unusual position; while every other division of the company
could set quotas and make production projections, my friend’s
father could not, simply because there was no way to predict how
much scrap metal would be generated in any given year—how many cars
totaled, how many buildings demolished, and so on.

I think of him occasionally when I’m searching for
Killer B’s. Just by sheer “volume viewing,” I discover a handful of
exceptional and relatively unknown, unseen movies (i.e., “Killer
B’s”) every year—but never a set number. Over the course of four
decades, I’ve been able to collect enough high quality, little
known titles to fill two volumes of 237 titles each. But the
volumes were separated by a span of twenty years...and nobody wants
to wait another 20 years for a third collection of Killer B’s
(least of all me). So I’ve decided to include a special feature to
The Hive, namely Annual Updates.

In the same way that the Killer B’s movie
guide series takes advantage of on demand movie services, where
it’s just as easy to find a minor, unknown title as it is to locate
a blockbuster, these Killer B’s Annual Updates take advantage of
the ebook feature allowing an author to publish updates to an
existing book, which the reader can download for free (if they
previously purchased a copy of the ebook).

So if you’re the proud owner of a copy of Killer
B’s: The Hive (or if you’re reading this in a sample download
and need a further incentive to purchase this book), keep an eye on
your ebook “Updates” function to access all the latest, greatest
movies you’ve (probably) never seen. Just understand that I can’t
guarantee a specific number of titles—some years are a feast;
others, a famine. But Killer B’s: The Hive should provide
enough quality viewing to tide you over until the next update.

And one last thing... As a further incentive to
purchase Killer B’s: The Hive—and since I wanted the number
to end with a 7, as with the first two volumes—I’ve included two
bonus reviews in this edition, neither of which appears in either
of the two earlier volumes of Killer B’s. You’re right, I am
a generous type o’ guy!


Introduction to Killer B’s, Volume 2

(Originally published in
Killer B’s, Volume 2 (1997-2016): Son of a Killer
B)






Introduction to the Introduction

Does a sequel need a brand new Introduction? Can’t I
just repeat the original Introduction? It said everything that
needed to be said...and brilliantly, I’d say.

Well, I suppose not providing a new
Introduction might be considered lazy. (Not that I’m above that.)
And I’m feeling generous. So here’s a (mostly) brand new
Introduction, written specifically for Killer B’s 2: Son of a
Killer B. (I’ll include the Introduction to Volume 1 as well.
Consider it a two-fer. Told you I was feeling generous.)

The Introduction

There’s a reason most unknown movies stay unknown:
they suck. But a simple application of Sturgeon’s Law (“Ninety
percent of everything is shit”) indicates that there are,
perhaps, ten percent of unknown movies that don’t blow. And
a recursive application of the Law might imply that of this ten
percent, there might even be a few that are actually
good.

These are the films I call “Killer B’s,” and this is
where this book comes in. Killer B’s is your guide to good
films that few movie viewers have ever heard of—and when they do
discover them, they feel compelled to tell their friends about the
nugget of gold they’ve panned from a muddy ocean of mostly mediocre
movies. Killer B’s takes full advantage of on demand movie
services, with their easy access to films large and small, good and
bad. It’s just as easy to find a hidden gem as a recent
blockbuster...if you know what to look for. Killer B’s tells
you what to look for.

Killer B’s puts an end to the guesswork about
whether an unknown film is worth watching, because every film in
this book is recommended—I’ve separated the wheat from the
chaff for you. Of course, not every film in Killer B’s is
suitable for every viewer. But I’ve attempted to include
descriptions detailed enough to allow you to decide for yourself
whether or not you’re likely to like a particular picture. If you
find a film in this book that sounds appealing, it’s a pretty good
bet that you’ll enjoy it.

Over the past three decades of my professional
career I’ve watched a lot of bad movies. Worse, I’ve watched a lot
of mediocre movies. But life’s too short for you to spend
your time enduring miserable films: I do it so you don’t have to.
(No need to thank me—just doing my job.)

Speaking of jobs... My six-year tenure as the iTunes
Movie Guru convinced me that most movie viewers want one thing: the
latest, greatest blockbuster. Their interest in film ends with
what’s hip, what’s hot, what’s new, what’s now. This book is not
for them (even though they desperately need it). But if you share
my unquenchable thirst for exceptional cinema, I hope you’ll take
advantage of—and benefit from—my relentless quest for quality and
for emotionally engaging entertainment. (And alliteration.)

Epilog to the Introduction

When the first volume of Killer B’s was
released in 1997, it was a guide to finding buried treasures on
videotape, published as a paperback that sold in bookstores and
videostores. This volume, published in 2016, is a guide to finding
buried treasures on the many digital, on demand film services, and
is sold online as an ebook. All of which makes me wonder: What
major changes to the film industry will we see by the time Volume 3
is released in 2036?* Will we reformat films into virtual realities
and inhabit them? Will we inject movies directly into our veins, or
plug them directly into our cortex? Will we ingest a “film pill”
and see the story on the inside of our eyeballs? (“Take the green
movie, Neo!”) We could speculate for days, but one thing is clear:
Whatever the delivery method, a good film will still be a good
film—and if it’s worth looking at, it will be worth looking
for.

Don’t be stung by bad movies—put Killer B’s
to work for you, and find a few good movies you’ve (possibly) never
heard of and (probably) never seen!






* It’s a moot point. In 2036 I’ll either be 85 years
old or long dead. Either way, I probably won’t have the fortitude
to produce another book. But then again, ya never know, eh? The
breakthroughs in longevity and life extension research we’ve been
promised since the 1970s could in fact be less than 20 years
away...just like we were saying in the ‘70s. As Woody Allen says,
“I don’t want to attain immortality through my works. I want to
attain immortality through not dying.” On the other hand, as the
Dalai Lama says, “You never know if you’ll wake up to the next day
or the next life.” That’s why I always eat dessert first.


