
MATADOR

Pedro Almodóvar; Spain 1986; Radiance; Region-
free UHD 4K + Blu-ray, dual format; 2 discs; 
Spanish with English subtitles; Certif icate 18; 110 
minutes; 1.85:1. Extras: new interview with critic 
and academic José Arroyo; Jonathan Ross Presents 
episode on Almodóvar’s cinema (1991); booklet.

REVIEWED BY CATHERINE WHEATLEY

Pre-dating the movement known 

as the New European Extreme by 

a decade or so, Pedro Almodóvar’s 

Matador is very much of a moment 

in cinema when rape, murder and 

necrophilia could be played for laughs  

rather than horror. But much like its 

director, the 1986 f ilm is sui generis: an 

admixture of high camp and grand 

guignol, cast in Almodóvar’s signature 

palette of saturated primary colours 

and blending elements of Hitchcock, 

Vidor, Buñuel and Wilder with 

a caustic critique of Franco’s Spain.

Eros and Thanatos collide in the 

shape of retired bullf ighter Diego 

(Nacho Martinez) and lawyer María 

(Assumpta Serna), whose paths 

cross after Diego’s fey student Angel 

(a young Antonio Banderas) falsely 

confesses to the erotically charged 

murders that Diego and María have 

been separately committing, leading 

to a climatic showdown during a solar 

eclipse. The plot is nonsensical, 

the performances variable, but the 

atmosphere is throbbing and carnal, 

the cast impossibly beautiful, the 

costumes works of art in themselves. 

Shoulders are padded to excess, 

waists tightly cinched; capes and 

skirts swoop across the screen; a key 

plot-point turns on an elaborate, 

curlicued hairpin. Almodóvar makes 

a cameo as a fashion designer staging 

a show that turns around a scarlet-

robed, bleeding bride – asked by 

a make-up artist if he should cover 

a scar on the model’s face, the director 

responds by telling him to disf igure 

her totally. It’s an appropriate 

metaphor for the gorgeous, grotesque, 

excessive spectacle of Matador itself. 

Even within Almodóvar’s oeuvre, 

there’s nothing quite like it. 

Disc:  The 4K UHD restoration brings 

the photography to ironically vivid 

life, while Radiance’s heaving portfolio 

of extras is appropriately kitsch. It 

includes a 30-minute f ilmed interview 

with Almodóvar expert José Arroyo 

and a 10-page written one with the 

director himself; an archival episode 

of Jonathan Ross Presents dedicated to 

the director and featuring Banderas 

and Carmen Maura; and an ornately 

illustrated reversible sleeve. The 

highlight is a fabulously arch essay 

by critic Guy Lodge, which manages 

to be as smart and insightful as it is 

laugh-out-loud funny. 

ROMANCING IN THIN AIR

Johnnie To; Hong Kong/China 2012; Radiance; 
Region AB Blu-ray; Cantonese and Mandarin 
with English subtitles; Certif icate PG; 111 
minutes; 2.35:1. Extras: audio commentary by 
Dylan Cheung; interview with Hong Kong 
screenwriter Ryker Chan; visual essay on To’s 
romantic melodramas; behind-the-scenes footage; 
making-of featurette (2012); trailer; booklet.

REVIEWED BY DAVID WEST

There’s a metatextual philosophy 

behind Johnnie To’s romantic drama. 

The script was originally written for 

Andy Lau and Sammi Cheng (who 

starred in a run of hit romcoms for 

To and his regular collaborator Wai 

Ka-Fai in the mid-2000s) and Louis 

Koo’s protagonist Michael, a superstar 

singer and actor, is obviously 

modelled on Lau. Dumped at the altar 

by his f iancée, Michael retreats into 

a bottle and washes up at the Deep 

Woods Hotel, high in the mountains 

of Yunnan. The inn’s proprietor, 

Sau (Cheng), watched her husband 

Xiaotian (Li Guangjie) disappear into 

the woods seven years ago, and refuses 

to change anything in her business or 

life in case he should reappear. 

Romancing in Thin Air trades in 

parallels, comparing altitude sickness 

with heartache. Both protagonists are 

unable to heal from their emotional 

traumas, even as Michael unwittingly 

steps into the role vacated by Sau’s 

missing husband, wearing Xiaotian’s 

old clothes and riding his motorcycle. 

