Ong Bak
Directed by Prachya Pinkaew 2003 ??? mins. Starring Tony Jaa, Perttary Wongkamlao, Pumwaree Yodkamol,
Introduction
There is always a lot of hype surrounding movies and their stars. A lot of it needs to be taken with a healthy scoop of salt, but some pieces will still jump out at you. “Tony Jaa is better than Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan combined” proclaimed one newspaper. 
Such a statement is very hard to believe, but it got me thinking about Enter the Dragon, Police Story, Game of Death et al and thinking; why don’t people make martial arts movies like this any more. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed The Matrix and a few of it’s knock-offs, but it’s been too long since I’ve seen a martial arts movie that wasn’t dependant on CG and bullet-time camera work. Even if the newspapers are wildly exaggerating, if Jaa can even be compared to two of the all-time greats, he has to be worth checking out.
Synopsis
Ting (Tony Jaa) is a boy studying martial arts in his remote, peaceful village. The quiet of the villagers is disrupted when the head of their revered Ong Bak statue is stolen.
The villagers believe that without their guardian watching over them, they will be cursed with bad luck forever. Ting is dispatched to Bangkok to track down the thief. He is given a note and told to enlist the help of Humlae (Perttary  Wongkamlao) the son of one of the villagers.
Humlae has grown quite successful after leaving the village. Changing his name to George, he makes a living hustling people out of money with the help of his friend Muay. (Pumwaree Yodkamol) 

He’s none too happy to see Ting, preferring to leave all memories of his village life behind him. However, after seeing Ting’s impressive Muay Thai martial arts skills in action, he agrees to help on the condition that Ting fight in a nearby “Fight Club” so that he can make a fortune in bets. This soon makes for extra problems as Ting’s fighting prowess helps him to best the club’s champion, costing one of Bangkok’s biggest crime bosses heavily. Wheelchair-bound and having to rely on a voice-box vibrator to speak, but having a countless supply of villainous underlings, he is also out to get Ting.
Review
As with a lot of martial arts movies, the plot is wafer thin here, and just serves as a showcase for Tony Jaa’s abilities. It is however enjoyable enough, and the characters are quite fun and likable or boo-hiss pantomime evil where necessary. Perttary Wongkamlao is particularly amusing and is the source of a lot of the comic relief in the movie.
However, there’s no doubt as to who the star of the show is really meant to be. Tony Jaa is capable of some really impressive things. The chase sequence through a market alley deserves special mention, with Jaa using his impressive martial arts skills not to fight, but to run. And flip, and slide and jump his way through a series of increasingly hard-to-believe stunts. The cover boasts: “No CGI, No wire work, No stunt doubles” if this is true, then it’s a shame the Wachowski brothers were unaware of Tony Jaa. He could’ve saved them a lot of money. Some of the things he’s capable of are really mind-boggling. I mean jumping spin-kicks are impressive enough without needing to set your legs on fire first!
The martial arts sequences have been well directed and have a refreshing old school Jackie Chan-style vibe. With people mysteriously transporting coils of wire and panes of glass across the street with seemingly impeccable timing for our hero to do a stunt with.

The camera keeps up admirably and stays fixed at a decent distance during the fight sequences, so the viewer can get a good angle on the proceedings. Whenever Jaa does something particularly jaw-dropping (which is often) the action will be played twice. Once at normal speed, and again in slow-mo, possibly with a different angle. I quite liked this idea, as I sometimes find myself rewinding impressive martial arts sequences anyway. I can see how people might find this a little irritating if they aren’t as interested in the gravity-defying moves as I am.
So back to the original question: Is Tony Jaa the equivalent of Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan rolled into one. Perhaps not, but he is of similar caliber and will soon take his place alongside them in the martial arts superstar hall of fame if he can keep this standard up for a few more movies. Definitely one to keep an eye on.
Rating

Entertainment: 8/10

Sex: none/10
Violence: 6/10