Introduction 1.0


Introduction to the 2015 ebook
edition of
Killer B’s: Volume
1

We live in an age of unprecedented access to movies.
Too bad most of them suck.

Netflix, iTunes, Amazon, Vudu, Hulu Plus...
Thousands and thousands of movies are available at your fingertips,
with nearly as many delivery systems (DVDs and Blu-rays; streaming
and downloading; cable and satellite channels; pay-per-view and on
demand) to get them onto your screen of choice (TV, computer,
tablet, phone, whatever). The technology of obtaining movies
continues to advance. But one key non-technical problem has yet to
be solved: With so many titles available, how do you find a
good movie?

We know the methods that don’t work. Scanning
through title lists for something good to watch, for instance, is a
little like being blindfolded at a buffet: If we choose something
at random, are we going to get pâté or the dog’s brunch? Social
media recommendations are clearly useless; every movie, no matter
how gawdawful, has its champion, even if that champion is one lone
nutwad with a website, blog, vlog, podcast, YouTube channel,
Facebook wall and Twitter account (and, apparently, way too much
free time). User reviews are at best iffy, and at worst the
opposite of helpful. How many times have you read an illegible,
illiterate review like “THE BEST MOVIE IVE EVER SCENE!!!!!!!!” for
some steaming heap of cinematic trash like Twilight or
Funny Games? (My question to these posters is, “Just how
many movies have you seen? More than one?”)

So how then do you find a good movie? The
answer: Killer B’s: The 237 Best Movies on Video You’ve
(Probably) Never Seen.

Why is Killer B’s the solution? Glad I
pretended you asked. Killer B’s makes full use of the on
demand advantage: easy access to lesser-known films. It’s just as
easy to find a hidden gem as a recent blockbuster...if you know
what you’re looking for. Killer B’s tells you what to look
for.

Killer B’s isn’t “just another movie guide.”
It is, in fact, the direct opposite of most movie guides, in
print or online. To use those guides, you first find a film that
looks promising, then you look it up to find out its rating.
Killer B’s works in reverse: It’s my intention to suggest
titles with the goal of inspiring you to seek them out.

Did you ever stumble across a great unknown little
film and feel like you’d discovered it? Did you ever watch an
obscure movie on the recommendation of a friend only to have it
become one of your favorite films? If so, maybe we’re on the same
wavelength: the delight of discovery.

Killer B’s puts an end to the guesswork about
whether an unknown film is worth watching, because every film in
this book is recommended—I’ve separated the wheat from the
chaff for you. Of course, not every film in Killer B’s is
suitable for every viewer. But I’ve attempted to include
descriptions detailed enough to allow you to decide for yourself
whether or not you’re likely to like a particular picture. If you
find a film in this book that sounds appealing, it’s a pretty good
bet that you’ll enjoy it. And if the review indicates that this
particular flick is not your cup of tea, then consider the
time and money you’ve saved by not renting it! (No need to
thank me—just doing my job.)

Speaking of jobs... My six-year tenure as the iTunes
Movie Guru convinced me that most movie viewers want one thing: the
latest, greatest blockbuster. Their interest in film ends with
what’s hip, what’s hot, what’s new, what’s now. This book is not
for them (even though they desperately need it). But if you share
my unquenchable thirst for exceptional cinema, regardless of its
pedigree, I hope you’ll take advantage of—and benefit from—my
relentless quest for quality and for emotionally engaging
entertainment. (And alliteration.)

Life’s too short to watch bad films. Don’t be stung
by bad movies—put Killer B’s to work for you, and find a few
good movies you’ve (possibly) never heard of and (probably) never
seen!


Why “Killer B’s”? And Who Is This Guy?






I’m not a movie critic. God forbid. The best “job
description” I’ve been able to come up with for what I do is
“Consumer Advocate.”

Each of those statements, perhaps, bears further
explanation.

“Not a movie critic,” for instance. Well, I have
worked as one, going to screenings and rushing to submit reviews
within hours, to meet a deadline. But there’s no time to reflect or
ponder over the depths and intricacies of a film in a job like
that—and it’s tough to enjoy a movie when you’re working. And then
there’s the essential paradox of newspaper or website film
criticism: How can a critic give an accurate accounting when
they’re watching every movie in a way no other audience
member is watching it—as a critic, rather than as a
viewer?

“God forbid.” Most film critics I’ve encounted
eventually succumb to one of two lethal traps: either they become
adamant in their opinions, believing they have somehow become the
Gatekeepers of Culture, determined to “crit-splain” to the Great
Unwashed (i.e., you) why a film is Admirable or Trash, or, over
time (as anyone who’s ever worked in the food service industry will
attest), they discover that when you’re constantly forced to endure
what you started out loving, you can eventually get soured on the
product. Movies should be a joyous choice, not an assigned
task.

“Consumer Advocate”? What the hell does that even
mean? Well, I have a couple of basic beliefs that inform all my
movie writing. First is that every movie has an audience, and my
job is to connect that audience with a movie they might like.
Second is to accentuate the positive—a virtual requirement when
writing for on demand movie services, as I did for Apple’s iTunes
Movies for six years. (They were trying to sell movies; I was
trying to steer viewers toward something they might like. Unlike my
corporate masters, however, I was not trying to sell or rent
everything to everyone, but instead attempting to connect potential
viewers with something they might actually enjoy. So while our
goals seemed antithetical, it was actually a win-win
situation.)

