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Press Release
September 18th 2015
Special screenings at Five Flavours: "The Assassin" by Hou Hsiao-hsien and "The Office" by Johnnie To
At this year’s Special Screenings, we bring you the latest films of two masterful Asian filmmakers, "The Assassin" by Hou Hsiao-hsien and "The Office" by Johnnie To

It took Hou Hsiao-hsien, whose retrospective we presented at the 5th Five Flavours Film Festival, over two decades to prepare for and complete "The Assassin." Scooping the Best Director award at this year’s Cannes Film Festival, the films pays its respects to wuxia, a foundational genre for a number of Chinese-language cinemas. While "The Assassin" can be appreciated in itself, representative masterpieces of the genre will be screened in one of the main festival sections, "Taiwanese Wuxia," providing a broader context.
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The Assassin, dir. Hou Hsiao-hsien

If Johnnie To’s retrospective at the 7th Five Flavours Film Festival did not prove how versatile of an artist he can be, "The Office," a musical singing its way through corporate, big-buck schemes surely will. Chow Yun-fat, a legend of Hong Kong cinema, graces the film with his presence. With a career spanning over thirty years, starting with "A Better Tomorrow" (1986), Chow has been involved in a fruitful collaboration with John Woo. "Retrospective: John Woo" includes five of the films they made together.

THE ASSASSIN, 2015, DIR. HOU HSIAO-HSIEN

Set in China during the Tang Dynasty period, "The Assassin" begins with the transformative journey of the titular character: from a nine-year old girl at the gates of a convent, to a trained assassin. When she returns home after many years have passed, it is only to have her loyalty tested on a politically sensitive mission to annihilate a prince, her once beloved. A classic costume drama on the surface, the film unveils its narrative meanders under Hou’s investigative gaze. Bearing all signs of his previous work, "The Assassin" knows the rules, and breaks them, telling its opaque story through subtexts, subliminal framing, and the expressive passage of time.

Hou narrates this epic tale of honour, betrayal, and loyalty through details and gestures: a glance from beyond the curtain, a meeting observed at a distance, words hanging heavily in the silent air. Of course, sublimely choreographed fight scenes are nothing but indispensable to this immersive experience.

"Wuxia" knows the value of spectacle, while Hou Hsiao-hsien is renowned for his intimate, introspective narratives. However risky, this uncommon coupling turned out to be a direct hit. One of those that rustle amidst the bamboos only to creep up silently on the oblivious victim, piercing right through the heart. No wonder that "The Assassin" was the most talked-about film at a number of international film festivals this year, celebrated by critics and cinephiles alike; and no doubt it will always remain a delight to come back to.
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The Assassin, dir. Hou Hsiao-hsien

THE OFFICE, 2015, DIR. JOHNNIE TO

Johnnie To and… a corporate musical, whose heroes are mere cogs in the machine, whirling to the rhythm of erratically unpredictable stock indices? Why not! This bravado story of reckless ambition bursts with energy, as well as visual and aural virtuosity. Once the working man acquires an appetite for success, sincerity and decency might go off the table...
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Sylvia Chang in The Office, dir. Johhnie To

The world is facing a financial crisis, and Lehman Brothers finds itself on the verge of bankruptcy, endangering the economic status quo, risking an annihilation of thousands of dollars, and millions of promising careers. No one yet recognises the first signs of a coming tsunami. Day after day, the Everyman happily reports to the office, fooled by the mirage of a steadily growing economy and prosperity, unrelentless in his pursuit of the promised land of promotion. Survival of the fittest is the only rule in this rat race.    

"The Office" stuns with its cinematic milieu as much as it does with its many narrative ploys. Among the most unusual to hit the screens recently, its one-location setting is a symmetrical composition of sterile office booths, smoothly running escalators, and shiny, laminate floorings, created specifically for the film. At the centre of this merciless, claustrophobic, and chronically rest-deprived world stands a gigantic clock, reminding us that money never sleeps.
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The Office, dir. Johnnie To

"The Office" is an adaptation of a popular play by its leading actress, Sylvia Chang. Along her stars Tang Wei, whose talents we had already sampled at the 8th Five Flavours Film Festival ("The Golden Era", dir. Ann Hui), and in "Late Autumn" by Kim Tae-yong at the 5th edition.


The 9th edition of Five Flavours Film Festival takes place in Warsaw, Poland, from 12th to 20th November, 2015.
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