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Introduction

In every decade, world cinema has produced a new breed of martial arts action hero. 

In the 1970s, Hong Kong gave the world Bruce Lee, the kung fu hero who still casts a long shadow over the industry. 

In the 1980s, it was Japan’s turn, with the ninja, as epitomized by Sho Kosugi, becoming a household name.

In the 1990s, American imagination revolutionized martial arts movie-making when Keanu Reeves starred in ‘The Matrix’.

Now, the first decade of the new century has already spawned a unique superstar.

He hails from Thailand, and his name is Tony Jaa…

Synopsis

The film’s title, ‘Ong Bak’, refers to a Buddha statue kept in the Nong Pra-du temple in rural Thailand. It dates from the time of the Thai/Burmese war, 200 years ago. The villagers believe Ong Bak is imbued with magical powers that will keep them safe from harm. 

One dark night, a former native of the village, Don (Wannakit Siriput), has his men cut the head of the statute to win favour with ruthless crime boss Khom Tuan. The locals regard the theft as a catastrophe, and seek a champion to retrieve their lost treasure. They find their man in Ting (Tony Jaa), an orphaned youngster raised at the local temple, and schooled by Pra Kru, a kindly monk, in an ancient system of Muay Thai: ‘Nine Body Weapons’.

Ting travels to the mean streets of Bangkok, where he finds that the head of Ong Bak is in the possession of a local gang boss, Khom Tuan. Ting meets another native of Nong Pra-du, George, and a street waif, Muay Lek. He enlists their help in his quest. The ensuing adventures sees our heroes engage in fistfights, running street battles and an intricate chase sequence featuring ‘tuk-tuks’, the famous three-wheeled Thai taxis.

To recover the Buddha head, Ting is forced to compete in illegal street fights, taking on both local and foreign opponents. His superior skills make him a natural champion, and he even agrees to throw a fight with Burmese boxer Saming when he’s promised the return of Ong Bak.

In the end, Khom Tuan betrays Ting, leading to a final encounter in a cave situated on the border between Thailand and Burma. Ting is forced to use every ounce of his courage and stamina in a final martial arts battle of truly epic proportions. 

The long fight for ‘Ong Bak’

Round one: Inspiration.
The seeds of ‘Ong Bak’ were first planted in the mind of director Prachya Pinkaew when, as a teenager, he sat in his native village, watching the films of Thai action movie hero Phanna Rithikrai. Phanna was the Bruce Lee of Thailand. Prachya was most impressed with ‘Born to Fight’, which Phanna starred in, directed and produced. What made Phanna special was that, in his films, all the fight scenes were performed ‘for real’, without the air of special effects and camera tricks. This contrasted sharply with the more stylized Hong Kong martial arts movies that were popular in Thailand at the time. The young Prachya vowed that, when he became a filmmaker, he would make a movie that would make the same kind of impact that ‘Born To Fight’ had made on him.

Prachya subsequently moved to Bangkok and became a director. When he finally met Phanna in person, they found they shared a common dream of using film to bring greater glory to Thai martial arts. “Since I was a youngster, I never did anything by halves,” says Phanna. “I invested my own money in my early films. I didn’t really know anything about filmmaking when I made ‘Born To Fight’. I just wanted to find a way to express my life experiences on film.” 

As Phanna got older, he realized that he needed to find new blood to perform the action scenes in his films, but none of his discoveries worked out. “In the end, I was left training only one young guy, with no real hope of his ever becoming a movie star.”

Prachya asked to meet Phanna’s sole remaining protégé, a young man named Tony Jaa.

Tony had been training under Phanna, in both kung fu and movie stunts, since the age of 10. In him, Phanna had found his perfect cinematic alter ego. After seeing Tony Jaa in action, Prachya set about crafting a vehicle that would do justice to both his idol and his young protégé.

“For four years, I worked very closely with Phanna and Tony,” reveals Prachya. “It became more than a film to us. We became like family. I realized that I couldn’t approach (‘Ong Bak’) as just another piece of filmmaking. For Phanna and Tony, this was the fulfillment of a life-long dream, and I wanted to share their energy and determination with the audience.”