Why “Killer B’s?” As the freelance Video Columnist
for Silicon Valley’s newspaper, the San Jose Mercury News,
for over ten years, my favorite column was always my annual roundup
of “buried treasures,” or undiscovered, underseen releases of the
year. Eventually these specialized selections resulted in the
original volume of Killer B’s: The 237 Best Movies On Video
You’ve (Probably) Never Seen in 1997. Voluminous movie viewing
(and note taking) over the following 20 years yielded Killer
B’s, Volume 2: Son of a Killer B: 237 More Great Movies On Demand
You’ve (Probably) Never Seen—which includes discoveries made
since 1997, many of which I first wrote about in “unseen cinema”
roundups on Reel.com and other web venues. This volume combines
those two earlier books into a single ebook.

And what exactly is a “Killer B”? Glad I pretended
you asked...


Killer B’s:

 A
Detailed Definition

(or, “Why is that
in this book?”)

Just what is a “Killer B”?

It’s a minor (“B”) movie that is excellent,
outstanding, and awesome (i.e., “killer”). It’s a relatively
unknown film that’s every bit as first-rate as most first-run
features. It’s a bit of undiscovered cinema exceptional enough to
excite even jaded movie viewers.

Killer B’s are terrific but little-known films that
never got the publicity, distribution or attention they needed to
allow their audience to find them. They are commendable movies that
were lost in the tsunami of hundreds of new movie and video
releases every year. They are movies that Entertainment
Weekly calls “criminally underrated.” And they’re the kind of
serendipitous cinematic discovery you yourself stumble across on
rare occasions, get excited about, and feel compelled to recommend
to friends.

Killer B’s are very similar to movies that have long
been referred to as “buried treasures” or “sleepers.” What is it,
then, that differentiates a Killer B from these other types of
undiscovered little films? My selection criteria were, for the most
part, arbitrary but logical (as far as I know. I am neither
Sherlock nor Spock, however.)

First, I eliminated titles that are too well known.
Most movies that were popular enough to make any theatrical or
rental “top ten” list, for example, were rejected. Second, I tried
to chart an MOR (middle of the road) course to ensure that the
majority of these titles are suitable for general audiences; I
therefore rejected as candidates most sub-sub-genres (kaiju, kung
fu, exploitation, splatter/slasher, etc.) and cult films (which
deserve their own book, but most of which aren’t for general
audiences, or they wouldn’t be cult flicks, duh). You also
won’t find any grade Z, “so bad they’re good” trash flicks here.
Killer B’s are good movies. (Details on the selection
process can be found in the Deep Dive, located at the back
of this ebook.)

Finally, there’s The Unwritten Rule—one additional,
important criterion: I had to like it. If I didn’t like a
film, it’s not in here. Not all “blind dates” inspire a spark—but
some create real chemistry.

So what did I look for in a “great” overlooked or
minor film? Primarily, excellence in one or more aspects:
exceptional performances, a smart script, lush photography,
appropriate pace, masterful direction. I looked for originality,
intelligence, uniqueness, sincerity. I looked for overall engaging
entertainment and for lasting impressions. Above of all, however, I
looked for genuinely affecting emotion. Whether the film was
intended to inspire laughter or tears, awe or chills, I looked for
an experience—for films that touched and affected me, with
the hope that they will affect you similarly.

You’re holding 487 perfect examples of Killer B’s.
Enjoy them...and get ready to find a few new films to love!
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Information You Will Not Find in Killer
B’s

• Distributor (the label under which a film
was released on DVD, Blu-ray, etc.). Studio information has
also been eliminated because, really, who cares? Never once in the
history of watching films at home has anyone ever said, “Hey, you
know what I’d really like to see tonight? One of those great
Columbia TriStar classics!”

• Availability information—that is, which on
demand movie services carry which titles—is not included, since
this is a moving target. Movies are added to and rotated out of all
online services on a daily basis. If you want to find out where you
can rent or purchase a title, Rotten Tomatoes provides this
information online. And the current trend is for apps that check
availability across platforms and providers, built into devices
like AppleTV.

• Ranking information by the various on
demand movie services (and IMDb) is not included, since it is fluid
and dynamic. A snapshot of a movie’s rating taken on January first
might be totally irrelevant by December 31st...or even on January
second.

Full disclosure: As of publication time, not
all titles in this book are in fact available from on demand
services. However, most of those titles unavailable on demand as of
press time are available on DVD (or on YouTube), and it is our firm
belief (and observation) that the titles currently unavailable on
demand will become available as time goes on. If you fail to find a
Killer B title on an on demand service, check YouTube, Netflix DVD
rentals, or Amazon for purchase—or just wait a few weeks or
months...it’ll undoubtedly show up on demand sooner or later.


The Killer B Challenge

The astute, extremely observant (or incredibly
anal-retentive) reader might notice that there are actually
488 titles in this book. This is not a mistake; it’s a
challenge. One of these Killer B’s is not a movie at all, but is in
fact a fake.

Your mission (should you decide to accept it) is to
spot the ringer. Can you determine which is the faux
film?

This is not a contest—just a challenge. There are no
prizes to be won, other than the personal satisfaction of knowing
that you really know your Killer B’s.

Good luck—and happy hunting.


The Skeleton Key

Each review is formatted in the following manner:

1. Title

2. (Subgenre, where applicable)

3. (Miscellaneous information, where applicable)

4. (Year of theatrical release; 5. MPAA rating; 6. Running
time)





HEADING INFORMATION
7. Cast
(Starring/Featuring)
8. Writer (and source material,
where applicable)
8A. Music (where
appropriate)
9. Director

BODY INFORMATION
10.
Synopsis
11. Discussion
12. Rent this one
for
13. You’ll (probably) like this if you liked

13A. Similar Killer B’s you might enjoy
14. Critical
Credentials/Dissenting Opinion
15. Vidbits

A more detailed key, including definitions and an
explanation of the methodology used in each section, can be found
in the Deep Dive, located at the end of this ebook.


