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			To the teachers of food on film, who,

			by bringing something new to the table in their own classes,

			make us more attentive, more just, 

			and more wholly satisfied eaters and thinkers.
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			Introduction

			Bringing Something New to the Table

			Tom Hertweck

		

		
			Without a doubt, food today has gone mainstream.

			That may sound like a curious proposition: How can something that most people do multiple times a day be thought of as “going mainstream”—and, for that matter, how could it have ever been on the periphery? Instead, it might be better (though less flashily) said that thinking about food in the domain of popular culture has now taken up a substantial portion of our waking lives as both hobby and necessity. Slick magazines—from old warhorses Gourmet, Food & Wine, Saveur, and Bon Appétit, to the upstart Lucky Peach geared toward the hipster-foodie—peddle recipes, tales, and food porn pictures to readers often ill-equipped or even entirely uninterested in re-creating them. Popular press books collect the year’s best writing about food, while a new genre—the commodity history—has been invented to make a space for increasing interest in the long histories of things we eat. Every content mill on the Internet, from the Huffington Post to Buzzfeed, has a food area that can contain as much material as the site can create. Some websites wholly devoted to au courant food culture, such as Eater.com, aggregate big issues to minutiae, to the degree that they keep track of chefs’ personal habits and financial lives in the same way celebrity watchers keep up with the Kardashians. Real eaters themselves have access to more reviews of more restaurants than at any other point in human history by several orders of magnitude. Even foods themselves are mottled with paratext, as packaging and stickers explain foods in the supermarket to you, the buyer, through creative, often complex narratives. If food had always been inescapable before as a means to keep one alive, food culture—inasmuch as culture is thought made text—is now inescapable as a means of locating things to eat. In other words, the answer to “What are you eating?” has gone from a one-word response to, frequently, a name, a story, a litany of facts, and a variety of ethical and nutritional positions. “Food for thought” has never rung more true.

			At the same time, film, perhaps the most responsive and democratic of media forms, has always made a place for food. Indeed, film—nearly since its inception—has been a repository of attitudes toward and representations of food culture. From Méliès’s Le Voyage dans la Lune (1902) and its hand-painted, cheese-filled moon to Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936) and the Billows Feeding Machine to “I’ll have what she’s having” in When Harry Met Sally (1989), food has always found its way into the filmic scene. After all, every filmmaker knows that a way to add action to a scene heavy on dialogue is to place it in a diner, around a dinner table, or at a hot dog stand. Fans, too, have responded to food-films in ecstatic ways. An Internet search for “food movies” reveals hundreds of websites, listicles, and fan-pages devoted to the appreciation of food through film, and vice versa, not to mention Facebook groups, Tumblr feeds, and Pinterest accounts with active, running catalogs and commentary on cuisine in the movies. At the time of this writing, in fact, the Internet buzzes with enthusiasm for Jon Favreau’s sleeper hit and paean to food trucks, Chef, and is beginning to rumble with excitement for the appealing, yet predictable, cross-cultural charm of Lasse Hallström’s Oprah-produced Hundred-Foot Journey. Both put food and our relationship to it front and center, and illustrate just how passionate or delightful our seemingly banal need to eat can be. Academic criticism of food and film has likewise been established in meaningful ways in recent years. Monographs, such as James R. Keller’s Food, Film, and Culture: A Genre Study (2006) and Steve Zimmerman’s Food in the Movies (now in a second edition, 2010), as well as edited collections, such as Anne L. Bower’s seminal Reel Food: Essays on Food and Film (2004), have detailed the topography of this rich and textured terrain, as have frequent articles on food-films in the established food studies journals (such as Gastronomica, Food, Culture & Society, and Digest) and in film journals broadly.

			While this groundswell of enthusiasm for food in film has meant a ready resource for scholars and teachers as a way of engaging food and cultural studies, the study of food and film remains a proportionately slight endeavor. Partly this has to do with what counts. Bower’s working definition of a food-film, for example, appears at first quite expansive, a surprising turn of events. As she writes, remembering the beginnings of her project, her conversations with friends showed that “it was clear that few of them realized how often filmmakers in all film genres turn to food to communicate important aspects of characters’ emotions, along with their personal and cultural identities; nor did my friends necessarily perceive the intricate ways in which ethnic, religious, sexual, and philosophical aspects of narrative are communicated through food.”1 While, as Bower points out, any film that centers around food’s semiotic order might qualify, what ultimately constitutes the genre of immediately apprehensible “food-films” (in part because of her impressive influence in the field) is a relatively small and well-worn collection. Indeed, many of the lists available online of food-films, as well as academic treatments of food in film, appear as if copied-and-pasted from one another, with names like Big Night, Like Water for Chocolate, Eat Drink Man Woman, and likely any other film the already-interested viewer can probably think of on his or her own predominating. Only one title might be added to these lists annually; the two mentioned above will already make 2014 a banner year for food-films. The trouble with food-film as a genre is therefore paradoxical. Not expansive enough (there do not seem to be enough food-films) to produce sustained inquiry, yet too broad (food can be found in any film) to be able to aggregate momentary glimpses of consumption, food-film as an object of study risks becoming nothing more than a snack to be indulged occasionally rather than the full-meal treatment it certainly deserves.

			This collection of essays proposes that we meaningfully expand our palate. Whereas the usual approach to food and film preselects those movies that are unmistakably about food, these essays approach the ideas of food, eating, and drinking from two new directions. First, the collection includes essays that address momentary or less palpable expressions of consumption in films that one would not immediately recognize as being about food as such. Second, the collection also includes essays that return to some standard food-films in order to explore new ways of energizing criticism about them, often by taking a larger view. The first approach widens the scope of food and film in order to increase its vitality. The second reinvigorates the study of the genre in order to increase our appreciation of film, to be sure, but also to investigate more fully the truly staggering range of issues that turning our attention to food can attend. In either case, by bringing something new to the table, this collection presents stimulating new approaches to food-film in order to energize new discussion—to keep the talk around the table going.

			Something New: Blacula as Food-Film

			What might this expanded vision of food-film look like? Consider, for example, the case of Blacula. One would not usually include William Crain’s 1972 masterpiece of blaxploitation in the annals of food-film, despite the fact that eating, as it were, is central to the plot. The film, beginning in Transylvania in 1780, shows African leader Mamuwalde reaching out to Count Dracula for help to stop the slave trade from destroying his kingdom. Dracula, effectively a white supremacist, rejects Mamuwalde’s request, bites him, and bricks him and his wife up into the catacombs of his castle. Nearly two hundred years later in 1970, Mamuwalde’s coffin is discovered by interior designers who sell it (and him inside it) as decoration in Los Angeles, where he is awoken and attempts to quench his thirst for blood. Much of the plot circles around Mamuwalde’s search for a woman who is the spitting image of his lost wife. (Dracula, as part of his cruel punishment, did not bite her, so she starved to death in the catacombs while Mamuwalde slept.) What animates the movie, and keeps the viewer interested, however, is the standard vampire story, where in this version Mamuwalde (or Blacula—the black Dracula) seeks out victims to feed off of, usually whites, and in the process kills them.

			When Blacula bites blacks, however, he does so in ways that transform them into members of his black vampire army, making the film show vampirism as a way to subvert white authority. The film also plays up an interesting coincidence—vampires and pimps dress in strikingly similar clothes—to further foreground racial issues in the film, making every instance of Blacula’s feeding a moment charged with racial tension. That tension would not have gone unnoticed by viewers of the day, of course, who had already internalized the form of blaxploitation film from a number of movies that had preceded Blacula’s release, including Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, Shaft, and Cotton Comes to Harlem.
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						Blacula’s bites mean death for whites but rebirth for blacks, as part of his vampire army.

					

				

			

			As such, the form of American hunger—to borrow provocatively a phrase from Richard Wright—is shown in the era of Black Power as being a potential instrument of revenge: literally, the film depicts a black man consuming whites. Provocatively, the story of Blacula mirrors well the issues facing African Americans during the 1970s. Mamuwalde’s predicament is a result of his appealing to a powerful white leader and being violently rebuffed. Dracula’s bite is therefore both a curse and a destiny, an act of containment and punishment for what is figured in the film’s opening scene when Mamuwalde dares to act outside of his presumed degraded social position dictated by his race. In the same way, white policies of the 1960s and 1970s contained and punished blacks for the same reason. Though de jure segregation had ended with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, de facto forms of segregation that had begun during the Great Migration still subjected urban blacks to practices of mortgage lending, leasing, gerrymandering, and employment that served to further consolidate blacks into ghettos or put them under various forms of municipal surveillance such as prisons and welfare programs. For African Americans living in cities under such oppressive treatment, the response eventually took the form of riots, such as those in Watts (1965); Detroit and elsewhere (the “Long Hot Summer” of 1967); Chicago, Washington, D.C., and dozens more across the country (in 1968, following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.); as well as others. Less an objective depiction of their innate degeneracy (as racist commentators described them), riots, ad-hoc violence, and other manifestations of armed self-defense became ways for urban blacks to assert their disapproval of the systemized racial oppression at work in the United States at that time. Seen in this light, the film similarly and imaginatively uses Blacula’s hunger as counter-friction to white hegemony in the 1970s, producing a fantasy of racial empowerment where a hardened black hero metes out justice against his racist oppressors, as John Shaft had done in theaters the year before. That he bodily consumes them—rather than simply kills them—tells the tale well: just as white America had consumed black bodies for capital (both under slavery and wage labor) and culture (from food and music to the basic American sense of “cool”), Blacula would vengefully sustain himself on whites.

			Even beyond the core issues of eating depicted in the film, Blacula serves as a node around which all manner of food issues might be contextualized. For example, the 1960s gave a name and visibility to traditional African American foodways: soul food, first fully explicated in a 1962 essay by LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka.2 Such a move consolidated black identity around food and made it a powerful metaphor for empowerment. However, for some, such as comedian/activist Dick Gregory and leader of the Nation of Islam, Elijah Muhammad, the legacy of slavery hung over soul foods too much, such that celebrating the cheap raw foods discarded as trash by whites to their slaves was seen as degrading and reinscribed racism. For these dissenters, adherence to a vegetarian diet, or at least a rejection of soul food, was the only way to cast off the stigma of slavery and find health and moral purity. In this way, Blacula serves as a stepping-off point for a discussion of how “what is good to eat” is contextualized by a number of social, economic, environmental, and historical forces. Similarly, one might reverse the order of operations and bring the state of American food culture to bear on the film. Blacula’s release coincided with a period of intense anxiety relating to the U.S. food system as staple food costs rose, so much so that so-called housewives’ rebellions were staged in response.3 As a measure of combating inflation, President Nixon’s secretary of agriculture, Earl Butz, espoused his infamous recommendation that farmers plant “fencerow-to-fencerow” in order to increase supply, and in so doing made possible the era of corporate consolidation of farms we live in today.4 Taken in this light, Blacula’s anxious vision of eating in the 1970s puts it in conversation with other films of that era where the future of food is imperiled, such as Soylent Green (1973) and Dawn of the Dead (1978).

			An Overview of the Essays

			A vision of Blacula from the perspective of food studies, even in the brief prospectus above, suggests the different horizons that the study of food-film might travel toward. In this vein, the essays in this collection plumb the depths of food and film in order to reinvigorate an already robust body of critical film literature. As a way into this new material, part 1 of the book, “First Courses: Opening Up New Directions in Food and Film,” provides a kind of tasting menu of what is possible when we turn our attention to food in this expansive way. In the first essay, Elisabeth H. Buck’s treatment of Disney/Pixar’s Ratatouille looks not at the celebration of French cuisine or the culture of cooking that one might expect about the story of a rodent chef trying to make his way in Paris’s high-stakes kitchens, but rather at the place of food writing within that film. Buck persuasively contextualizes issues of authenticity and writerly persona within the film’s nemesis, restaurant critic Anton Ego, as an issue of particular rhetorical urgency—one that draws our attention to the ways in which “good taste” is an issue of cultural construction. Similarly, Mark DeStephano’s essay engages construction in the queering of the dinner table, as he draws a number of Filipino gay male films—a hitherto unstudied corpus for food-film—into focus. For DeStephano, the dinner table and the sharing of a meal becomes a place where important stories and testimonies about life can be shared: meals hold gay Filipino men and their different family units in orbit long enough to keep conversations. Finally, Lynn Hilditch makes an important foray into the documentary tradition, often ignored by food-film scholars except when the subject is food itself, to look at presentations of British identity during World War II. Hilditch finds a compelling trope in these documentaries—the image of teatime—at the moment when it becomes narratively integrated into the national character of England as both a respite from war and an assertion of cultural value in the face of a threat to that country.

			In part 2, “Food and African American Film,” essays engage with the special relations of blackness and food in the film tradition, well studied by film scholars, but passed over by food-film studies (save for George Tillman Jr.’s Soul Food). Deborah Adelman’s “Eat the Right Thing” suggests a new facet to the long-standing moral problems presented in Spike Lee’s classic Do the Right Thing. According to Adelman, Lee’s Bed-Stuy neighborhood can best be understood as a food desert (a term that would be coined after the film’s release), and Mookie’s actions within that limited space both cuts off a ready food supply (Sal’s pizza) while posing new directions for communal action for which the residents there may not be ready. Taking the city as an organizing rubric for African American life, Jessica Fanaselle and Joshua Culpepper look at what it means to eat in the ghetto through the Friday franchise, one of the most successful black film enterprises in history. Fanaselle and Culpepper are strident in their critique of the film’s depiction of eating, which they see as an activity for men, who in the process subjugate women and their labor. In some of the same terms, Lynn R. Johnson’s essay on the adaptation of The Color Purple sees women as central to depictions of black eating, with a similarly disheartening conclusion. As Johnson explains, Purple’s women become bearers not of the look, as Laura Mulvey might have it, but of the taste: Spielberg’s women contain disgust, and could cross-contaminate things in the world around them.

			While food-film scholars have enfolded many non-English and international films into the food-film canon, much of the world remains unexplored. Thus, part 3, “Feeding the Family: New Directions in Food and Non-American Film,” engages more of these other visions in order to expand the borders. Memory Holloway returns to the venerable tradition of Italian mafia stories in 1962’s Il Mafioso, but this time to explore Italian regional culture. A tale of North versus South, Holloway’s discussion of Mafioso attaches itself to visions of mid-century Italian masculinity, nationality, and what it really means to be a part of the family. In his provocative and suggestive essay on postwar Japanese cinema, Charles W. Hayford synthesizes a vision of food culture in Japan that stands in distinction to American uses of food during that time. A call to explore the vast treasure trove that is Japanese film representation, Hayford’s essay will be a stepping-off point for those looking to reengage with a well-documented area of film studies. Concluding the section, Dotty Hamilton looks at two Korean films’ attempts at giving us something that film as a medium simply cannot materially access: taste and smell. Drawing on psychological research into visual and linguistic effects on taste, Hamilton looks at how recent Korean films play with the affective interplay between viewing and desiring food.

			Part 4, “Small Screens, Big Appetites,” turns our attention to television, a medium sorely in need of attention in its relation to eating and drinking. For Andrew Hageman, this means parsing the obsessive-compulsive relationship to viewing and eating that series such as Twin Peaks develop. Rather than dismissing the foods in David Lynch’s bizarre masterpiece of television as merely stylistic, Hageman suggests that food and drink (especially cherry pie and coffee) provide a key to unlocking new meanings in a series that begs to be read and reread. Moving from inscrutable images to barrages of words, Glenda Sacks’s exploration of food and eating in Sex and the City illustrates how consumption fills the screen, from fashion to sex to conversation—seemingly everything but food. What is worse, Sacks points out, is that when actual food enters into the equation, trouble usually follows, a gendered signifier of failing for these otherwise successful, professional women.

			Part 5, “Eating Humans: New Ideas on the Oldest Taboo,” ends the collection with discussions of what happens when humans become food. More than simply humans’ consumption of other humans, this section suggests a true frontier for food-film in the dearth of work on understanding humans as sustenance for others. Mark R. Bousquet, for example, turns to the predator/prey relationship in Jaws, where the lines between hunter and hunted blur. Bousquet’s treatment compellingly uncovers an undiscussed motif: all the humans who eat in the film ultimately die, a figuration he sees as an embedded critique of human attitudes toward nonhuman creatures. For Jennifer Dawes Adkison, who looks at visions of cannibalism directly, the space between grace and horror is largely a matter of context. Instead of the usual treatment of cannibalism as an absolute moral trespass, Adkison’s comparison of eating humans under duress in Alive and The Road shows how supposed moral failing can be recuperated into meaningful assertions of vitality, or stand as a reminder of the limits of human goodness. Finally, Christian B. Long’s interrogation of the old cliché about sheep outnumbering humans in New Zealand is worth worrying over, especially inasmuch as humans (and not sheep) are on the menu. Whether in the case of an alien invasion that seeks to make humans into fast-food treats (in the case of Bad Taste) or the threat of human-hungry, bioengineered weresheep (in the case of Black Sheep), New Zealand’s attachment to seeing humans consumed worries aloud about its place on the world stage.

			Notes

			1. Anne L. Bower, Reel Food: Essays on Food and Film (New York: Routledge, 2004), 2.

			2. LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka), “Soul Food,” in Home: Social Essays (1965; reprint, New York: Akashic Books, 2009), 121–23. 

			3. “Changing Farm Policy to Cut Food Prices,” Time, 9 April 1973, 17–24.

			4. For a classic treatment of the Butz position, see Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture (1977; reprint, San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1996).
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			Part I

			First Courses

			Opening Up New Directions in Food and Film

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“The Average Piece of Junk Is Probably More Meaningful Than Our Criticism Designating It So”

			Reading (Rhetorically) the Restaurant Review in Disney/Pixar’s Ratatouille

			Elisabeth H. Buck

		

		
			A gastronomic experience is fleeting; it can’t be captured.

			—Thomas Keller1

			The 2007 Disney/Pixar collaboration Ratatouille begins as Remy, the rodent protagonist, breaks into a human dwelling in search of the perfect spice complement to his scavenged mushroom. His talent and fervor for creating ideal flavor combinations propel his desire to become a chef, but this ambition alienates him from his family—who, in typical rodent fashion, worry more about food availability than nuances of taste. Remy eventually collaborates with the incompetent (but opposable thumb–equipped) garbage boy Alfredo Linguini, later discovered to be the son of Auguste Gusteau, a deceased Julia Child-esque television chef and former proprietor of an eponymous five-star Paris restaurant. Gusteau’s famous aphorism—“Anyone Can Cook”—legitimizes Remy’s culinary ambitions, and the chef serves throughout the film as Remy’s ghostly shoulder angel. Ratatouille culminates in Remy’s successful creation of the titular dish. Although the discovery of rats in the kitchen forces the food inspector to close Gusteau’s, Remy and Linguini eventually open their own quaint bistro. They are thus banished from the highly regimented and aristocratic French restaurant culture into their own space—less grand, certainly, but one in which Remy can authentically, if not publicly, craft his culinary masterpieces.

			Ratatouille is an atypical approach to a film with food at its core, which is fitting perhaps for one with a title that simultaneously evokes both a French vegetable dish and its typically cringe-inducing central character. Although food propels the conflict and is a source of motivation for every major character (be they human or rodent), this is also an animated movie, and one with children as the target demographic. Praising the film, however, as “a miraculously textured piece of animated design,” Entertainment Weekly’s Owen Gleiberman comments on Ratatouille’s unique ability to capture its Paris restaurant setting: “The surfaces of Gusteau’s kitchen have such a vibrant photorealist sheen that you want to reach out and touch them, especially if you’re a foodie (and, really, who isn’t these days?). You can make out every nick and cranny in the polished copper pots and just about smell all of those intoxicating ingredients.”2 If, as Gleiberman seems to suggest, part of the film’s success hinges on its ability to appeal to the latent foodie within us all, also important is Ratatouille’s representation of who actually validates an encounter with food, personified in the film by the sinister restaurant critic Anton Ego. And it is consequently this conflict—encompassed by the discord between the universal desire to engage with the food experience, and those with the agency to actually articulate and provide meaning to this encounter—that I will explore in this essay. 

			Pixar and Paris: Epitomizing the Making of Film and Food

			The protagonists of Ratatouille ostensibly fall within Disney/Pixar’s coterie of unlikely heroes who rise above humble circumstances to achieve greatness, but I view the künstlerroman quest here to be found less in the experiences of Remy or Linguini, and better encompassed by the journey of Anton Ego. Voiced with gravitas by the late Peter O’Toole, Anton Ego writes for the aptly named The Grim Eater. His once unfavorable review of Gusteau’s, in which he “condemned [the restaurant] to the tourist trade,” resulted in its eventual loss of two stars. Ratatouille is partly a film about access, specifically about access to food. This theme manifests as both a literal impediment, for Remy and any creature who aspires to enter into a sanitary zone, and also in determining who and what gains access to the fine food experience—something initially out of reach for Linguini, an American in Paris hired into the kitchen as the garbage boy. Ego serves as the gatekeeper to the latter form of access, thereby rendering him Ratatouille’s most dangerous antagonist: the success of Gusteau’s, Linguini, Remy, and that of their mutual culinary creations hinges on his appraisal. In the film’s climatic moment, Ego delivers his critique of Remy’s rendition of ratatouille, after discovering the true identity of the dish’s chef. O’Toole’s voice-over conveys this monologue over views of Ego pacing in his office, glancing at his idle typewriter:

			In many ways, the work of a critic is easy: we risk very little, yet enjoy a position over those who offer up their work and their selves to our judgment. We thrive on negative criticism, which is fun to write and to read. But the bitter truth we critics must face is that in the grand scheme of things the average piece of junk is probably more meaningful than our criticism designating it so. But there are times when a critic truly risks something, and that is in the discovery and defense of the new. The world is often unkind to new talent, new creations. The new needs friends. Last night, I experienced something new: an extraordinary meal from a singularly unexpected source. To say that both the meal and its maker have challenged my preconceptions about fine cooking is a gross understatement. They have rocked me to my core. In the past, I have made no secret of my disdain for Chef Gusteau’s famous motto, “Anyone can cook.” But I realize, only now do I truly understand what he meant. Not everyone can become a great artist, but a great artist can come from anywhere. It is difficult to imagine more humble origins than those of the genius now cooking at Gusteau’s, who is, in this critic’s opinion, nothing less than the finest chef in France. I will be returning to Gusteau’s soon, hungry for more.3
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						Remy prepares his version of ratatouille, developed specifically for the film by Michelin-starred chef Thomas Keller.

					

				

			

			After Ratatouille premiered, this particular sequence attracted attention as perhaps Pixar’s4 deliberate and preemptive dismissal of film critics’ reviews. In his review for London’s Guardian, for instance, Xan Brooks comments on Ratatouille’s decision to “[give] the last word to a snooty food critic” as “an audacious, hubristic gambit. . . . For all its wit and daring, Ratatouille remains a test-marketed studio blockbuster. It can therefore not be bracketed alongside an unloved rodent with a talent for soups.”5 While Ratatouille did become both a critical and monetary success, ultimately grossing over six hundred million dollars in the worldwide box office, Pixar has not always been the recipient of universal critical acclaim. Indeed, Ego’s monologue might function as wry commentary on the reception by film critics to Cars, Pixar’s offering immediately preceding Ratatouille. On Cars, Chicago Tribune critic Jessica Reaves remarked that “its tone is too manic, its characters too jaded and, in the end, its story too empty to stand up to expectations.”6 The success of Pixar’s first full-length film Toy Story in 1995, and the praise accumulated by the subsequent releases A Bug’s Life; Toy Story 2; Monster’s, Inc.; Finding Nemo; and The Incredibles arguably created the highest expectations for inventive storytelling experienced by any movie-making entity. Although critics lauded Cars for its technical animation prowess, the consensus seemed to be that Pixar’s decision to craft a story around decidedly mechanical protagonists resulted in diminished emotional depth. Thus, the largely lukewarm response to this film highlighted Pixar’s vulnerability, and Ratatouille might then be viewed, in one light, as the studio’s attempt to return to a pre-Cars era, making a story centered around “an unloved rodent” perhaps more risky than Brooks’s critique of the film might imply.