Round two: Perspiration

Prior to production, Phanna and Tony put together their own stunt team, and painstakingly and painfully choreographed the film’s action sequences. “I focused on the beauty of the classical Muay Thai movements,” reveals Phanna. “I tried to stay true to the integrity of the art, because I knew this would be the first real Thai Boxing film. I wanted very punch and kick to be crystal clear to the audience.” All the scenes were videotaped then shown to director Prachya for his input. “Sometimes we would show the scene to Prachya, and we thought it was okay, but it wouldn’t be up to his standard!” remembers Phanna. “Then we’d have to shoot it all over again!” Unlike many of his contemporaries, Tony refuses to use wires, CGI or camera tricks to enhance his action. Everything you see on-screen is real. Tony and his stunt team have the bruises, burns and scars to prove it. 

“Every scene serves as a showcase for different movements from classical Muay Thai,” says Prachya. “Originally, when I conceived the film, I didn’t think about using Thai Boxing. Then, when I started working with Phanna and Tony, they shot some videotape footage of the kind of fights they wanted to do. Once I saw these unique Muay Thai movements, I was so impressed. I was impressed with the moves, and the fact that Tony could execute them so naturally, without wires or other tricks. That became the ‘style’ for the film’s fight scenes.”

Prachya broke down the different Muay Thai movements in terms of their cinematic application. “Each action has a different purpose,” he reveals. “Some are for counter attacks. Some of them are first strike moves. Some actions, like the guard, are taken to fend off an opponent.” Even the smallest details added to the effect Prachya and his team was aiming for. “If you look at the way Tony holds his fists, it’s different from Chinese kung fu,” says the director, “and it’s different from western boxing. Every time he punches, he straightens the whole arm. You have to watch the fights closely to catch the details in the action. The guard position, the way he stamps the ground, these are all trademarks of classical Muay Thai.”

The production took great care in finding an appropriate variety of opponents for Ting to fight. One of the most memorable is a hirsute Wildman from the west, ‘Big Bear’. “Big Bear really looks down on Thai Boxing,” says Prachya of the character. “He wants to challenge all the Thai fighters, and we see sexually abusing a Thai waitress. Our hero has to defend the pride of the Thai people. The move he uses in that scene is called ‘Bata Loop Pak’, which means ‘Foot Touches Face’. It’s actually a great insult in Thai culture to touch someone with your foot, so this is the perfect gesture for such a rude person!”

An early standout sequence in the film is the one where some gangsters chase Tony and George down a market street. “We tried to keep the setting as natural as possible,” says Prachya. “We wanted to reflect the real livelihoods and lifestyles of the people on these streets. This added a lot to the mood of the scene. The bad guys are very similar to those seen in other Thai movies, but the way we use them in this sequence is different. The feeling is lighter. It’s not a matter of life and death. I think the scene works well, and people find it very funny.”

A major stunt that will stay in the audience’s mind is one set in a deserted gas station. Ting sets himself on fire before delivering a burning drop kick to his opponent. “I actually got burned during that scene,” remembers Tony. “I really had to concentrate, because, once my pants were on fire, the flames spread upwards very fast, and burnt my eyebrows, my eyelashes and my nose. Then we had to do a couple more takes to get it right!” While Tony and his team worked on his stunts, Prachya focused on the design the scene as a whole. “It’s important to link the action scenes correctly,” reveals the director. “First we have Tony setting his pants on fire and delivering the kick, then, after he extinguishes the flames, he does this spinning reverse kick on another guy. In between, we have the second guy trying to strangle him, which made for a good transition moment.”

The Seng Stunt Team coordinated the standout ‘tuk-tuk’ chase sequence, featuring the unique three-wheeled Bangkok taxis. This group specializes in vehicular stunts, and previously worked on several Hollywood movies, including the two James Bond films shot on location in Thailand. “The ‘tuk tuk’ is a very traditional means of transport in Thailand, so we didn’t want to spoil its image,” says the director. “In other films, you usually see the tuk-tuk raise its front wheel, but, in our film, it’s the rear wheels that rise. This presented quite a challenge. It proved impossible to use any kind of remote control device to maintain acceleration. In the end, each tuk-tuk in every scene, even the crashing scenes, is actually driven by one of our stuntmen.”