Caveat Videor

(“Let the watcher beware”)

Taste.

It’s probably the most loosely defined word in the
English language.

But just so there’s no mistake, let me reiterate a
key point made in the Introduction, and state definitively, once
again, for the record:

Not every Killer B

is suitable for all tastes.

Just as Killer B’s offers sleepers from a
wide variety of sources—including major studios, independent
productions, cable, made-for-video, unreleased and direct-to-video
features—so does it cover a wide range of tastes.

Take the Comedy section. (Please.) Within its
entries you’ll find gentle romances and cynical black comedies,
sophisticated satires and sophomoric silliness, deep themes handled
brilliantly and scatological, no-brainer romps. Which categories
you find funny is totally subjective.

Hence the numerous methods of presenting each movie:
by plot, by highlights, by discussion of its merits—even by
inclusion of reasons why some reviewers didn’t like a given
film. The only rule in this book is that if, after reading the
description, a title sounds appealing to you, you’ll probably like
it, and it will probably prove worth your while to seek it out.
(Death, taxes, and politicians lying aside, nothing is
absolutely guaranteed.) But if a review in Killer B’s
doesn’t sound interesting, you probably won’t like
the movie—so don’t waste your time on it.

All this sounds obvious. It is obvious. And
yet I’ll still hear from angry readers upset that they just
hated some film I’ve chosen. (I will politely refer them to
this page. Assholes.)

The bottom line is that if you find just two
films that you like and wouldn’t have ordinarily taken a chance
on renting—then you’ve more than paid yourself back for the
purchase price of this book. To put it another way, if these
reviews warn you away from two films you’ve thought of
renting but decide you wouldn’t like, then you’ve earned back the
cost of the book just by avoiding rotten rentals.

Two out of 487 is less than one half of
one percent of the films in Killer B’s: The Hive. Pretty
good odds, yeah?

Anyway, you’ve been warned...so when it comes to any
of these movies, just...watch it.

Back to Contents







ACTION/ADVENTURE






In the DNA of film, the A stands for
Action.

Some situations absolutely require action over
discussion. These situations are tailor-made for movies. (They
don’t call them “stillies,” now do they?) As Tuco the bandit in
The Good, the Bad and the Ugly put it, “When you have to
shoot, shoot. Don’t talk.”

Here you'll find: Minimal dialog, maximum movement.
Dangerous escapes and giddy exploits. Pulse-pounding excitement and
life-threatening hazards. Adrenaline rushes and death brushes.
Blazing guns and men on the run. High stakes and no brakes.
Constant motion and continuous commotion. Car-crashing,
gun-blasting, fist-smashing action.

So grab yourself a piece of A (A for Action, that
is)—or, in movie terms: Lights! Camera! (You know the rest...)
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Attack the Block

(sci-fi/horror/thriller)

(2011; R; 1:28)

Starring: Jodie Whittaker, John Boyega

Featuring: Alex Esmail, Leeon Jones, Franz Drameh, Simon
Howard, Nick Frost

Written and Directed by: Joe Cornish

Synopsis: Sam (Whittaker) is a nurse, hoofing
it home to her South London housing project one night when she’s
accosted by a gang of teenage thugs intent on taking her purse.
They’re distracted by something falling from the sky, however, and
she escapes unscathed. The gang chases the fallen object and
discovers an alien in a pod—which leader Moses (Boyega) promptly
stomps. More objects fall from the sky into their neighborhood, all
spawning black, eyeless, wolf-like creatures with radiant blue
mouths and very sharp fangs—and all intent on attacking Moses and
his posse. Circumstance throws the gang together with Sam as they
warily join forces to avoid or destroy these savage, hellish alien
creatures threatening their block and their lives—but at what
cost?

Discussion: There’s never a dull moment in
this lightning-paced flick that combines massive action, wry humor
and subtle social commentary without ever sacrificing plot or
constant conflict (not just human vs. alien, but also human vs.
human). Confining the battlefield to a single inner city high-rise
and a few surrounding streets adds a dose of claustrophobia to the
terror of the alien attack, and affords some excellent
cat-and-mouse sequences of avoiding (or attacking) the pitch-black
menaces. The action is relentless, but it’s punctuated by
tongue-in-cheek humor (like fighting aliens with baseball bats
and... fireworks?). Attack the Block is an undeniably
British film, to the point of almost requiring subtitles to
understand the teen punk patois and porridge-thick accents, bruv.
But who needs talk when it’s time to kick some furry alien ass?

This unpretentious flick was apparently off-putting
to some politically correct viewers who took an immediate dislike
to the “gangsta” punks central to the story, misinterpreting this
as glorifying gang culture. But these offended viewers seem to have
missed the central message of the movie, namely, that under the
right circumstances, no one is irredeemable. Moses’ transformation
from wayward street punk to hero is a classic arc of redemption,
and displays far more depth than most run-of-the-mill horror or
action flicks. And the sly social commentary—a threat so large that
it forces everyone to transcend their social roles and band
together in order to survive—adds not only to the tension but also
to the humor...and the humanity.

If you’re a “pure action” fan, however, don’t let
the dramatic depths deter you from this entertaining little dynamo
of a film: the “socially relevant” aspects are merely
undercurrents, available for the attuned viewer to appreciate—but
virtually anyone can enjoy the action, the suspense, and the
teen-witty dialog.

Rent this one for: the non-stop action; the
sly, wry humor.

You’ll (probably) like this if you liked:
Super 8, Signs, Gremlins

Similar Killer B’s you might enjoy: Tucker
and Dale vs. Evil

Critical Credentials:

• Tomatometer: Certified Fresh. All Critics: 90% liked it.

