
BUMPKIN SOUP

Kurosawa Kiyoshi; Japan 1985; Third Window 
Films; region-free Blu-ray; in Japanese with 
English subtitles; Certif icate 18; 82 minutes; 
1.85:1. Extras: audio commentary by Jasper 
Sharp; interview with actor Dōguchi Yoriko; 
video essay by Jerry White; booklet.

REVIEWED BY JOSH SLATER-WILLIAMS

For as much as Kurosawa Kiyoshi 
is known and appreciated for 
unorthodox, often challenging 
approaches to genre with f ilms 
such as Cure (1997), Charisma (1999) 
and Pulse (2001), his playful early 
comedy Bumpkin Soup (1985) might 
actually be his most confounding and 
impenetrable work – surprising, given 
the project’s origins in softcore thrills.

Commissioned by Nikkatsu, the 
f ilm was intended as an entry for the 
studio’s ‘Roman Porno’ brand of erotic 
movies. Kurosawa was required to 
set it on a college campus and include 
regular sex scenes and nudity, but had 
free rein as far as story and style were 
concerned, as most Roman Porno 
directors did. Nikkatsu executives 
were so baffled by what he turned 
in that they outright cancelled the 
release, but Kurosawa reworked the 
movie for a different distributor.

In a set-up that seems primed for 
raunchy hook-ups, Dōguchi Yoriko’s 
innocent country girl visits a city 
university campus populated by 
eccentric students, seeking her former 
sweetheart. Barring a throughline 
involving a professor (Itami Jūzō) 
who’s obsessed with the psychology 
behind shame, coherent sex-comedy 
storytelling is very quickly thrown out 
the window, replaced by scattershot 
vignettes that include musical 
interludes, revolutionary politics and 
anthropological studies reminiscent of 
late 60s Godard, especially in editing 
and colour palette.

The sex and nudity requested by 
Nikkatsu are still there, but given 
that one of the longest examples is 
someone half-heartedly masturbating 
out of boredom in the background 
of a shot focusing on a different (and 
clothed) character, you can understand 
why the studio felt that Kurosawa had 
not respected the assignment.

DISC:  An interview with Dōguchi 
offers insights about which parts of 
the released version had been reshot 
after Nikkatsu rejected the original 
cut. A video essay by Jerry White 
explores the director’s output before 
Bumpkin Soup, incorporating clips 
of his earlier erotic effort – also his 
f irst distributed feature – Kandagawa 

Pervert Wars (1983). Yes, that really is 
the title.

GOLEM 

Piotr Szulkin; Poland 1979; Second Run; region-free Blu-ray; in Polish 
with English subtitles; Certif icate 15; 93 minutes; 1.66:1. Extras: 
commentary by Michael Brooke; early Szulkin shorts Raz, dwa, trzy 
(One, Two, Three, 1972), Wszystko (Everything, 1972), Szkic do szseciu czesci 
(A Sketch in Six Parts, 1973) and Copyright Film Polski MCMLXXVI 

(1976 – with annotated script and storyboard gallery); booklet.

REVIEWED BY KIM NEWMAN

A free adaptation of Gustav Meyrink’s 1915 novel The Golem, 
which writer-director Piotr Szulkin admits he never f inished 
reading, this is also a very Eastern European riff on the 
Frankenstein story. To avoid any possibility that it could be 
interpreted as a depiction of Poland in the mid-to-late 20th 
century, the f ilm is set not only in an unnamed imaginary 
country but in an alternative timeline. After an atomic disaster 
of some sort in 1941, Europe is depopulated and dilapidated 
– but the authorities insist no programme exists to create 
artif icial people as a workforce. That, of course, is a lie.