			In many ways, the high critical expectations for Pixar’s films parallel what one might anticipate in traveling to France for culinary purposes: that is, expecting an apotheosis—there is no country in the world more synonymous with fine cuisine. Ratatouille’s opening lines, delivered in voice-over by a television reporter, reinforce this promise of a fantastic culinary experience in Paris, one that is specifically appealing to those anxious to partake in something gastronomically apart from the everyday food encounter: “Although each of the world’s countries would like to dispute this fact, we French know the truth. The best food in the world is made in France. The best food in France is made in Paris, and the best food in Paris, some say, is made by Chef Auguste Gusteau.” What Pixar then establishes with this representation of fine cuisine, and specifically that embodied by the rise and fall of Gusteau’s, is that what constitutes the “best” is always subjective. While it may be consequently accurate to read Ego’s climactic monologue as Pixar’s comment on the legitimacy of reviews to accurately measure any art form, this has particularly profound manifestations when applied to the genre of restaurant reviews. If film criticisms, on one hand, rely on an assumed set of universal human emotions—in the sense that individuals largely respond similarly to moments demanding an affective reaction, and this becomes the basic measure of a film’s effectiveness—the genre of restaurant reviews depends on an even more personal and arbitrary experience. While films are viewed in roughly identical ways by moviegoers (identical copies are sent to more or less identical theaters), the experience of eating in a restaurant can be influenced by a multitude of issues both seen and unseen by the eater: staff on duty and their changeable moods, variable freshness of daily ingredients, placement in the dining area, time of day, the diner’s companions, and the utter impossibility of producing absolutely identical preparations of dishes. In short, no experience of dining in a restaurant can be wholly replicated, and thus one can hardly blame the critic for the personal nature of responses. I want to therefore read Ego’s monologue as mainly a response to the particular conventions of the restaurant review, as there is no way to capture authentically a universal encounter with food. It is consequently through Ego’s critical reversal at the end of the film that Ratatouille reveals the limitations of the modern “fine food” experience and how it relates to authenticity. In doing so, the film provides a critique of the genre of written criticism by demonstrating how the performance of criticism overpowers an objective evaluation of the dining content, if such a thing could ever exist in the first place.

			Reading the Restaurant Review

			As a genre, restaurant reviews generally combine descriptions of the food experience with the feelings evoked by such consumption. The challenge for the critic is then to provide a transcendental meaning to what is, at its essence, an extremely individual encounter. From the neophyte local critic to those writing for the New York Times, individuals hoping to craft a “successful” food review must utilize highly evocative language to capture their eating practices. This genre is consequently often stereotypically associated with the excessive use of adjectives. Parody periodical The Onion perhaps best illustrates this tendency through humor. In the recurring column “Ask a Restaurant Critic,” fictional analyst Ethan Pillars responds Dear Abby–style to reader queries. He comments on the house salad as “a piquant mix of greens and crisp vegetables topped with a walnut vinaigrette that will send shivers down your spine,” and his subsequent praise of the “Portuguese-informed earthiness” of his pan-seared kale suggests a set of genre conventions both hyperbolic and aspiringly pretentious.7 As such, while there is a very legitimate superciliousness associated with fine dining, there is also an indication that, because no living entity exists without the desire to consume, anyone who can put language to that experience, well conceived or not, can function in the role of a critic. 

			Perhaps for this reason, it is difficult to trace a specific origin of food criticism. Pricilla Parkhurst Ferguson, writing for Gastromica, notes that there is evidence of such critique in ancient writing, as “The greatest food writer of all time, and certainly the most enthusiastic, may well be [early third-century Greek] Athenaeus.” His most significant work, Deipnosophists, Ferguson suggests, “can best be described as a jumble of excerpts from a great number of Hellenistic Greek plays dealing with food and foods, eaters and eating, chefs and cooking.”8 The desire to achieve cultural sophistication perhaps more accurately characterizes the development of modern food criticism. On this point, Ferguson suggests that this tendency originates from the desire of would-be social-climbers to literally put their money where their mouth is: “The eager and largely wealthy eaters of decades past needed the [culinary] Judge, because they were not knowledgeable diners. How could they be? How could parvenus know how to choose? They needed to be shown the way—and so culinary criticism was born.”9 French sociologist and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu’s lengthy treatise on the social implications of taste10 further solidifies this argument for the development of criticism, as he suggests that declarations of preference that draw on markers of learning and leisure, specifically the recognition that one has the time and ability to engage in such activity, consequently situate individuals within a particular class status. Parisian writer Alexandre-Balthazar Laurent Grimod de la Reynière (1758–1837), often credited as the first true restaurant critic, also reinforces the class-based ideology associated with the genre. His encyclopedic Manuel des amphitryons was a guide specifically designed to offer restaurant suggestions for the emerging bourgeois consumer, especially significant in the context of post-Revolution France.11 

			If the desire to ascertain the habits of the upper class is one reason for the proliferation of the restaurant review, there is also a reason, beyond Grimod de la Reynière’s influence, why France often is linked with the genre. The “rapidly urbanized, industrialized, and highly mobile population [that] became increasingly heterogeneous” in Europe in the nineteenth century, and the large growth of Paris in particular, supported a bourgeoning and sophisticated restaurant culture—Ferguson summarizes Paris’s influence on culinary habits with a quippy adage: “‘When Paris dines,’ one writer crowed in the 1830s, ‘the whole world sets to work.’”12 Within this context then, it is perhaps unsurprising that the arguably highest measure by which a restaurant can be judged, that is, an appearance in the Michelin guide, also has its origins in France. Begun by the same Michelins of tire fame, the guide was first published around the turn of the twentieth century as a tour book designed to direct European automobile travelers toward points of interest, culinary and otherwise. In 1926, however, brothers André and Édouard Michelin began adding stars to denote truly excellent locales, with the highest rating—three stars—eventually indicating a restaurant of such high quality that it warranted planning an entire trip around. As it exists in its twenty-first-century iteration, reviewers for the guide purportedly revisit Michelin-starred restaurants every eighteen months to ensure their continued operation to Michelin’s extraordinarily high standards.13 And yet, while the Michelin guide perhaps provides the gold standard for restaurant criticism, there are qualities that distinguish the “legitimate” critique from that which is merely an opinion about food, specifically that the former is “not to be confused with incidental talk about food among acquaintances” but is rather something that “is defined both by its mode of diffusion—through mass media—and by its objective, which is to influence dining decisions.”14 Ratatouille’s Anton Ego certainly exists as an individual with the intention to influence, and it is on his word that restaurants gained or lost starts, making him akin to a fictionalized Michelin critic—albeit one with much more individual ascendency than the collective Michelin contingent. 

			While Ego in the film is a very visible critic, in the case of most restaurant reviews, the critic’s supposed anonymity in offering her opinion becomes the antidote to the generally high stakes, when the critic’s assessment designates appropriate customer response. And certainly these reviews are significant not only as predictors (and instigators) of the business’s success but also for chefs who have in most cases spent years building and cultivating their culinary reputations. The 2003 suicide of French chef Bernard Loiseau perhaps best illustrates the potential consequences of a negative review; he killed himself in the wake of the downgrade of his Paris restaurant La Côte d’Or from three to two stars in the Gault Millau guide, and the subsequent rumor of a star removal in the Michelin Guide. His story allegedly served as inspiration for the character of Gusteau, “the youngest chef ever to achieve a five-star rating,” who might well have suffered a similar fate—the film never discloses the direct cause of his death, likely to avoid frightening its target audience of young viewers.15 Gusteau’s, however, loses a star following Ego’s “scathing review,” and, after the proprietor’s death, “according to tradition,” the establishment then lost an additional star. If the cause of Gusteau’s death was indeed suicide, then Ego’s unrepentant status might further reinforce his villainy; Ego’s physical appearance, which Entertainment Weekly’s Gleiberman suggests seems akin to “a macabre Tim Burton puppet,”16 also clearly signals his status as the resident bad guy. Yet the film also intimates, via Ego’s monologue, that his might be a persona cultivated for the sake of garnering a thriving readership (i.e., that his readers in particular “thrive on negative criticism”), potentially reinforcing Ferguson’s argument that the successful critic is one “whose words we read not just for information about food but for a sense of their personalities, whether we like those personalities or not.”17 In the case, then, of Ego, he might be slightly less vindictively culpable in Gusteau’s death if we consider his criticism as an act of performance, the potential food world iteration of Jay Prescott Sherman, another grumpy animated professional critic.18 Whatever Ego’s true motivations, Ratatouille examines the conflict between what is anticipated from a review and what it can actually authentically deliver, and the persona that delivers the critique always dictates these expectations. 

			Barry Glassner’s The Gospel of Food offers further insight into the ways in which the reviewer’s identity functions as a construct, especially as it manifests in the façade of critic anonymity. This becomes problematic because an identified critic’s “special treatment” violates the tacit expectations of the genre—after all, what value does the review hold if there is no assurance that the customer’s experience will largely reflect the critic’s? Glassner notes that it is common practice in restaurants to “post photos of reviewers in their kitchens and dissect their reviews so that they can brief their staff on the critics’ predilections.”19 He also examines the extent to which some critics consequently went to avoid recognition, with former New York Times restaurant reviewer Ruth Reichl perhaps being the most notorious example. Reichl wrote for the Times from 1993 to 1999, and during that interval, became well known for her adoption of alternative personas—using wigs, makeup, multiple layers of clothing, and even fake credit cards—in an attempt to avoid receiving the privileges typically afforded to the critic. In a 2005 interview with NPR, Reichl indicated that she began to adopt disguises out of her desire to provide the most authentic critique for her readers as possible, noting “I have a really strong belief that I am there to be your eyes and ears when you’re at the restaurant. I’m supposed to tell you what’s going to happen to you, not what happens to the restaurant critic of The New York Times who is getting the best table and the chef is cooking the food specially and the portions are getting bigger and so forth.”20 In this article, and in her 2005 memoir, Garlic and Sapphires: The Secret Life of a Critic in Disguise, Reichl outlines the very palpable differences that she experienced when she ate as a critic versus in an incognito ensemble, especially encompassed by a controversial review in which she demoted New York’s Le Cirque restaurant from four to three stars after a vastly different experience as herself versus Molly—a “well-off but unfashionable Midwestern wife”—who “endured the indignities of a long wait, a poor table and a waiter’s abrupt confiscation of her wine list so that he could present it to a more important guest.”21 Sociologist Glassner also acknowledges his own differential treatment he experienced as an “anonymous” eater versus an “important” one, noting that “at one of L.A’s best-known restaurants, where I’ve enjoyed some of the best meals of my life while dining with influential food writers, when I have dined as a nobody, I’ve been seated at tables in hallways and served lukewarm, overcooked food.”22 While this is not necessarily the circumstance presented in Ratatouille—again, there is no façade of anonymity present for Anton Ego—that issue of accessibility to food is once again a central motif of the film. In that sense, the concept of disguise has a different, but equally critical, import for Remy: it is necessary for his ability to enter into the food conversation, but to do so he must perform under the guise of the “Little Chef” under Linguini’s hat, where through a fluke of physiology he can control Linguini’s hands by pulling his hair, as if Linguini were his marionette. If the conventions of the food review genre are so dependent on the expectation that the food experience is, again, one of authenticity, then Remy can only engage in that conversation by appropriating a legitimate source. It is perhaps ironic, then, that Reichl’s situation is a reversal of this scenario in that in order to gain legitimacy as an “authentic” eater she must abandon whatever inherent credibility she has as a writer for a highly influential publication. 

			In the circumstances of both Remy and Reichl there is a very literal performance that occurs, and the nature of that exhibition, as in all works of theatricality, eventually compels the viewer to question its limitations. This holds true for Reichl whom the Times reviewer of Garlic and Sapphires (ironically?) criticizes as becoming so engrossed in her need to perform that there is no longer any semblance of reality. When she operates in the guise of Miriam, “complete with silver wig, fake wrinkles and Mom’s old jewelry” who “creates holy hell for the waiters at ‘21,’ sending almost every dish back to the kitchen and screaming about the prices,” this causes critic David Kamp to “wonder precisely what constituency she is serving: the everyman consumer who deserves a fair shake, or that particular breed of restaurant patron who shows up in a headache-inducing wig, layers of makeup, false clothing and achy shoes, wielding her unresolved Mommy issues like a cudgel?”23 For Ratatouille, then, because Remy’s performance as Linguini is similarly unsustainable (he cannot hide out under that chef’s toque forever), the film must then establish what makes Remy’s cooking so compelling that it forces Ego to question the value of criticism within the restaurant experience. To accomplish this, Pixar turned to someone with a proven track record in producing a memorable encounter with food: three-star Michelin chef Thomas Keller. 

			Achieving Authenticity through Nostalgia: Thomas Keller and Ratatouille

			The success of Pixar’s storytelling is certainly due, in part, to the company’s dedication to the research process; when Ratatouille was in development, Pixar animators studied for six years at Bay Area culinary schools to gain a sense of the food production process.24 The final rendition of Gusteau’s is a combination of Paris restaurants—among them the famed Guy Savoy, Le Train Bleu, and Taillevent—that came about as a result of visits by the animators and producers to the city, and “the film’s examination of how [French service] can fade was influenced by studying La Tour d’Argent, a centuries-old Paris restaurant that lost two of its three Michelin stars.”25 But if there is one entity not directly affiliated with Pixar that ultimately had the greatest influence on the film, it is certainly renowned chef Thomas Keller. Much like Remy, Keller has never been formally trained in the culinary arts, but operates arguably two of the most successful American restaurants, Napa’s The French Laundry and New York’s Per Se, both three-star Michelin establishments. Keller served as the film’s key food consultant and designed the look and preparation of the film’s signature dish—a version of ratatouille sliced thin and deemed confit byaldi.26 Keller even has an “on-screen” cameo in the American version of the film, as a snooty patron at Gusteau’s. 

			Given Keller’s pronounced roles in forming the technical aspects of Ratatouille, it is perhaps unsurprising that his more philosophical dictums pertaining to food are also central to the thematic core of the film. On the secret of his culinary prowess, Keller noted “Success equates to memories for me. . . . The more memories you can give somebody, the more successful you are. It’s not about money or about status, or any of that stuff, it’s about actually touching somebody so much that they remember.”27 This sentiment perfectly translates Ego’s experience in the film as he consumes Remy’s culinary masterpiece. In this sequence, Ego takes a bite of the dish, the camera zooms in as his pupils constrict, and he, along with the audience, transports immediately from Gusteau’s back to Ego’s simple childhood home in the country. He becomes a sniffling little boy, lovingly being served ratatouille by his mother following an accident on his bike. 

			Following this flashback, Ego drops his pen, and consumes the remainder of the dish with gusto heretofore unseen. It is evident that the aspect that separates Remy’s version of ratatouille from any other incarnation is its ability to produce a vibrant, visceral memory, one that transcends the physical experience of eating. In this case, this sequence suggests that Keller’s emphasis on memory is not as significant as the act of remembering a particular moment, effectively transforming Remy’s dish into literal comfort food.
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						Anton Ego takes his first bite of Remy’s ratatouille.

					

				

			

			When Ego arrives at Gusteau’s, he requests that the chef serve him “fresh, clear, well-seasoned perspective,” and that is exactly what Remy delivers, if not in the way that Ego anticipates: it transforms his snooty demand, almost literally. The decision to serve ratatouille to Ego is met with initial hesitancy; Gusteau’s rotisseur, Collette, upon seeing that this is the recipe that Remy intends to cook, exclaims, “Ratatouille? It’s a peasant dish! Are you sure you want to serve this to Ego?” This moment in the film, despite the fact that Remy is now “unmasked” as the true culinary genius, also serves as a reminder of the class-based implications of the fine dining experience—certainly something that a critic of Ego’s caliber would be highly cognizant of. Indeed, the sudden legitimacy given to this typically lower-class dish might reflect Ego’s own upward climb within the food industry. The flashback sequence, after all, also provides Ego with an origin story, one that illustrates that he was certainly not born with aristocratic sensibilities. The representation of Ego as a mansion-dwelling, fine-wine-guzzling, “I don’t like food, I love it; if I don’t love it, I don’t swallow” cynic is consequently not an innate persona, but rather one cultivated for the sake of his professional role. Remy’s ratatouille forces Ego to abandon his ego and recall his own humble beginnings, causing him to also drop the dour performance that forms his critical identity. Although nostalgia is itself a uniquely constructed experience, it nonetheless positions desire; in this case, it breaks down Ego’s performance as a cantankerous malcontent, a professional decision that manifests in his review that ultimately costs him his job. As Remy notes in the film’s concluding voice-over, Ego’s positive review (perhaps his first ever) causes him to lose all credibility when Gusteau’s closes due to health code violations. But Ego becomes an investor in and frequent patron of Remy and Linguini’s bistro La Ratatouille, where rats and humans dine together in a symbolic space outside Paris’s city limits. In thus finally defending the new, Ego rejects the performative aspects that the review genre has come to signify; in embracing his first truly authentic experience, Ego loses his ability to critique, at least in a way that would make him legible within the review genre. It is only when Ego is confronted with a truly legitimate experience of an easily dismissed dish—an experience challenged by its “singularly unexpected source”—that he recognizes the limitations of criticism to produce a universally authentic encounter with food, one that undermines every construct within the fine-food milieu, particularly its historical classism. The dish’s simplicity, not its extravagance, is what renders Ego’s pen literally useless.

			If Ego’s final speech can again be read as a commentary on criticism’s potential impact on all art forms, film and food are uniquely linked because the success of both entities often depends on the opinion of an individual who has little stake in the success or failure of what is an enormously time-consuming and emotionally intense experience. If so much of restaurant criticism is particularly bound up in verisimilitude, especially when publications rarely present readers of reviews with a truly authentic and imitable representation of the given restaurant encounter, then what Ratatouille presents is a call for a kind of egalitarianism of the fine-food experience. This may be an ideology that is also becoming more prominent within contemporary approaches to food criticism. In a June 2013 review of Upper East Side restaurant Daniel, current New York Times food critic Pete Wells demoted the restaurant from four stars to three. The reason for this degradation was not wholly because of a diminishment in the quality of the food; indeed, Wells proclaimed that “I have never tasted more calmly flavorful veal tenderloin, or fresher and more gently handled swordfish, or a more skillfully roasted breast of guinea hen.” Instead, Wells demoted Daniel largely because of the vastly inferior experience of one of his companions, who dined simultaneously but not at the same table: “When people who are known at the restaurant tell me about their meals, they look blissful. Others look disappointed or resentful as they tell me about cramped tables in the neoclassical arcades around the grand sunken dining room and hasty, perfunctory service.”28 Further, in December 2013, New York magazine restaurant critic Adam Platt revealed his identity in dramatic fashion on the cover of the periodical, and he also “[called] critic anonymity a ‘time honored Kabuki dance’ and a ‘dated charade.’”29 The rise of restaurant review websites such as Yelp and the Zagat Guide also point to an increasingly more collaborative approach to the food review experience, a congregation that is not so willing to blindly acquiesce to the perspective of a singular (and snooty) authority. While it is impossible to gauge Ratatouille’s culpability for these developments, the example of Anton Ego demonstrates the limitations of criticism as a genre based in façades of anonymity or performance. It is thus not only true that “Anyone can cook” but also that “Anyone can eat”—not just the critic.
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			Table Talk

			Queer Revelations through Meals in Filipino Gay-Male Films

			Mark DeStephano, S.J.

		

		
			As simple sustenance, relaxation, and/or a way to communicate particular messages to others, eating and food culture play a significant role in the daily lives of all human beings. Studies of foodways and food culture have brought increased attention to the fact that our foods and our eating patterns are not “natural,” but are highly complex systems of procurement, preparation, and socialization that identify many aspects of where we are from and who we are. Factors such as climate, race, family, religion, nationality, and class all contribute to how we view food and its role in our lives. As scholars have recently noted, foodways and food consumption are anything but apolitical, and are powerful vehicles of the communication of cultural meanings and values.1 Almost always a social affair, food culture also marks the human struggle between solidarity and separation; it can unite a family, a group, or a whole community, but it can also divide those same individuals in numerous ways.2 Our penchant for identifying ourselves in large measure according to our local foods and food customs highlights how we use them to unite and divide ourselves at every level of social organization. 

			When considering Filipino gay-male films, one would not immediately think of the role of food and food culture as being significant to their development. Yet, given the omnipresence of eating, food, and food culture in all of our lives, it should come as no surprise to find that food and food culture play a critical role in many such films. A true crossroads between East and West, the Philippines is a fascinating fusion of numerous peoples, customs, and cultures, such as those of the Malay, the Chinese, the Negritos, and the Spanish, among other Asian groups. Known for their love of socializing and their profound dedication to the family, Filipinos enjoy a cuisine that has been shaped by its geography, its climate, and the traditions of its many ethnic peoples.3 As we shall see, Filipino foods and drinks bring groups together in both private and public spaces, providing a background to significant discussions and events that have profound effects in the lives of all those who engage in the communal act of consumption. Not only do scenes of eating and food preparation provide abundant information about the individuals involved, they also offer contexts in and through which individuals make plans and discuss their actions, past and present. What is more, scenes of food preparation and consumption offer remarkable insights into many realities of Filipino society and life that are often not discussed openly, especially among audiences that have chosen to view these films as “gay pornography” and/or as artifacts not worthy of serious academic research and discussion.4 

			This study will analyze the role of foods, food preparation, food consumption, and food culture in three Filipino gay-male films, and will offer a panorama of how filmmakers and directors of the Filipino gay-male film industry have made extensive use of food and food culture to present pressing social issues in Filipino life over the past three decades. Of particular interest are three Filipino gay-male films that employ scenes of food preparation and food consumption to examine moral and social issues of the day: (1) Macho Dancer (1988); (2) Daybreak (2008); and (3) Lovebirds (2008). In each film, food preparation, drink, and food consumption offer fitting contexts in which characters discuss aspects of their living situation in ways that are reflective of the realities of Filipino society. As we shall see, these scenes not only portray local foods and food customs but also link them to local social and ethical dilemmas, especially in the context of the gay world of the Philippines. Often, it is through food that characters find solutions to their social and ethical challenges—whether or not these solutions be permanent, morally correct, and/or ultimately effective. For makers and directors of Filipino gay-male films, food and food culture clearly play a critical role in providing characters with the conditions to be able to discuss many of those issues that affect them most in life.5 

			Macho Dancer: Chewing Over the Hard Truths of Working Gay-Male Prostitutes

			In the earliest of the Filipino gay-male films, Macho Dancer (1988), director Lino Brocka takes up the controversial topic of why handsome young Filipino men turn to prostitution with gay men. Near the beginning of the film, the protagonist, Paul, has just returned from his final meeting with Larry, an American serviceman who has been his steady “friend.” Larry is ending his tour of duty, but has made arrangements for Paul to offer his services to Jim, another serviceman. Upon returning home, Paul joins his mother and his three little siblings in the family’s very humble home. Paul brings a prepared meal for the entire family, and gives his mother his earnings from his meeting with Larry. Hearing that Larry will be leaving, Paul’s mother discusses the family’s economic situation and suggests that he might work with his aunt Bining at the American “PX” (“Post Exchange”); between that work and her own washing, the family will get by. Paul interjects that the job at the PX pays very little. His mother then asks why he does not return to school, since with a high school diploma Paul could obtain a job in Saudi Arabia. Sadly, Paul points out that, even with his current earnings, the family can barely survive.

			In this very simple exchange, and in the context of Paul providing a meal for his family, director Lino Brocka has brought numerous controversial issues to light. Made in 1988, the film makes clear the role of the American military in the economy of the Philippines, oftentimes to the point of being involved in local prostitution. While the film portrays the American “friends” as loving, caring, generous, and almost essential to the survival of Paul’s family, it also raises the specter of illegal, and, to some, immoral activities. The problem of Filipino poverty is highlighted, as Paul, who is literally bringing food to his family, must engage in prostitution for them to survive and prosper. Paul’s father is clearly absent from the family, a recurring theme in Filipino gay-male films.6 Even basic education comes at a price, a price that this family cannot pay. What is more, the cycle of poverty is a vicious circle: Paul must render his services from “friend” to “friend”; without them, he cannot afford to complete even a high school diploma, which, in the film’s setting of the Filipino countryside, is a luxury. Macho Dancer stresses the insufficiency of local employment: a job at the PX will not pay enough to support the family, and, even with a high school diploma, a good job is not to be found in the Philippines but in Saudi Arabia. Brocka underscores the fact that good employment is only to be found abroad. He further stresses this very significant fact of Filipino life in the next scene of the movie.

			Paul’s friend Greg is having a large farewell party of family and friends, as he will be going to work in Japan. Food and drink abound, and all of the male friends and family are depicted as drinking beer, which is associated with celebration and triumph.7 Greg’s father boasts about where his son got his “good genes” from, and rejoices because Greg has told him that he will work in Japan as the head waiter at a “classy” restaurant. In fact, one of Greg’s Japanese male “clients”—a “one night stand” who “enjoyed himself immensely”—has sent him a ticket. Greg considers himself extremely lucky to have this lucrative opportunity, and urges Paul to go to Manila, where there are not just American clients, but Japanese, Germans, and Italians. Paul follows his suggestion, and the young men leave for Manila the next day. Greg promises that, before leaving, he will introduce the very handsome Paul to the owner of a gay club. His move to Manila will lead Paul into the highly lucrative profession of “Macho Dancer”—an erotic male dancer and prostitute, in the red light district of the capital of the Philippines. This career move will change the direction of Paul’s life forever.

