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Tawanee Filmmaker Sees His Art
As a Ddightful Culinary Adventure
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T'S easy to list the main in-
gredients of Ang Le€'s artis-
tic career: film, family, and

Leefirst cultivated these intoi-
ests in his native Tawan, and
delved more deeply into them
while studying theater and
cinemaat two American univerM-
ties.

Now an acclaimed filmmaker
with admirers on both sides of the

« Pacific, heM.still fascinated with
tKe vicissitudes of fainily life' and
the stisfecti6'ns of culinary skill.
Not surprisingly, these are at the
leart of dl his movies - including

The Wedding Banquet," which
ptivated American audiences
ft year, and "Eat Drink Man
‘'oman,” now opening in US the-
l«rs after a well-received debut
* the Cannes International Flm
'estival.

Lee discovered movies in
iiliwan, where he grew up watch-
ing Chinese melodramas and Hol-
lywood pictures with subtitles.
His cinematic style is offbeat and
eclectic, reflecting these varied
influences - much as Chinese
cooking incorporates a wedlth of
ingredients and techniques prag-
maticadly borrowed from other
national cuisines.

"Food is a serious matter in
Chinese culture," the filmmaker
told me in a recent interview. "I
guessit has something to do with
being an agricultura society in
the past.... It's abig nation with a
combination of hundreds: of
races, so themdlting pot is dways
there - in food, music, culture,
costume. It's dways changing,
and for the past 200 years West-
em influences have been tremen-
dous.... Food is something we
[Chinese] can be proud of and
sl to the whole world."

While his own love for food
started in childhood, thanks to a
food-loving father and a talented
cook who lived with his fanUy, he
stayed out of the kitchen until he
arrived in the US and had trouble
adjusting to American cuisine. He
honed his kitchen skills during
thesix yearsit took to get his first
movie project off the ground.

Making food is not very differ-

itirom making films, in Lee's
opinion., "Cooking is very com-
forting and relaxing to me,* he
says. "It's similar to any creative
art, like directing. You get ingre-
dients, you foresee some kind of
taste or product, and you execute
it with skill and the right propor-

ANG LEE Thefilmmaker's 'Eat Drink Man Woman,' a thoughtful comedy

that explores culinary andfamttial themes, opened in UStheatersAug 3.

tion and color. When your family
swallows it, you fed you're taking
care of them. And then you wait
for aresponse, like in atheater."

This explains why Lee takes
particular delight in films about
cooking - like his new "Eat Drink
Man Woman," a thoughtful com-
edy dealing with a modern Tai-
wanese family that's held loosely
together by food-related activi-
ties. "It's very satisfying to make
a movie that makes people fed
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hungry," says Lee with a smile.
"It's pure cinema, beyond lan-
guage, universal. People al over
the world intuitively respond to
it

Lee's other preoccupation,
family life, has roots in his own
experience and in his observa
tions of Chinese society.

"|'ve aways been very close to
family life," he says. "l grew up in
a very stable and happy family,
and then | formed one of my own.
Seeing how a family changes has
made me sensitive to how life and
society and values change. Seeing
people grow older and mature
and have children tells me things
about time, in aphilosophical and
sensuous way."

. Family structure also makes a
good microcosm for observing
socia changes, Lee continues.

"For thousands of years" he
says, "the feuda and agricultural
Chinese society was based on
family as a unit. What held us
together wasfilial piety 2id socia
rank. Filia piety was the first and
utmost moral virtue - you were
somebody's son more than your
own sdf. This has changed re-

cently, and things are bresking
apart. Family vaues and per-
sonal, social, political vaues are
getting chaotic. We're moving to-
ward a democratic world, and
people do whatever they want, ir-
respective of each other."

Lee explores this situation on
a miniature scale in his movies
about family life. "The father al-
ways stands for the head of the
old patriarchal society," he ex-
plains, "the monopoly force that's
facing a change in the modern
world. He's confused and strug-
gling [because] each movie has
some force that's deconstructing
the family - in ‘'The Wedding Ban-
quet' it's the challenge of a son
being gay, and in 'Eat Drink Man
Woman' it's the different
romance, of each of the three
daughters. At the end they find a
new energy in life, 'and that's ...
my blessing on them all."