Amnesiac Pernat (Marek Walczewski) stumbles back to 
a building where he believes he lives – though we gather 
he’s really an upgraded clone who doesn’t need false teeth 
and glasses and that he was created from the remains of a 
deceased, unjustly convicted murderer. Returning to a futile 
job, slowly engraving an image of the Hanged Man tarot 
card, Pernat is drawn into the doings of fellow tenement 
dwellers who may or may not have been involved in the 
crime that led to his imprisonment. It’s a surreal, strange 
drama – to such an extent that a f inale which draws together 
threads of the mystery into something almost coherent is 
almost a surprise. 

Szulkin followed this with War of the Worlds: Next 

Century (1981), another gloss on a classic genre text. This 
diptych constitutes an impressive, if dour double bill of 
dystopian visions – and also seems to have seeped into the 
groundwater of art/SF cinema, with images, characters and 
settings here that pref igure Terry Gilliam’s Brazil (1985) and 
Jeunet and Caro’s Delicatessen (1991).

DISC:  It’s a perfect transfer of a f ilm which goes out of its 
way to look hideous. Michael Brooke’s commentary very 
handily footnotes all the key players and explores Szulkin’s 
place in Polish cinema in times of change. Also included 
are four short f ilms, three student works which are almost 
parodically minimalist – Wszystko (Everything) is about 
emptying rubbish bins – and the black joke Copyright Film 

Polski MCMLXXVI which celebrates the country’s f ilm 
industry by showing an apple slowly being crushed to pulp.

JO JO DANCER, YOUR 

LIFE IS CALLING 

Richard Pryor; US 1986; Criterion; 4K 
UHD & Region A/B Blu-ray, 2 discs, or 
Region A/B Blu-ray, 1 disc; English SDH; 
Certif icate 18; 2.39:1. Extras: interview with 
f ilmmaker Robert Townsend; Pryor interview 
from The Dick Cavett Show (1985); booklet.

REVIEWED BY KATE STABLES

This flawed but fascinating tragicomic 
autofiction (Pryor’s only directing 
credit) wrong-footed audiences on 
release, accustomed to his playful 
stage persona or the mainstream 
buddy-f ilm yuks of Silver Streak 

(1976) and Stir Crazy (1980). Though 
Pryor insisted f irmly that it wasn’t 
autobiographical, its hopscotching All 

That Jazz-style account of comedian 
Jo Jo’s journey – from an Ohio 
whorehouse childhood through sleazy 
club apprenticeships into drug-addled 
LA stardom – directly parallels 
Pryor’s own life. He also co-wrote the 
surprisingly poignant script, many of 
its incidents reworked from onstage 
confessions in f ilms like Richard Pryor: 

Live on the Sunset Strip (1982). It runs 
the gamut from nostalgic memories 
of Carmen McRae’s brothel-keeping 
granny to blackly comic recreations 
of gun-toting stand-offs with Mafia 
club-owners. 

While the direction is relentlessly 
centred on the nervy, sweet-tempered 
Jo Jo, Pryor’s no-limits performance 
(highlights include a dignif ied 
drag-striptease for bemused club 
patrons, and cooking crack while 
crying) makes the f ilm – like the 
sly, self-deprecation of his comedy 
routines - a fearless excavation of his 
personal demons. Cinematographer 
John Alonzo deftly manages the 
f ilm’s most surreal and jolting scenes, 
which unflinchingly recreate Pryor’s 
real-life self-immolation during a 
crack binge in 1980. Pryor, playing 
the hopelessly addicted Jo Jo without 
a shred of sentimentality, doesn’t 
hold anything back here. As he picks 
through the shagpile looking for lost 
crack rocks, or sobs his way towards 
a suicide attempt, the f ilm pays as 
much attention to his pain as to 
his punchlines.

DISC:  This 4K restoration has rich, 
truly 80s saturated colours. A slim 
but classy extras package includes 
f ilmmaker Robert (Hollywood Shuffle) 
Townsend’s memories of Pryor’s 
later career. But the real standout is 
Pryor’s charmingly confessional 1985 
appearance on The Dick Cavett Show, 
shorn of crowd-pleasing stage shtick 
and disarmingly vulnerable.
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