			Macho Dancer highlights the pervasiveness of male prostitution in the Philippines, especially as young Filipino men serve foreign men. Greg’s father boasts about his son’s good looks and hardiness in obtaining a job that will offer him steady upward mobility; but, ironically, his “good genes” will be used in the sexual entertainment of other men, which clearly contradicts the macho tradition inherited by the Philippines from Spain. Still, as we shall see, Filipino gay-male filmmakers make it clear that many young men who engage in homosexual prostitution are anything but gay. As it turns out, Paul will fall in love with a female prostitute, “Bambi,” who has engaged in prostitution for some of the same reasons that he has. 

			Once he is established in Manila, Paul goes out to eat with his roommate, Noel, whose mother died when he was fifteen. Noel explains that this is why he is “trying his luck” in Manila; when he came to the city he had nowhere to go, slept in a park, but was soon taken in by a transvestite, Randy. Macho Dancer underscores the fact that young Filipino men often turn to homosexual prostitution out of economic need, and then become entrapped in many of the dangers that accompany the “profession.” In this instance, Noel has lost his mother at a very young age, and, as we have seen, no mention is made of his father being present. Thus, the boy is forced to fend for himself as best he can. Noel’s case shows further social decay in Filipino society. As they continue to eat, Noel explains that his younger sister, Pining, has been abandoned by their aunt who was caring for her, and has been sucked into the world of sexual slavery. Held against her will, Pining is forced to have sex with countless men, and is frequently beaten. Noel knows that Pining has been thrust into this world but is unable to find her. 

			With these revelations, Brocka brings to light the plight of many Filipino children—both male and female—who are sold or kidnapped into sexual slavery each year. The director outlines the path that many young people follow: coming to the capital to seek “employment,” but usually having to live on the streets until they are swept up into the underworld of prostitution. In Noel’s case, it is a transvestite, a member of a social group that is tolerated but much misunderstood in the Philippines, who cares for the young man and takes him in.8 This representation is daring on Brocka’s part, as he chooses to portray the transvestite as nurturing, and willing to bring the naïve Noel into his own home. Of course, both Noel and the transvestite use each other to some degree, but, as we shall find in all Filipino gay-male films, the director makes clear the fact that the entire underworld of prostitution is based on these kinds of personal connections. 

			In a final scene of a party at Noel and Paul’s apartment, Paul arrives to find several of the dancers snacking, drunk, and high on drugs. The boys are boisterous and trying to drown their sorrows in liquor. Soon, one of them, Rolly, who is very high, starts to cut lines into his wrist with a razor blade. Another blurts out, “He’s checking to see if he’s alive. Are you alive?” Shortly, another, Dennis, pulls out a gun and begins to play Russian roulette as he sings a drunken, “Happy birthday to me.” As the boys eat snacks and drink, their true misery spills out in a terrifying and pitiable way, even to the point of the boys performing semi-suicidal acts. Once again, food and drink offer the pretext for the characters to reveal their true sentiments, even at those deepest levels that they are normally guarded in revealing. At the conclusion of the scene, the viewer is left with the enormity of the social tragedy that is the poverty-stricken Philippines, and the extremes to which young Filipinos are often driven in order to survive. 

			Daybreak: A Recipe for Sadness

			A film in which food preparation and consumption play a central role is Daybreak (2008), written by Charliebebs Gohetia and directed by Adolfo B. Alix Jr. The film tells the story of a young, married physician, William, who is going to spend a weekend with a young boatman, JP, whom he met on a vacation trip to the Taal Volcano Park. The two have been secret lovers for the past year, and are now meeting to spend one final night together, as William will be moving to Australia with his wife. As the men drive together to William’s parents’ country home, he tells JP that he will be cooking the evening meal, which the two discuss in great detail. JP asks if it will be “complicated” and says that he does not like to be surprised. William assures JP that the recipe is simple but good. Upon arrival, the men carry in the groceries and William tells JP that the family will be selling the house, as they will remodel their regular home and buy a new country home in a different place.

			After a while, William begins to prepare the meal, which will be fettuccine Alfredo. JP, who is a simple boatman, does not know the dish, so William tells him that it is like spaghetti, except with white sauce. JP bets that it will taste the same as spaghetti, betraying something of his naïveté and trepidation at trying something new, since, as he has said, he does not like surprises. William explains that they will make the sauce first, and then boil the noodles. JP, who looks up to William very much, admires the fancy way in which he holds the pasta. To remove some of the mystery, William states that, like rice, spaghetti must be well done. Once again, we see something of JP’s provincial nature, as he must learn about the exotic foreign food from comparisons with the local staple, in this case, rice.9 What is more, JP notes that there is more to his general unfamiliarity with spaghetti, stating that his family only eats it on the very special occasions of birthdays and Christmas. William is a bit taken aback by JP’s preference for his spaghetti to be served with catsup, which, he believes, makes it taste sweeter! JP twists the conversation when he opines that William must be eating a lot of spaghetti since he is putting on weight. William says that he will go to the gym when he returns to Manila, but JP scoffs, saying that no gym is necessary, just walking. This leads to William commenting on JP’s fitness. JP quips that the fancy sauce is taking a long time to cook and that the two of them might “heat up faster than the sauce.” Soon the two men are on the kitchen floor, furiously making love.

			This scene demonstrates some of the ways in which food and sex intersect. As writer Bunny Crumpacker notes, “That’s kitchen sex: steamy and lusty and joyful and for all that, still somewhat innocent. It’s based on the recognition that food and sex satisfy twin appetites—hungers that began before we were born.”10 By cooking this meal, William assumes the role of what is traditionally performed by the woman, and, in an interesting coincidence, he is also the passive partner in the sexual act. Crumpacker observes that cooking can also be an act of seduction, since offering food is also to offer love. In fact, she asserts, cooking is a kind of foreplay to the “intercourse of the mouth . . . a direct predecessor to the moment of penetration.” To be even more blunt, Crumpacker reminds us that food consumption and digestion begin with the mouth and end with the genitals, as does most lovemaking.11 Both William and JP hunger for each other, and the preparation of the meal is the perfect ritual of relaxation and anticipation that allows the men to act on their deepest desires. The men kiss each other wildly, in another act that is clearly associated with eating:

			Kissing opens our bodies to another human being. That which was separate and alone is together; the seal is joined; passion has begun. We drink of each other’s bodies and we fill ourselves with the food of love and sex. Wherever they kiss, lovers do so with suckings and bitings, licks and squeezes, for all the world like babes at the breast. The tongue and lips are nearly as busy in lovemaking as they are in eating. Kissing comes close to fulfilling the search for our most imperious needs—food and sex, again and again—at the same time.12

			William and JP are both starved for love, and both cannot wait to plunge into the feast.

			Afterward, when they are finally dining, William gives JP a glass of wine with his spaghetti but the youth sits sullenly, playing with his food and not drinking. He tells William outright that he does not like the taste. William drinks his wine, saying that it does not make him get drunk so quickly, and eventually gives JP a beer. As if to indicate the centrality of this scene, director Adolfo B. Alix Jr. presents the first of the movie’s credits almost fifteen minutes into the film, as we are first shown the two men sitting across from each other at the dinner table. As we have seen, the social and educational differences between William and JP are vast, and yet the two are very much in love with each other. Although the food and drink that William serves bring the enormity of the social gap to a moment of crisis, there is an unspoken tension that has been building since the beginning of the film. Both William and JP are trapped in two opposing worlds. On the one hand, William loves JP deeply, yet he is a married physician. On the other hand, JP has several girlfriends but is completely in love with William. What is worse, JP, who is the unequal partner in the relationship because of his age, class, and educational background, resents having to wait for William. As the men eat, these tensions are building under the difference between William’s cosmopolitanism and JP’s simple, local culture. Indeed, this is the moment of climax in the film because William will reveal, shortly thereafter, that he will be leaving for Australia, bringing the men’s relationship to an unhappy end. Thus, while the true emotions of love and passion spill out in the preparation of the meal, the meal itself is the setting of the sad recognition of William and JP’s inequality, which foretells the tragic end of the lovers’ relationship at daybreak.

			Lovebirds: Love and Enculturation across Borders

			Food preparation and consumption plays its most critical role in Ronaldo (Roni) Bertubin’s Lovebirds (2008), the story of Mario (Almario), a handsome young Filipino who has been communicating with a young Spaniard, Alexis, via computer. The two have been sending messages and pictures across the Internet, and Alexis has arranged to go to the Philippines to meet Mario in person. Mario alerts his family that Alexis is coming, and his mother, the domineering social climber Amelia, understands the name to be that of a woman and thinks that her son is preparing to become engaged to her. As the film opens, Amelia is preparing a full-blown Filipino feast for the family’s “special guest” with the help of her husband Marcelino (Celino) and Mario’s godmother, Marietta. As, in the mind of Amelia, this is not only a “welcoming party” but also something of an engagement party, all of the family’s relatives and friends are to be invited.13 Amelia is delighted with this development, as, we will find out later in the film, Mario has rejected all of the women he has dated and has even told his mother that he is gay—a fact that she refuses to accept. 

			In Lovebirds, Bertubin brings to light many of the stereotypes associated with what it means to be gay, and gives a very complete portrait of the struggle between the controlling mother and the son who wants to break free and be who he truly is. By showing the reality of online meeting and dating, and, interestingly, putting it in an international context, the film explores Filipino life and culture from the point of view of Filipinos who are trying to show the best of their culture to someone who is unfamiliar with it. What is more, Bertubin emphasizes the social stigma that is still attached to being gay in the Philippines, especially in a rural setting.14 This is made clear as Mario’s mother expresses complete shock when the “special guest” emerging from a friend’s van is a man; suddenly, she tells the crowd of well-wishers that the young man is “Alex,” “Alexis’s” brother. She further concocts the story that Alexis, who has gotten very sick at the airport, has returned to Spain, but Alex has continued on to enjoy his vacation as best he can.

			The following day, at a great luncheon banquet of welcome, food is the center of attention as the “special guest” is treated like a groom at a wedding reception. Important personages are introduced one by one, and the crowd applauds as Amelia presents Alexis, who is wearing an elegant suit jacket, by using his formal Spanish name: “Señor don Alex Yñiguez de Córdoba.” Just as if this were a wedding reception, pictures are taken of the dignitaries, who then take their seats at the head table, with Mario and Alexis sitting together, in between Mario’s parents. As the guest of honor, Alexis is served dishes by Amelia, Celino, and Mario, and each is explained. Amelia serves her specialty, kare-kare, a Filipino stew that is a kind of comfort food. Mario offers Alexis a vegetable to accompany the dish, saying that they are “partners,” and Alexis devilishly asks, “Like . . . ?,” while pointing to the two of them. In front of the happy couple is a basket full of fruit—mangoes and bananas—which represent the two sexes, the mangoes being feminine and the bananas being masculine and phallic.15 In the great macho tradition of the family members, Mario’s father asks Alexis if he drinks alcohol, telling him that he will give him lambanog, a very potent coconut milk fermentation, and mumbling under his breath in Tagalog, “I’m going to kick your ass.”16 This playful macho ritual, which is usually a male enterprise, is typical of rites of initiation to welcome a new groom to the family.

			The next dish to be offered is sugpo, tiger prawns, which Mario feeds to Alexis, like a newlywed. Likewise, Alexis feeds Mario some kare-kare, to Amelia’s horror. Alexis asks if she made all of the dishes, and, in a foreshadowing, tells Amelia that he would like to have all of her recipes. She resists, saying that all of the recipes are “in her brain,” while Mario attempts to feed Alexis again. Amelia nudges Mario to stop, and next offers St. Peter Fish—tilapia—proclaiming, “You can eat and you can have a miracle,” a foreshadowing of the “miracle” of Amelia’s eventual blessing of the young men’s love. After more picture-taking, there is karaoke, and Alexis attempts to sing “I Honestly Love You,” which he dedicates to “My good friend, Mario, who . . .” Amelia quickly pulls the plug on the amplifier system and abruptly ends the feast, much to the surprise of the guests, who have already recognized and accepted the true relationship between Mario and Alexis. They stare in disbelief at Amelia’s foolish social antics.

			The following morning, the family awakes to Alexis having made an outstanding Spanish breakfast. Here, director Roni Bertubin shows how food both unites and separates. Amelia rebuffs Alexis by telling him that next time, he must have her permission to cook, but Celino is thrilled by Alexis’s skill and the excellent meal. The breakfast represents Alexis’s attempt to join himself to Mario’s family, while, at the same time, Amelia chooses to see it as a battleground for separating her and her family from an unwanted foreign intruder.17 Alexis hopes that the meal will be a meeting of two cultures, the Spanish, which reigned in the Philippines for over three hundred years, and that of his beloved, Mario, whom Alexis is symbolically trying to “colonize” as well. Interestingly, by cooking this breakfast, Alexis demonstrates his affection for Mario, and, by extension, his family, and shows his willingness and ability to care for them. By cooking, a realm traditionally associated with women, Alexis also assumes the role of Mario’s mother, which, in a traditional relationship, would eventually be undertaken by Mario’s wife.18 Roni Bertubin thus uses the context of a meal to begin a gradual reversal of the roles in this nontraditional marriage, while also advancing the process of intercultural transfer that had begun with the Filipino “welcoming ceremony” and now ends with the Spanish breakfast. 

			Yet another powerful instance of Alexis assuming the role of Mario’s “wife” is a scene in which Mario and Alexis have returned from being conveniently left behind by gay friends in a regional park so that they will be “forced” to spend time alone. Mario has become ill, and Alexis informs Amelia that Mario needs some food. Once again, Amelia warns Alexis to “stay out of her territory,” but this time Alexis gently confronts her, asking her to do what is best for Mario’s happiness, confessing his love for her son, and tearfully begging her, in Tagalog, to give him a chance. The mother reluctantly accedes, allowing Alexis to prepare a meal. As he is cooking, Alexis asks Celino what Mario’s dreams are. The father’s response is blunt: “Mario’s dream is to get away from his mother, like his brother and sister.” Alexis then proceeds to feed soup to the bedridden Mario, and afterward anoints his navel, in the Filipino tradition, to cure the illness. The entire time, Amelia is outside, watching the youths through the bedroom window. The transfer of the role of caretaker is now complete, and Alexis is well along to becoming properly enculturated into his Filipino lover’s family.

			Conclusion: Food Is Intimacy

			In this brief study, we have considered some of the many ways in which Filipino gay-male films offer diverse representations of the roles of food preparation and consumption and food culture in opening pathways for the discussion of critical social issues and the making of major decisions in the Filipino gay world. Much more than simple examinations of the gay experience, these films explore many dimensions of Filipino life—both homosexual and heterosexual—and help us to understand that the “gay” world of the Philippines is far more complicated than it outwardly appears to be. Filipino directors have deftly used almost every form of food consumption—snacks, breakfast, lunch, dinner, and a banquet—to provide characters with the ideological and psychological space necessary for them to reveal their true identities and confront their challenges.19 In particular, these films demonstrate that male-male sexual relations are not necessarily constitutive of the identities of the individuals who engage in them. Rather, the sexual act is but one expression of much deeper emotional, economic, and social factors that govern human actions.

			Anthropologists discovered long ago that what foods we consume and how we prepare and eat them reveals a great deal about our identities. In the Filipino gay-male films that we have considered, food preparation and consumption and food culture have truly fulfilled their role of bringing people together. As we have seen, the intimacy of the acts of preparing and consuming food draws people together in such a way that through these actions their lives are deeply transformed. What is more, in the context of the gay Filipino world, food provides the context for the creation and/or strengthening of communal bonds that allows individuals to face their true identities and their very real struggles. In particular, the anticipation of the intimacy of a meal, and the comfort and warmth of sharing meals, often allows gay men to reveal who they are, especially to other members of society who are not accepting of a gay lifestyle. In other contexts, the confidence built over the sharing of food and drink helps others who are desperate to find remedies to their seemingly hopeless situations, even if these solutions are less than morally commendable. 

			Although it is possible that most Filipino gay-male scriptwriters, directors, and producers did not plan to use food as a pretext for the discussion of vital social events of the day that are in some way related to homosexuality, their films show a pattern whereby in many of them, these scenes do function as central to the presentation of their themes. Not only are viewers invited into the intimacy of the characters’ homes, through representations of meals we are also made privy to the thoughts and motivations of those who occupy spaces in the gay Filipino world. Without scenes of food preparation and consumption and food culture, viewers would be deprived of many rich sources of cultural and personal information that are critical to an understanding of the many levels—economic, social, religious, professional, and ethnic—of the gay world in the Philippines.
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			17. Food has the capacity to play this ironic double-role of uniter and divider: “Food has always operated to define homes as well as cultural otherness. It is an essential part of the discursive practices that determine a community’s insiders and outsiders. Eating, in this ethnic sense, does not only produce cultural meaning, it also draws boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ and defines notions of ‘here’ and ‘there.’ In its very materiality, food seems to bind cultural identities locally.” Döring, Heide, and Mühleisen, Eating Culture, 4.

			18. E. N. Anderson notes this association between cooking and women: “Traditionally, men are impressed by women feeding them home-cooked meals. This may have a more recent, historic origin, being subsequent to the consignment of women to the kitchen—a relatively new thing in human history. Traditionally, women were told that ‘the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.’” Everyone Eats, 134. Janet A. Flammang also observes the ancient associations of food and women: “Food is profoundly associated with women because our early memories include first food coming from women’s bodies, the terror of hunger being placated by women’s actions, and the fear of poison being replaced with trust in female food providers. Food, appetite, and women take on frightening and pleasurable significance.” Janet A. Flammang, The Taste for Civilization (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009), 133.

			19. E. N. Anderson has observed that, “One main message of food, everywhere, is solidarity. Eating together means sharing and participating. The word ‘companion’ means ‘bread sharer.’ Buying dinner, or otherwise feeding a prospect, is so universal in courtship, business, and politics that it is almost certainly grounded in inborn tendencies; we evolved as food sharers and feel a natural link between sharing food and being personally close and involved. Such venues as cafés, coffee shops, coffee houses, cafeterias, bars, neighborhood restaurants, and other eateries are vital to social life.” Everyone Eats, 125.
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			chapter 3

			“A Nice Cup of Tea”

			Tea Culture in the 1930s and 1940s British Documentary Film

			Lynn Hilditch

		

		
			George Orwell, in his essay “A Nice Cup of Tea,” published in the London Evening Standard in January 1946, described tea as “one of the main stays of civilization in this country” and suggested that tea had the ability to provide some kind of empowering national energy as well as having a very precise preparation and social purpose. As the nation’s favorite drink, tea became a tool of perseverance in order to affirm British cultural identity during a period when it was very much under attack. In her 2012 cultural survey of English tea drinking habits, Linda Hewitt writes:

			One of the most endearing things about the [British] national identity is the ability to take food and drink and turn them not into some grand gustatory adventure but rather into a time of warmth and hospitality, of sociable and delectable sensations. With the tea that is poured from the pot, whether the leaf be Chinese or Indian, the pot commonest clay or finest porcelain, comes a spell of as much understanding and sympathy, comfort and conviviality as we mortals are likely to know.1

			While the process or “art” of tea drinking as well as tea’s social history has been discussed many times, the cultural significance of that most traditionally British of hot beverages has habitually been taken for granted throughout film and visual culture. However, in numerous British documentary films of the 1930s and 1940s, the importance of tea drinking in British culture appears to have been magnified as an essential social pastime, particularly relevant in times of crisis and hardship. Therefore, this chapter will aim to provide a contextual analysis of the depiction of tea culture within the British documentary film from a sociohistorical and cultural perspective establishing how tea drinking crossed boundaries of class and gender. By the late nineteenth century, taking “afternoon tea” was no longer a leisure activity strictly reserved for the aristocracy and upper classes but a necessity for the working classes, for whom the much needed “tea break” provided an opportunity for relaxation from the everyday toil of the factory, farm, coal mine, or steel mill. Subsequently, there is sufficient cinematic evidence to indicate the vital role that tea played during World War II, comforting families whose homes had been destroyed by enemy bombs and calming weary citizens emerging from long nights in inner-city air-raid shelters. This chapter will focus on key documentary films such as David MacDonald’s Men of the Lightship (1940) and Harry Watt’s North Sea (1938), both of which commented on the role of tea and comradeship at sea; Ruby Grierson’s Today We Live (1937) and They Also Serve (1940) and Humphrey Jennings’s Spare Time (1939), which all explored the importance of tea drinking within the local community; and Jack Lee and J. B. Holmes’s Ordinary People (1941); Jennings’s Heart of Britain (1941); Fires Were Started (1943); and Jay Lewis’s Canteen on Wheels (1941), which focused on the cultural significance of tea as part of the British national experience while simultaneously reinforcing the somewhat propagandist concept of British wartime community spirit. 

			The British Documentary Film Movement

			In his influential 1932 essay “First Principles of Documentary,” the social critic and film producer John Grierson, considered by many to be the founder of the British Documentary Film Movement, identified three keys objectives that became the foundations of the “Griersonian method” of documentary filmmaking: first of all, he recognized cinema’s potential for observing life, but more importantly he realized that this new form of mass communication could be easily exploited for propaganda purposes; second, he recognized that the “original or native” actor and “original or native” scene were better guides than their fictional counterparts in interpreting the modern world; and third, he believed that the materials and stories taken directly from a real or true source could be finer (or more real in the philosophical sense) than the acted depiction of reality.2 In other words, Grierson believed that the “real” nature of documentary film was having the ability to interpret “actuality” more truthfully and explicitly than the stories and the fancifications of the movies, although he always stressed the need to capture that reality via a creative or poetic eye. As Grierson explained:

			Realist documentary, with its streets and cities and slums and markets and exchanges and factories, has given itself the job of making poetry where no poet has gone before it, and where no ends, sufficient for the purpose of art, are easily observed. It requires not only taste but also inspiration, which is to say a very laborious, deep-seeing, deep-sympathizing creative effort indeed.3

			One of Grierson’s most successful films of the thirties was the experimental and highly poetic Song of Ceylon (1934), directed by Basil Wright and sponsored by the Ceylon Tea Propaganda Bureau and the Empire Tea Marketing Board. Song of Ceylon aimed to reveal the traditional and spiritual life of Ceylon while simultaneously demonstrating its contemporary connections to Britain, Empire (Ceylon became a British Crown Colony between 1815 and 1948), and the global marketplace especially as one of the world’s foremost exporters of tea. Erik Barnouw writes that Song of Ceylon “made clear the role of tea as an imperial link. To others it may have suggested exploitation. Without question, the film made the rising British documentary movement known throughout the world.”4 As a result of the success of films like Song of Ceylon, several of the British documentary filmmakers, the majority of whom had worked as assistants to Grierson during the thirties, continued to use the new medium of the cinema to educate and inform as well as to interpret a lyrical sense of “Britishness” by focusing, in particular, on the unemployed and working-class, inner-city social conditions and, by the end of the thirties, a rapidly increasingly sense of wartime community spirit. Inevitably, this visual representation of British identity, evident throughout the documentary films of the thirties and forties, encompassed the significant role that tea played within twentieth-century British national and cultural life.

			Paul Rotha in his 1936 essay “Films and the Labour Party” argued that propaganda was an essential part of society and that the documentary film was “a weapon that can model the minds of multitudes in any given direction.”5 Certainly, Grierson’s Calvinist background contributed to his belief that cinema could be used as a Universal pulpit, and his social ideology, according to Ian Aitken, “was based on moral premises derived from the Bible.” Grierson “believed socialism to be ‘the embodiment of Christianity in the industrial sphere’”6 and felt a personal responsibility to make films with a social conscience that informed the public and the government in an attempt to improve social conditions for the working classes, particularly in the inner-city slums. In Grierson’s view, the focus of film should be on the everyday drama of ordinary people and, consequently, was committed to the positive portrayal of lower-class experience and lifestyles. Grierson, the son of a schoolmaster father and Labour Party activist mother, always considered himself to be a populist and a hardened supporter of democracy. Ironically, the majority of Grierson’s team of filmmakers, whom he originally recruited to work with him at the Empire Marketing Board (EMB) between 1928 and 1933, were the extreme opposite of the people whom they were depicting in their films. Grierson’s “documentary boys,” who included Basil Wright, Harry Watt, Stewart Legg, Paul Rotha, Arthur Elton, and Edgar Anstey, were mostly young, white, middle-class, liberal, academics from London; they were hardly identifiable with the inner-city slum-dwellers depicted in Elton and Anstey’s Housing Problems (1935) or the unemployed shipbuilders in Rotha’s Shipyard (1935), for example. Nonetheless, they adopted an approach that was both creative and educational, which detailed, according to Paul Swann, “a specific view of Britain and British society . . . that showed the British public as hardworking, patriotic and in need of guidance from a competent governing elite,” and effectively captured how British civilians coped with life and hardship during the war.7 Even with all the hardships of working-class living during the thirties, these films demonstrated how a combination of community spirit and the presence of Orwell’s “nice cup of tea” continued to provide solace for many, as epitomized by Orwell’s hero Gordon Comstock in the 1936 novel Keep the Aspidistra Flying. In the novel, Comstock is forced to make tea secretly in his grimy rented apartment as a means to undermine the oppressive authority of his tyrannical landlady who does not allow it. But the ritualistic and hidden pleasure of Comstock’s evening cup of tea also reveals something about his character; Comstock is an aspiring poet, who has fervently attempted to reject everything that he associates with bourgeois society but, ironically, he is unable to reject its favorite drink.

