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Introduction

It was never my intention to start this introduction off by sounding like a stereotypical fan gushing over their favorite actor. But I have to apologize in advance because this is exactly what I am going to do. I thoroughly enjoy Jean-Claude Van Damme films. I have a sneaking suspicion that if you are reading this, then you do as well. It does not matter to me if you openly admit it or not. I am just glad you are here. For me, there is no secret. The action, the cheese, and the ridiculous scenarios that would never happen in real life (I’m looking at you, Frank Dux) is everything I want in a movie. Heck, my love for the Muscles from Brussels went so far that it inspired me to create a podcast about his filmography and life – Jean Pod Van Dammecast. In doing so, I have met new friends solely based off of a mutual love for Van Damme and his films. So, when I was asked if I would be willing to write this introduction to Bloodspurt, I had to jump at the opportunity.

Some may find it unbelievable or even humorous when they hear about my affection for JCVD, but the man holds a special place in my heart. The mere mention of his name brings a smile to my face as it is a constant reminder of all of the good times I had watching his films as a child. I cherish those cable television and VHS memories. It was no surprise for my mother to hear, “Anything with Van Damme,” as a response to what movies we should rent from the video store.

Outside of my own adoration for JC, his Hollywood success story is enough to make anyone believe they can achieve their own goals if they have the right attitude and try hard enough. His story echoes the ideas of the American Dream. He is a real-life example of an immigrant success story. Like Arnold Schwarzenegger, he came to the U.S. seeking opportunity, and he found it. Any other man would have been content staying in Belgium as a gym owner after having a successful martial arts career. But Jean-Claude Van Varenberg dove headfirst into the land of screaming eagles and freedom to pursue his one goal – to become a movie star.

Like any human being, there are highs and lows associated with his life. He is known for his issues with infidelity, drug addiction, controversial friendships, and battling mental illness. However, Van Damme has shown over and over again throughout his career that anyone can overcome their demons if they fight hard enough. Whether or not you believe the stories of him doing helicopter kicks in front of producers, he has been able to continue to make a name for himself in the acting world. With more than seventy acting credits attached to his name, JCVD has still been able to keep his fame in the world of movies. Although some may believe he is past his glory years of starring in big blockbuster hits, Van Damme is still doing what he loves and using his platform to bring light to important issues.

Although he has been the butt of jokes in the French media regarding his political and philosophical views, no one can deny his love for animals. Even during the pandemic, Van Damme made national news once again by using his status to save a Chihuahua from being euthanized due to poor relations between Norway and Bulgaria. Love or hate him, he sticks to his guns and does whatever he can to fight for animal rights.

Do not even get me started on his acting. Yes, that is right, his acting. We all know him for his tropes and classic films, but throughout his career he continues to challenge himself. Though some reviewers may disagree with me on his later works, I am absolutely stunned that he still takes his job seriously rather than phoning it in for a paycheck. While he has nothing left to prove, he still seems to feel like he has everything left to prove. For instance, in his 2008 film, JCVD, Van Damme showed that he was meant for a serious role. He has also showcased his skills on the opposite side of the acting spectrum with the 2016 Amazon comedy series Jean-Claude Van Johnson. Even in 2019, he continued to challenge himself by accepting a role with no speaking parts in We Die Young.



Whether or not you agree with me about the actor himself, I hope that you get the same enjoyment in reading this book as I do in following his life. JCVD may have his flaws and his movies may not win any major film awards, but he continues to bring fans together from all over the world (Trust me, I’m in a few Facebook groups that confirm just that). I think that is a pretty great thing one man from Brussels can do.

- John Bruske




Woman in a Twilight Garden (1979), Breakin’ (1984), Missing in Action (1984), & Monaco Forever (1984)

No, you did not accidentally pick up a book about Chuck Norris. Yes, Jean-Claude Van Damme DOES appear in Norris’ seminal eighties action flick, Missing in Action. Well, sort of. I think. “Appear” is a strong word. He is listed in the stunt credits as J. Claude Van Damme, and as far as we know, the J stands for “Jean” and not “Jimmy” or “Jerry”.

I looked for JCVD in Missing in Action. I did not find him. I turned it into a family game, a “Where’s Waldo” of action movies, but none of my kids found him (they don’t really know what he looks like, anyway, but I appreciate the effort). My wife DID find him…in an episode of Friends. Gah.