Do the changes and pressures
of contemporary life spell turbu-
lence and unhappiness for the fu-
ture, or does Lee believe things
will evolve in-positive directions?

"I don't make ajudgment"on
this," hereplies. "Asan artist, | try
to showthingsand reach people's
feelings, and let Jhem make up
their own mindset".. But history is
moving forward, | think, and
there's no wayjto go back'-'-to
repress sexua preference, or to
think women should rank beneath
men,... You have.to inake adjust-
ments everi if it's painful.

"l do the samejjhing in my
life"" he adds with another smile.
"| treat my parents in one way -
theolderway - and | treat my kids
in a different, American way.
Sometimes it can be a problem
when dl of us are in one room,
and | get pulled between!"
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Asmov the Explainer
Explains Himself

By Simson L. Garfinkel

tween 1950, when Doubleday published his first science-fic-

tion novel, "Pebble in the Sky," and his death in 1992,
Asmov wrote more than 470 books - both fiction and nonfiction
- on every topic imaginable. To be fair, more than 100 of those
volumes were anthologies that Asmov merely edited or coedited.
Still more were collections of his stories and essays that had been
previoudly published in magazines or newspapers.

Nevertheless, Asmov remains one of the most prolific writers
of the 20th century - a distinction he achieved working on his
own, without the help of a research or- support daff.

Now, posthumously, Asmov has added to his list of books a
new autobiography. Cdled smply "l. Asmov: A Memair," this
book refrains from the relentless month-by-month sequential
account that characterized his earlier two-volume effort, and
instead describes Asmov's life as awhole.

Asimov wrote most of "I. Asmov" from his hospital bed during
the first few months of 1990. The author thought that he was

about to die and his second wife,
BOOKS

Janet, demanded that he write a
T

subjective account of his life.

I SAAC ASMOV was his own book-of-the-month club. Be-

Everybody would be interested,
she assured him.

"I didn't redly believe any of
this," hewrites. "I am not a deep
philosopher and | can't make my-
«df believe people are dying to
hear my thoughts. However, |
know that | have a pleasant writ- ,
ing style and can keep people
reading, whatever | write. And |
also had the sensation that | was
racing death. And, as ever and
adways, | wanted to please Janet."

What he created is a marvel-
ous story that traces his life from
his beginnings as a poor Russian
immigrant in Brooklyn, his un-
pleasant experience in the United
States Army in 1946, and his
years as a chemistry graduate
student, a professor, and finally
as a successful author.

Is the "Great Explainer" suc-
cessful in explaining his own life?
Absolutely. With his easy-to-read
writing style that he says took
him years to develop, ASmov's
pen cuts straight to his inner core, baring his thoughts and fed-
ings, portraying himsdlf as a good-natured, kind-hearted man.
Asimov is blunt in acknowledging his faults - an ego the size of
the Empire State Building and a tendency to keep track of those
with whom he had disagreements. Asmov's relentless score card
of who was right (amost always he) and who was wrong does
detract from the volume.

Child prodigies and their parents are likely to find more of
interest in "l. Asmov" than the author's science-fiction fans.
Although he spends many pages writing about his friends in the
science-fiction community, the true value of Asimov's insight is
his reflections on his life - and, in his mind, Asmov was first a
genius, second a prolific writer, and only thirdly a sci-fi writer.

Asimov tells the reader repeatedly that hisjife would have been
easier if he had learned to submerge his ego and get along with
others. "It redly puzzlesme as | look back onit that | didn't make
agreater effort to placate the powersthat be," he writes. Indeed,
it was this inability to get along with others that forced Asmov
out of academia and into the solitary fife of a fredapt®e wiifer.

Edited by Janet Asmov, "I. ASmov" is a captivaffi®i'yoht;«.
And lest the world think it has heard the last of Asmov, fear not:
Doubleday is publishing a book of his letters in the fd' of 1995..

I. ASIMOV:
A MEMOIR

BY |saac Asimov
Doubleday, 562pp., $25

*«Smson L. Garfinkel is afreelance writer who specializes
inscienceandtechnology.