Round three: Improvisation
During the casting process, director Prachya put together an eclectic group of players, mixing veterans with newcomers. Popular TV comic Petchthai Wongkamlao gets to shine in the challenging role of George, the street hustler who finally regains his honour. “My character is someone who has forgotten his own roots,” reveals the actor. “He just takes advantage of everyone around him.” Prachya remembers being surprised by the different facets of Petchthai’s character. “We all know him as Thailand’s number one comedian,” says Prachya, “but, when we met, I found out who he really is, and I tried to put something of his real self in the script.” Petchthai, who has since made his own directorial debut with ‘Bodyguard’, actually provided some input for a key street chase sequence in ‘Ong Bak’. “Originally, George was meant to just run off in another direction,” remembers Prachya, “but Petchthai suggested that he should be following Tony. From this idea, we came up with more physical comedy to make his character funnier.” 

Final round: Acclamation

The huge success of ‘Ong Bak’ put Thai martial arts movies back on the world cinema map, and established a major new action hero in the person of Tony Jaa.

The characters

Ting

Ting (Tony Jaa) is an orphan, raised by the kind-hearted monk Pra Kru at Nong Pradu temple. Pra Kru trains Ting in the ancient art of Muay Thai, but insists that Ting promise never to use his skills to cause anyone harm. Instilled by Par Kru with true Buddhist teachings, Ting is determined to follow a good path in life. The theft of the Ong Bak Buddha statue sends Ting on a quest that will test both his physical and spiritual development to the utmost…

George.

George (Petchthai Wongkamlao) hails from the same village as Ting. The son of the local headman, he has been sent to Bangkok to get an education, before returning to share his newfound knowledge with the village. Instead, George became a hustler, with dyed blonde hair and a hundred different scams to separate his targets from their money. When Ting arrives in the big city, George rediscovers his roots, and joins him in the quest for Ong Bak.

Muay Lek

Muay Lek (Pumwaree Yodkamol) is a streetwise teen living wild on the streets of Bangkok. She runs various shady scams to earn money, and falls under the protective wing of George. Muay Lek’s good heart is evident from the way she spends her money taking care of her elder sister, Ngek. Like George, she is inspired to seek a better way when she meets the noble Ting.

Ngek

Ngek (Rungrawee Borrijindakul) is Muay Lek’s older sister, and, after their mother’s death, has taken on the task of raising the girl. Despite Muay Lek’s love, Ngek is influenced by her boyfriend, Don, to take a wrong turn, and embark on a life on the dark side of Bangkok.

Peng

Peng (Chetwut Wacharakun) is a Bangkok street punk, a poser in tight t-shirts and Raybans. In fact, Peng is a rat that only acts like a lion when his thugs back him up. The wily George constantly gets the better of Peng, which makes the latter lust for revenge. 

Don

Like Ting and George, Don (Wannakit Siriput) is a native of the village of Nong Pra-du. However, he has totally forsaken his roots in favour of the bright lights of the big city. Don has no integrity whatsoever, even using his girlfriend, Ngek, as a courier to deliver drugs.

Khom Tuan

Despite his disabilities, gang boss Khom Tuan (Sukhaaw Phongwilai) rules the back streets of Bangkok with an iron fist. Though bound to a wheelchair and able to speak only through a special electronic modulator, he is one of the ruthless crime lords in Thailand. He is responsible for the theft on Ong Bak, and betrays the fearless Ting at every turn. 

Cast

Tony Jaa …………………………………………………………….…………..…… Ting
Petchthai Wongkamlao ……………………………………………...……………. George