What we do know is that Jean-Claude IS in Missing in Action, and we know this because there exists an on-set photo of Van Damme dressed in army camouflage and flanked by two other, similarly dressed dudes.

Technically, Missing in Action is important in the annals of Van Damme history, and definitely noteworthy for being his first “action” role (as well as the Norris connection). It was a segue that led to his big breakthrough role as “Gay Karate Man” in Monaco Forever. Wait, no…it was one of the roles that led to his eventual big breakthrough role as Frank Dux in the immortal Bloodsport.

In my Herculean search to find proof of J. Claude’s MIA appearance in, well, MIA, I did come across a video of a dual role in Woman in a Twilight Garden, a 1979 film set in Belgium and starring Rutger Hauer. Van Damme plays both “Movie Goer” and “Man in Garden” in a tour de force of a charismatic extra. Look it up on YouTube; six seconds of our hero sitting in a theater watching a movie (he does mention something quickly to the person sitting next to him), and a few more seconds as he sits in a garden and listens to others talk. He does take a rather convincing swig of a drink, but that’s about it.

His next (uncredited) role is in the legendary 1984 flick Breakin’, and even though he again is only shown for a miniscule number of seconds, this is admittedly a pretty memorable scene. Because he is dancing and clapping while some break dancers, uh, break, and this is a real thing: people have accused him of trying to steal the scene with his over-the-top clapping. And if you give it a watch (and really, you should), you might think those people have a point. He is ripped, as well, and his exaggerated mountain-like handclaps do feel like an attempt to garner some extra attention.

But really, even though he is credited as Jean-Claude Vandam, the aforementioned part of “Gay Karate Man” in Monaco Forever is truly his first actual role, and he does quite well under the circumstances. He also gets to show off some of his martial arts moves, which are hilariously underlined with “woosh” sound effects. Gay Karate Man is driving, and he looks at the road for maybe 14 seconds of a 50 second drive, because he is coming onto his male passenger by way of rubbing his leg and asking him if he plays sports. No, really.

The dude gets angry and demands that Gay Karate Man get out of the car so he can “teach him a lesson in manners”, to which Gay Karate Man pretends to be scared and even says, “Don’t hurt me” as they walk to a fightin’ area. After a particularly out of place slur for such a lighthearted scene (it was a different time), Van Damme peels off his weird robe shirt and shows off his ripped torso before launching into some beautiful roundhouse kicks (that he purposely doesn’t connect with).

While the whole thing is SUPER silly, culminating in the passenger running away scared with the ol’ Benny Hill-style fast edit, two things are fairly clear by the end of the scene:



1.Jean-Claude Van Damme (er, Vandam) is a pretty charismatic dude, and

2.Those kicks look like they could take someone OUT.

You can also find this scene streaming around online, and honestly, this is a must see if only for the unbelievable “what did I just watch” factor. It is a bit endearing despite all the strangeness.

So that accounts for three of his four earliest appearances…but how about Missing in Action? Well, the closest I could find to an actual scene is direct from JCVD’s Instagram in a post commemorating the film and his work history with Chuck Norris (the two would both appear in 2012’s Expendables 2). Here we have a clip from 1984 of Van Damme holding up mats for Norris to punch and kick, which JC describes as “rare footage of me training Mr. Norris.” Close enough, I suppose.

Van Damme would go onto bigger things only a couple years after Monaco Forever of course, scoring a role in eighties VHS stalwart No Retreat, No Surrender. That kickstarted his career in earnest and launched him into the world as a big action star, adored by men and women alike (including, eventually, Rachel Green and Monica Geller – more on that later).

Generally, an examination of a movie star’s early career might lend some clues to their evolution, and even though we didn’t really find “Waldo” in terms of Van Damme’s Missing in Action footage, we will always have Movie Goer, Spectator in First Dance Sequence, and Gay Karate Man to point to as the somehow glorious yet wholly inauspicious introduction to a truly memorable career.

- Paul Counelis




No Retreat, No Surrender (1986)

To write about this movie is to write about a selection of films I am most passionate about. It was the early ‘80s and Keith Strandberg had made contact with Hong Kong’s Seasonal Films. A black belt in Isshinryu Karate, he was of course interested in action movies, and had already established himself as a writer for martial arts magazines. So he decided to find out if Seasonal might be interested in making a new sort of film, one that combined an American story, an American cast, with Hong Kong action.