			Tea at Sea

			In 1933, Grierson left the EMB and became Films Officer at the General Post Office Film Unit, the leading producer of short documentary films between 1933 and 1939. When Grierson resigned from the GPO Film Unit in 1936, leadership was subsequently passed to the innovative Brazilian-born filmmaker Alberto Cavalcanti who had previously worked with Marcel L’Herbier making French avant-garde films. The first two films produced under Cavalcanti’s charge, The Saving of Bill Blewitt (1937) and North Sea (1938), both directed by Harry Watt, were two of the first examples of the pioneering “story-documentary”—dramatized reenactments of true-to-life events. A third film, Men of the Lightship (1940), directed by David MacDonald, provided a contrasting tragic conclusion to Cavalcanti’s sea trilogy. However, what these three films have in common is their depiction of working men coping with a potentially life-threatening situation and how they work together to try and overcome their difficulties.

			The more celebrated of the three films, North Sea, originally intended to be showcased by Watt at the 1938 Empire Exhibition in Glasgow, is a story using real-life Aberdeen fishermen whose fishing trawler, the John Gilman, becomes stranded at sea. As with many of the later wartime films, North Sea focuses on camaraderie and courage within an essentially male-orientated environment during a period of increasing danger and uncertainty. Although classed as a “documentary,” the opening title acknowledges that the film is rather an accurate portrayal of a real incident in the life of deep-sea fishermen and Watt wrote the script after reading numerous reports of authentic storm warnings and distress calls made over the radio from trawlers. As with many documentary filmmakers who had studied under Grierson, Watt believed that using nonprofessional actors provided a more realistic approach to the story, and the men’s awkwardness in front of the camera was a constant reminder that these were indeed real people who fish for a living and not professional actors. The fishermen in North Sea are portrayed by Watt as heroic figures, like many of the working-class characters illustrated in the films of the British documentary filmmakers. Indeed, Watt suggested that “the workingman can only be a heroic figure. If he is not heroic, he can’t be a working man, almost,”8 and the crew of the John Gilman in North Sea can undoubtedly be viewed as heroic through a series of dramatically shot montage sequences as the fishermen courageously battle against the elements to try and restore radio contact with the mainland after the trawler’s aerial is broken in strong winds. 

			Throughout the crisis, the act of tea drinking is emphasized within a number of shots; the primary purpose of tea is as a remedy to calm the heroes’ nerves and revive their spirits. In the early interior shots on the trawler, a mug of tea is always in view. Likewise, in the radio station at Wick, where the controllers desperately attempt to make contact with the distressed vessel, tea is drunk practically as a part of the daily communication process. However, the significance of the tea cup in North Sea may be analyzed in symbolist terms. As the tea brews, so does the storm, and in one montage sequence, highly reminiscent of the work of the Russian film pioneers, in particular, Sergei Eisenstein and Vsevolod Pudovkin, a dramatic rapid edit cuts the action from relative calm to a shot of a tea cup smashing on the floor, thus signifying the severity and damaging nature of the storm raging outside the trawler. Once the trawler’s pumps have been fixed, however, the skipper informs the radio station, “I think we’re going to have a pot of tea,” thus indicating that the nightmare has now passed and, subsequently, calm is restored.

			In contrast to the success and survival of the crew of the John Gilman in North Sea, in MacDonald’s political commentary on the Nazi threat to humanity, Men of the Lightship, its “heroes” are consequently transformed into “martyrs” after their vessel is dive-bombed by enemy planes. Nonetheless, there are many similarities between North Sea and Men of the Lightship, including scenes of camaraderie among the crew members who use the making and sharing of tea as a morale-boosting exercise. In one lighthearted scene showing the crew gathered together drinking mugs of tea, one crew member, Lofty, places his pet tortoise, humorously named Lightning, on the table to the amusement of a fellow crew member who jokes, “Mind he don’t dash around and knock over our tea.” However, while tea acts as an aid to a successful mission in North Sea, in Lightship the comedy of the tea table soon transforms into tragedy as the crew is forced to abandon the vessel following the enemy attack resulting in the men eventually dying from exhaustion, hunger, and wounds. Nonetheless, despite the tragic ending, the message of the film is one of blatant propaganda with the narrator declaring in a suitably defiant tone, that “The Nazis must be stopped!” thus implying that with its steadfast attitude the British nation could and would stop Hitler.
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						Serving tea to revive the spirits in North Sea (1939).

					

				

			

			Tea in the Community

			In many prewar documentary films of the 1930s, tea brought families and the community together in unison whether in the home, the local coffee shop, the factory canteen, or the social center. As Ni Wang writes, throughout the past three hundred years that the British have been drinking tea, “it has had a remarkable influence on the nation’s culture and lifestyle patterns through the ages. Tea has permeated British culture.”9 In Ralph Bond and Ruby Grierson’s 1937 film Today We Live, for example, the unemployed coal miners of the village of Pentre in the Rhondda Valley of South Wales use the local coffee shop as a regular meeting place “for those who have enough pennies to buy themselves a cup of tea.” The coffee shop, therefore, has taken on an imperative role in the working-class community, uniting local people who were all experiencing the same hardship and providing a forum to debate the current political and economic situation. From a historical perspective, Claire Masset notes, “Strange as it may seem, tea was first available to drink in coffee houses” and as far back as 1650 when the first coffeehouse opened in Oxford, men had been using the increasingly popular establishments as a venue to gather, discuss affairs, and catch up on news.10 The coffee shop in Today We Live proves that little has changed in this respect except that it is now unemployed men who gather to find support and companionship with others in the same situation. It is in this coffee shop that the men hear the voice of the National Council for Social Service talking on the radio about a new government scheme to provide grants for social or community projects. As a consequence, the villagers apply for a government grant to build an occupational center with the aim of providing the unemployed men with temporary work to alleviate some of the social malaise. Once complete, the center would be used for training courses to teach the local men a craft, such as boot making and carpentry, as an incentive to get them back into full-time employment. In his 1972 essay “Afterthought,” Rotha described films, including Today We Live, as “living works of dramatic appeal” with the ability to “uplift” and “transform” during a period of social instability.11

			The coal miner is again one of the subjects of Humphrey Jennings’s first major documentary Spare Time (1939), which focused on working-class men from three key industries in three different areas of Britain—the steel factories of the Industrial North (Sheffield), the cotton mills of Lancashire (Manchester and Bolton) and the coal mines of South Wales (Pontypridd)—and looked at how each group spent their personal leisure time, that “time we call our own between work and sleep.” The Times described the film as “an example of cinematic Mass Observation” making alignments with Jennings’s involvement with the Mass Observation movement during the 1930s; a project that aimed to create an accurate social record of the day-to-day life of the British working class. While Jennings’s films, on the one hand, celebrate a great mechanical and technological age in British history by incorporating historical reference to the Industrial Revolution (a passion of Jennings’s that resulted in the book Pandaemonium 1660–1886: The Coming of the Machine as Seen by Contemporary Observers posthumously published in 1985), they also provide an illuminating vision of the working lifestyles of the British people and how industry had affected and helped to construct a distinct national identity. In Spare Time, the importance of leisure time is emphasized through a snap-shot cinematic style with no obvious narrative structure, and these snap-shots identify the key leisure activities of the British working classes enjoyed during their precious free time away from the monotonous daily routine of working life. Among the identified social pastimes—which vary from bicycle maintenance to amateur dramatics—is relaxing with family members and the importance of sharing quality time together, including around the dinner table. One example in Spare Time is a scene set in the home of a Pontypridd miner who, after a long shift down the mine, is shown settling down to a simple but well-earned supper of white bread and butter accompanied by a cup of strong tea prepared for him by his wife. This particular scene invokes associations between the miner living marginally above the poverty line and Orwell’s homeless protagonist, who survives on a meager diet including “tea and two-slices” in Down and Out in Paris and London (1933).
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						Tea as a working-class leisure activity in Spare Time (1939).

					

				

			

			Tea in Wartime

			During World War I, the British government had refused to ration tea for fear it would lower the national morale, and when tea prices began to rise due to attacks on British ships carrying the precious cargo by German submarines, the government took over the control of tea importation and cost. By the outbreak of World War II, the government was even more determined to protect the national beverage, thus taking over all its tea stocks in London and safely storing them in warehouses outside the capital. However, unlike during the previous war, the government did impose some rationing on tea when German ships sought to prevent supplies from reaching British shores. Consequently, many Britons were forced to reduce their daily tea consumption to just two or three cups per day, although rationing did not apply to the members of the armed forces or those serving on the domestic front, which included steel and coal workers as well as members of the fire service.12 

			However, even with tea rationing in place, the “nice cup of tea” remained an essential component of everyday life. In 1938, the Center Leader of the Ilford branch of the Women’s Voluntary Service (WVS) had set up a “Housewives Service” after recognizing that while there were numerous training courses and help for volunteers for the ARP, there was little support in place for the ordinary housewife to volunteer and still have time to run a busy household. Ruby Grierson’s story-documentary They Also Serve (1940), which was dedicated to “the Housewives of Britain” and thanked them for their “courage and help,” is a sympathetic portrait of the British housewife that placed emphasis on work of a domestic nature. The film’s heroine, Mrs. Anderson—or “Mother” as she is referred to by her husband and daughter Joan—is an “everywoman”; the epitome of the British working-class homemaker. In an early scene, Mother prepares a cup of tea that she takes upstairs to her sleeping daughter. Then, after making a breakfast of boiled eggs, toast, and tea for her husband, who returns home from a night shift at a local factory, she is able to momentarily relax with a cup of tea of her own. After a full day’s chores, Mother is eventually invited to sit down with her husband in the garden and enjoy a cup brought to her by Mr. Anderson while she contemplates about her son, Jim, who is away at war: “I wish our Jim would turn up one of these days.” In comparison with the miner in Spare Time, in They Also Serve the cup of tea plays a central role in the lives of the Anderson family, effectively bringing the family together and providing an opportunity to relax and reflect during the early days of World War II. 

			In true Griersonian style, many films from the World War II period concentrated on depicting the lives of ordinary British citizens who defiantly and with dignity carried on with their daily business despite the inconvenience of the war raging around them. As with They Also Serve, Jack Lee and J. B. Holmes’s 1941 film appropriately titled Ordinary People focused on a typical day in the life of wartime Londoners following a nightly air raid. In one scene, a middle-aged, married couple arrive back at their home to discover their house has suffered bomb damage during the night. However, the housewife’s first and most essential task upon entering the house is to make a comforting pot of tea before clearing away the glass from the shattered kitchen window. In another scene depicting wartime hospitality, a mother and daughter, whose house has been completely destroyed by an enemy bomb, are invited into a neighbor’s home for tea and consolation. The neighbor adds to her generous goodwill by switching on the wireless to find some music to help her guests relax, commenting, “I like music with my morning cup of tea, don’t you? It cheers you up.” Again, this particular scene effectively demonstrates the generosity of human spirit that was so prevalent in urban communities during the war.

			The Mobile Canteen

			Ordinary People opens with a series of shots of London awakening to the banshee wail of an air-raid siren informing the public that the nightly raid has concluded and it is now safe to leave their shelters. Two men appear from a city air-raid shelter, which, like many of the public shelters, is located in an underground station:

			Doug: Eh, Frank. Are you going over to have a cup of tea?

			Frank: Are you going?

			Doug: Yes.

			Frank: Well, if you’re going there won’t be enough for the rest of us.

			Doug: Gercha!13

			Like the majority of Britons waking up after a long night of disturbed slumber, their first thought is to find somewhere to purchase a hot beverage. Subsequently, the film then cuts to a mobile canteen run by the WVS, which is serving hot mugs of tea to the weary local community. During the Blitz, mobile canteens were set up in many British cities (including London, Bristol, Liverpool and Coventry, to name a few) offering hot food and beverages to civilians and individuals involved in essential work, such as those employed in the fire and medical services, and civil defense workers, such as air-raid wardens. As Masset writes, “Volunteers would hand out cups of tea and coffee and snacks to rescue workers and the thousands of people affected by the bombing.”14

			The importance of the mobile canteen and the crucial role of the female volunteer in the wartime recovery process are carefully described by Mrs. Hine, a member of the WVS, who speaks directly to camera in Humphrey Jennings’s film Heart of Britain (1941): 

			You know you feel such fools standing there in a crater . . . pitch darkness of night and holding mugs of tea. You see the men bringing out bodies. You feel useless until you know that there’s someone there actually in that bombed house who’s alive and you can give that tea to. And then to hear the praises of the men themselves, ‘That tea’s jolly good. I’ve just washed the blood and dust out of my mouth’. We feel that we really have done the job, and a useful job.

			British film director Lindsay Anderson comments on this scene in his seminal 1954 essay “Only Connect”: “Again the sense of human contact is direct: a steel worker discussing his ARP (Air Raid Precautions) duty with his mate, a sturdy matron of the WVS looking straight at us through the camera as she touchingly describes her pride at being able to help the rescue workers, if only by serving cups of tea.”15 In Jennings’s wartime films the cup of tea symbolizes the mythology of the “spirit of the Blitz” by strengthening the concept of citizenship and bringing the community closer together during a time of chaos and uncertainty. Anthony Aldgate and Jeffrey Richards, in their 2007 book Britain Can Take It, recall a scene entitled “Come the Dawn” from Jennings’s 1943 masterpiece Fires Were Started (originally released as the slightly extended I Was a Fireman) when, after the team of firemen finish putting out a raging fire at the London docks, which has resulted in the tragic death of their colleague Jacko, “A mobile canteen arrives with the ‘nice cup of tea’, that distinctively British symbol of normality.”16 This scene is particularly effective in signifying the importance of the humble cup of tea in times of crisis (both personal and national) by emphasizing the fact that tea consumption has always been, as one newspaper editor wrote in relation to World War I but could equally be applied to World War II, “the solvent that was tea that made life a little more endurable.”17
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						Enjoying a hot cup of tea after a long night’s work in Fires Were Started (1943).

					

				

			

			In 1941, the Empire Tea Bureau commissioned a short film entitled Tea Making Tips as an informative six-rule demonstration on how to make the perfect cup of tea. With the British attitude firmly fixed on the popular slogan “Keep Calm and Carry On,” it was essential that tea, and more importantly good, well-prepared tea, be readily available at any time of the day. The film’s narrator reminds viewers that “tea is not a manufactured article which can be made, bottled up and served at will. It must be prepared every time it is acquired, and its success or failure depends entirely upon the attention you pay to the six golden rules.” Another 1941 short film commissioned by the Empire Tea Bureau was Jay Lewis’s Canteen on Wheels (or Mobile Canteen, as it is sometimes referred to). Although released two years prior to Jennings’s film, this silent Basil Wright–produced film could be interpreted as being from the perspective of that mobile canteen in Fires Were Started as it focuses on Joan, a young woman who has just started her first day working in a YMCA mobile canteen providing tea for civilians, the ARP service, and the fire service. The narrative on the title card informs us that Joan and her mentor, Mrs. Holly, “stop to serve tea to the men who are putting out the fire. It is very hot. The men are thirsty and glad to have the tea.” Canteen on Wheels could also be compared to the opening scene in Ordinary People as the canteen opens outside an underground station to wait for tired civilians to emerge. The narrative informs us that the people from the shelter “crowd around the car [canteen] asking for tea to warm and cheer them up,” thus improving the general morale of the night before. The narrative continues: “See how they enjoy the good cups of tea,” followed by a sequence of shots of children and adults smiling and laughing as they happily consume their hot drinks, the fear of the bombing raid seemingly a forgotten nightmare. The film then cuts to the two women yawning and ready to finish their work for the night. However, a mobile canteen volunteer’s work is never done and the exhausted women’s vehicle is stopped on the way home by a policeman with an urgent message: “You are just the people I want. Ninety peoples’ houses have been destroyed by bombs. You must go and take them tea.” The film concludes with a quote that effectively sums up the vital role that the mobile canteen volunteers played during wartime: “Although they are tired Mrs Holly and Joan go out again. They know that it is tea that is helping the heroic people of London to win the war.”

			Conclusion

			John Stevenson writes that there is a distinct uniqueness in British culture and custom that, during World War II in particular, assisted in creating “a complex web of history, tradition and ‘myths of ourselves’ which are easier to describe than to explain.”18 Arguably, film is the perfect format in which to visually present and articulate this “complex web.” In a scene from his 1961 “fly-on-the-wall” story-documentary Terminus, John Schlesinger creatively juxtaposes the billowing white steam from a steam train drawing into London’s bustling Waterloo Station with the steam rising from a boiling kettle. This scene appears to suggest the existence of a sociocultural relationship between the great British Industrial Revolution and the development of tea as a British institution. Certainly, the Industrial Revolution had a major historical impact on almost every aspect of Britain life during the Victorian era resulting in Britain becoming one of the leading mechanized nations in the industrial world. On a more minor scale, perhaps, the public dependence on tea has also played a significant role in preserving British identity and culture, and throughout the documentary films of the 1930s and 1940s there is evidence to suggest that tea and the act of tea drinking itself were fundamental in shaping the British way of life, relieving the weary and comforting those in need of solace, especially during times of crisis and hardship. Masset supports the theory that tea had a significant impact on the outcome of World War II even going so far as to claim that Prime Minister Winston Churchill considered tea to be more important than ammunition in winning the war.19 As the British writer A. A. Thompson wrote in 1942, “They talk of Hitler’s secret weapon, but what about England’s secret weapon—tea. That’s what keeps us going and that’s what’s going to carry us through.”20 British filmmakers, such as Humphrey Jennings, Ruby Grierson, Harry Watt, and their contemporaries, not only produced a series of films that provided the framework for the development and success of the British documentary film movement, they also portrayed the British people as having a hardworking, community-spirited national identity aided, in part, by their dependency on and trust in tea as an essential comforter during times of difficulty.
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			Chapter 4

			Eat the Right Thing

			The Urban Food Desert of Spike Lee’s Bed-Stuy

			Deborah Adelman

		

		
			Like most other humans, I am hungry. But there is more to it than that. It seems to me that our three basic needs, for food and security and love, are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one without the others.

			—M. F. K Fisher, foreword, The Gastronomical Me (1943)1

			At the end of Do the Right Thing, Spike Lee’s 1989 film set in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, Sal’s Famous Pizzeria, the only local eatery, lies in shambles, burned and destroyed in a neighborhood riot. Sal’s, owned by an Italian-American father and his sons, is where much of the action central to the film occurs, and it is the one place where we see food served, eaten, or sent out for delivery. It is, at least on the literal level, the most important source of nourishment in the film. But by the film’s end, Sal’s is gone. 

			Jane Smiley, in her essay “Reflections on a Wedge of Lettuce,” laments the failure of modern Americans to recognize that their food choices matter and furthermore, that mindful food choices are essential for a healthy and fully engaged life. Smiley suggests that this indifference to food as a source of meaning in life is a kind of spiritual, sometimes even literal, suicide. While she focuses particularly on Midwesterners, her words could well be directed at most inhabitants of our Fast Food Nation, and certainly at the Brooklyn-born characters we get to know over the course of Do the Right Thing, whose food choices consist of repeated stops at Sal’s for pizza and hero sandwiches, or a phone call to Sal’s to order for delivery. Smiley concludes her reflections by urging greater awareness of the importance of informed and attentive food choices, proclaiming that the “future begins at dinnertime.”2

			Smiley’s concern for the future poses an interesting question for reading the closing scene of Do the Right Thing—a sad, littered streetscape containing the burned-out shell of the restaurant that has fed the neighborhood, and a final confrontation between the two main characters over who owes whom. The film is set in the Brooklyn ghetto of Bed-Stuy, on the hottest day of the year. A young black man, Mookie, played by Lee, delivers pizza for Sal, the Italian American owner of Sal’s, the pizzeria where throughout the film, many of the black and Latino residents come to eat. There is little of traditional plot in the film, which takes place on the same block over the course of twenty-four hours, and unfolds as a tableau of interactions between a cast of neighborhood residents, along with Sal and his two sons—Pino and Vito—who work with him at the pizzeria, police officers, and a Korean couple who own a green grocery across the street from Sal’s. As the day gets hotter, tensions rise, and eventually result in an act of deadly police violence against a black man, Radio Raheem, who plays an important role in the film. This brutality, perpetrated in full view of a large crowd of neighborhood residents, results in the riot that leaves Sal’s pizzeria burned and looted, destroyed by the very people who have, in Sal’s view, grown up on his food. They will eat no more from the place that has fed and nurtured them. And so, to interrogate Smiley, with no dinner in sight where does the future lie for this neighborhood and for these characters?

			Much has been written about Do the Right Thing, particularly its politics. The film explores a neighborhood inhabited by people of color living in conditions of poverty and exploitation (though what that exploitation actually is remains unclear and is contested by the neighborhood residents themselves). Lee frames the film within contrasting quotes by Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X regarding the use of violence as a means of bringing about social change. This apparent dichotomy is reinforced throughout the film by the presence of Smiley, a black resident of the block, who carries photos of the two leaders with him throughout the day, peddling them to his neighbors. The act of violence at the end of the film—the murder of Radio Raheem—is instigated by police and continued by Mookie, who throws a garbage can through the window of Sal’s pizzeria, which is then destroyed in the riot. The viewer is left to answer the question implied by the film’s title: Was Mookie’s response and the subsequent riot “the right thing”?

			Reading for Food in Lee’s Bed-Stuy

			Do the Right Thing was received favorably as one of the few films of the 1980s offering a serious exploration of the conditions of the lives of black people in America. But its reception was controversial, and the body of work on Do the Right Thing is substantial, reflecting a seemingly irresolvable discussion about the film’s meaning. Reviewers expressed concern that the film condoned violence as “the right thing” and would encourage similar acts of violence in real life. Alvin Sanoff in U.S. News and World Report raised this question in the title of his review, “Doing the Controversial Thing: A Provocative Discussion of Race Relations in the 1980s or a Racist Incitement to Riot?”3 In Newsweek review “How Hot Is Too Hot?” Jack Kroll wrote “Spike Lee has always provoked discord—but not like this. Is his new movie irresponsible or vitally important? Newsweek’s critics disagree.”4 Others lamented Lee’s failure to offer any solutions to the racial problems in America. David Denby, in New York Magazine, criticized Lee’s failure to settle on a coherent point of view:

			The end of this movie is a shambles, and if some audiences go wild he’s partly responsible. Lee wants to rouse audiences, to “wake them up.” But to do what? Those matching quotations are little more than a confession of artistic and moral impotence:5 my guess is that Spike Lee feels that violence solves nothing but he’d like to be counted in the black community as an angry man, a man ready, despite his success, to smash things. The end of the movie is an open embrace of futility.6

			In response to the criticism that the film failed to provide solutions to the problem of racism in America, Lee replied, in an interview following the film’s screening at Cannes in 1989, “It isn’t the job of movie makers to offer solutions. All we can do is present the problem.”7

			More than twenty years after its initial screening, the film is widely recognized as a contemporary classic, a landmark depiction of a black community, and one of the most forthright and provocative discussions of the problems of racism in the United States to date. Its careful construction and artistry in use of color, set, ensemble cast, music, and other formal elements have been amply celebrated in critical collections on the film.8 At the same time, the film and Lee himself have received considerable criticism, including a critique of the masculinist politics that define it (the embedded message is “get a job, be a man”). Wahneema Lubiano finds that the film “is imbued with the Protestant work ethic: There is more language about work, responsibility, and ownership in it than in any five Euro-American Hollywood productions. . . . It’s masculinist focus could be distilled into the slogan that screams at us throughout the film: Real men work and support their families.”9 bell hooks argues that while Lee presents complex and diverse male characters that counter audience stereotyping of “black masculinity,” he does not do the same for his female characters. hooks writes, “Like many females in Lee’s audience, I have found his representation of women in general, and black women in particular, to be consistently stereotypical and one-dimensional.”10

			One could argue that Lee has failed to deliver his intended portrayal of the black working class, as none of the black characters besides Mookie and the radio announcer and one police officer are actually seen working, and Mookie himself hardly shows much of a work ethic. In “Aesthetics, Ethics, and Politics,” Douglas Kellner argues that Lee’s view of politics in Do the Right Thing is defined only by culture—language, music, dress—rather than the social and economic structures that have caused the neighborhood’s poverty and isolation, and have resulted in weak men and peripheral fathers. Lee has failed to problematize the consumerism visible in the neighborhood (the characters all seem to have money to buy carefully selected clothing, including Air Jordans, and to eat at Sal’s). Furthermore, Kellner finds that Lee relies on conventional media images and actually ends up celebrating consumerism. He argues that the film ends up reducing Malcolm X to an image and “uses him to promote the consumption of Malcolm X products.”11 A similar charge was made by Jerome Christensen who labels Lee as a “Corporate Populist” in a 1991 Critical Inquiry review, in response to Lee’s running a store in Ft. Greene, Brooklyn, to sell, among other things, themed clothing and other Spike Lee memorabilia, from 1990 through 1997.12

			Noticeably absent from this entire discussion, however, is the role that food plays in Do the Right Thing, an unfortunate and surprising omission considering the centrality of food in this film on both literal and symbolic levels. Much of the central action of Do the Right Thing takes place at Sal’s restaurant; there are frequent scenes depicting Sal and his sons at work carefully crafting their pizza, Mookie delivering pizza, and neighborhood residents eating pizza. Many of the tensions between characters are played out within the walls of Sal’s, including the crucial scene in which Buggin’ Out demands that Sal replace some of the framed photos of Italian Americans on the walls with those of African Americans, the primary clientele. Significantly, Sal’s is the only place where neighborhood residents engage in that most basic need for survival: eating. A careful look at the film reveals that, with the exception of beer and flavored ices, the only food eaten by the cast of primarily black and Latino characters consists of the pizza and the occasional hero sandwich prepared by Sal and his sons. Their meals at Sal’s are consumed furtively, throughout the day, often alone, and do not constitute regular mealtimes. Although several scenes take place in neighborhood apartments, no one is shown cooking in any of them. In neighborhood homes, no stove is lit, no refrigerator opened. Even when Mookie does open the freezer in his Puerto Rican girlfriend Tina’s apartment, it is only to take out ice, which he takes to the bedroom and uses to both cool down and seduce Tina. Tina’s mother stands nearby while Mookie takes out the ice, and while a pot on her stove is visible in the background, there is no evidence of anything cooking in the pot. Thus, it is also important to note the absence of food in much of Do the Right Thing.