Pumwaree Yodkamol ………………………………………………...………... Muay Lek

Rungrawee Borrijindakul …………………………………………………………… Ngek

Chetwut Wacharakun ………………………………………………………………... Peng

Wannakit Siriput …………………………………………………………...……….... Don

Sukhaaw Phongwilal …………………………………………………............ Khom Tuan

Chatthapong Pantanaunkul ………………………………………………………… Sming

Pornpimol Chookanthong ………………………………………………………Mae Waan

Chumporn Teppitak …………………………………………………………... Uncle Mao

Sukanya Kongkawong …………………………………………………………... Waitress

Bunsri Yindee …………………………………………………………………….Yai Hom

Woranard Tantipidok ……………………………………………………………... Pra Cru

Sawang Rodnuch ……………………………………………………………………... Noi

Sutin Rodnuch …………………………………………………………………… Jamnean

Udom Chouncheun ……………………………………………………………….Ta-meun

Arirat Ratanakaitkosol …………………………………………………………….Tang-on

Woravit Tangchitsirikul …………………………………………………………... Sia Pao

Chalongsak Sirimahasan …………………………………………………………. Hia Lao

Nudhapol Asavabhakhin …………………………………………………………. Toshiro

Somjai Gunmoontree ……………………………………………………….. Bodyguard 1

Somchai Moonma ……………………………………………………………Bodyguard 2

Taworn Tonapan ……………………………………………………………. Bodyguard 3

Chupong Changprung ………………………………………………………. Bodyguard 4

Chaiporn Gunmoontree ……………………………………………………... Bodyguard 5

Don Ferguson ……………………………………………………………….. Bodyguard 6

David Ismalone ……………………………………………………………….… Mad Dog

Hans Eric ……………………………………………………………………Pearl Harbour

Paul Gaius …………………………………………………………………………….. Lee

Nick Kara ………………………………………………………………………....Big Bear

The cast

Tony Jaa (Ting)

Tony Jaa has been obsessed with martial arts, and martial arts movies, since childhood. He was born Panom Yee-rum in the province of Surin, about 200 kilometers from Bangkok. On leaving school, he told his family that he planned on pursuing a career in pugilism. He dedicated every ounce of his youthful energy to his training, rising at 5.00am and training until 10.00, then resuming from afternoon to evening. Tony’s initial influence was Hong Kong action star Jackie Chan. 

At the age of 15, he saw the Thai action film ‘Born To Fight’, starring and directed by Phanna Rithikrai. The student was ready, and the teacher duly appeared, in the person of Phanna himself. Phanna, a veteran of Thai action cinema, took Tony under his wing, training him in kung fu and stunt work. Tony also studied Taekwondo, swordplay and gymnastics. His skills became so advanced that he gave demonstrations in Northeast Thailand and China. 

Over the next few years, Tony paid his dues in the local industry, working on movie sets as a water boy, cook and general crewmember. His first real break saw him stunt double actor Robin Shou in the Hollywood actioner ‘Mortal Kombat’. He also doubled local star James Ruengsak Loichusak and worked on the Thai TV series ‘In See Dang’. 

Tony finally added his native sport to his physical repertoire, and began training in Muay Thai four years ago, specifically for his role in ‘Ong Bak’ .On its release, the film, on which he also worked as fight choreographer, became a smash hit, and it established Tony as Thailand’s top action actor. 

He is currently working on his new film, ‘Tom Yum Goong’. 

Petchthai Wongkamlao (George)

Petchthai Wongkamlao can be described as the Takeshi ‘Beat’ Kitano of Thailand, a multi-talented performer who excels as an actor, comedian and TV host. He starred in such recent local hits as ‘Killer Tattoo’ and ‘Two Tone’. A devoted family man, he takes his extended clan to the movies every weekend. 

Petchthai both directed and stars in ‘Bodyguard’, due for release in 2004.

Filmography: 


As Actor

‘Killer Tattoo’ (2002)

‘Ong Bak’ (2003),

‘Bodyguard’ (2004)

As Director (2004)

‘Bodyguard’

Pumwaree Yodkamol (Muay Lek)

Though she seems younger, Pumwaree Yodkamol is in her early 20s. She was born on the 9th of February 1982, and is still in college, studying engineering. A rising star of the Thai entertainment world, she has appeared in several MTV videos, commercials and TV series. She makes her movie debut in ‘Ong Bak’.

Her next film, ‘Wimaansin’, will be released in 2004.

Performing Career

As TV actress

 



Phii Liang Kung Samraet Ruub (Telefeature)

Wimaansin (2004) (In Production)





As Models for TV Commercials and Print Advertising

Glico Pokky (2003) 

DTAC Telecommunications





NARIS Cosmetics





As Models for Music Videos





Phlaad Pai Laew, 

Khae Dai Khittung,

Yarindaa, 

Taang Khon Taang Ruu,

Lift & Oi

Rungrawee Borrijindakul (Ngek)

Rungrawee Borrijindakul is one of Thai cinema’s most promising young talents. She has starred in such local movies as ‘Kong Roi 501’ and ‘Pa Yak Rai 6 Pandin’. She also starred in a pop video filmed by the Thai band China Dolls. 


She has the lead role in the forthcoming feature film ‘Ta Kian’.