Seasonal Films’ owner Ng See Yuen was a visionary (he had started Jackie Chan’s career) and he and Strandberg immediately hit it off. It didn’t hurt that Strandberg also spoke Mandarin Chinese, and during that first afternoon they met for a long time, watching movies, talking about the future, and vowing to work together when he was ready to do an American movie.

That movie turned out to be No Retreat No Surrender, which we made in 1984 and was distributed in 1986, to outstanding success. It was one of the first American low budget martial arts films ever made, and it struck a chord with the audiences in theatres, as it had a wide theatrical release.

Back then, there was really no competition, and NRNS was made for very little money, shooting on location in LA and Seattle. The movie offered something few people had ever seen...Hong Kong-style action, done by Westerners. The movie was a huge hit and, as a result, Seasonal immediately started developing their next picture with Strandberg.

Over the next ten years the winning formula would continue until Seasonal’s demise, but that decade of low-budget, action movie mayhem all began with NRNS. JCVD isn’t in the majority of the flick, just in case you haven’t seen it. Fashioned a little like a Karate Kid rip-off, Jason Stillwell (Kurt McKinney, ALF) is a Bruce Lee freak who watches his Dad, Tom (Timothy D. Baker, Angel of Destruction), have the shit kicked out of him by JCVD, the Russian guy in the white suit that lets his fighting do the talking. Turns out the Mafia is buying up all the dojos around to use as fronts for their evil consortiums. Jason’s Dad decides there’s nothing else to do but leave. Thus, the family moves to Seattle and Jason immediately hooks up with his hetero life-mate R.J. (J.W. Falls, Highway to Heaven), a Michael Jackson-jazzy brother who has Jason’s back before he ever has to ask.

Jason’s neighborhood nemesis, Scott (Kent Lipham, Bikini Summer), is having his cake and eating it too when he decides to declare war on Stillwell. Mind you, he already has a running conflict with, as he puts it, “that slime-ball R.J.” Scott has his reasons for the bad blood, but they are further tested when Jason goes against his dad’s instructions and fights Scott and his burger-munching posse to save his friend. This leads to a series of arguments between father and son; fighting over that fact that fighting just gets you in more trouble. These backyard battles culminate with Tom Stillwell asserting his dominance and trashing Jason’s Bruce Lee collection and makeshift dojo.

R.J. helps Jason take all his ‘useless junk’, as his father labels it, to a squat in the middle of the night...and that’s when things turn magical. There have been many incarnations of the benevolent benefactor; the ancient and wise teacher who helps transforming the scrawny weakling in a martial arts master. Who better to show up and answer Jason’s cries for help...than the ghost of Bruce Lee! That’s right. I’ll say it again because it’s cool to ponder; Jason is helped to rise to the seat of martial arts glory, defeat bad Russian JCVD, get the girl and save Seattle karate from being swallowed by the evil mafia bosses...by the ghost...of Bruce Lee!

“Lee Dai Goh, you call me. Shall we begin?” These are some of the first words of the legendary dragon, doomed like Hamlet’s father for a certain term to walk the earth until Jason gets his montages done. Bruce’s ghost is played appropriately by Tae-jeong Kim, who at one time in history stood in for the man himself. Lee Dai Goh or Big Brother Lee trains Jason up. He’s watched his father be suppressed into a coward, had his head kicked in by his girlfriend’s jealous wannabe lover and his Bruce Lee posters ripped to shreds. Now is the time, and with the spectral Bruce to show Jason the way, he hooks back up with his girl at a disco, shows his Dad that sometimes you just have to fight and finally, with ten minutes till the credits roll, JCVD makes his reappearance only to find he forgets how to kill when Jason, red tracksuit and all, has the balls to get into the ring and end the evil Russian’s psychological hold on his future with the devastating finishing move, handed down to him...by a legend.

The No Retreat, No Surrender series would continue, but McKinney and Van Damme didn’t want to go to Thailand at the time. So, Loren Avedon (King of the Kickboxers) would take the lead, while JCVD would be replaced by Matthias Hues (I Come in Peace aka Dark Angel) for Raging Thunder, NRNS 2. But that’s another story…

- Kent Hill




Bloodsport (1988)

Donald Gibb is really the only reason to watch this movie. Dude really makes you fall in love with him enough, so when Bolo at last tries to crack his skull open, one is motivated enough to persist through JCVD, making all sorts of funny noises (and faces), till at last the kid is back in the picture, sucking down cold brewskies in a shitty Hong Kong hospital.