			Sal’s Famous is important to the film as a place where both body and mind are nourished. While the social politics of Bed-Stuy are chaotic and spontaneous on the street, inside Sal’s those politics are sustained and signified (in the photos on the wall), and find their most elaborated form in the arguments that run their entire course in the pizza parlor between various characters. Sal’s is a space where arguments as well as bodies are sustained in ways they are not in the streets. 

			Sal’s is equally important on a symbolic level, as pizza perhaps more than any other food stands in as a representation of Italian American culture. Sal and sons, as white Italian Americans, are viewed by several key characters as interlopers who exploit the neighborhood. Yet in scene after scene, neighborhood residents, including Buggin’ Out, Radio Raheem, and Smiley, all lay down their money in exchange for a slice or two of Sal’s Italian food. Sometimes they even ask for extra cheese. This is evidence of another significant absence in the film—the absence of any food items that are (stereo)typically associated with the Black and Latino residents of the community. These food items—stereotypical or not—are absent as actual objects. One might think that Lee is deliberately avoiding them, until the moment when they are easily evoked in an important scene—the interjection of a series of racial and ethnic slurs, uttered by various characters at an unidentified, collective “you,” edited together in a series of quick cuts into a well-known montage of racial and ethnic antagonism. This scene contains the only instance these food stereotypes are evoked: Pino, one of Sal’s sons, and a character who has shown a great antipathy to blacks, directs his anger and frustration at the camera, toward an unidentified black Everyman, “you fried-chicken-and-biscuit-eating mulignan.”13 A white police officer refers to “Goya-bean-eating Puerto Ricans.” These stereotypical foods are in fact completely absent from the film, though they seem, as symbols, to be bubbling just under the surface, readily unearthed.14

			Roland Barthes has argued that food is a signifying system. For Barthes, while food may be a basic biological need, it is, for humans, a highly structured one, even more so as we have moved into an industrialized system of food production. Barthes writes, 

			When he buys an item of food, consumes it, or serves it, modern man does not manipulate a simple object in a purely transitive fashion; this item of food sums up and transmits a situation; it constitutes an information; it signifies. This is to say that it is not just an indicator of a set of more or less conscious motivations, but that it is a real sign, perhaps the functional unit of a system of communication.15

			Thus, when the black and Latino customers at Sal’s pay for a slice of pizza, they are doing far more than satiating a momentary hunger, whether or not they understand the complexities and signifying possibilities of that moment. Issues of race, class, inter-ethnic relations, private property, economic privilege, the viability of small-scale commercial capitalism, and, as Philip Hanson suggests, even colonialism, permeate the film, and are all at play every time one of the residents buys a slice or bites into a sandwich.16 The implied question the title asks of the audience could well be extended to their food choices: eating pizza at Sal’s. Is that the right thing? 

			Buggin’ Out, if no one else in the neighborhood, understands that issues of power are present when community members buy food at Sal’s, and while he might not grasp their full significance he voices them in the pivotal scene in which he demands that Sal replace some of the photos of Italian Americans with “brothers.” Sal replies, “You want brothers on the wall? Get your own place, you can do what you want to do. . . . But this is my pizzeria. American-Italians on the wall only.” Buggin’ Out notes that no American Italians in fact eat at Sal’s, only “brothers,” who spend “much money” and therefore “should have some say.” As the film continues, Buggin’ Out rallies to organize a boycott of Sal’s, to prove his point, but he is unsuccessful in getting anybody besides Smiley and Radio Raheem to join him. Mookie’s sister Jade rejects his invitation but also states that she would support him taking action to “do something positive for the community.” In Jade’s view, boycotting Sal’s clearly does not count as positive action. Thus even Jade, who is portrayed as a hardworking, critically thinking, independent woman who supports Mookie by letting him live with her while also trying to prod him into maturity and responsibility, a “flower” cultivated in Sal’s “garlic-laced garden by his own flour-dusted hands,”17 does not view eating at Sal’s as a problem.

			Sal, as a white small-business owner, follows a well-established practice of relocating his restaurant in a low-income, underserved community of people of color. He represents what James McKelly describes in “The Double Truth”: “On the one hand, American democratic capitalism promotes to its ethnic constituents its promise of economic opportunity, material satisfaction, and social justice. On the other, it consistently fails to grant black Americans full and equal access to the socioeconomic structures upon which the fruits of this promise depend.”18 Of course Sal does not view himself within this broad socioeconomic analysis, but rather as a positive father figure to the community, noting in a scene with his racist son, Pino, that “these people have grown up on my food.” Sal is portrayed as hardworking, sympathetic, even friendly to Mookie and Da Mayor, and in particular to Mookie’s sister Jade, for whom he has a special affection. Sal, while perhaps condescending and paternalistic to his customers, is perhaps the strongest father figure in the film. He has a consistent commitment to the financial security of his family and works hard (with his own hands that actually built Sal’s, as he points out in one scene) to provide for them. Yet it is also clear that he has located his business in this community of color for economic motivations more than any other, as he tells Pino that it would not make sense for them to locate a business in their own (Italian) neighborhood, where pizzerias proliferate and are nothing special. Toward the end of the day, close to the film’s explosive finale, Sal counts the day’s profits and proclaims, “It’s been a great day!” The money he has just counted will soon be transported out of the neighborhood that has provided it (with the exception of Mookie’s salary and a dollar or two for Da Mayor). It is not clear in what way the neighborhood derives any benefit from Sal’s, other than to quickly temporarily assuage basic hunger (albeit with tasty food prepared on site), and while it offers social gathering space, it certainly appears to have no economic benefit at all. Sal’s joy at counting the day’s money is called into question further by the explosive events that take place shortly after he declares the day’s success. And at the end, when Sal’s lies in ruin, Mookie makes sure to remind him that financially he hasn’t lost anything because his insurance will cover the loss. The community however has no such insurance.

			Inner-City Hunger and the Food Desert Paradigm

			Psyche Williams-Forson, who has written extensively on African American foodways as a way of understanding African American life, argues that the study of relationships with food must go deeper than claiming “we are what we eat” and simply noting that food is a marker of cultural identity. She writes, “I ask us to consider what we learn about African American life and culture by studying the intersections of food, gender, race, class and power. How do African American historical, socioeconomic and political spaces influence the foods that are consumed?” She adds, “In other words, it is not enough to merely study the foods of cultures, but rather to understand the behaviors, actions, contexts and histories that involve them.”19

			How, then, do we understand the behaviors, actions, contexts, and histories of the African American and Puerto Rican characters in Do the Right Thing, as they choose to buy pizza at Sal’s? Lee’s Bed-Stuy of Do the Right Thing is inhabited by specific and uniquely imagined characters, while at the same time retaining features common to many northern urban ghettos in 1989. It is poor, and lacks investment and infrastructure. The only businesses visible in the neighborhood are Sal’s, the Korean green grocers, and the radio station, run by Mister Señor Love Daddy. The neighborhood residents seem to have a general sense of oppression, but are mostly without specific political insight or understanding into its socioeconomic basis, or its roots in the systemic and institutionalized racism in the United States that resulted in abandoned and marginalized inner cities without a viable economic base. They also are fully absorbed by consumer culture, evident in many scenes with carefully framed shots that show meticulously designed outfits and an affection for gadgets such as boom boxes and radios. The film offers some critique of that consumerism, as particularly evidenced in a scene of confrontation between the a white cyclist and Buggin’ Out, who is incensed that the cyclist has, in brushing past him on his bike, left a skid mark on his shining Air Jordan’s. While sociologists recognize that the power to purchase and consume objects and images is often experienced by members of marginalized subcultures as a way to exercise some control over daily life, there is little question in viewers’ minds that Buggin’ Out’s anger over the tarnished shoe is misplaced and the scene does play for audience laughter. Buggin’ Out’s anger at the white cyclist exemplifies how the characters in Do the Right Thing show no awareness of the problems that an uncritical consumerism poses for the black community.20

			Seventeen years after Do the Right Thing was released, Mari Gallagher Research and Consulting Group, a firm in Chicago, brought the term “food desert” to public attention. Gallagher defines a food desert as a district with little or no access to the foods needed to maintain a healthy diet, but are often served by fast-food restaurants or convenience stores.21 Food deserts lack major grocery stores, and residents have to travel to stores outside their communities to feed their families. Since Gallagher’s report, much public attention, including from the White House itself, has been given to the topic. The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines food deserts as 

			urban neighborhoods and rural towns without ready access to fresh, healthy, and affordable food. Instead of supermarkets and grocery stores, these communities may have no food access or are served only by fast food restaurants and convenience stores that offer few healthy, affordable food options. The lack of access contributes to a poor diet and can lead to higher levels of obesity and other diet-related diseases, such as diabetes and heart disease.22

			Lee’s Bed-Stuy fits this description. Food deserts, as Gallagher’s researchers define them, however, do not exist by residents’ choice, but rather as the result of structural inequality and a long-standing model of urban development that has led to racially segregated and financially abandoned inner cities, facilitated by the exodus of businesses and white residents from inner core areas, who relocate to less dense and farther suburbs. Food deserts are the manifestation of this institutionalized inequity and lack of economic opportunity prevalent in inner-city neighborhoods—precisely the kind of structural oppression that Do the Right Thing has been accused of not exploring. Thus, while perhaps presaging what was yet to emerge in public discussion regarding food choices available to low-income inner-city residents in this country, Do the Right Thing also lacks any exploration of the social and economic structures that create them. 

			Although the characters in Do the Right Thing wonder out loud about how the situation of the neighborhood came to be, the film makes no attempt to explain it. There is no discussion of the processes of redlining and white flight that helped create the segregated inner cores that many American cities contain. Lee was clear in his stance on that matter: it is not the film’s job to provide answers, only to ask the questions. However, the absence of any material that might explain the history of neighborhoods like Bed-Stuy, combined with the repeated discussion among residents about who is to blame for the state of the neighborhood and its people (such as the scene in which Coconut Sid exclaims, looking in envy at the green grocer’s across the street, “Either them Koreans are geniuses or we Blacks are dumb!”)23 suggests that writer/director Lee places significant responsibility for the state of the neighborhood on the residents themselves. Their unwillingness or inability to feed themselves, and to feed themselves with foods more closely linked to their own heritage, reinforces this. Furthermore, while the Bed-Stuy of Do the Right Thing is in a sense a food desert, there is an element of the neighborhood that does not fit that description. Sal’s pizza is not fast food. It is carefully and mostly lovingly made. The Korean green grocer is a possible source of fresh food which could be cooked into healthful meals. Nonetheless in this film, nobody (besides Sal) cooks.

			Some, like Eric Schlosser in Fast Food Nation, contend that Americans of all walks of life—not only those who live in food deserts—share a taste for fast food as a common denominator. In this view, fast food is, in fact, more a common cultural consensus than an indicator of social class. As Jane Smiley points out, taking the time and care to grow, purchase, and prepare healthful, mindful, and aesthetically pleasing foods is simply not an important priority to modern Americans, including those who inhabit the film. 

			Historian Alfred Crosby identifies the preparation of food through cooking the species-defining trait that distinguishes humans from other animals. The discovery of what heat does to transform food into simpler and more accessible forms of nutrition and eventually into the culinary traditions and community patterns of eating (and eventually globalized trade and sharing of plant and animal species) is what sets us apart from other descendants of our ape ancestors such as modern chimpanzees. Crosby writes:

			Cooking reinforced the trend toward community. Kindling had to be collected beforehand and carried to the central location to which the food collectors would return. Planning for the future, albeit the near future, became necessary. Cooking made us smarter and, at the same time, it enormously increased the range of organic matter that we could tap for nourishment, and thereby the kinds of places and climates in which we could live. Harvard anthropologist Richard Wrangham proposes that humanity was launched when a kind of ape learned how to cook. In his view, we are not herbivores or carnivores, but “cookivores.”24

			Within this context, the decision to eat at Sal’s takes on a broad sociocultural and economic dimension. Modern Americans, including the cast of characters we come to know in this film, are choosing to leave one of the most fundamental human activities in the hands of others. The consequences of this shift in behavior have been widely noted, particularly in discussions of public health, but also as they impact negatively on other matters such as workers’ rights, animal rights, farmers’ ability to make decisions about the crops they raise, environmental health, and, of great significance, on family and community cohesion. Author Wendell Berry, in his classic essay “The Pleasures of Eating,” argues that all one has to do is look at the current state of our food industry to realize that, by letting corporations take over the most intimate act of feeding ourselves, we have given up our very democracy, for crucial aspects of our lives are not being decided by us but instead by corporations who are driven by the need to make a profit above all else.25

			So why do these black and Latino characters eat pizza at Sal’s? Is it by choice? Is it the only option? The only other food establishment, the Korean green grocers, is also owned by outsiders. And notably, the only things consumed from the green grocers are beer and a bagful of size D batteries, which are “eaten” by Radio Raheem’s monster boom box. Why, in this carefully constructed film, where every shot is meticulously composed, does Lee choose to have residents ignore the more healthful options available to them at the green grocers? Why don’t they cook their own meals in their own kitchens at home? Why don’t they consume foods more associated with their own heritage? The film offers no explicit insight and begs the questions. 

			Could residents make other food choices? Why don’t neighborhood residents eat food that they cook in their own kitchens, prepared by their own hands? These questions, while unasked, can be implied in the various discussions found throughout the film where neighborhood residents debate the state of their community and their own (in)actions. When Coconut Sid and Sweet Dick Willie debate why the Koreans own a business in the neighborhood where previously there had been a boarded-up building, the film is asking the audience to consider with them whether black people live in poverty because they are exploited or because they choose not to elevate themselves. 

			To address these questions, it is important to keep in mind Lee’s approach to privileging the presentation of community over individual characters in the films. Jennifer Radtke notes that Lee carefully establishes the community in one of the opening scenes, as Mookie walks across the neighborhood on his way to Sal’s.26 This scene, through Mookie’s interactions with the people he encounters, serves to introduce the viewer to many of the film’s key characters rather than advancing the storyline, suggesting that to understand the situation the film depicts, we must come to know the entire community. 

			For Radtke, Lee’s vision in this film, its emphasis on community over individual character development, is directly inherited from the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s, with its focus on the connection of artist to community, and community-building as essential to black liberation. Thus, Lee’s work, she argues is grounded in a black aesthetic. Following this argument, it is clear that the problems posed by the community’s choice to eat at Sal’s rather than feed itself is a problem shared by all, and so once community residents actually destroy Sal’s, their only source of sustenance, they also face a new problem they will need to solve together. 

			Food Choice Is a Community Choice

			The film exhibits a nascent awareness of food as a political issue for poor, inner-city, working-class American communities of color, offering a portrait of an inner-city food desert just before the term was coined. Since then, there has been a growing awareness in the United States of the connections between food, politics, community, and environmental health. As an antidote to the problems of industrial corporate agriculture, we have seen the development of sustainable and/or organic small-scale agriculture, the “locavore” or 100-mile diet, and “Slow Food” movements, and more importantly, for inner-city residents like those depicted in Do the Right Thing, the proliferation of urban agriculture projects in poor neighborhoods in cities across the country including New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Detroit. The concept of food sovereignty, which asserts the rights of people to determine their own food systems, is now a part of the public debate around improving the lives and health of poor communities.

			This is not to say that we have left the film’s message behind, but rather to point out perhaps a renewal of the importance of its message. In Do the Right Thing, Lee offers a cautionary tale, as well as a critique of the community he depicts. This community has failed to take care of itself—failed to nourish itself. The consequences of this are visible as Da Mayor, an unemployed alcoholic with seemingly no purpose in life, recounts his sad tale of his own failure to provide food for his wife and children. From this perspective, while the final scene and the destruction of the pizzeria is mostly seen as a tragic outcome—more destruction in response to the needless death of a young man—it could also be seen as an opportunity. Returning to Smiley’s observations: the future begins at dinnertime. Now that Sal’s is gone, if the neighborhood residents want to invest in the future by having their own dinners, they are going to have to make a collective community decision to start growing their own food in their own yards, empty lots, and rooftops and cooking their own meals in their own kitchens.
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			chapter 5

			“So Good Make You Wanna Slap Yo’ Mama”

			Race, Gender, and Eating in the Comedy Film ’Hood

			Jessica Fanaselle and Joshua Culpepper

		

		
			The Friday franchise, a trio of lowbrow “’hood”1 comedies, uses food as a site to negotiate race, gender, sexuality, and economics. Our discussion focuses on Friday After Next, the third film in the Friday series, coming (perhaps obviously) after Friday and Next Friday. These films show the ’hood experience in a comic light, following the life of Craig Jones (rapper-turned-actor Ice Cube) in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles. Each movie focuses on the various antics Craig and his friends and family go through to obtain money—almost always, paltry amounts. Woven throughout these relatively simple plotlines, one thing persistently reappears: food. Beyond working simply as a vehicle to express a material need in the films, food functions as a theme around which larger critical issues are brought into focus. In particular, the Friday franchise’s presentation of ghetto life and depiction of relationships and survival in this space can be articulated through the rubric of food. A close examination of the franchise illustrates how the films suggest that life for a black man in the ghetto is a life of hunger: hunger for food, hunger for money, and/or hunger for women. 

			By focusing on a key scene from the final film in the series, we argue that the hunger of the black male in the ’hood asserts itself by oppressing (both passively and actively) black women and their appetites. Black women, their power, and their desire have long been seen as objects of fear in the American imagination.2 For these films, Black women serve two primary functions: love interest or motherly servant. In either case, their subject positions are dissolved and their work is rendered invisible in deference to black male subjectivity, a hard truth in one of the few sustained comedic treatments of ghetto life.

			“Every Time I Come in the Kitchen, You in the Kitchen”: The Ghetto, Food, and Family

			The opening scene of the first film establishes a framework for understanding relationships between the men and women in the films. Compellingly, this is accomplished largely through the use of food and its place in the domestic economy. Friday opens with Craig grabbing a box of off-brand Cap’n Crunch off the shelf and selecting a comically large mixing bowl and spoon to eat his breakfast. He looks into a mostly empty refrigerator, grabs milk, and is frustrated by the small amount that dribbles out of the mostly empty carton. After checking the refrigerator one final time, Craig closes the door, only to be confronted by his father, Willy Jones, who immediately begins to lecture him on food: “Every time I come in the kitchen, you in the kitchen, in the goddamn refrigerator, eatin’ up all the food: all the chitlins, all the pig’s feet, all the collard greens, all the hog maws. I wanna eat some of them chitlins. I love pig’s feet.”3 Willy’s comments establish a hierarchy of food, where soul foods are the most coveted. Soul food is historically associated with poverty, as traditional accounts of its development describe slaves, then sharecropping blacks, making use of the poorest-quality food that was available to them.4 In this film, soul food has followed its historical trajectory, becoming a prized food that a jobless Craig is undeserving (at least to his father) of eating. The scene immediately links soul food with masculine identity: the breadwinner ought to receive the pig’s feet. Even more pointedly, in the director’s cut of the film, Willy has an extended monologue where he suggests that the “government cheese” he had to eat as a child was, essentially, inedible—it would cause indigestion for days after eating. In this way Willy’s lecture on food to Craig solidifies a ranking of food items in the ghetto in which welfare food is the least desirable and soul food, taken out of its associations with the women who might prepare or distribute it to various family members, is prized. Willy’s lecture is indicative of a larger theme of the Friday franchise: life in the ’hood is a mix of real comedy and real danger, held together in a tense balance, with comedy often overpowering danger as a matter of generic convention; the shared dangers of ghetto life are turned into a communal form of laughter. For in this lecture, the welfare food is at once being used as a joke—uttered by an old, bumbling father with a penchant for exaggeration (and unabashed toilet humor)—and also as a real commentary on the lack of proper food and nutrition in the ghetto and the threat of malnutrition. Though not featured in the theatrical release, this scene exacerbates the difference between the utter lack of substance offered by welfare food and the prestige of soul food.

			It appears, at least for the moment, that soul food has been taken out of its context with femininity and given a new role as a sign of black masculine success: the father, who has a job, is the male that deserves this food. How it is made (it seems clear that neither Willy nor Craig have a hand in the preparation of the soul food) and the mother, the woman who prepared it, are omitted during the entirety of Willy and Craig’s conversation. This marks a transition in how soul food is understood. Beginning in the early 1900s, traditional African American foods began a slow yet demonstrable shift from being associated with black women to being linked with black masculinity such that by the time soul food obtained widespread cultural visibility in the 1960s, women seemed to have all but disappeared from its production.5 Doris Witt explains that some forms of soul food, chitlins in particular, can in fact be best understood using a theory of the abject. Because, as Witt describes, the food comes from a traditionally disgusting part of the body (intestines), the disgust transfers from the food to the people who eat it, condemning both as unclean and unfit. Witt argues that the larger conversation about soul food has in the past “associated the filth of black selfhood generally with femininity and specifically with lower-class black maternity.”6 In order to make this food palatable, men have removed the unfit quality from soul food’s role as sustenance by placing the qualities of disgust on the women who prepare it. Thus black women, and particularly poor black mothers, are maligned or rendered invisible in order to establish a vision of black men that is strong, healthy, and masculine. This vision of soul food, however, paradoxically ignores the fact that the material source of their masculinity emerges from the “women’s work” of preparing the family’s meals. Black men’s hunger obscures the labor of black women, and black men’s power comes at the expense of black women.

			Following this pattern, Craig and Willy’s discussion of soul food in the kitchen feels very much like an incursion: entering a traditionally female-gendered space and extracting resources (i.e., food) without concern for its origins or creator. Beyond this, their hunger being sated through the labor of women is wholly expected and seen as a right. In this moment, women and their work have not only been rendered invisible (Craig’s mother has not entered the film) but also have been claimed as the property and domain of men. Once Willy and Craig are done discussing the availability of food, food quality, and economic desperation in the ’hood, the audience is finally presented with an image of Craig’s mother—cooking at the stove.

			Though Craig’s mother is visually present in frame, she is not necessarily visible. The image of Craig’s mother is a kind of refraction: women are only visible through the dominant presence of men and—more specifically—their desire, manifested in this instance as hunger. The mother fulfills the mythic “mammy” image: a “large, big-breasted, dark-skinned woman, nurturing and kind.”7 She is cooking a robust and appetizing breakfast. And yet she comically reverses her image of being “nurturing and kind” in the next moment, when Craig realizes that he does not have immediate access to what his mother has prepared.
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						Mom enjoys a hearty breakfast cooked for herself while Craig goes hungry in Friday.