• Named one of the “Top 20 Sci-Fi Films of the 21st Century” by
Rolling Stone (May 15, 2014)

• Named one of “The 25 Best Sci-Fi Films of the 21st Century So
Far” by Indiewire.com’s “Playlist.”
• “...demands to be
seen simply because it is a thrill—a pulse-raiser whose perfect
construction and pointed wit make it one of the year’s most
exciting films.” –John DeFore, Washington Post
•
“An infectiously larky extraterrestrial invasion movie that
respects the genre conventions while spicing the brew with
distinctive local flavor.” –David Rooney, Hollywood
Reporter
• “It’s hot, fierce, funny, vicious and
ready to bite, baby.” –Peter Travers, Rolling
Stone
• “It’s a doozy....” –Bruce Diones, New
Yorker

Dissenting Opinion:
• “...it’s
surprising this thing ever got released.” –Mick LaSalle, San
Francisco Chronicle

Vidbits:
• John Boyega’s film debut;
he’d attain fame in 2015 co-starring in Star Wars: Episode
VII—The Force Awakens.
• Writer/director Cornish’s
directorial debut. He’s stated that he was inspired by the
low-budget first features of some of his favorite directors, citing
Spielberg’s Duel and Cameron’s The Terminator as
examples of directors who were “trying to make big movies even when
they couldn’t.”


Battle Royale

(Japanese)

(2000; Not Rated, but R; 1:54)

Starring: Tatsuya Fujiwara, Aki Maeda, Tarô
Yamamoto, Takeshi Kitano

Written by: Kenta Fukasaku (based on the novel by Koushun
Takami)

Directed by: Kinji Fukasaku

Synopsis: In a near-future Japan where
society has collapsed and teens refuse to respond to authority,
“the bigwigs” pass “The BR Act,” which decrees that random
ninth-grade classes be stranded on a deserted island in a three-day
battle to the death, to serve as a warning to their peers. In the
current round, 43 young adults are outfitted with food, water and a
weapon (not just guns and knives, but items as odd as a pot lid and
a tracking device) as well as an explosive metal collar which will
kill them if they refuse to comply...or if there is more than a
single survivor at the end of the game. Can any of them survive or
escape—or even trust anyone else? In the end, is anyone a true
friend?

Discussion: While BR might be
considered a cult movie, it deserves a wider audience for any
(strong-stomached) action fan, if only because it is virtually
non-stop mayhem. While the idea of kids killing kids is abhorrent,
it does make for a unique storyline (and even though it predated
The Hunger Games by a dozen years, the popularity of the
latter has perhaps eliminated this objection). In the proper
perspective, BR can easily be seen as a comedy—albeit a
very, very dark comedy of the Scream strain, where the
situation is so preposterous and the blood flow so over the top
that one can’t help but be amused by the exaggeration. Clues that
support this interpretation include the absurdly incongruous
classical music that often accompanies the action sequences, and
the observation that, intermingled with their (mostly successful)
attempts to kill one another, the kids are still deeply involved in
the concerns of most teens; namely, who’s crushing on whom.

Given that there are some 40-plus participants at
the beginning of the game, there is little room for character
development, but there is abundant opportunity for virtually every
possible combination of alliances and rivalries, trusts and
betrayals, pair bondings and revenges. There’s a lot of brutality,
a lot of bodies and a lot of blood (but mercifully little gore),
and the action sequences are frequent, well-directed, and escalate
in intensity as the game comes down to the final handful of
survivors. Watch it with tongue placed firmly in cheek; it might be
an awkward position, but it allows the gallows humor of this
epically ultraviolent flick to escape, and allows your sense of
humor to survive intact.

Rent this one for: its unique plotline; the
numerous excellent action sequences.

You’ll (probably) like this if you liked:
The Hunger Games, Scream, Akira, Lord of the Flies

Similar Killer B’s you might enjoy: Escape
from New York, Series 7: The Contenders

Critical Credentials:

• Tomatometer: Certified Fresh. Top Critics: 86% liked it. Audience
Score: 89% liked it.
• Metacritic Metascore: 81/100.
User Score: 8.1/10
• Won the Popularity Award at the
2001 Awards of the Japanese Academy.

• Named by The Playlist on Indiewire.com as one
of “The 25 Best Sci-Fi Films of the 21st Century So
Far”
• Listed by Den of Geek as one of the “Top 25
Underappreciated Movies of 2000.”
• “It is in many ways
a better movie [than The Hunger Games], and in any case a
fascinating companion... It is a lot uglier and also, perversely, a
lot more fun.” –A.O. Scott, New York Times

Dissenting Opinion:
• “A minor sensation
in Japan where questions were asked in parliament, this noisy and
bombastic adaptation of a recent pulp novel doesn’t shape up as
satire or death-sport fantasy... [It is] best left to the
quasi-banned realm where it exists as perfect satire.” –Joshua
Rothkopf, Time Out New York

Vidbits:
• Long unavailable (legally) in
the U.S., the film is now on DVD, and was re-released in a 3D
conversion in 2012.

• When Quentin Tarantino made a list of his 20 favorite films since
1992 (the year his Reservoir Dogs was released) for UK’s
satellite service, Sky, he included Battle Royale as his
number one pick. “If there’s any movie that’s been made since I’ve
been making movies that I wish I had made, it’s that one,” he
said.