Okay...maybe there is a little more to it than that. First off, it’s a Cannon movie, so, right away, you kind of know what you’re in for. Frank Dux (and you really should read into this guy) is a real dude whose life this movie is based on. But, depending on what you read you’ll discover, a piece at a time, is it’s mostly bullshit. His exploits are like an 80’s medium-budget action movie version of the documentary Kung Fu Elliot (you should check that out too).

So JCVD plays Dux...once he gets over those difficult teenage years. See young Frank gets caught trying to steal a Katana sword. “Nice try, Lao Che,” and young Frank is not getting off the hook so easily for is attempt at petty larceny just to fit in with the cool kids. He is busted by the Katana’s owner Tanaka (Roy Chiao, Indian Jones ant the Temple of Doom). Tanaka agrees to let Frank earn his penance by helping Tanaka train his son Shingo (Sean Ward, The Sean Ward Show), so that he may one day represent the Tanaka clan at the Kumite, a back-alley tournament in Hong Kong where fighters occasionally get killed...so you better have the balls to get into the ring.

Shingo unfortunately dies before he gets a chance to get killed at the Kumite so Dux, now JCVD, asks Tanaka to train him. Tanaka is not hip to the idea because JCVD is not a Tanaka...but...it’s going to throw a spanner in the works if dude doesn’t get a training montage that we can cut back to at pivotal moments during the final fight sequence of the big showdown... so for cinematic symmetry, Tanaka relents. He even teaches how to catch fish with lighting speed, which also pays off later.

We get all this courtesy of flashbacks when Frank goes to visit the dying Tanaka just before he heads for Hong Kong. Apparently, Frank is too valuable to just go off a get killed in the Kumite, so a couple a fun-loving CIC foils are sent to arrest him and stop him from honouring his Shidoshi. These are Helmer and Rawlins played respectively by Norman Burton (American Ninja 5) and future Oscar winner, Forest Whitaker (Platoon).

Frank makes it to the hotel on time to hook up and play video games with our boy Ray Jackson (Donald Gibb, Revenge of the Nerds) and eventually meet tour guide Victor Lin (Ken Siu, Off Limits). Lin after calling Frank Ducks, takes them to sign up for the fights. Problem is the local boys don’t buy JCVD as a member of the Tanaka Clan, so he has to use the tried-and-true Dim Mak, to break one brick at the bottom of a pile, to prove he knows what he’s talking about.

“Very good. But brick not hit back!” as Chong Li (Bolo Yeung, Enter the Dragon) says in the wake of JCVD’s flaunting of his prowess. Thus, the Kumite is on. Everyone gets together for a series of shots showing different opponents and their alternative styles of hand-to-hand combat. That is...until it’s time for Frank to put up his dukes. “His first fight of the Kumite and he broke the fucking world record!” cries Ray Jackson as JCVD gets off to a soaring start.

He allows himself few distractions during the comp, aside from chasing Janice Kent’s (Leah Ayres, All That Jazz) tail, getting himself a little love whilst outrunning Forest and Norman, those wily CIC agents who have called in the help of the Hong Kong police. Captain Chen (Philip Chan, who you’ll see is still out to get JCVD in Double Impact) and his force are no match for a raging Van Damme, who doesn’t really give a Van Damme about anything by this point. You see Bolo has seriously fucked our boy Jackson up, nearly killed the cat, so JCVD now is out for not only revenge, but he is still trying to be the best he can be...for himself...for Jackson...and his Shidoshi too. Janice says she is not going to sit around and watch Frank get killed, but she seems happy once again to pose as a female escort to slink her way into the Kumite to see just that.

At last, we arrive at the big fight. Chong and Frank have bested the rest, now it’s time to bring all that emotion, history, flashbacks, funny faces, equally funny noises, slow-motion strikes and the obligatory moments were JCVD looks like he’s about to lose just so the crowd can get behind him, just so the film can rise to the crescendo, and Van Damme can finally earn that Katana sword he was looking to steal back in the day...just so he could fit in with the cool kids.