					

				

			

			As the provider of desirable food, the mother wields significant power. As the mother withholds a delicious breakfast from Craig, she also berates him for being without a job, linking her familial power with food. Her control over the food that Craig might (but does not) eat is paired with her authority to critique Craig’s decisions and suggest the correct course of action. Here part of the power and threat of the black mother is expressed, but it is also mocked, because Craig does not take her seriously. Given the stereotypes surrounding women and mothers as nurturing, as seen in Psyche Williams-Forson’s outline of the “mammy” role, and the fact that Craig’s mother is less a character than a caricature, the audience would not expect a complex role reversal. Rather, her role serves only to fulfill the easiest type of joke: a simple reversal of expectations. Craig expects to be given the food that his mother prepares as his masculine right. Thus, her refusal, rather than being a recognition that the mother figure is capable of wielding power, is merely a cheap one-liner.

			Craig’s mother’s8 relationship to food is representative of her power in the family at large—like Craig’s father, she too has power to judge her son. One can safely assume a kind of resentment in Craig, judging from his shrugs, sighs, and dismissive facial expressions. The tension between men and women is briefly hinted at, but is ultimately resolved by Craig silencing his mother by physically distancing himself as the scene closes. As such, the film seems to trap, or contain, Craig’s mother in the kitchen. In fact, the audience will never see her outside of this space; her profession (at this point) is unknown. The relationship between men and women in the film is strained, with each side volleying for power and control. Food serves to remove the abstraction from this relationship. Without breakfast from his mother, Craig is not going to starve—he has his milkless cereal—and his health and well-being are not really in danger. And yet, the stakes of power in this gender relationship are evident here. Power is, in this case, not simply a matter of authority, but a skirmish about who decides who eats what. This strained relationship between men and women comes to a violent fruition in the final movie, when the link between food, money, and power is in the foreground and the stakes are higher.

			To be sure, the importance of food in the relationship between men and women is not original to the Friday franchise. Food preparation and black maternity have long figured in a complex power relationship with black men, with the reasons for this stretching back to slavery in the United States. In her famous essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” Hortense Spillers illustrates the problems of white patriarchal family structure for African Americans, beginning with the violence of the slave trade disrupting families. Her argument, and by extension our own here, is not that there is one family structure that is “correct” for any group of people, but rather that the simultaneous insistence upon and denial of the engrained, particularly white, patriarchal family structure contributes to many difficulties in its application to black family structures. Nonetheless, problems of power and identity emerge from the enforcement of highly codified roles for black women (and men) that restrict what types of work they are allowed to perform and be seen performing.

			The cultural insistence on a patriarchal family, given the loosely matriarchal structure of African American families because of the violent history of slavery, means that “motherhood as female blood-rite is . . . denied, at the very same time that it becomes the founding term of a human and social enactment.”9 This duality means that black maternity in heteronormative black families is both critical to and invisible within the larger framework of the family. Spillers explains that for slavery to persist in America, slaves needed to “follow the condition of the mother,” granting black slave women a role as mothers, a space of containment, the only one afforded them under the chattel system. This designation, however, provided the means for the children and the mother to be defined as property, hence eliminating the potential for any traditional maternal relationship. After slavery, while black men could seek out independent identities, black women were returned to the position of mother and, thus, confined again. The effect of Spillers’s argument is that women are expected to prepare food, yet they are not acknowledged for the work they perform. Their work is integral, but only to the extent that it can be made invisible, for if it is present, it becomes a threat to black masculinity, which is dependent on norms from white patriarchy to structure its meaning. This double bind sets the stage for a similarly contradictory role for women in the Friday films as they pertain to food.

			“You Might’ve Seen the Commercial”: Life in the Ghetto

			Life in the ghetto is characterized by the lack of resources. This lack creates desire—hunger—and competing desires can strain relationships in this environment. The plots of the Friday movies are driven by basic needs. The primary conflict of each movie involves finding money—to pay off a drug dealer so that Craig and his friend Smokey are not killed; to cover late property tax so that Craig’s uncle Elroy and friend Day-Day are not evicted from their home; or make rent so that Craig and Day-Day are not evicted from their apartment. These struggles, while taking place in a comedy and thus revolving around what some viewers would see as comically small sums of money, are not unrealistic. In each case, the monetary stakes are relatively low (the largest sum owed in any movie is less than $4,000), but the material stakes are quite high: lives are directly threatened with violence or homelessness (or the increased burden of moving in with other family members) if the money cannot be found. Set in Watts, the movies do a surprisingly accurate job of depicting the hardships of ghetto life: the persistent threats of violence,10 the tenuous nature of secure housing and food, and the strained gender relationships that emerge from life in an area where the American dream—mythical everywhere—is utterly unattainable.11 The result of being denied access to the dominant society’s ideals of success is, the urban ghetto shows us, a counterculture, replete with underground economies and ways of living. When success is constantly denied, it loses its appeal over time. The negative effects of the ghetto on the people who live there have been well documented,12 and the solidification of the ghetto in the 1970s has made it clear that solving these problems was not going to be simple or fast. So why, in the face of so many problems, is the Friday franchise committed to making light of such dire circumstances?

			The answers are myriad and complex, and surely some of them center on audience desires and what will generate the most profits. While the question of for whom the Friday movies are written is beyond the scope of this work, it is certainly reasonable to argue that one of the primary audiences of the film is blacks living in urban environments: until Tyler Perry’s media empire took over, the Friday movies were among the very few depictions of black urban life to make it to mainstream cinemas. Additionally, the representation of the ghetto as a dangerous, unsafe space is not unknown to Americans. When going to a movie to be entertained, perhaps it is understandable that audiences are less interested in seeing a narrative that has been recycled in a white-dominated news media, a white-sponsored hip-hop industry, and other hegemonic institutions. Instead, one of the reasons comedy is the chosen genre for this film series has been rooted in black culture for generations: the idea of “laughing to keep from crying.”13 Taken together, the desire for visibility in mainstream culture and a space for storytelling that pushes these issues aside in order to validate one’s existence begin to make sense of the broad terrain covered by these movies.

			Comedy designed for the in-group that discusses life’s difficulties is not a new concept, even within the realm of African American food culture. This is a device used by virtually all comics. Psyche Williams-Forson’s discussion of Chris Rock’s comedy routine unpacks the workings of this in-group comedy. For Williams-Forson, Rock’s performances simultaneously reinforce and challenge black stereotypes of family and food. She explains how Rock “relies on a number of ‘in-group’ techniques to accomplish” his comedic project.14 As she understands it, Rock “offers black audiences comic relief while simultaneously playing to the white audiences that control the media purse strings.”15 The Friday films operate under a similar rubric, making visible the treatment of black women without critiquing or disrupting the patriarchal structures that hold these same systems of subjugation in place.

			For Chris Rock, the primary audience is African Americans, and his use of stereotypes is easily grasped by this audience; indeed, it is a key part of the humor—the audience, in other words, is appropriately acculturated to the ways in which these stereotypes carry both lie and truth in the same utterance. This use of parody and irony is obviously a long-standing tradition in black culture, as Williams-Forson notes, giving Rock credence as a tricksterlike figure. Rock is successful precisely because he has no stake in the argument; the persona developed by Rock allows him to escape the discourse he produces. At the same time, Williams-Forson also notes that at a visit to a non-black college class she was surprised to see the extent to which these students embraced the stereotypes riffed upon by Rock as at least partially true, that in his place as an established media persona his speech somehow authorizes what he says, as if he were some kind of spokesperson for black cultural value, despite the genre in which he works. Similarly, she details how the students—while acknowledging that not all black people prefer to eat chicken, barbeque, grits, and collard greens—still believed that many, or most, black people did indeed eat and enjoy such stereotypical foods in a way that was seemingly different from other racial groups. The students credited Rock’s comedy—as well as the Friday films—with their authenticated knowledge. It is clear, then, that the two audiences have somewhat different reactions when exposed to the very same comedy performances. One audience’s affirmation of the communal experience of living in the ghetto is the other’s stable ground for an affirmation of racial stereotypes.

			The students Williams-Forson interviewed on their conceptions of black eating practices are certainly guilty of failing to completely understand the role of stereotype in these comedic performances; however, Rock and the Friday movies can be considered guilty of what Williams-Forson calls “cultural” and “gender malpractice.” While riffing on these stereotypes in his performance, Rock simultaneously works to diminish and silence women, performing the same masculine assertions aforementioned in the Friday films. Williams-Forson argues that while Rock will acknowledge the importance of black maternity, ultimately his performance, both the jokes and their delivery, seems to reinforce the violent, invisible silencing of the domestic work involved in black maternity. Rock’s HBO performance ends with him vocally silencing women and then leaving the stage. When a child eats the biggest piece of chicken that was supposed to be the father’s, Rock’s “mother” exclaims, “You ate the big piece of chicken. . . . Now I got to take some chicken and sew it up. . . . Give me two wings and a po’k chop. Daddy’ll never know the difference.”16 The work of preparing the biggest piece of chicken is necessary to the smooth functioning of the heteronormative black family, but it must never be revealed—the job of preparing or repairing the chicken, and by extension, other foods, is done without the father’s notice. Both the content of these jokes, telling women to shut up or rendering their domestic work invisible, and the performance of Rock’s final joke, concluding with him leaving the stage, negatively reinforce the historical silencing of black maternity and its impossible role. Taken this way, the cruel and oppressive truth of black maternal cooking is that if she is successful, her good work will go unnoticed by the men in her life: only in failure will she be seen.

			Friday After Next replicates this same subjugation of women’s labor in a violent way, vacillating between the serious and the comic without critically interrogating what it means to render invisible the labor of women.17 At the beginning of the third film, Craig explains in voice-over that his uncle Elroy and father Willy have started a restaurant together, Brothers’ Bar-B-Q. Eschewing a description of the business in exposition, Craig tells the audience, “You might’ve seen the commercial” and then the brief advertisement plays. The low-budget ad (Craig tells us after it plays that Elroy and Willy “only had enough money for a fifteen-second commercial”) packs a great deal of absurdity into its short time span.18 It opens to a backyard-barbecue-style setup in the parking lot of the shopping center where the restaurant is located. The opening frame features Elroy and Willy, Craig’s mother, and Craig’s grandmother.19 Elroy, the initial speaker, is standing in the foreground, near Willy’s mother, who is in the lower right side of the frame holding a tray of food. In the center background, Willy is standing in an apron, seemingly ready to cook, but is actually eating ribs. On the left, the grandmother is stirring a large pot of beans on a stove, not facing the camera. Almost immediately, Elroy begins to speak: “Y’all tired of eating that barbecue from up the street? Where they give you more sauce than they give you meat? Well, bring your big ass down to Brothers Bar-B-Q: Tastes so good, make you wanna slap yo’ mama! Don’t it, Willy?” At this point, the frame shifts, refocusing on Willy, who, seemingly unaware of what has been happening, puts down his ribs to answer “Yeah, boy!” and then yells to the grandmother, “Hey, Momma!” Willy’s mother then looks up from the large pot she is stirring and retorts, “What the hell you want, Will—” when she is cut off by Willy slapping her so hard that she falls to the ground and is absent from the remainder of the commercial, apparently so thoroughly incapacitated that she cannot get back up off the ground.20
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						Willy’s slap renders Momma and his Momma’s culinary labor invisible in the Bros. BBQ commercial in Friday after Next.

					

				

			

			The commercial ends with Elroy promoting the restaurant once again by assuring the audience that there “ain’t but one location, so it’s nearest you,” while Willy remains standing in the background and his wife remains stoic and smiling (which is to say, silent) in the front right of the screen holding food, essentially performing the role of a display model.

			The threat of black feminine power must be controlled and redefined as black masculine authority. The men in the commercial accomplish this redefinition through physical violence and controlling the ability to speak, a haunting echo of slavery. The two women in the commercial present us with two different images of black femininity, but both reveal conflicting feelings about women: a knowledge and fear of women’s power and desires. While one could easily assert that as a comedy, these hyperbolic acts of violence are meant to shock and surprise the viewer, they nonetheless extend an embedded—which is to say, unacknowledged and backgrounded—form of violence that, as scholars have pointed out, has attended much of African American life in the twentieth century.

			On one hand, we have Craig’s mother, smiling and complacent in the foreground of the commercial. She appears happy to be the display, and given her posture and inviting look, the distinction between the food-as-object-of-desire and woman-as-object-of-desire is blurred. The image suggests a link between the woman and the food she holds: the implicit message is consumption of both her and the food, merging desires for both sex and food. Ultimately she is a comforting presence. As Witt describes black women’s role in American society, Craig’s mother fulfills one of the ways black women are understood in American society: as “the ever-smiling producers of food, to be nurturers who themselves have no appetite and make no demands.”21 Speech for her is unnecessary; her limited role as object of display is sufficient.

			On the other hand, the grandmother seems to be, until the moment she is slapped down, a site of resentment and resistance. Willy tries to restrain her through his brash address to her (“Hey, Momma!”), and she aggressively resists by saying, “What the hell you want?” The threat here is clear from Willy’s reaction: he does not even permit her to finish her words. He slaps her out of the frame in order to silence her. Through slapping her out of the frame, Willy reduces her to a silent, and literally invisible, woman. The other characters do not acknowledge the violence, and go on smiling through the commercial; their silent response to the violence serves as an authorization of it. One explanation is that this commercial was certainly scripted and rehearsed. They can ignore the physical violence toward the mother because they have all agreed that it is an act. The brothers have apparently decided the violent outburst is an appropriate comedic response to convey the quality of their food: the eater’s response is so ecstatic that it causes an explosive emotional reaction, and transforms deliciousness into abuse.22 As such, the scripted action of the commercial serves as a comedic tableau illustrating the intense quality of their barbecue.

			However, the comic image the commercial might have produced is shattered in the next scene when the audience learns that the violence was, in fact, real. Moving back into the present, the characters are having a conversation in the front of the restaurant23 when they realize that the grandmother is alone in the kitchen cooking. The grandmother appears on-screen with a comically exaggerated black eye and finger marks evident on her face. Elroy gets his mother’s attention and must reassure her that she will not be further abused. The grandmother, having actually been slapped, is meant to escalate the comedy of the scene, expanding the outlandishness of the commercial into “real” life. Nonetheless, the fiction of the commercial manifests a real response within the larger fictional world of the film, one that expresses a form of masculine violence frequently underpinning the production of food.

			In this instance, the metafiction (the commercial within the larger framework of the movie) further exposes Friday After Next’s place within an ideological structure that violently silences black women’s labor without making a critical statement about this silencing. Taken seriously, the disgust that the audience feels at the abuse of the mother is insufficiently absolved by the presumed comic mode of the commercial. Craig’s grandmother’s flinching away from Willy is shocking and heartbreaking, and reveals uncritically the violence of the system it represents. Similarly, the comic mode of the Friday films is insufficient to absolve the franchise’s repeated subjugation of women in relation to food.

			The colloquialism of the Bros. BBQ slogan—“Tastes so good, make you wanna slap yo’ mama”—crystallizes this embedded subjugation. This colloquialism is old and has a long tradition of use in the South. However, within the fictional commercial alone, one sees figured an utterance that furthers the layering of masculine suppression. The colloquialism has at least two important meanings in the context of Friday After Next. One is the implication of the original statement, that their food is so good it inspires anger at one’s own mother for not having prepared it, a kind of maternal blame. At the same time, it implies a second meaning directly related to the form of pervasive ghetto oppression we have described in this essay: the food one’s own mother makes (in this case, Willy’s mother) is very good—so good, in fact, that her culinary prowess is a threat to one’s own subjectivity, namely, male subjectivity, and must be contained, in this case with a slap.

			Furthermore, Willy’s slap of his own mother is interesting because it is enacted by a character who serves as reliable comedic relief in all three films. The viewer often finds Willy performing what is arguably the lowest form of humor: slapstick. Until this moment, Willy has been presented as a bumbling fool. However, his slap is a moment of strangely masculine affirmation. Having Willy deliver the slap further complicates the scene because Willy frequently serves as Craig’s moral center, preaching caution and moral guidance throughout the films. For all this, Willy is an ambiguous character, part fool, part sage. He may chide his son and try to compel him to attend college, but he is also a man who cannot walk through the yard without slipping in dog excrement. In this way, it is shocking to see the grandmother bearing real marks of violence, inflicted, one might say, out of character. Why then enact such violence in this moment? Willy’s ineffectual but well-intentioned person seemingly requires some measure of recuperation here to more concretely express his masculinity. Violently subjugating a woman solidifies his place as a man in control, and visibly removes women from acting in ways that could provide them power.24

			The violence enacted upon Craig’s grandmother highlights the stakes of masculinity for the black men in these films. Masculine identity in this scene is made salient by violence inflicted upon a woman whose labor has been made, if only temporarily, visible. Recalling Witt’s argument, Willy’s violence toward his mother demonstrates the necessary separation between the disgust (rooted in racism) associated with soul food (consisting of the least desirable yet edible plants and animal parts) and the object of desirous, hungry consumption. Black men can only enjoy the food if the labor, which exposes the bowels of the product (literally), is not visible. Similarly, masculinity can only enjoy its seat of power if the femininity on which it rests is subjugated and unseen. The production of good food displaces valor onto women, and in this arrangement, black men police this relationship by abusively taking back valor. After all, Willy and Elroy own the restaurant and name it after themselves and not their mother, who seems to actually do the work. The slap that knocks the mother out of frame enacts the separation between the labor and the product, restoring the familiar balance to which the films have thus far adhered. The grandmother is slapped precisely because she is cooking visibly, the necessity of her labor, and the power that derives from said labor is on display. As such, it is literally and figuratively a slap in the face: an act of violence in the film’s world, as well as an insult to the attentive viewer’s sensibilities, as we see how her efforts are covered over and credit for her work forcibly taken from her.

			Conclusion

			What, then, does this scene from Friday After Next do for our understanding of black female representation and its relation to hunger and food in the ’hood? Though necessary for producing desirable, coveted food, the role of the black woman in the larger patriarchal structure takes the archetypal form of the “mammy,” which is comic and devoid of any legitimate agential power. What is more disturbing is the re-inscription of this depiction of black women in a comedy where their roles are so ancillary that they are not even named. They are solely stereotypes—they require no name because they are, in effect, Every Black Woman. Despite its comedic intentions, Friday After Next falls victim to cultural and gender malpractice. The role of the “Momma” is so subordinated that is it rendered at best ridiculous, at worst invisible. Through each, women’s roles are so tightly imbricated in the world of food production that they are permanently confined within this degraded position. What perhaps began as a complicated response to the embedded vision of “mammy” in Friday serves only to reestablish the figure’s parameters by Friday After Next. Rather than using food as a locus for reimagining African American gender relations, soul food ends up the oppressive force most food scholars have identified. Though different in form, the central idea persists: an image of life where male subjectivity goes beyond simply dismissing the figure of the mammy and relegating her to the kitchen, and in fact actively works to make the very thought that she might maintain her own subjectivity ridiculous. While the Friday films have enjoyed a great deal of commercial success, it is clear from an analysis of its food that there is little place for more egalitarian relations between genders. At best, the mechanisms by which women’s culinary work is made invisible are rendered clear as day.

			Notes

			 1. Throughout this chapter, we will be using “’hood” to refer to the world Craig lives in within the films. When using this term, we hope to imply the full playfulness of the term, including its valences as covering, home space, and neighborhood, and its connotations with words like “hoodlum,” indicating a sense of danger and/or criminality.

			 2. See, e.g., Justin Gifford: “The Tactical Warfare against White Racism Is Underwritten by the Oppression of Black Women,” in Pimping Fictions (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2013), 45.

			 3. Friday, directed by F. Gary Gray (1995; Los Angeles, CA: New Line Cinema, 1999), DVD.

			 4. See Jessica Harris, High on the Hog: A Culinary Journey from Africa to America (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2011); Adrian Miller, Soul Food: The Surprising Story of an American Cuisine, One Plate at a Time (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); Frederick Douglass Opie, Hog and Hominy: Soul Food from Africa to America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008); Doris Witt, Black Hunger: Soul Food and America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999). 

			 5. Another tactic was to distance black men from soul food altogether. Witt describes how “Elijah Muhammad had condemned pork and other soul foods as part of an effort to propagate a vision of black masculinity untainted by black femininity.” See Witt, Black Hunger, 128.

			 6. Witt, Black Hunger, 90.

			 7. Psyche Willams-Forson, Building Houses out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, Food, and Power (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006).

			 8. A further burying of Craig’s mother’s identity worth mentioning is the way in which she never receives a first name. While both John Witherspoon and Anna Maria Horsford are credited in the film as “Mr. and Mrs. Jones,” Witherspoon is called Willy throughout the series while Horsford is either “Mrs. Jones” or “Momma.”

			 9. Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” Diacritics 17, no. 2 (Summer 1987): 80.

			10. In the first movie, the threat of physical violence is omnipresent through the conclusion. Because much of the plot circles around a neighborhood bully, a great deal of the film is spent wrapped up in the threat of violence. In the second movie, Craig and Day-Day find themselves taped to two chairs, and the threat of violence is explicit from their neighbors. Indeed, the scene references the prison experience of one of the neighbors and does seem to suggest imminent sexual violence, until they are ultimately rescued. In the final film, Craig and Day-Day demonstrate skill in dodging bullets from drive-bys and other violence, showing that life in the ’hood, while humorous, is far from safe.

			11. While the Friday franchise has its share of ridiculous, overblown comedy, the types of problems, the intensity of the threatened (or actualized) violence, are present in the films to such an extent that this film hardly seems just a slapstick comedy like others such as Don’t Be a Menace to South Central While Drinking Your Juice in the Hood.

			12. Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 61.

			13. This phrase, used by Langston Hughes in his 1957 story collection of the same name, represents a common coping strategy used to deal with incredible hardship: humor.

			14. Williams-Forson, Building Houses out of Chicken Legs, 178.

			15. Williams-Forson, Building Houses out of Chicken Legs, 178.

			16. Williams-Forson, Building Houses out of Chicken Legs, 179.

			17. It is worth noting that because of the mix of serious and comedic material in the franchise, the Friday films hold up to more sustained critical scrutiny than the few other films that were released at the same time. The wholesale escapism of Don’t Be a Menace (1996), for example, farcically depicts ghetto life as a kind of absurdist environment. This is a paradoxical arrangement. To those who can read the ghetto codes, the identity-consolidating move would be a meaningful expression of shared pain. To those outside those codes, however—like the white suburban kids for whom the film is something close to a cult classic—the absurdism edges dangerously close to “proving” blacks’ inability to interact with hegemonic white society, a form of racist thinking. Because Friday never fully loses touch with the real dangers of ghetto life, it avoids devolving into farce and so can control and empower its contradictory elements into criticism while reaching a large audience.

			18. Friday After Next, directed by Marcus Raboy (2002; Los Angeles, CA: New Line Cinema, 2002), DVD.

			19. It is worth noting here that, as in the previous Friday films, these maternal women characters are not given names. In the credits, Craig’s father, Willy, is labeled “Mr. Jones,” while Craig’s mother and Grandmother are named “Mrs. Jones” and “Grandma Jones,” respectively. Though they have the same position in the credits, through the films Willy is named, leaving the two women the only family members who remain nameless.

			20. Next Friday, directed by Steve Carr (2000; Los Angeles, CA: New Line Cinema, 2000), DVD.

			21. Witt, Black Hunger, 23.

			22. Just as sexual desire and violence frequently go hand in hand, quality taste and violence frequently run in parallel as well. Another notable misapplication of tastes as violence comes from Pascal (Ian Holm) in the Italian American family drama Big Night (1996). After the big meal featured in the film, Pascal slams his fist on the table and yells, “God damn it, I should kill you! This is so fucking good I should kill you!” Even those at the table around Pascal stare in horror at his outburst, until he—and then they—finally burst into delighted laughter.

			23. Interestingly, they are discussing Elroy and Willy’s sexual prowess: which of them is a “player” and which is “pussy-whipped.” Willy rejects his designation as pussy-whipped saying that he “whips pussy” instead. Their masculinity obviously hinges on their ability to contain and control women.