Chetwut Wacharakun (Peng)

Chetwut Wacharakun was a member of the Asian Games bronze medal winning Thai rugby team. He also has a Master’s Degree in Social Science from Mahidol University. He began his performing career in TV commercials for such high-profile brands as Lipton’s Ice Tea and Pizza Hut, before making the transition to Thai drama series. He has appeared in almost a dozen TV shows, and starred in such films as ‘Body Jumper’ and ‘Chur Chob Chuan Har Reung’.

Wannakit Siriput (Don)

Wannakit Siriput spent his early years in the USA, where he came obsessed by such activities as volleyball, basketball and extreme sports. On his return to Thailand, he appeared in various TV series, commercials and MTV videos. Wannakit has also starred in several films, including ‘Good Man Town’.

Sukhaaw Phongwilal (Khom Tuan)

Sukhaaw Phongwilal was born on the 19th of January, 1946, and was educated at Thamasaat University. He has starred in over 108 local films. 

Filmography:


‘Khun Soek’





‘Phii Sua Lae Dok Mai’





‘Nam Phu’

The crew

Director: Prachya Pinkaew
Born 2nd September 1962, Prachya was graduated at Technology Nakornratsima College in 1985, majored in Architecture. 

Prachya Pinkaew began his career in 1990, working at Pack Shot Entertainment as first an art director and later creative director. In 1992, he became director for music videos and since he has won several Best Music Video Awards at the Golden Television Awards in Thailand.

In 1992, Prachya had the opportunity to direct his first feature film ‘The Magic Shoes’, followed in 1994 by his second film “Romantic Blues’. 

Prachya began work on ‘Ong Bak’ in 1999, working as both director and producer. The film, which was completed in 2003, was selected as the closing film for the Bangkok International Film Festival. It will also receive its official international premiere as part of the Midnight Madness programme at this year’s Toronto Film Festival.

‘Ong Bak’ was the highest-grossing Thai film of 2003 and Prachya is considered a new leader in commercial Thai cinema. He is currently preparing for his fourth film, ‘Tom Yum Goong’ due to be released in 2004.

Since 1998, Prachya has been focusing on producing. He is the head of an independent production house, Baa-Ram-Ewe, which has an output deal with Thai Major Studio, Sahamongkolfim International Company Limited. Recently, Prachya has produced many popular Thai Hits including the vampire movie ‘Body Jumper’ (2001); action comedy ‘Heaven 7’ (2002); horror movie ‘999-9999’ (2002) (Official Competition in Puchon Fantastic Film Festival 2003); the musical ‘Hoedown Showdown’ (2002). 

This year, he produced the art house comedy ‘Sayew’ and the horror drama ‘The Unborn’ and artistic drama ‘Fake’.

‘Sayew’ has won the Honorable Mention Award at the Seattle International Film Festival (2003). ‘Fake’ will be official competing for the ‘Dragons and Tiger’ Award in the coming Vancouver International Film Festival.

Prachya has just been promoted to be the Director of the Thai Film Association. 

Executive Producer: Somsak Techaratanaprasert

Somsak Techaratanaprasert began his career as a distributor of foreign movies. He becomes the biggest distributor of mega-budget films from Hong Kong and western films. He distributed in Thailand, the highest-budgeted film and highest film grosser ever, ‘Suriyothai’, the US$10 million project was executive produced by Francis Ford Coppola and directed by His Royal Highness Chatrichalerm Yukol. ‘Ong Bak’ has generated the highest box office income for Thai Film in 2003 taking over 100 million Baht in Bangkok alone.

The distributor-turned-producer has executive produced for more than 20 projects, working with Hong Kong directors such as Oxide Pang’s ‘Mahaut’ (Fall, 2003) and Daniel Lee’s ‘Red Devil’(due to release in 2004); with Thai directors such as Tanit Jitnukul’s ‘02 Pid Bangkok Plon’(due to release in 2004) and Prachya Pinkaew’s ‘Tom Yum Goong’, (due to release in 2004) The same team that is behind ‘Ong Bak’ will deliver the film in Next May.