Like you may have guessed, JCVD wins, Jackson is lucky his head is as hard as a brick, Janice gets to do JCVD’s little salute to him after he shares a final friendly “fuck you” with Forest and Norman before he jumps a plain back to the world over a title card that tells you everything you’ve just seen is true. Of course...if you read a little more on the real Frank Dux, you’ll find that there’s a reason his true story, made a perfect Cannon vehicle for their new cocky and coked-up Michael Dudikoff.

- Kent Hill




Black Eagle (1988)

Let’s Leave it All

After Jean-Claude Van Damme in Black Eagle (1988)

Andrei, let’s leave it all.
Have you seen Malta this time of year?
Temple ruins, mosaics, patina-green wharfs,
Chianti, and cantaloupe-colored skies.
I’d sail us toward a horizon we’d never catch.

If you had been a persuadable man,
I would’ve crafted a more compelling argument.

You were ridiculous when I first saw you on my ship,
not just throwing knives with marksman precision,
but hurling blades while in the splits atop oil drums.

Who does that? You’re a bad boy Ken doll, or
an 80s action figure. Black hair slicked back,
painted-on clothing, and dislocated femurs.

Would you have ever been content wandering
museums, or regaling dinner party guests
with your quips, the ones you spat to enemies
after stoically wiping blood from your mouth?



You were an olive and fig daydream,
loyal to a country that didn’t care
if you lived or died—

and you did die, bullet to the leg,

swallowed by propeller-whirled waves.

- Justine Defever

Black Eagle is one of those 80s movies that definitely was trying to make money off of the Cold War. It cuts to the chase as it starts out with an F-111 being shot down over Malta by Russians that was carrying a very important package – an experimental top secret laser guidance system. It’s now up to the U.S. to retrieve the device before the Russians get to it. There’s only one man for the job – Ken Tani (played by Sho Kosugi). The antagonist, Colonel Vladimir Klimenko, leads a band of KGB agents, including the ever so charming and intimidating Andrei, played by none other than a young Jean-Claude Van Damme.

The film begins with an awkward loud voice over of the plane crashing during open shots of the U.S. trying to set up a recovery mission in Malta. The U.S. brass determines they need Black Eagle, aka Ken Tani, but he’s currently on another mission and is heading for his two-week vacation to spend time with his sons. But there’s a change of plans when the kids are led to Malta by CIA agent Patricia Parker.

One agent is anxious to go retrieve the system by himself and won’t wait for Ken to arrive. Obviously, this is a huge mistake as he ends up getting caught, questioned, and ultimately killed by Van Damme after trying to fight off the Russians. Ken finally makes his way to Malta after finding out that his kids are there waiting for him. He makes a fantastic entrance – he skydives out of an unidentified plane and into the ocean. He comes in undercover and meets up with his kids and Patricia. Meanwhile, JC is doing his patented splits on some oil drums while throwing knives, impressing his Russian love interest.

The Colonel knows something is up with Ken – they can’t find any information on him, but they are able to pinpoint everyone else around him. They are unsuccessful in trying to capture him. Later in the evening, Ken goes undercover with Patricia at a casino but it’s too late. The Colonel is there, and he lets them both know that he’s onto them. As they return to their rooms, Ken notices someone is waiting for him. He busts through the back door and knocks the guy out, following up with getting his kids and everyone else out of there and into a new, safe location.

The Colonel has been tasked with putting the laser system on a freighter. However, Ken gets to the system first on his paraglider and glides his way over to the crash, where he jumps off and dives into the water. After a small confrontation, Ken is able to give the goods to the head U.S. guy. But it’s not over – the boss tells Ken he needs to take out the Colonel and then he can get his two weeks off. Ken says he’ll do it under one condition – get his kids out of Malta safely. The boss agrees.

But plans don’t go accordingly as Van Damme is tailing the car containing the kids and Patricia. A car chase pursues but they are ultimately caught when the driver reveals he’s been a double agent all along. As they are all being taken away, one of Ken’s kids escapes. He doesn’t get too far when he gets jumped by a bunch of other kids until the police show up. Lucky for Ken, he is able to get his son after some questioning from the head Inspector.

After searching, he locates his other son and Patricia based off her fast action of taking the son’s baseball cap and hanging it on the side of the building they are occupying. Ken goes on a serious beat down rescue quest as he snaps one guy’s neck, throws another guy off a building, and makes another stab himself with his own knife. The kids and Patricia are able to get away, but Van Damme stops Ken. They have a great back and forth fight with what appears to be JC getting the upper hand, until Ken points at him and jumps off a cliff and into the water to escape.