Big Game

(2015; PG-13; 1:50)

Starring: Samuel L. Jackson, Onni
Tomilla

Featuring: Ray Stevenson, Victor Garber, Ted Levine,
Felicity Huffman, Jim Broadbent

Written and Directed by: Jalmari Helander

Synopsis: When Air Force One is shot down
over Finland, President William Moore’s (Jackson) escape pod lands
in the mountainous wilderness where thirteen-year-old Oskari
(Tommila) is attempting his rite of passage into manhood by hunting
alone. The odd couple team up to return the President to safety—but
they’ll have to avoid or fight off the terrorists who shot the
plane down in the first place. When they discover that the leader
is not a terrorist, but simply a rich sociopath out to bag the
leader of the free world as the ultimate “big game,” can young
Oskari summon enough bravery to save the most powerful man on the
planet?

Discussion: From Jalmari Helander, the man
who brought us the deliriously demented Rare Exports (also
in this volume), comes this action-oriented tall tale of an odd
couple, both considered “weaklings” (one globally; the other,
locally) who must dig deeply enough to discover reserves of
toughness neither believes he possesses.

Much of the fun in this flick is provided by the
bunch of second bananas staffing the command center tasked with
tracking and retrieving the Commander-in-Chief, including Felicity
Huffman as a Hillary Clinton-type Secretary of State (underused,
with only a couple lines of dialog) and Jim Broadbent as the oldest
living CIA terrorism analyst, with an answer for everything...but
rarely the answer anyone expects. And what a delightful change of
pace to see Samuel L. Jackson playing a totally non-kick-ass
character!

Big Game is an exhilaratingly preposterous
adventure flick, simultaneously employing and mocking action movie
clichés in a story that includes frequent reversals, betrayals, and
double-crosses, and touches of charm and humor—not to mention the
majestic cinematography of the Finnish wilderness. It’s an
adolescent wish-fulfillment fantasy that’s short, sweet, and—even
if sometimes silly—will leave you with a satisfied smile.

Rent this one for: its unusual setting and
story; the action flick thrills.

Similar Killer B’s you might enjoy: Rare
Exports (writer/director Helander)

Critical Credentials:

• Tomatometer: Certified Fresh.
• “...the audience is
treated to jaw-dropping action sequences, enhanced by awesome
special effects and staggering cinematography.” –Richard Roeper,
Chicago Sun-Times
• “It’s entirely ludicrous but
highly enjoyable... I was highly prepared to tell you that Big
Game was cynical garbage and that nobody involved gave a
damn—but the thing is, that simply isn’t true.” –Andrew O’Hehir,
Salon.com
• “Often hilarious and even a tiny bit
moving.” –John DeFore, Hollywood Reporter

Dissenting Opinion:
• Metacritic User
Score: 4.1/10 (but based on only 15 votes)
• “This is
like fan fiction from someone who only has one genre in their
Netflix queue.” –Joe Neumaier, New York Daily News

Vidbits:
• Onni Tomilla is
writer/director Helander’s nephew. In this case, nepotism
works.


Big Trouble in Little China

(comedy)

(1986; PG-13; 1:39)

Starring: Kurt Russell, Kim Cattrall, James
Hong

Featuring: Dennis Dun, Victor Wong, Kate Burton, Suzee
Pai

Written by: Gary Goldman, David Z. Weinstein, W.D.
Richter

Music by: John Carpenter, Alan Howarth

Directed by: John Carpenter

Synopsis: “That’s how it always begins,” says
Egg Shen (Wong). “Very small.” Like witnessing the kidnapping of
Wang’s (Dun) Chinese fiancée. Or a trip into the back alleys of San
Francisco’s Chinatown. Or a stolen 16-wheeler semi that belongs to
macho man Jack Burton (Russell). Or a Chinese funeral that turns
into a Tong war and ends in black magic. You know—small stuff.

Wang wants his girl rescued from the clutches of
2,000-year-old black magician David Lo Pan (Hong). Jack just wants
his truck back. They break into Lo Pan’s warehouse; they’re
captured; they escape. But now Jack, Wang and Egg have to go back
in with reinforcements to rescue two women and put an end to the
threat of Lo Pan, the “Bodhisattva of the Underworld”—if they can.
It’ll take plenty of magic, lots of guns—and all the luck they can
muster.

Discussion: Dismissed on release as a
Raiders of the Lost Ark wannabe, today it couldn’t look more
different. Once Jack drives into that alley, we enter another
world: a disorienting labyrinth of inscrutable Oriental mystery.
What we’ve got here is a grand-scale comic book adventure about
Eastern magic butting heads with Western concretism. And you know
how much it hurts to butt your head against concrete... No wonder
Russell mimics The Duke throughout the flick—although the movie has
more in common with John Woo than John Wayne.

Jack’s a complex guy for a comic book hero: far
braver than he realizes, but nowhere near as smart as he thinks he
is. Half the fun lies in watching this concrete-minded cement-head
trying to grasp the idea that most of the action he’s involved in
takes place not in reality, but on a mystical plane. When one
character informs Jack that “China is here,” his response is to
growl, in a deadpan rush “‘China is here’? What does that mean,
‘China is here,’ I don’t even know what the hell that means.”
Wonderful, energetic performances, numerous quotable lines, superb
effects and cartoonish martial arts all add up to a delightfully
over-the-top action comedy.

Rent this one for: its wild, tongue-in-cheek,
comic book fun.

You’ll (probably) like this if you liked:
The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai, The Golden Child

Similar Killer B’s you might enjoy: Escape
From New York

Critical Credentials:

• Tomatometer: All Critics: 82% liked it. Audience Score: 83% liked
it.

• It took 15 years for Entertainment Weekly to catch on, but
in their May 25, 2001 edition, they listed this as a “DVD Guilty
Pleasure of the Week,” with a solid B+ grade. (“There are two kinds
of people: the ones who have seen—and love—this [movie], and those
poor saps who aren’t burdened with having to try to describe it to
the uninitiated.”)