			24. It can be argued that Willy has the least to lose from this business venture failing. He has the most work experience, etc. Craig functions largely as a trickster character, using his cleverness and wit to survive a variety of dangerous situations. Similarly, Elroy can rely on his prowess at exploiting women, consistently evident from the moment he is introduced in Next Friday.
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			chapter 6

			From Disgust to Gustatory Pleasure

			The Evolution of Alimentary and Moral Repulsion in Steven Spielberg’s The Color Purple

			Lynn R. Johnson

		

		
			Steven Spielberg’s 1985, cinematic adaptation of Alice Walker’s novel The Color Purple visually portrays the intensity of abuse that black women in a small rural community in Georgia endure in “turn-of-the-century culture.”1 Beginning in 1903, the film chronicles the life of Celie Harris-Johnson, a woman who has been physically and mentally violated by the men in her life since her adolescence. At the age of fourteen, she is raped and impregnated twice by her stepfather, who, unbeknownst to Celie, gives away her children to a local missionary and his wife. After being involuntarily given away in marriage to Mister (Albert), a local farmer who seeks a bride to replace the one who was killed by her lover, Celie becomes trapped in a domestic environment where violence ensures female obedience and male authority. When Spielberg agreed to direct the drama of Celie’s life, he, along with the screenwriter, Menno Meyjes, determined to preserve the integrity of Walker’s poignant story, while also creating narrative occasions that would vivify Celie’s coming of age and coming into voice. In so doing, “Spielberg’s film,”2 as Alice Walker terms it, arguably engages theories of disgust that help not only to elaborate the degree of Celie’s emotional suffering but also to expose the essential imperative to mitigate the variations of human disgust that are communicated by other characters in Celie’s circle. As the movie’s ending conveys, the articulation and amelioration of disgust is necessary in order to unify and ensure the survival of this Southern black community.

			Fundamental theories of disgust highlight the relationship between human protective responses and food repulsion. Translated as “bad taste,”3 disgust is the body’s visceral rejection of offensive materials that are perceived to be contaminating if ingested. The range of elicitors of disgust, however, has been extended beyond food to incorporate morally repulsive phenomena that could also compromise the psychological wellness of individuals and communities. Carolyn Korsmeyer and Barry Smith posit that disgust “helps us to grasp hierarchies of value, to cope with morally sensitive situations, and to discern and maintain cultural order.”4 My primary argument, then, is that in The Color Purple, Spielberg accentuates the ways in which Celie’s subjectivity arises out of her ability to counter the divisive force of disgust—insofar as it creates social boundaries and hierarchies—through culinary mediation.

			Within the film, Spielberg provides for this culinary mediation of disgust by deploying three alimentary signifiers: glasses of cold drinks, a tray of breakfast food, and an Easter dinner. On the one hand, each of these signifiers charts Celie’s transformation from a physically revolting object to a respected subject who challenges others’ and articulates her own repulsions. On the other hand, these gastronomic items emerge as extractors that Celie utilizes in order to draw out the underlying causes of others’ disgust toward her and other women. As I will show, Celie’s food and dinner occasion convey that the characters’ concerns with uncleanness as well as bodily and psychological contamination ultimately confirm their “repulsion toward death,”5 the emotional essence of disgust. 

			The Fluid(ity) of Agency: Coding Celie’s Positionality and Disgust through Cool Drink(s)

			The significance of food extends beyond its nutritional value in sustaining life to its capacity to convey literal and symbolic meanings. According to Mary Douglas, food may signify “patterns of social relations . . . different degrees of social hierarchy, inclusion and exclusion, boundaries and transactions across boundaries.”6 Food items, essentially, encapsulate the complex dimensions of the human experience. Spielberg upholds this argument in The Color Purple as he reinforces the semantic value that Meyjes attributes to the glasses of lemonade and water that Celie provides in two scenes of the film: “Harpo and Sofia” and “Old Mister Visits; A Cool Drink.” In these scenes, the drinks are not merely cooling refreshments that alleviate the discomfort of the summer heat, but are also representative of the shifts in Celie’s positionality, from subservient wife (as signified initially by the lemonade) to a rebellious woman (as represented ultimately by the glass of water). Yet, the successful coding and recoding of her subject-formation is also informed by Spielberg’s attention to the characters’ and the movie audience’s common affective response—disgust—to the occasions that engender Celie’s migration across the borders of exclusion to inclusion: the moments in which Mister (Albert) and Old Mister demoralize women.

			In “Harpo and Sofia,” the glass of lemonade that Celie delivers to her husband, Albert, while he interrogates and attempts to demoralize his son’s strong-willed, pregnant lover, registers as a linguistic sign of female objectification. Analogous to the bitter-sweet drink, Celie’s existence has been conditioned to meet the tastes of and to be consumed primarily by Mister. Spielberg accentuates this fact by foregrounding Celie’s and Albert’s hands, as they handle the glass in which the lemonade is served. Whereas Celie is careful in the handling and exchange process, Albert briefly touches the glass only to render that it “ain’t cold enough.” Here, Albert uses the glass of lemonade to convey to Sofia, who has been a passive observer in the background of the camera shot, that he maintains the symbolic upper hand over his wife. Albert’s whimsical rejection of the glass implicitly demands from Celie a more dramatic performance of female obedience that would serve as a model for Sofia. Sofia, however, communicates her rejection of this model not only with a frown—a gestural sign of disgust—but also by verbally “troping” on Albert’s lemonade trope.

			Before she exits the Johnson household, Sofia rescripts Albert’s drama of female obedience by utilizing the same prop (the glass of lemonade) and performer (Celie) to highlight female subjectivity and connectedness. Moreover, Sofia switches Albert’s position from director of the drama to a passive observer of a new one, much like she previously was and as the movie audience remains. Celie’s offering of a glass of lemonade to Sofia is the first act in the revised script. Unlike Albert, Sofia accepts the beverage as is and then comments, “Looks like someone round here knows how to treat a visitor.” In this response, Sofia deploys the black vernacular’s rhetorical use of indirection to chastise Albert for his immoral treatment of her and to recast the lemonade as a trope for both Celie’s hospitality and, more importantly, her humanity. Accordingly, she philosophically interprets Celie’s agency through an “ethics of care,”7 a theoretical ground that is reinforced by a moral imperative to sustain and develop positive relational interactions with others, be they family members or friends. 

			Robert R. Clewis explains, “The ethics of care says that we do and should put the interests of those close to us . . . above the interest of strangers. Our interests, it claims, are intertwined with the people we care for. It holds that the well-being of a caring relationship involves the cooperative well-being of the persons in the relationship as well as the relationship itself.”8 Although Celie and Sofia have yet to formulate a close friendship, this ethical stance still resonates within this scene. Certainly, Celie’s display of care for Sofia already acknowledges a familial relationship that will later be solidified by Harpo and Sofia’s nuptials and the birth of their child. Sofia’s consumption of the entire glass stands as a mutual recognition and acceptance of this connection. Moreover, this bodily incorporation further suggests that the original meaning of the lemonade that Albert attributes to it has been thoroughly altered and is thus palatable—no longer ideologically disgusting—to Sofia. As made evident in this scene, the glass of lemonade facilitates the “[transformation of] an outsider into an insider”9; for both women have assisted one another in moving from the outsider to the insider position through this complementary exchange of support. Within the film, then, lemonade evolves from being a philological signifier of female oppression to one of female agency. 

			As the film progresses, water supplants lemonade as a figurative indicator of Celie’s subjectivity, and it also elaborates the ethics of care narrative established in the “Harpo and Sofia” scene. The foreshadowing of this displacement occurs when the winds of a storm force a pitcher of lemonade to fall from a table and shatter onto the floor of the porch on the night Shug Avery arrives at Albert and Celie’s home. Indeed, the shattering of the pitcher portends another shift in gender power relations that will be executed on the very stage that men in the movie dominate—the porch. Joan Digby relates that Celie has suffered the controlling judgment of men who occupy “tribunal porches” and goes on to note that “Spielberg represents the porch as a stage of execution, in the parting of the sisters and the razor scenes.”10 In the scene “Old Mister Visits: A Cool Drink,” Celie usurps this space of male authority in order to contest her father-in-law’s assessment of Shug, Albert’s lover and potentially her new friend, as a disgusting and unclean woman. In so doing, she mitigates her moral disgust with Old Mister’s designation of Shug as a “juke joint Jezebel” by committing a disgusting act; she secretly spits into the glass of water she offers to him.

			Spielberg’s filmic emphasis on Celie’s first act of resistance to male authority through disgust is compelling, especially given the motivation of directors to forge a bond between the main character and the movie audience. In this instance, disgust functions, paradoxically, to repulse and fascinate the viewers. As a “great attention getter,” disgust performs as a device through which Celie voices her dissent against Old Mister’s declarations, while simultaneously “testing the rules of the culture we live in and what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ to do.”11 The disgust response of the viewers who conclude that Celie was “wrong” to spit in the water would be informed by their personal fears of bodily contamination. However, others in the audience, although likewise repulsed, may still champion her resolve. This response indicates their curiosity about how this act will play out as well as their recognition that Celie’s disgust-generating behavior is not gratuitous, but is rooted in her care for Shug and their embryonic relationship.

			Cinematically, Spielberg caters to both the repulsed and repulsed/curious audience members by installing the camera as a medium through which they may come to see eye to eye with and truly see Celie. During the porch scene, he attempts to achieve this acute (in)sight through lighting and foregrounding the water. For instance, when Celie enters the porch, the stage on which the final execution of her rebellion takes place, viewers notice that she holds the glass at a distance from her own body. This behavior gestures toward the water’s impurity and perhaps even her personal repulsion toward its contents. According to Rachel Herz, humans rationalize that “saliva in your mouth is not offensive, but once it leaves the body, it is subject to outside contamination”; this outside contamination is by what we then become repulsed. She adds that “it is far worse when the spit comes from someone else.”12 Spielberg advances this anxiety by centering the shot intently on the glass, as Old Mister unknowingly prepares his palate to be cleansed by Celie’s “unclean” water and as he raises the glass to and lowers it from his mouth three times before drinking. Only once Old Mister completely consumes the water do Celie and her audience experience an emotional release from this climactic tension. At the same time, Celie and the repulsed/curious viewers experience a moment of emotional triumph, for the old man’s ingestion of the beverage certifies Celie’s victory against the patriarchal philosophies of female (im)purity that pervade the film.

			Celie’s disgust-evoking strategy subverts males’ prejudicial assessments and fears of the female body and what women choose to do with their bodies. That is, her act is an ironic and radical disgust response to her father-in-law’s “disease-contamination disgust,”13 his fear that women’s bodily fluids are potentially disease-ridden and are, resultantly, as threatening to the vitality of men as the liberty that women like Shug take in their sexual expressions. In a voice-over to which only the audience is privy, Celie confesses that she will heighten her disgusting methods of resistance to Old Mister’s gender assumptions. While raising and lowering the glass from her sight of vision and briefly passing it under her nose, she declares with a smirk, “Next time he come, I’ll put a little Shug Avery pee in his glass and see how he like that.” Celie’s statement helps us to understand Spielberg’s methodology in evolving her subjectivity in this particular moment. Indeed, the glass of water problematizes the knowledge one assumes about what is seen and has not been seen: Shug’s bodily health and Celie’s personhood. Spielberg, therefore, divulges the correlation between the characters’ moral and bodily repulsions and their abilities to cognitively digest the external factors that reproduce the social anxieties and gendered hierarchies that inform their relationships in rural Georgia.

			Cleansing the Palate/Palette and Resetting the Disgust Sensor through Celie’s Culinary Artistry

			Although human disgust has most often been theoretically linked to food repulsions, “it is possible that cleanliness of the body,” Old Mister’s primary concern about Shug, “rather than food rejection, is the precursor of human disgust.”14 In fact, “clean is considered the antithesis to disgust.”15 This dialectic conceivably accounts for the myopic vision of Celie as merely a disgust-eliciting object as opposed to the disgust-producing subject whom the movie viewers witness spit into the glass of water. For since her teen years, Celie endures others’ judgments of her body as unattractive and unclean. Alfonso, her stepfather, equates her uncleanness to her unchaste body which, ironically, he determined by raping her. He goes so far as to associate her body with rotting meat, an elicitor of human disgust, when he reveals to Albert that Celie has been “spoiled twice” because of her two pregnancies. To some extent, this reaction may account for the empathy she maintains for Shug, whose children, Old Mister claims, have “different daddies.” Nevertheless, Celie appears to accept the logic of the clean/disgust dialectic, and, as a result, she attempts to reimage herself in order to neutralize and reset others’, specifically Shug Avery’s, bodily disgust sensors that activate in her presence. In so doing, she reconditions the nodal points that exist among food, cleanliness, and disgust through an expression of her culinary artistry.

			Spielberg’s consecutive placement of the film scenes “You Sure Is Ugly” and “Albert Cooks Breakfast” exposes the relationship between the characters’ rejection of unhygienic/unattractive bodies and food repulsion/acceptance. In “You Sure Is Ugly,” Celie flees to her upstairs bedroom to make herself presentable to the attractive, yet ailing Shug Avery, whom Albert brings home during a summer storm. While in her well-lit bedroom—which contrasts with the dimly lit downstairs—Celie assesses her appearance in her mirror, only to determine that she does not have the time to groom herself properly before meeting the “Queen Honeybee.” Spielberg utilizes this mirror to frame a visual juxtaposition of Celie’s perceived cleanliness and ugliness. For while the neatly pressed dress, which she holds against her body to hide her soiled clothing, calls into question her hygiene on this specific occasion, her disordered hair and mud-caked face, which is the artistic work of the neighborhood children to whom she reads on the porch earlier that evening, reinforces the long-held perception of her ugliness. Shug’s reaction to seeing Celie’s dirty face—“you sho is ugly”—establishes ugliness and dirtiness as corollaries; the dirt magnifies Celie’s ugliness. Moreover, dirt facilitates the objectification of Celie, as in the following scene, “Albert Cooks Breakfast,” Shug commands Albert to “tell that thing to get me something to eat” (emphasis mine). As conveyed here, dirt “makes itself felt as a phenomenon in those places [Celie’s clothing and face] where it does not belong, where its effect is disturbing and disfiguring.”16 However, the fact that Shug still wants Celie to prepare her a meal suggests that the disgust-inducing potential of dirt is conditional; it is relational to “life’s ebbs and flows.”17 In other words, the adherence of dirt to the body that usually results from daily activity can be lessened by bathing. Bathing not only alters one’s physical appearance but also may alleviate others’ anxieties about being in close proximity to individuals who were once deemed unclean. 

			Celie’s yearning to erase this disfigured image of herself from Shug’s consciousness and to achieve close proximity to her is articulated through a neat and colorful palette of savory breakfast foods, which she diligently prepares for Shug. In actualizing Celie’s desire, Spielberg uses “light, color, and sound” to provide a “gustatory experience” whereby the aesthetic presentation, cooking sounds, and smells of her food “invoke appetite” and pleasure.18 Specifically, he capitalizes on the naturally bright sunlight to illuminate the kitchen as he directs the camera to pan the stovetop where a large cut of cured ham and eggs sizzle in fat and pancakes are being flipped. Since smell cannot be accessed through film,19 Spielberg deploys the baying dogs that frenetically sniff at the kitchen door to indicate the foods’ appetizing aroma, an aroma that the audience can only experience through memory. That is, their alimentary experience is associative, because it relies on previous dining occasions featuring the specific Southern-style breakfast food items that are used as props in the movie.

			Celie’s culinary artistry is not relegated simply to the cooking process, but extends to her ability to stimulate the senses further by her careful arrangement of this food on a serving tray, which she delivers to Shug. From the top of the stairs, the camera remains in contact with—even through the stairway balusters—Celie’s vibrant composition of sunny-side-up eggs, slightly charred pink ham, golden pancakes, fluffy biscuits that rest on a blue and white napkin, yellow grits topped with a pat of butter, and dark coffee. Notably, Celie accents her culinary work of art with a small glass vase which holds a tiny purple flower. The color of this flower is salient, since “purple stands for wholeness.”20 In this instance, the purple flower unifies Celie’s culinary presentation, while also gesturing toward the healing potential of the food that surrounds it. The purity of this food, and therefore its nurturing capacity, is likewise implied by the closeness to which Celie keeps the tray in relation to her body as she mounts the stairs. This closeness contrasts with the distance that she maintains between herself and the glass of spit-infused water that she delivers to Old Mister. Indeed, Celie’s attention to the details of food composition and delivery imparts to the audience her care and compassion for a woman about whom she has only fantasized. 

			However deliberate Celie is in her attempt to connect with Shug through food aesthetics, Shug, analogous to art critics, remains the ultimate evaluator of her creations. As seen by her vehement rejection of Albert’s meal, Shug does not hesitate to make known her food repulsions. Once Albert presents her with a tray of smoking, burnt foodstuff, she angrily retorts, “You trying to kill me?” She then hurls the tray against the wall outside of her room which sends Albert fleeing as if for his life. In this instance, the look and the smell of the food produce a visceral and immediate disgust response that emulates projectile vomiting, the body’s defense mechanism against contamination. The fiery red and yellow colors of her composition that are violently extracted from Albert’s food as it makes contact with the wall vivify her fear of a “violent” death by food poisoning. Within this scene, then, Spielberg refigures the wall as a canvas on which Shug’s dramatic critiques take on tangible yet abstract form. 

			Celie looks to this wall canvas for verification of her success or failure in reaching Shug. After she carefully slides her tray of perfectly prepared food across the threshold of Shug’s bedroom door, Celie quickly shuts the door and retreats into a corner in the hallway. From this crouched, corner position, she explains in a voice-over, “I just stand back and see what the wall gone look like. See what kinda color Shug’s gone put on there now.” Shug does not project her judgment of Celie’s breakfast meal onto the wall. Instead, she tacitly conveys her assessment through the empty green serving tray that she forcefully slides back across the floor to Celie. When this tray stops, the movie viewers notice that Shug’s clearing of the serving tray’s contents exposes a painted image of a bouquet of colorful flowers. This image serves as a poignant response to Celie’s offering of the single purple flower. One may conclude that, on the one hand, the full bouquet marks Shug’s approval of Celie and the destruction of the disfigured image of Celie that grounded her initial judgment of Albert’s wife. On the other hand, the flowers perhaps symbolize Shug’s appreciation of Celie’s efforts to restore her back to health and wholeness.

			Celie’s strategy of using food to secure personal ties with Shug establishes the link between the visual and gustatory experience that is captured by the palette/palate correlation that James R. Keller discusses in the introduction to his work, Food, Film, and Culture: A Genre Study. According to Keller, the palette, the “artistic medium,” and the palate, “the roof of the mouth,” are evaluative on the basis of sensory and intellectual tastes.21 He states, “The tasting subject frequently judges the outcome of the experience in opposition to or alliance with previous experiences of the same or similar tastes.”22 The designations of good and bad tastes are hence relative. Celie’s artistically arranged palette of foods items, therefore, operates as a palate cleanser that dissipates “the salt in Shug”—her mean-spirited mockery of Celie’s physical appearance and, as Shug later confesses during one of their intimate discussions, her jealously of Celie’s role as Albert’s wife.

			Opening Her Mouth to Raise the Dead: Celie’s Vocalization of Disgust as a Resurrectional Moment

			The film scenes discussed so far reveal that the complexity of Celie’s subjectivity is generated by her ability to manipulate, oftentimes covertly, the sensory and psychological tastes of the men and women in her insular community through the food and drinks she serves. The salience of this manipulation is that it provides the movie audience with intellectual access to the fundamental causes of these characters’ judgments and subsequent disgust responses, especially in situations where their personal mythologies are being contested. Arguably, the root causes of their disgust are their fears of bodily and social death. For instance, Shug exaggerates her fear that Albert is attempting to murder her by serving her burnt food. Albert’s and Old Mister’s concern that female independence will lead to the demise of male authority exemplify their fears of social death, the demise of their social relevancy. Rachel Herz explains that human disgust is “an emotional protest against death.”23 She claims that the emotion of disgust “emerged in humans to protect us from the problem of our death, both physically and psychologically, and this is what motivates us to recoil from . . . people who threaten our way of life.”24 

			The Easter dinner that screenwriter Menno Meyjes creates specifically for the film provides an apropos setting in which disgust is mediated through female protest. As with most culinary gatherings, this dinner party denotes both “social coherence for those who partake” in this occasion as well as “the dissolution of the group consciousness and unity.”25 In this scene, entitled “Dinner: Celie’s Curse on Albert,” Spielberg initially draws attention to the seeming social coherence of Celie and Albert’s extended family, as their laughter and lively conversations fill the dining room. At the same time, the disunity of the group is captured in a wide shot of the dinner table. Here, the audience notices the mirrored melancholic images of Celie and Sofia; both of these women are disengaged from the activity and sit with downcast postures. When Celie finally looks up and across the table at Shug and takes in a deep breath, she signals for the active dissolution of the dinner party’s façade of unity. Shug subsequently leans toward Albert and, in a low voice, informs him that Celie will be going to Memphis to live with her and her husband, Grady. Directing his attention to Celie, Albert emphatically asks, “Now what’s wrong with you?” For the first time, Celie speaks back to Albert and, in the process, articulates her emotional protest against her social death, which Albert has attempted to effect through years of abuse and by withholding letters from her sister Nettie, “the only somebody in the world who ever loved [her].” 

			During her moment of protest, Celie extemporizes a revolutionary rhetoric of disgust that centers on animality, rot, and death. She begins her dramatic monologue by objectifying Albert as a “low-down dirty dog” whose social and physical death and distance from her would solidify her resurrection, her movement “back into creation.” Embedded in Celie’s human-animal equation is her moral repulsion toward Albert and his egregious “behaviors that break the codes of manners and norms of ‘civilized’ public behavior.”26 Celie advances her critique of Albert’s ignobility through a metaphor of animal excrement. After she challenges Harpo’s counterargument that he and his siblings were not “rotten kids” who “made [her] life [there] hell,” Celie ultimately blames their flawed characters on their father, whom she claims is “of course . . . nothing but some dead horse shit.” This base comparison unifies the elements of her rhetoric. Like excreta (which results from food that has been physiologically processed and then eliminated from the body as waste), Albert is a “peculiar kind of transformation of living into dead matter.”27 Celie’s apt description makes clear that her husband’s death and figurative putridity is engendered by his long history of unhuman treatment toward women; this behavior was learned from his father. Celie insists that if Albert had not been Old Mister’s “boy, he would have made somebody a halfway decent man.” At this critical time in her life, Celie decides to dish back out to Albert all of the negative assessments that he has forced her to take in; she chooses not to take any more of Albert’s shit. His negative judgments thus transform into Celie’s psychological waste. In essence, Celie insinuates that just as “poop is treated as the worst of all bodily abominations,”28 the immoral man who promotes depraved behaviors toward women should be considered the worst of a community’s abominations.

			Celie’s verbalization of her disgust through the graphics of rot, excrement, and death at the dinner table, ironically, restores Sofia’s sense of self and arouses her appetite. In fact, her comparison of Albert with dead horse shit acts as an emotional trigger that enlivens rather than disgusts Sofia. And it is Sofia’s hearty laughter in this scene that announces to those at the Easter table that “the dead has arisen.” This secondary female resurrection—Celie’s is the first—provides Sofia with the power and opportunity to articulate the shared pain of women whose fate is often dictated by patriarchal systems. In sharing her experiences, Sofia substantiates Celie’s desire to stop “near about [rotting] to death” in the real and metaphoric prisons that are designed to inhibit black women from simply living. As Celie continues to “break from Mr. Jail” through resistant language, Sofia steadily laughs and reaches for food to fill her plate; this food displaces the ugly and distorted image of her face that the plate reflected back in the beginning of this scene. In the process of piling on the food, Sofia emphasizes that she has returned “home” and predicts that “[things] are gone be changing. . . . Too much racket be going on round this house. Pass me them peas.”

			Old Mister’s insistence that Albert should perform his masculine duty as the head of the house and stop acting like “a waiter at [his] own dinner table” by allowing for Celie’s rebellion escalates the racket of family dysfunction taking place. Albert responds to this threat of his social death as an authoritative figure by attempting to match Celie’s rhetoric of disgust with his outdated rhetoric of female subservience and demoralization. He reasserts his assessment of Celie’s ugliness and devalues her cooking and cleaning skills. Unfazed by these insults, Celie persists in killing him with her challenge to his authority when she asks him directly if “any more letters come” from Nettie. Knowing the import of these letters to Celie, Albert provides the ambiguous answer: “Could be. Could be not. Who’s to say?” Pushed to the psychological limits by his depravity, Celie pulls a knife from the flesh of ham on the table and places it against Albert’s throat. Now facing actual death, Albert can only look to Shug and Sofia to convince Celie to desist from using physical aggression to alleviate her intense disgust. When Celie puts down the knife, she returns to using fighting words as instruments of resistance. She curses Albert by saying, “Until you do right by me, everything you think about is going to crumble.” With this statement, Celie destabilizes the gendered power dynamics of the Johnson extended family household. This destabilization leads to Old Mister’s and Sofia’s tacit agreement on the need for communal cooperation and effective leadership, regardless of gender. As the only two adults left at the table once Celie and the others exit the dining room, they conclude that Sofia’s “just in time” return home would generate “some stability around [there].”

