
SHORT CUTS

“In The Big Boss, Lee was Cheng Chao-an, a 
naive hick sent to labor at a Thailand ice factory 
with his fellow ethnic Chinese. The factory 
is a front for a heroin-trafficking operation. 
When his cousins discover this, they begin to 
disappear one by one. Sworn to nonviolence by 
his mother, Chao-an does not fight until he is 
provoked. The original director of The Big Boss, 
Wu Chia-hsiang, and fight choreographer Han 
Ying-chieh, a wuxia vet who also played the 
titular boss, wanted Lee to perform traditional 
stylized fight scenes influenced by Cantonese 
opera and kung fu. Lee preferred the efficient 
brutality of a street fight. The film’s action 
scenes ended up being more Han than Lee, 
with lots of big punches and high kicks. But 
Lee forced Wu out as director, and Raymond 
Chow brought in Lo Wei to replace him....On 
The Big Boss, Lee’s work was paradigm-setting. 
His wildcat scream at the ice factory heralds 
his first explosion of motion and blood. His 
tortured face and shaking body after his sec-

ond fight there disclose anguish at the murders 
he has just committed. He would continue to 
refine and elaborate on these gestures. Chao-
an’s final fight with the boss—with its stylistic 
clash of Lee’s and Han’s choreographies as 
subtext—set the stage for Lee’s rapid rise. The 
movie became the highest-grossing film in 
Hong Kong to that point.”
—Jeff Chang, Criterion’s Current [2020]

“Lee had spent most of the 1960s in Amer-
ican television, leaving behind Hollywood 
after a supporting role in 1969’s Marlowe. And 
with 1971’s kung-fu action film The Big Boss, 
directed by Lo Wei, Lee would revitalize his 
image and career with this runaway success. 
Lee is charming as Chinese immigrant who 
leaves behind his country existence to obtain 
a position alongside his cousin at a Thai ice 
factory. As soon as he arrives, his commitment 
to pacifism is immediately put to the test when 
there’s an altercation in which he must protect 
the virtues of a young woman accosted by a 
gang of miscreants, with his cousin arriving just 
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in time to show Lee the ropes. Eventually, he 
discovers the ice factory is a front for a heroin 
ring, the owner using the ice to transport the 
drugs (as well as hide human bodies of factory 
workers who discover his secret). Efficiently 
paced, well-choreographed and full of enter-
taining moments featuring Lee, The Big Boss is 
the prototype for the template Lee would use 
over his next three features.”
—Nicholas Bell, IONCINEMA [2020]
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“After the frustration of being relegated to 
a cartoonish supporting role in “The Green 
Hornet,” Bruce Lee returned to Hong Kong, 
surprised to find that he was an icon there. The 
HK film business realized they had something 
in Lee and tried to capitalize on it quickly as 
Raymond Chow and Golden Harvest signed 
the star to a two-picture deal. Even then, they 
weren’t sure Lee could carry a film, and so 
they started shooting his 1971 breakthrough, 
The Big Boss, unsure of who would be the 
film’s lead. The movie was set-up to go either 
way so that either Lee’s character or the one 
played by a bigger star at the moment, James 
Tien, would be killed halfway through, turning 
the movie over to a vengeance flick for the 
remaining actor. Lee won. Watching the movie 
a half-century later allows one to see one of 
the best examples of instant star status. The 
minute Lee comes on screen, he just owns it. 
There’s a confidence and swagger that’s like 
early Clint Eastwood, an actor that Lee wanted 
to emulate, and you can see how Lee’s work 
with Hollywood icons in L.A. like Steve Mc-
Queen and James Coburn taught him a thing 
or two about holding the camera’s gaze. Lee 
plays a Chinese man who moves to Thailand to 
work in an ice factory run by a drug smuggler. 
He essentially helps lead a worker revolution 
and avenge the death of his cousin, played by 

Tien. Some of the filmmaking is clunkier than 
Lee’s later films, but it’s still one of the more 
engaging martial arts films of its era, and one of 
those movies after which nothing would really 
be the same.”
—Brian Tallerico, RogerEbert.com [2020]

CAST & CREW

Director ................................................... Wei Lo
Screenplay............................................... Wei Lo

Bruce Lee .................................Cheng Chao-an
Maria Yi ............................................. Chow Mei
James Tien ........................................Hsiu Chien
Marilyn Bautista ........................... Miss Wuman
Ying-Chieh Han ..................................Hsiao Mi
Tony Liu ..........................................Hsiao Chiun
Kun Li...................................................... Ah Kun
Nora Miao .............................Drinkstand owner
Shan Chin .............................................. Hua Sze
Chia-Chen Tu ........................................... Uncle
Chih Chen ........................Ice Factory Manager

DIRECTOR FILMOGRAPHY
(SELECTED)

• Dragon Fist (1979)
• Spiritual Kung Fu (1978)
• To Kill with Intrigue (1977)
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UPCOMING SCHEDULE:

THE BIG BOSS [1971] 
January 21st, 2023

HAPKIDO [1972] 
February 4th, 2023

ENTER THE DRAGON [1973] 
February 18th, 2023

THE STREET FIGHTER [1974] 
March 4th, 2023

DRUNKEN MASTER [1978] 
April 1st, 2023

• The Killer Meteors (1976)
• Yellow Faced Tiger (1974)
• The Tattooed Dragon (1973)
• Fist of Fury (1972)
• The Big Boss (1971)
• The Shadow Whip (1971)
• Summons to Death (1967)
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