Dissenting Opinion:
• “...vacuous
characters, limping fantasy...” —Sight and Sound 

• “...tiresome...” —Halliwell’s Film Guide
•
“...heavy tongue-in-cheek attitude, but everything else about it is
heavy, too.” —Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide (1/2
star)
• “...[a] sorry mess...”—People Magazine Guide
to Movies on Video


Black Moon Rising

(1986; R; 1:40)

Starring: Tommy Lee Jones, Linda
Hamilton

Featuring: Richard Jaeckel, Robert Vaughn, Keenan Wynn

Written by: John Carpenter, Desmond Nakano, William
Gray

Directed by: Harley Cokliss

Synopsis: Quint (Jones) is a hi-tech thief,
freelancing for the Attorney General to steal a tape cassette
containing the Lucky Dollar Corporation’s crooked accounting
records. With the Corp’s goons hot on his tail, he hides the tape
inside Black Moon, an experimental supercar, at a truck stop, then
follows the car to L.A. Before he can retrieve the tape, however,
the car is stolen by Nina (Hamilton) and her ring of carjackers. He
chases her until she disappears into the underground parking garage
of a twin-tower high rise office complex owned by the sinister
Ryland (Vaughn), then teams up with Black Moon’s inventors to
recapture the car.

They’ve only got three days before the car’s
potential investors pull out—and before Quint’s government agents
take him out for good. Can Quint get to Nina and turn her against
mastermind Ryland? Can he get to the car and reclaim his tape
before being caught by the Corp, the cops or the Feds? And can any
of them escape Ryland’s sinister surveillance and security
forces?

Discussion: Is it Mission Impossible
meets It Takes A Thief, or Bullit meets Die
Hard? It’s got elements of all of them, with a plot that
doesn’t lag and action that doesn’t disappoint. We’re definitely in
Carpenter territory here: hi-tech toys, fast-paced action, a
minimum of verbiage and enough humor to keep it from taking itself
too seriously.

The “driving” action includes some nicely
choreographed car chases through the streets of L.A., and a final
aerodynamic stunt that’s still impressive. Even today, the flick
still looks hi-tech (except for the bulky cell phones) which is no
small achievement.

Rent this one for: the car chases, the stunts
and the action.

You’ll (probably) like this if you liked:
The Road Warrior

Critical Credentials:
• “...close to the
quintessential Grade-B movie.” —PMG

Dissenting Opinion:
• Tomatometer: All
Critics: 33% liked it.

• “...absurd, almost impenetrable...” —Halliwell’s Film
Guide
• “...thoroughly lead-footed, low-tech
affair... totally bald on thrills...” —The Phantom’s Ultimate
Video Guide
• “...deserves to get a Big Moon
Rising.” —Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide (BOMB)

Vidbits:
• Cokliss’ (aka “Harley
Cokeliss”) prior directing experience included second unit
direction on Star Wars: Episode V - The Empire Strikes
Back.
• Don Opper (Android) appears as
“Frenchie.”
• Jaeckel plays a character named “Earl
Windom”—any relation to Twin Peaks’ villain “Windom Earle,”
you suppose?


Blind Fury

(martial arts/comedy)

(1990; R; 1:28)

Starring: Rutger Hauer, Terry O’Quinn,
Brandon Call

Featuring: Noble Willingham, Randall “Tex” Cobb, Meg
Foster

Written by: Charles Robert Carner

Directed by: Phillip Noyce

Synopsis: Blinded in Vietnam, Nick Parker
(Hauer) is “adopted” by a village and taught to use his ears—and a
sword. Twenty years later, he arrives in Miami to look up his old
Army buddy Frank Deveraux (O’Quinn). He finds that Frank has left
his wife and son Billy (Call) and gone to Reno—where he’s run up a
huge gambling debt with casino owner and drug dealer MacCready
(Willingham).

Minutes later, MacCready’s goons hit the house,
attempting to kidnap the boy as insurance that chemist Frank will
continue to manufacture designer drugs for the boss. Nick makes
short work of the thugs and determines to take Billy under his wing
and save him and his dad from the evil MacCready. They embark on a
bus trip, slowly growing to know one another while regularly
fending off attacks by MacCready’s men. Can blind swordsman Nick
rescue both father and son? We’ll see...

Discussion: While a blind swordsman might
seem as unworkable a concept as a Jamaican bobsled team, if handled
with humor, both could make interesting films. Cool Runnings
succeeded, and so does Blind Fury. It’s an action flick with
a sense of humor—the “blind man driving” scene is particularly
funny (and pre-dates a similar scene in Scent of a Woman by
two years)—and it’s nice to see the usually sullen Hauer laugh and
smile. Of course the goons are evil idiots who deserve to die,
which makes it all the more fun to watch Nick effortlessly outwit
them. Eyes ain’t brains!

The script provides several clever methods of
staging fights in an atmosphere conducive to Nick’s strange talents
(a darkened room is merely the most obvious, but...a corn field?).
The action is nicely choreographed and directed, and the film is
filled with fast and furious sword-flashing action—including a pair
of final surprises that put Nick’s odd abilities to the ultimate
life-or-death test, and lead to some nicely satisfying violence and
retribution. And it all works simply because, like Nick, the film
refuses to take itself too seriously.

Rent this one for: its unusual premise; its
laugh-laced action.

You’ll (probably) like this if you liked:
Scent of a Woman; the blind swordsman Zatoichi
series.

Dissenting Opinion:
• “...brash, lively
(but failed) attempt... doesn’t altogether work.” —Leonard
Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide (2.5 stars)
• “Hauer
works well...but...the movie doesn’t.” —VideoHound’s Golden
Movie Retriever (2.5 bones)
• “...a numbskull,
cornball action comedy...a slovenly bash-a-thon.” —Los Angeles
Times

Vidbits: Produced by the team of actor Tim
Matheson and Dan Grodnick, who at that time owned and operated the
National Lampoon company.