Ken is now meeting up with one of the other agents as they go undercover to get on the Colonel’s freighter. They are able to plant a device that deactivates the navigational system. As night falls, Ken puts on his war paint while JC is with his love interest in bed.

Things get intense as the fighting begins. They plant the bombs, Ken fights JC in another back-and-forth match with Ken finally getting the upper hand. Here’s where things get weird – the other agent shoots JC in the leg. Jean-Claude then hobbles off the dock and into the water. He tells his love interest to jump in after him, which she does. Then the boat starts up and the force of the propellers sucks JCVD into it, killing him instantly. It was a very weird and random death that apparently needed to happen with only a few minutes of the film left.

Ken then takes out the Colonel and jumps off the boat with his agent friend as the boat explodes. They get back on the dock and see the Inspector that questioned Ken earlier, who politely tells him to leave Malta. He does so and meets up with his kids and Patricia elsewhere. The movie fades out.

This is a pretty tame movie for the era. It’s not too memorable, even with JC playing the role of a bad guy. It has an interesting story but not interesting enough to hold attention. Even if JC were to reverse roles, it still wouldn’t be as good as some of his other films. The secondary story of Ken’s kids not being able to see their father is what really captured me. These were Sho Kosugi’s real kids, and while the acting wasn’t the greatest, they at least had the ability to be a part of a film with their father. I’m sure there were parallels in real life to dealing with their father’s busy schedule. Outside of that, this movie is really only for the hardcore 80s action and Van Damme fans. Otherwise, it can stay in the past.

- John Bruske




Cyborg (1989)

Auteur theory is bullshit.

There, I said it.

Do you love Alfred Hitchcock’s tense, twisty-turny plots and slow-building psychological suspense? Maybe what you really love are the screenplays of John Michael Hayes, Ernest Lehman, Joan Harrison, and Whitfield Cook.

Do you love Ridley Scott’s sleek, biomechanical monsters and neon-lit, cyberpunk cityscapes? Maybe what you really love are the art designs of H.R. Giger and Syd Mead.

More than any other medium, save for video games, cinema is a profoundly collaborative art form. With hundreds if not thousands of creators contributing to a single project, including actors, editors, cinematographers, and more, the idea that any director could ever be credited with primary authorship of any picture is, well, bullshit.

Case in point: 1989’s Cyborg.

A low-budget sci-fi schlocker from Cannon Films, Cyborg sees a young Jean-Claude Van Damme in his second ever starring role as Gibson Rickenbacker, a stoic, mercenary “Slinger” karate-kicking his way through a plague-ridden, post-apocalyptic future.

Gibson is hunting down the Flesh Pirates, a sadistic gang of cannibals who murdered the woman he loved. Along the way he crosses paths with Pearl Prophet, the titular cyborg whose robo-head contains data about a potential cure for the gruesome disease known as Living Death. When Pearl herself ends up in the clutches of the Flesh Pirates, it’s up to Gibson to rescue her and finally slay Fender Tremolo, the group’s hulking leader, who wants the cure for his own poorly defined but clearly devious ends. Gibson Rickenbacker? Pearl Prophet? Fender Tremolo? Yes, those really are the character’s names. And, yes, they’re all named after musical instrument manufacturers. You can thank writer-director Albert Pyun for that.

What you can’t thank him for is the casting of the film’s hero. Pyun originally wanted Chuck Norris to play the lead, but producers Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus insisted on Van Damme. In a twist of fate, this substitution would ultimately save Cyborg in its darkest hour.

Surely, you’ve heard of Workprint Cuts and Director’s Cuts. If you follow the ups and downs of the Halloween franchise, you’ve even heard of Producer’s Cuts. But how often have you heard of a film having an Actor’s Cut? Well, that’s exactly what the theatrically released version of Cyborg is.

See, when Van Damme viewed Pyun’s final cut, alarm bells went off. The ambitious martial artist-turned-actor could see his chances of Hollywood stardom blowing away like a fart in the wind. So, just like Bloodsport before it, Van Damme convinced Golan and Globus to let him personally reedit Cyborg.

The result?