Similarly, there are screens within 

the screen image: Michael’s nuptial 

humiliation is viewed through 

television news cameras, and at the 

story’s climax he directs a weepy 

melodrama based on Sau’s life – this 

is intended to assert the healing 

power of cinema, but it lands as a lazy, 

hackneyed plot device. 

Curiously, the most convincing 

romance is the one between Sau and 

Xiaotian (seen in flashbacks); there’s 

little chemistry between Koo and 

Cheng, whose onscreen relationship 

never sparks into life. The mountain 

locations are elegantly captured 

by cinematographer Cheng Siu-

Keung, but the story relies on several 

implausible contrivances to keep 

moving, while Michael is wearyingly 

self-involved. Despite some intriguing 

ideas, this is far from To’s best work. 

Disc:  Sean Gilman’s visual essay 

and David Bordwell’s booklet essay 

provide brisk overviews of To’s 

career; the screenwriter Ryker Chan 

offers some insight into the f ilm’s 

development, while Dylan Cheung’s 

audio commentary is lively  

and detailed. 

EXTREME PRIVATE EROS: LOVE SONG 1974 

Hara Kazuo; Japan 1974; Second Run; region-free Blu-ray; b&w; Japanese with 
English subtitles; Certif icate TBC; 93 minutes; 1.33:1. Extras: interview with 
Hara; introduction by critic Chris Fujiwara; bonus footage; trailers; booklet.

REVIEWED BY NICK BRADSHAW 

 

Long before ‘Asia Extreme’ became a marketing tag, this 

second f ilm by Hara Kazuo – best known for his next,  

The Emperor’s Naked Army Marches On (1987) – broke ground 

in its intimate depiction of sexual disquiet and defiance. 

Presenting not as fly-on-the-wall documentary but rather 

in a mode you might call crawling dog, it starts with the 

f ilmmaker following Takeda Miyuki, his ex and the mother 

of their young child, to Okinawa in 1972 – she seeking a fresh 

start, he hoping “to deal with the feelings I still had for her”, 

seeing the f ilm as his ticket to keeping the connection.  

(The child goes unmentioned and unnamed, though  

is often in frame.) 

The f irst live sequence pitches into the middle of a f ight 

between Miyuki and her new partner Sugako, a fellow 

bar hostess who has taken up with a Black American GI; 

that Miyuki’s ex is waving a camera between them may 

be a further cause of tension. A second trip f inds Miyuki 

pregnant by a different GI, Paul, and exultant at her racial 

mixing; for the third, Hara brings along his producer 

and new partner Kobayashi Sachiko, who Miyuki tries 

to turn against the f ilmmaker, and who by the next visit 

is pregnant herself. There are also affronting scenes of 

Okinawa’s sexual economy, from the one-note relations 

with the occupying American soldiers to encounters with 

the women and girls around Bar Ginza, all of which stokes 

Miyuki’s incipient feminist rebellion – her attempts to 

dispense an anti-man pamphlet among the local sex workers 

get Hara beaten up by yakuza. Miyuki seizes the f ilm as 

a stage for her independence, notably back in Tokyo in an 

extended birthing scene on newspapers in front of just the 

two f ilmmakers, the explicitness of which is only allayed by 

Hara’s hazy focus. After midwifing Sachiko’s baby in turn, 

Miyuki f inds partial sanctuary in a mother-child commune. 

Raw and ragged, shot on grungy 16mm black-and-white, 

with a soundtrack that rarely synchs, Extreme Private Eros 

has a stylistic scrappiness that perfectly mirrors Miyuki’s 

ad-lib radicalism. Enthralled by her passion and intuitive 

liberation quest (Miyuki shares the scratchy defiance of 

some of Imamura Shōhei’s heroines), the f ilm is driven by 

the tensions and power ambiguities between forthright 

subject and reticent director – like a rejectionist comedy 

of remarriage. It makes for an incomparable document of 

sexual dialectics, perverse, fertile and unresolved. 

Disc:  Second Run’s high-definition transfer presents a lovely 

reproduction of this warts-and-all one-off. A brief 2018 Q&A 

with Hara at the International Documentary Film Festival 

Amsterdam and Chris Fujiwara’s self-recorded video intro 

keep with the f ilm’s unvarnished aesthetic. The differences 

of reading between Fujiwara and booklet essays by  

Tony Rayns and Ela Bittencourt (not least over how much 

sex we see) attest to the f ilm’s richness of meaning. 
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