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FROM HONG KONG TO HELL

A Deep Dive into the Extreme, the Bizarre, and the Utterly Depraved Films of Asian Extreme Cinema

By Johnny Rewind

The Bad Movie Chronicles, Volume III
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INTRODUCTION: PRESS PLAY OR PRAY
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You thought you knew bad movies. After VHS Fever Dreams and Straight-to-DVD Delirium, you considered yourself a seasoned veteran of cinematic catastrophe. You had survived the synth-rock ninjas of Miami Connection, the demon-possessed disco of The Apple, and whatever the hell Solarbabies was supposed to be about. You had watched C. Thomas Howell try to look intimidating. You had watched a Leprechaun rap in a church. You were battle-hardened. Unshockable. Done.

You were not done.

Welcome to Asian extreme cinema — a world where the rules of conventional filmmaking do not just bend, they shatter into a thousand bloody pieces and then the pieces attack each other. This is not the comfortable kind of bad movie you are used to, where the worst that happens is some questionable acting and a rubber monster. This is something altogether more committed. These films were made by directors who had specific, disturbing things to say and no particular interest in whether you wanted to hear them.

The films in this book span three decades and half a continent: Japanese body horror from directors who clearly needed therapy but were channeling something genuinely interesting; Hong Kong Category III films that make your average exploitation movie look like a Disney special; Korean revenge thrillers where nobody, literally nobody, gets a happy ending; and Indonesian and Thai horror that taps into supernatural traditions so specific and so genuinely unsettling that they can linger for weeks.

These movies were not made by accident. They were not passion projects gone wrong. They were deliberate — provocations, experiments, expressions of collective cultural anxiety filmed on shoestring budgets and occasionally screened at international film festivals where critics wrote thoughtful essays about them while quietly lying down in quiet rooms afterward.

Takashi Miike made over ninety films in a thirty-year career, including years in which he averaged five or six films per year. Park Chan-wook turned vengeance into high art and then turned it into something even darker. The Hong Kong Category III industry produced films so transgressive that the government had to create an entire rating category to contain them. Indonesian horror filmmakers tapped into a mythology so specific and so genuinely terrifying that it makes Western slashers look like bedtime stories.

This is From Hong Kong to Hell.

Steel yourself. Read this on a full stomach or an empty one, depending on the chapter. Prepare to discover that the rest of the world has been watching very different films than you have, in very different rooms, for very different reasons.

They were better at the bad parts.

And remember: these movies will change you. Probably not for the better. Almost definitely not for the better.
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CHAPTER 1: TETSUO: THE IRON MAN (1989)
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The Most Metal Movie Ever Made (We Mean That Literally)

TAGLINE: "A Man Becomes His Desires"

There are films that disturb. There are films that confuse. There are films that make you question whether the person who made them is okay. And then there is Tetsuo: The Iron Man — a forty-seven-minute assault on your nervous system that accomplishes all three simultaneously while also making you genuinely uncertain whether cinema should exist at all, before immediately convincing you that it absolutely should, but only if it is going to be this weird.

Shinya Tsukamoto made this film with essentially no budget, no proper crew, no studio support, and apparently no concern for his own mental health or that of his future audience. Shot in black and white on 16mm film over the course of two years, in whatever spare rooms and back alleys Tokyo would tolerate, Tetsuo is the purest expression of body horror anxiety ever committed to celluloid. It is Kafka on a diet of industrial noise and machine parts. It is what happens when a filmmaker looks at the modern industrial world, the salaryman existence, the grinding mechanization of daily life, and decides the correct response is to make a film in which a man grows a power drill instead of the relevant anatomical feature.

This is cinema as illness. It is magnificent.
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THE PLOT (WHAT THERE IS OF ONE)
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A Japanese salaryman accidentally hits a "metal fetishist" with his car. The fetishist — a man who has been jamming metal rods into his own body for reasons the film declines to explain — flees the scene and later dies of his injuries. The following morning, the salaryman discovers something growing from his cheek. Then from his arm. Then from elsewhere.

What follows is the systematic metalification of one ordinary Japanese office worker, including a stop-motion body transformation sequence of remarkable technical ingenuity, and a scene involving a power drill that has permanently damaged the serenity of an entire generation of film students. The salaryman's girlfriend is killed by his mutating anatomy during what should have been a routine morning, which the film handles with exactly as much tonal sensitivity as you would expect.

It ends with the salaryman and the resurrected Metal Fetishist merging into a single monstrous metal creature and vowing to "rust the entire world." This is, structurally speaking, a happy ending. Of sorts. They found each other.
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BEHIND THE MADNESS
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Tsukamoto financed the film himself, recruited his friends as cast and crew, and shot it guerrilla-style throughout Tokyo without permits. The total budget has been estimated at various points at anywhere between three million yen and essentially nothing, depending on who you ask and whether they are including unpaid labor from Tsukamoto's social circle.

The stop-motion animation effects were created by Tsukamoto himself, frame by frame, in conditions that must have been genuinely nightmarish. He also played the Metal Fetishist, directed, wrote, edited, and operated the camera. At various points he may also have done his own catering. The film exists because he willed it into existence through sheer, possibly unhinged, determination.

Tetsuo won the Grand Prix at Rome's Fantafestival in 1989, introducing the world to Tsukamoto's particular brand of mechanized body horror. Critics who expected Japanese art cinema received something they had absolutely no critical framework for. The film has since been cited as an influence by filmmakers from David Cronenberg to Darren Aronofsky.

A sequel, Tetsuo II: Body Hammer, arrived in 1992 with a slightly larger budget and considerably more plot, losing some of the original's anarchic energy in the process. A third film, The Bullet Man, arrived in 2009 in English for international markets, to considerably less enthusiastic response.
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WTF MOMENTS
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•  THE DRILL: The sequence in which the salaryman's anatomy transforms into a rotating power drill is achieved through stop-motion and practical prosthetics on a budget that would not cover a reasonable meal, and it is more disturbing than effects costing a thousand times as much. Context makes everything worse.

•  THE STOP-MOTION BODY: Tsukamoto animates his lead actor's body transformation frame by frame, creating a twitching, juddering effect that makes the mutation feel genuinely organic in the most completely wrong possible way. Your eyes confirm it is happening. Your brain refuses.

•  THE SOUND DESIGN: The film's audio is entirely industrial noise — grinding metal, machine hum, electronic interference — with zero conventional music at any point. It sounds like being inside a factory that is malfunctioning and has opinions about you personally.

•  THE RUNNING SEQUENCE: A scene in which the salaryman is chased through Tokyo by a woman whose face is partially obscured by metal, both of them jerking and stuttering like malfunctioning machines, somehow works as genuine chase cinema despite looking like nothing else ever made before or since.

•  THE FINAL MERGE: The two protagonists physically combine into a single metal entity in a sequence that looks entirely unlike anything in the history of cinema and costs the viewer approximately seven years of peaceful sleep.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE "TETSUO" DRINKING GAME
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•  Drink when metal emerges from human flesh

•  Drink when the sound design makes you physically uncomfortable

•  Drink during any stop-motion sequence

•  Finish your drink the first time you look away from the screen

•  Two drinks during the drill sequence, if you can manage it without spilling
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AWARDS WE'RE GIVING IT
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•  Most Committed Vision by a Director Who Clearly Needed a Hug

•  Best Use of Stop-Motion Animation in a Film That Will Haunt Your Dreams

•  Excellence in Making Industrial Noise Feel Like Personal Terror

•  Most Impressive Low-Budget Body Horror Since Eraserhead

•  The "This Is Technically Cinema" Award for Experimental Boldness
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