Before Van Damme’s recut, test audiences uniformly panned the film. Hardly surprising given how hastily it’d been cobbled together using preproduction elements left over from a cancelled Spider-Man adaptation and Masters of the Universe sequel. Following the recut, though, Cyborg earned a U.S. box office of more than $10 million against a budget of $500,000. It made even more money on VHS. Most importantly, it helped cement Van Damme as a bona fide action-movie icon.

Despite Cyborg’s success, Pyun was understandably less than thrilled. What he’d intended as a dark, theological war opera had been transformed into a solid but straightforward revenge yarn. Come 2011, Pyun decided to reassemble his original cut using footage culled from old video tapes, releasing it on his own so that audiences could finally see his true auteur vision.



Watching Pyun’s cut, the first alteration you’ll likely notice is that the central plot MacGuffin is completely different. Instead of curing a plague, Pearl Prophet’s bizarrely vague goal is now to bring back “technology” (weird considering how guns, boats, and, oh yeah, cyborgs are all shown to exist). Fender Tremolo’s once similarly vague goal, meanwhile, is now clarified: he wants to create a literal “Hell on Earth” because he’s, um, a devil-worshiper.

Yes, really.

The other major change comes in the form of an expanded denouement wherein Pearl’s motivations are revealed to be less than virtuous (thus deflating the film’s hard-earned sense of climactic triumph). Afterward, in a newly filmed epilogue, Pyun homages The Terminator by having a naked cyborg appear inside a crackling ball of light, in what is ostensibly a tie-in for the director’s yet unreleased follow-up, Cyborg Nemesis: The Dark Rift.

Admittedly, the cut of Cyborg released to theaters is far from a masterpiece. It’s cheesy and poorly acted, and it overuses slow-motion to a degree that would make even Zack Snyder groan. But it’s also fast-paced, hard-hitting, and ghoulishly fun. The fight scenes, sets, special effects, matte paintings, and cinematography are all exceptional, and Van Damme brings a piercing intensity that helps sell the hoary hokum that surrounds him.

In contrast, the Director’s Cut is longer and slower, but not any grander or smarter. There’s more dialogue, but it’s as perfunctory in its construction as it is in its delivery. The characters are better explained, but they’re also over-explained and, in the case of both Pearl and Fender, the explanations given are so off-putting that having no explanation at all would be preferable.

The only real improvements the Director’s Cut makes are a few small restorations of deleted gore and the replacement of Kevin Bassinson’s cheap-sounding synth score with a more dramatic, guitar-driven one by Tony Riparetti and Jim Saad.



Just like with George Lucas, the lesson here is that a “director’s preferred version” isn’t always superior. In fact, sometimes a director is the person who understands the appeal of value of their own work the least.

That said, Pyun is not a bad director, despite what some critics say. Unorthodox? Yes. Idiosyncratic? Definitely. When his idiosyncrasies mesh together just right with those of his collaborators, though, you get charming cult oddities like Dollman, Radioactive Dreams, Vicious Lips, and The Sword and the Sorcerer. When they don’t, you get tiresome misfires like Alien from L.A. and Omega Doom.

Without Van Damme, Cyborg would’ve ended up a lot closer to the latter than the former. Say what you will about the man’s skills as an actor, but it seems he’s actually a damn good editor.

Good thing Pyun didn’t cast Chuck Norris instead.

- William Tea



Kickboxer (1989)

The year is 1989. Van Damme is fresh off of his successful run with Bloodsport and he’s starting to become popular in the eyes of many movie goers. What better way to showcase his talent and ability than by putting him in another fighting film? This time, Van Damme has to learn the ancient martial art of Muay Thai!

Arguably, Kickboxer is one of JCVD’s most popular films. I remember asking a group of friends, “What movie comes to mind when you think of Jean-Claude Van Damme?” A third of them had replied with Kickboxer. While the movie may have been seen as another action film distributed by Cannon, there was no denying that it had a pretty successful run at the box office and would go on to spawn four sequels.

We’re met with two brothers – Kurt and Eric Sloane. As the older Eric is making his name known in the world of kickboxing, Kurt is his corner man trying to live life to the fullest. After becoming the best in the U.S., Eric decides he needs to go worldwide with his fighting. We can tell this is his first mistake when he doesn’t even know the difference between Taiwan and Thailand.

Kickboxer is a movie full of montages. This should come as no surprise because pretty much every action film back then was full of them. The Sloane brothers find themselves adventuring into Thailand; and it is exactly what you picture when you
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