Filmography:  


As Executive Producer





‘Daughter’





‘Daughter 2’





‘Body Jumper’ (2001) 

‘Heaven 7’ (2002)

‘Hoedown Showdown’ (2002)

‘999-9999’ (2002) (Official Competition, Puchon Film Festival, 2003)

‘Ong Bak’ (2003) (Official Competition, Sitges IFF of Catalonia 2003) ‘The Elephant Boy’ (2003)

‘Sayew’ (2003) (Honorable Mention Award, Seattle IFF, 2003)

‘Fake’ (2003) (Official Competition, Vancouver IFF 2003)

‘The Unborn’ (2003) 

‘Mahaut’ (2003)

‘Body Guard’ (2004)

‘02 Pid Bangkok Plon’ (2004)

‘Tom Yum Goong’ (2004)

Martial Art and Stunt Choreographer: Phanna Rithikrai

Phanna began working in the Thai film industry as a humble crew member, and learned the trade from the bottom up. He cherished a dream of making his own unique style of realistic action movies. Phanna finally got his chance, and starred in, wrote, directed and produced the classic Thai actioner ‘Born to Fight’. He has directed 13 films in his 30 year career, and is currently under exclusive contract to Prachya Pinkaew’s Bar-Ram-Ewe company. 

Filmography: 


As Director and Martial Art Choreographer



                
‘Born To Fight’ (1986)





‘Ching Wing Luy’ (1986)





‘Pluk Man Khoen Maa Khaa’ (1987)





‘Phech Luy Phloeng’ (1987)





‘Loat Taa Khiw’ (1989)





‘Kong Thap Thuan’ (1990)





‘Phayak Rai Chiang Chun Part 1’(1991)




‘Pin Kliaw Part 1’ (1992)





‘Phayak Rai Chiang Chun Part 2’ (1994)





‘Khuang Thoe Maa Plon’ (1994)





‘Pin Kliaw Part 2’ (1995)





‘Pin Kliaw Part 3’ (1996)





‘Khun Luk Thung’ (1996)

Director of Photography: Natawut Kittikun

Born in 1959, Natawut graduated in film production from Bangkok Technical College. He has been director of photography on such high profile Thai releases as ‘Tears of the Black Tiger’ and ‘Jan Dara’. He currently lives in Bangkok.

Cinematography:                
‘Pathihaan Omsomwang’


 

‘Ninety Shock”




‘Tears of Black Tiger’


 

‘Goal Club’




‘Jan Dara’


 

‘Heaven 7’


 

‘Anguilamala’


 

‘Body Guard’

Scriptwriter: Suphachai Sithiamphan

Born in 1974, Suphachai Sithiamphan is a graduate of Bangkok University, and still resides in the Thai capital. He has worked in TV industry as a prolific scriptwriter on a whole string of hit series. ‘Ong Bak’ is his first produced feature film screenplay.

Filmography: 
 

(TV series)





‘Chiwit Phua Khaa - Hua Chai Phua Thoe’





‘Duang Fai Nai Phayu’





‘Plaeng Phii Bok’





‘Roi Rak Roi Adeed’





‘Su Fan Taban Kaeng’





‘Bhudda Anuphaa’





‘Fai Kam Ploeng’

Production Designer: Akhadaet Kaewchote

Akhadaet Kaewchote was born in 1967. He is a graduate of Suan Dusit Teacher’s College. Akhadaet entered the film industry as a production designer, and has worked on several of the most acclaimed movies in the recent history of Thai cinema. His films include ‘Nang Nak’, ‘Tears of the Black Tiger’ and ‘Jan Dara’. 

Filmography: 


As Art Director 





‘Dang Bailey and Young Gangsters’





‘Nang Nark’





‘Tears of Black Tigers’





‘Jan Dara’





‘Faen Chan’

Editor: Thanat Sunsin

Thanat Sunsin was born in Bangkok in 1972, and is a graduate of Wad Mongkot Kasat High School. Thanat has also worked as an editor on the ghost stories ‘Rong Raem Phii’ and ‘Demonic Beauty’. He also edited the action film ‘Kho Lang Wang’.

Filmography: 


As Film Editor





‘Rong Raem Phii’





‘Demonic Beauty’





‘Kho Lang Wang’

Score: Atomix Clubbing

A respected Bangkok based music production house, Atomix Clubbing provided the unique score for ‘Ong Bak’. Besides film soundtracks, the company specializes in cutting edge club remixes. 

Filmography:   As Composer and Sound Mixer for ‘Cloning’ ‘Heaven 7’
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