Blue Thunder

(thriller)

(1983; R; 1:50)

Starring: Roy Scheider, Daniel Stern, Malcolm
McDowell

Featuring: Warren Oates, Candy Clark, Joe Santos

Written by: Dan O’Bannon, Don Jakoby

Directed by: John Badham

Synopsis: Sometimes doing helicopter duty for
the L.A.P.D. is a tough gig. It’s tougher still when you keep
having Vietnam flashbacks, like chopper pilot Frank Murphy
(Scheider), and doubly tough when you’re given a green partner like
Lymongood (Stern). Frank is “volunteered” for special duty, test
flying Blue Thunder, an armed, armored, turbocharged superchopper
developed by the military for counterterrorism. Something
suspicious is going on, however: Murphy’s old ‘Nam nemesis Col.
Cochrane (McDowell), now in charge of Thunder, sabotages the trial
run. And when Frank has his computer whiz partner use the copter’s
sophisticated surveillance equipment to eavesdrop on a secret
meeting between Cochrane and his cronies, they uncover an
incredible conspiracy involving the true intended use of
Thunder—knowledge that puts their own lives in mortal danger. Can
Frank accomplish the impossible and turn the conspirator’s own
technology against them?

Discussion: Tired of the same old car chases?
Try a chopper chase instead. Tired of the same old car crashes? Try
a couple of copter crashes (which have become almost a cliché in
action movies since Blue Thunder. I recall seeing a gag pie
chart entitled “What Helicopters Do In Movies,” for example, in
which the entire pie is colored blue, and the Key reveals that blue
equals “crash.”)

Badham knows how to direct action (once he finally
cuts to the chase), and here we get plenty: Copters vs. copters;
copters vs. cars; F-16’s with heat-seeking missiles vs. Blue
Thunder (and Frank’s wits); and—just in case you aren’t
tired of car chases—a doozy of a chase that begins in a drive-in.
There are in fact a lot of chases and a lot of destruction (but
very little blood); some macho fun; adventure, suspense and wowing
aerial action; and another wonderful performance from Scheider. All
this, and you’ll find out what JAFO means! What more could a
guy ask?

Rent this one for: the incredible aerial
dogfight sequences.

You’ll (probably) like this if you liked:
The Rookie, Firefox

Critical Credentials:
•
Tomatometer: All Critics: 84% liked it.

Dissenting Opinion:
• “...slick but
hollow...” —Halliwell’s Film Guide
• “...gets
stupider (and crueler) as film goes on.” —Leonard Maltin’s Movie
and Video Guide (2 stars)

Vidbits:
• Oates’ last film; the movie
carries this Dedication: “For Warren Oates, with love for all the
joy you gave us.”
• The Blue Thunder helicopter is
adapted from the French Aerospatiale Gazelle copter.
•
Isn’t that Dan Hedaya as the chopper tech? He’s not listed in the
credits. And who’s the nude yoga lady, who is also uncredited?


Bullet to the Head

(2013; R; 1:32)

Starring: Sylvester Stallone, Sung
Kang

Featuring: Jason Momoa, Christian Slater, Sarah Shahi, Adewale
Akinnouye-Agbaje

Written by: Alessandro Camon, Alexis Nolent, Colin Wilson
(based on the graphic novel Du plomb dans la tete)

Directed by: Walter Hill

Synopsis: “The people I work for are shit,”
professional hitman Jimmy Bonomo (Stallone) informs us in his
opening narration. “The people I take out are worse.” When Jimmy’s
partner is murdered in Crescent City (aka New Orleans), he teams
up—reluctantly—with Taylor Kwon (Kang), a D.C. detective determined
to find out who killed his own partner, since the two cases have
curious overlaps. Their trail takes them through a maze of corrupt
cops and a high-level real estate conspiracy. And when the
masterminds make the serious blunder of kidnapping Jimmy’s adult
daughter (Shahi), Jimmy the hitman has a plan: “Get her back, give
‘em what they want, then they die.” But can he count on by-the-book
cop Kwon to have his back?

Discussion: Like Walter Hill’s earlier crime
classic, 48 HRS, Bullet to the Head is not your standard
cop-buddy movie; the two principles don’t banter so much as bicker
and threaten one another. (When they find the killers for instance,
they argue about whether to “take ‘em in or take ‘em out.”) And
there’s some sly (no pun intended, Mr. Stallone) humor in their
very different styles: Kwon is a proponent of hi-tech information
gathering, but Jimmy’s old school strong-arm tactics usually
prevail—by necessity.

It’s post-modern noir: dark, gritty, violent; a
throwback to ‘80s trash action flicks featuring massive firepower
(not to mention a final fight with fire axes). And the laconic,
world-weary Stallone is at his growling, grumbling best as the dumb
guy with the street smarts necessary to ensure justice is
achieved...and to wreak revenge, yo.

Rent this one for: the action, action,
action.

You’ll (probably) like this if you liked:
48 HRS, John Wick, Escape Plan, Get Carter

Critical Credentials:
• “...an
adrenaline shot to your movie memory if the blunt, gleefully dumb,
no-nonsense ways of ‘80s-style action flicks are your nostalgia
drug of choice.” –Robert Abele, Los Angeles Times

Dissenting Opinion:
• Tomatometer: Top
Critics: 38% liked it.
• “Even by contemporary
standards, this is a brutal and stupid movie.” –Joe Williams, St.
Louis Post-Dispatch

Vidbits:
• Tagline: “Revenge never gets
old.”
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