			While agreement is made inside the Johnson house, outside, Albert maintains a stubborn resistance to Celie’s demand for independence and stability in her life. He refuses to accept that he has not succeeded in making Celie complacent with her deadness. Feeling that his words are proving ineffective in garnering respect during this confrontation, Albert, similar to Celie at the dinner table, threatens her with bodily harm. He chases her from behind with an open hand that is raised and ready to strike. In a medium shot, Spielberg portrays this contestation of power by focusing on Celie’s two fingers, which she points back in opposition to Albert’s extended and open hand. Unlike Mister’s hand, Celie’s fingers communicate not in a language of violence, but of warning that stops Albert in his tracks. In so doing, Celie forces him to truly see her for the first time and to listen to the ways in which she impacted his life throughout their marriage. Affirming her existence as the car she is in finally drives away, Celie calmly tells Albert, “I’m poor, black and I may even be ugly, but dear God, I’m here. I’m here.” This poignant speech indicates that Celie accepts the conditions of her existence—her poor and black identity—but problematizes others’ judgments of her appearance—she may be ugly to some people. Essentially, Celie’s decision to “open [her] mouth” to resist hegemonic oppression as opposed to using her hands to commit bodily violence against those who sustain this oppression saves her and Albert’s lives.

			Conclusion: Celie’s Alimentary Mitigation of Disgust

			Steven Spielberg’s The Color Purple commendably portrays the metamorphosis of Celie Harris-Johnson from the object of disgust to a woman whose presence is desired and appreciated. For as Sofia says at the Easter dinner table, viewing Celie’s presence in the store one afternoon reminded her that “there is a God.” Spielberg collaborates with Menno Meyjes to chart Celie’s transformation and psychosocial growth by fashioning, what I term, an alimentary cartography in the film. Developed by the sequencing of the scenes they revise from the novel and the new scenes they create, this cartography frames each stage of Celie’s mounting subjectivity with particular food items and meals: lemonade, breakfast fare, water, and Easter dinner. These culinary props and occasions not only code Celie’s proliferating agency but also mitigate the intensity of disgust—bodily and moral repulsions—that divide her community along gender lines. Celie’s deliberate alteration of the intellectual tastes of this group through gustatory experiences yet proves instrumental in actualizing their individual and communal wholeness by the movie’s end. Ultimately, then, another one of Spielberg’s successes with The Color Purple is his provocative portrayal of the evolution of human disgust into gustatory pleasure for both the characters and film’s audiences alike.
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			You have to let the reader eat in order to make him understand how the characters think.

			—Umberto Eco1

			A big hearted man, buono come il pane [good, like bread].

			—Common saying in Italy

			What you eat in Italy reveals almost everything about you: your class, status, place in the social system, who cooked for you, the region in which you grew up and ate as a child, and where your family and relatives are from. What you eat defines whether you are an insider or outsider, and whether you are to be trusted as part of the group. Food maintains links to the community and is an outward sign that you have not forgotten those you left behind as you immigrated or found another job in a distant city or country. Food in all its aspects pervades Italian life, from growing and buying the raw ingredients to arguments about preparing them according to tradition and taste to the final moment of presentation. For all these reasons, food has a definitive role in showing the film audience how the characters think and feel. In The Sopranos, Tony Soprano eats his way through every episode of the series, where his appetite for food parallels his appetite for power and wealth. As a signifier, food articulates explicitly what is otherwise vague or abstract.2 Food establishes your identity and marks you as belonging to one group and different from others.3 To understand the motivations and inner workings of a character in all his complexity, you have to place him at the table. 

			Food is thus a cipher through which violence and belonging is filtered in films about the Mafia. In Francis Ford Coppola’s installments of The Godfather, Don Corleone (Marlon Brando) is shot as he selects fruit at an outdoor stand. Clemenza instructs making spaghetti, meatballs, and sausage as the young Michael Corleone watches, a lesson provided in case he is in prison. Don Altobello praises olive oil in the moment before dying of a poisoned cannolo in The Godfather, Part Three. American Italians in these films are regularly identified with food: they slice garlic in prison, they prepare banquet-size meals for their fellow prisoners (Goodfellas), and they demonstrate that they know how to cook, to eat, and to enjoy what they have brought from the old country, no matter where they are or with whom they eat. 

			North and South

			The role of food in Mafioso (1962) has none of the communal joy or heartiness that pervades American Mafia cinema. Food, in this case, is at the heart of a dark revelation of backwardness and mistrust that pervades southern Italy. Mafioso is about more than the Mafia.4 It is a dark comedy that pits the image of northern industrialized Italy and precision against the south in which ancient customs are expressed by wary peasants who fear and accept Mafia threats.5 At the very heart of the contrast between north and south, is food: its appearance, its strange ingredients, its acceptance and rejection by those at the table. Films about the Mafia are only in part about crime and mob power, with stress often placed on the pressures of capitalism on Mafia business and tensions within the immediate and extended mob family, and strictly speaking Mafioso is not what has been characterized as a “food film.” Instead, the film develops the tensions between north and south, which are stated early in Mafioso, in which Antonio Badalamenti, native of the village of Càlamo near Palermo, and his blond wife and children visit from his home in Milan for the first time since his departure for the north eight years before. Food is used to determine who belongs to the inner circle, and who does not.6 

			Antonio (Nino to his family), played by the popular comic actor Alberto Sordi, is at present a time manager and floor supervisor in a sparkling, efficient factory. The film opens with a series of slow long shots of the factory floor, and close-ups of the arms and hands of workers as they labor on the machines. From a high-angle shot we see Antonio for the first time holding a clipboard and wearing a white coat in his role as a supervisor who monitors the efficiency of the works. Outside, he drives his Fiat through streets that rumble with traffic, are filled with crowds, shops, and a train station, in a contrast to later shots of Antonio’s village where donkeys pull carts along steep narrow paths lined by small houses. The story is a multilayered one in which the south is linked to the north and the north to the south, and as the title suggests the activities that transpire on the trip are due to the murder of an American mobster that Antonio is required to commit. Antonio mentally inhabits both north and south, as Zanchi, the factory boss, knows when he asks him to deliver a small “favor” to Don Vincenzo, a friend in Càlamo, who turns out to be the local Mafia don. 

			Antonio’s apartment in Milan is as efficient as the factory in which he works, and as proof of his modernity and success, he simultaneously uses his electric razor and mechanized shoe polisher in preparation for his journey. As they travel farther to the south by train the landscape changes from urban to agricultural; the sun beats down, and Antonio’s Milanese wife Marta begins to have doubts about her husband’s ecstatic mood. As they cross the Strait of Messina she looks longingly at Reggio Calabria from which they have departed. “What’s the matter Marta?” Antonio asks. “Nothing,” says Marta. “I’m just watching us move farther and farther away from Italy,” to which her husband energetically replies, “Isn’t this Italy, too?” as he points to the electrical wires that connect the mainland to Sicily. Marta’s doubts grow greater as they travel across the barren island and into the interior, with views of an industrial landscape that eventually open out onto the sea, the beach, and the hillsides saturated by the brightness of the Sicilian sun. It will be against this backdrop, on the family’s terrace perched on the side of a steep mountain that Marta will get her first look at the food that her husband’s family so proudly offers their guests. She will recoil at the unfamiliarity of their dress, their customs, and most of all, what they eat.

			Antonio, however, is at ease at the table, and is considered an enviable success for his work in the north and the thriving life he has made there. Historically, he is part of the first wave of internal migration in the postwar period that began in 1955 and slowed by 1963.7 Immigrants from the south—from Sicily, Calabria, and Basilicata—arrived in northern cities to work in the Fiat factories and in small businesses. They worked without contracts and pensions, and rarely had insurance. They were part of the economic boom that followed the war, and helped to produce a strong internal economy in the 1960s. Antonio represents the southern worker who adapted and benefited from his employment in the north, and he has adapted fully to his new life. He has done well, and his mission in returning to his roots is to show his success, and his wife and blond children. Yet once on the soil of his birth, he reveals himself to be powerfully linked to his origins. On the ferry he looks longingly at Messina as it approaches the land, and he is ecstatic over the color and scent of the lemons, breathes in the balsamic air. On the short trip across the narrow wedge of sea that divides the mainland from the island, Antonio is transformed into a Sicilian stereotype who later breaks into loud song, weeps when he meets his relatives, and can see only beauty before him.

			The first hint that the welcome meal provided by the family will be troubled is suggested when Marta first meets the crowd of her husband’s family as they press closely against her. Nothing could be further from her experience of the sophistication of Milan and Bellagio where she is from. She offers gifts: a tight sweater to her sister-in-law, a pair of gloves for a man with one hand. The Badalamenti relatives are perplexed by the customs of the blond wife, as much as they are ebullient and emotional. In their black attire and kerchiefs, the women look so similar that Antonio fails to recognize his mother. His female cousin has a thick mustache which has left her with the laziest of the prospective husbands of the village. Nino’s father and uncles are conscious of the long shadow of the Mafia and their power, and relate the recent death of someone shot down with two bullets, but they also recognize what the don can do for them, which includes manipulating a land transaction that Antonio’s father seeks to complete. All this makes Marta deeply uneasy, and her sense of this strange family is exacerbated when the couple are shown their room: a bed made of silver placed among the icons of saints in the center of the main room, in full view for all to see. The key point made by the director, Alberto Lattuada, is that this is terrain that is alien and hard to digest. 
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						Antonio bursting into song at lunch.

					

				

			

			For Marta, the Italy that she has known in Milan, with its modern appliances, the fridge, the blender, the modern decor, has truly vanished once the meal begins. Mama looks her up and down, and refuses to speak to her. They eat outdoors because the house is unfinished. Having the dining room outside is charming according to Antonio, who praises the blue sky, the open air, and the surrounding hills. And what are they eating? Piles of fried eggplant that the men shovel onto their plates, citrus in bowls, wine and water in glass beakers, and the main course: an oversize slice of swordfish, “just caught.” Marta asks for a small piece and is served an enormous cut that drapes over the edge of the plate. Her daughters throw food behind the chairs, and Marta looks queasy at the bountiful, simple dishes before her. When she lights a cigarette, believing the meal to be complete, there is silence. “It’s just that they aren’t used to seeing a female smoke,” Antonio tells her. And in any case, those were just the appetizers.
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						Antonio sings on the beauties of Sicily.

					

				

			

			At this point, an enormous plate of squid ink pasta is brought from the kitchen, leading Antonio to sing vigorously as he is silhouetted by the mountain behind him. “Back in Càlamo,” he sings in a minor key typical of Sicilian music, “What a joy, where water flows here and there.” (This is ironic, since there is a perpetual shortage of water in Càlamo, one of the reasons that Antonio’s father wishes to purchase a neighboring parcel of land, which leads to a brawl between his father and another old man who pulls a knife.) It is not by mistake that Lattuada features black pasta, which functions on several semiotic levels: as a Sicilian delicacy, it is the ultimate gustatory marker of southern taste; it approximates the earth and sea, wheat and fish, and it foregrounds ethnicity, the dark south, the white north, and the racialized Other who favors such strange fare. Most significantly, it bruises the entire mouth and lips with a deep purple, leaving the observer to imagine that a dark secret or sin has been committed.
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						Antonio at the table with his father. Swordfish, bread, and nero de sepia.

					

				

			

			Nero de sepia, or as it is called locally in dialect, pasta al nivura di siccia, is famous for its fishy flavor and its peculiar appearance. On the plate, it resembles something like snakes in a pit, with the pasta colored a deep blackish-purple. For the family, and for Marta who is repulsed when she looks at it, black ink pasta functions as the final dividing line between the insiders—Badalamenti and his relatives—and the outsider, Marta, whose disgust and aversion are clearly expressed. Metaphorically the steaming plate of inky pasta presages the blackmail that leads Antonio to “whack” a Sicilian from the village who betrayed his friends. Antonio becomes the insider/outsider as a piccioto, or a man of omertá, of honor: insider because he carries out Don Vincenzo’s plan to do away with a traitor, and outsider because he is from Milan, freeing him from suspicion.

			What follows throughout the remainder of the film is a series of further reversals. Marta and her daughters now want to stay in Càlamo. They have grown accustomed to the village and her husband’s family who are truly fond of her. She has eradicated Rosalia’s fuzzy mustache and has depilated her hairy legs with the full approval of Mama. She has enticed the rogues on the beach with her frilly bikini, and has charmed Don Vincenzo with her reticence, her beauty, and her good manners. Antonio, on his return from New York, is shattered by what he has been required to do, and is rendered sleepless. He returns to Milan a changed man, a Mafioso, a Sicilian in a strange land. In the final scene of the film, Lattuada presents a mirror of the opening sequence, with a long shot that shows Antonio once again as supervisor, his chronometer used to measure the fast or slow paces of the workers, his white coat a lie that covers the murder that he has completed. He has traveled to New York, has been in the presence of Cadillac-driving gangsters who offer him food and drink before they run a film identifying the man to be killed. He is pictured surrounded by his friends and family, a rich, cigar-smoking man who has made it, the archetypal criminal soon to be gunned down as he sits in the barber’s chair. Antonio, who has proven his shooting skills at a religious feast in Càlamo, is an ace shot, and it is not surprising that the scene, and the entire film, was much admired by Scorsese. Even here, in the moments before he shoots, Antonio is surrounded by signs of food and drink as he passes New York restaurants and diners, a bar and grill, and a bakery. Food and violence are inextricably linked, the binding tie that reappears repeatedly to become a major signifying chain: “Leave the gun, take the cannoli.”8 Eat, drink, kill, all a part of daily life and survival.

			Sicilian Stereotypes

			To further develop stereotypes of Sicilian behavior, the characters in Antonio’s hometown consume items that point to siciulitudine, foods that signify Sicily, many of them Arabic in origin. They eat gelato. They drink local wine from glass decanters. They eat cannoli and candied fruit, offered by Don Vincenzo to his guests, to underline the power and wealth of the host.9 These are foods that are often reserved for special occasions, for religious feasts or holidays, with the irony that Antonio, who has come for a holiday, will have no pleasure in what he is asked to do for the don. Offering and eating is part of the business of being Sicilian, of reciprocity and debt.

			Mafioso has been regarded as one of the best Italian films of the 1960s, although it is now a forgotten classic and one in which food links various characters and parts of the film.10 While it is classified as a comedy, it also has elements of the gangster movie, featuring characters on the wrong side of the law in which the lapses of ethics are tested against an ancient moral landscape.11 Mafia films, as Nelson Moe has claimed, are not only about the Mafia, and directors often use the Mafia as a vehicle for looking at something else. In the case of Mafioso, the central theme is that of the family and capitalism where stereotypes of north and south are dramatized, dismantled, and reversed.12 Comedy in the 1960s in Italy had the same function, and the large number of comedies made at the time provided an accurate record of the social struggles in Italian society. Social satire was a tool used by directors to represent contemporary Italian society during the economic boom.13 The protagonist, Antonio Badalamenti, is swept up in Italy’s northern modernization, but once in Sicily, he is set up as a stereotype of the Italian south. In a clever mix of comedy and murder, the director was able to move between two dramatic registers and to defy expectations of comedy. 

			Food that is specific to the south is the medium through which the director emphasizes Antonio’s origins. By presenting local food and the responses of southern approval and northern disgust, the director makes the immediate link between the unsophisticated southerner and his link to the land, superstition, and ancient power structures where reciprocity and trust are elements on which the Mafia relies. Food is one of the markers of difference in the film and the preferences of the eaters’ ranges from overwhelming enthusiasm to intense disgust.

			The Two Albertos: Lattuada as Director and Sordi as Comic Actor

			As director, Alberto Lattuada was already by the 1950s seen as an “engaged” filmmaker, whose work was based on a critique of bourgeois ethics and morality. Mafioso was proof that Italian comedies presented something beyond basic entertainment by offering a critical appraisal of contemporary society and social critique similar to neo-realist cinema. Lattuada based the film on a story by Sicilian writer Bruno Caruso (to which he added further contrasts between north and south, and the feudal customs that characterized the Sicilian Mafia). Alberto Sordi, as Antonio, was heavily coded as a comic actor, and repeated appearances in Italian comedy of the period assured audience identification with the ordinary man who faces hardship of some type, and who overcomes difficulty. He was the actor whom the Italians most loved, the actor who could make them laugh, the prototype of the commedia all’italiana. He was repeatedly cast as “the little guy” under duress, and directors loved him.14 He pointed the finger at the failures of the other guy, so that each viewer saw not their own shortcomings, but only those of others. He ate what they ate, and did so with relish and enthusiasm.

			By 1962 when Lattuada cast him in Mafioso, Sordi was well known as a comic actor whose characters bumbled through life with little control of his destiny. This was his role in Mafioso, where he was pressured on all sides. His wife is dismayed by the lack of sophistication of his family. His family disapproves of her smoking. His mother is critical of his blond wife and her inappropriate gifts of the tight sweater, and the gloves for the one-handed father. His superior Don Vincenzo pushes him to act as his hit man, and his childhood friends chide him for leaving Sicily and forgetting his past. In his own estimation, Antonio is a loser who wins only when he carries out the wishes of everyone else. But he is truly his own person when he is at the table, where he sings, acts out his enthusiasm for the mountains, the sun, the local songs, and everything that is part of Sicily. Food on the table suggests the exact site of tradition and conflict, of north and south, old and new, of industrial progress and feudal custom. Food enables that one moment of pleasure and well-being that Antonio experiences in his journey back home.

			A Geography of Mind

			The real problem for Antonio is that he does not know where he ultimately belongs. Only what he likes to eat, and the pleasure he finds at the table determines his identity. His imaginative geography has over time led him to believe that he belongs in the north, but his stomach tells him that he is from the south. His life has been transformed by gadgets and efficiency, by the blenders, electric shavers, and shoe polishers that throw the simplicity of the south into sharp relief. “The south” in Antonio’s imagination is home, but seen through the eyes of his northern wife, it is a place that is inferior to the rest of the country. For her, the south is apart from the Italy that she knows. It is foreign, strange, inexplicable, and repulsive with food that is abominable for its taste and appearance. For both characters, their origins and geography are both physical and in the mind. As recent commentators have pointed out, we carry with us mental images of the world and these sometimes produce conflict.15 Food, and the specific food of a region identifies us as who we are and where we are from. The language of food is embedded in daily speech: to meet one’s match (trovar pene per i propri denti) is to be generous and big hearted like bread itself. For Italians, food reaches deeply into a sense of identity, and carries ideological meanings of class and community. With its boiled octopus, its swordfish, inky dishes, and fragrant oranges and lemons, Antonio’s Sicilian dishes are far from Marta’s refined Milanese preferences.

			What Marta has experienced in the south is the northerner’s response to the excesses of Sicily: the unbearable summer light, the overwhelming heat, the dry estates, the barren mountains, the blue sky and sea, disconcerting for anyone unaccustomed to the intensities that reach across the island, and more than anything, the strangeness of the food: the oversize swordfish and the unspeakable inky dish heaped high on the plate. In Mafioso these excesses are laid out from the moment that Antonio and Marta and their children step onto the ferry that crosses from Reggio Calabria to Messina. The most potent and memorable record of their experience is of the family meal set against a harsh landscape where honor, tradition and history determine the taste of the food and its multiple meanings.

			Notes

			1. Umberto Eco foreword to Why Italians Love to Talk About Food, by Elena Kostiouvitch (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2009), xii.

			2. Gayle Poole, Reel Meals, Set Meals: Food in Film and Theatre (Sydney: Currency Press, 1999), 2.

			3. Andrew Capatti and Massimo Montaneri, Italian Cuisine: A Cultural History, trans. Aine O’Healy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), xiv. 

			4. The film was rereleased in 2006 and was the highlight of the 2006 New York Film Festival. A. O. Scott of the New York Times described it as a “half forgotten 1962 crime comedy-travelogue” with a closely observed drama of social dislocation and cultural confusion. A. O. Scott, “Nino and His Oh-So-Present Memories of Underdevelopment,” New York Times, 19 January 2007.

			5. Mervyn Nicholson points out that some films feature food as a mimetic prop that grounds the characters. This is the case of Mafioso. “My Dinner with Stanley: Kubrick, Food, and the Logic of Image,” Literature Film Quarterly 29 (October 2001): 279–90.

			6. Judith Goode notes that food defines inclusion and encourages discipline, solidarity, and the maintenance of social boundaries. “Food,” in Folklore, Cultural Performances, and Popular Entertainments: A Communications-Centered Handbook, ed. R. Baumann (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 234.

			7. Age e Scarpelli, Mafioso: Romanzo definitive dell’omonimo film di Alberto Lattuada con un analisi del testo di Alberto Catani (Mantova: Circolo del Cinema di Mantova, 1993), 7–8. Catani notes the first wave of internal immigration in Italy took place between 1955 to 1963, with young workers who moved north from Sicily, Calabria, and Basilicata, in particular to Milan. Immigration and the difficulties of adjustment were the subject of Luchino Visconti’s Rocco e i suoi fratelli (1960) which follows the disintegration of a southern family from Basilicata and the hardships they undergo in industrial Milan. Historically southern immigrants were paid a third of the salary of northerners who regarded them with hostility.

			 8. The quote is from Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather (1972), based on Mario Puzo’s novel, and has been cited frequently in other Italian films dealing with Mafia values, including The Sopranos. It comes from a scene in which Peter Clemenza is ordered to kill Gatto, who has plotted to assassinate Vito Corleone (the godfather). Clemenza gives the job to Lampone, who kills Gatto during an outing to buy cannoli. The job completed, Clemenza steps outside the car to urinate and utters one of the most cited lines of the film: “Leave the gun, take the cannoli.”

			 9. Cannoli consist of a fried, rolled crust obtained by rolling the dough around a tube, frying it, and filling it with sheep ricotta, candied fruit, and sometimes small chocolate chips. A connolo is a tube. A common saying in Sicilian dialect claims there is no better morsel in the world: “Beddi cannuola di Carnivali, megghiu vuccuni a lu munnu un ci nn’è.”

			10. Nelson Moe calls it a forgotten classic. “Modernity, Mafia Style: Alberto Lattuada’s Il Mafioso,” in Mafia Movies: A Reader, ed. Dana Renga (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), 219.

			11. Lester Friedman et al. “The Gangster Movie,” in An Introduction to Film Genres, ed. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2013), 406–46.

			12. Moe, “Modernity, Mafia Style,” 219.

			13. See Rémi Fournier Lanzoni, Comedy Italian Style: The Golden Age of Italian Film Comedies (New York: Continuum, 2008), 117–22.

			14. My translation from the Italian: “Sordi é l’uomo piú amato dagli italiani, l’attore che li fa divertire, il prototipo della commedia all’italiana.” Director Mario Monicelli quoted in Pietro Pintus, Storia e film: trent’anni di cinema italiano (1943–1975) (Rome: Bulzoni, 1980), 50. Monicelli cast him as the ordinary man in Un broghese piccolo piccolo, 1977 (An Average Little Man). Other directors who cast him included Fellini, Dino Risi, Giorgio Bianchi, and Mario Monticelli, among others. He played in 147 films. Mafioso was the eighty-eighth.

			15. Doreen Massey, “The Geographical Mind,” in Secondary Geography Handbook, ed. David Balderstone (Sheffield, UK: Geographical Association, 2006), 48. 
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			chapter 8

			Food, Family, and History in Japanese Postwar Film

			Four Cases and a Few Comparisons

			Charles W. Hayford

		

		
			Postwar Japanese films make regular, subtle, realistic, and thematic use of food and eating to move the plot, explore personal relations, reveal character, comment on history, and express moral and ethical judgments. In these films—whether it is front and center in the story or a taken-for-granted part of the characters’ everyday lives—food, and the ways in which it is thought about, obtained, prepared, and consumed serves as a significant source of cultural learning. This chapter looks at four Japanese films made for domestic consumption: Tokyo Story (1951) and The Seven Samurai (1954), two films whose use of food is all the more telling because they are not “foodie” films; Tampopo (1985), in which food plays a leading role; and The Family Game (1986), in which food plays a supporting role.

			Hollywood studio films from the 1940s to the 1980s tend to ignore food, use it only in passing, or code it as ethnic or regional.1 Italian dishes are almost obligatory in the mob genre—famously, for instance, “Leave the gun, take the cannoli,” in The Godfather (1972).2 Perhaps the richest Jewish food joke in film is in Annie Hall (1977), when Annie exposes her sweet cluelessness by ordering “a hot pastrami on white bread with mayonnaise and tomatoes and lettuce,” a possible but unheard-of combination.3 It is also striking how often food is used transgressively, to break the rules of polite adult society, such as the airborne comestibles in Animal House (1978) and Blazing Saddles (1974) or the pies in too many comedies to name, none of which was in danger of being eaten. Those pies might as well have been Frisbees, not food.

			Food appears on-screen more frequently in Hollywood films after the 1970s; nowadays it is even in the closing credits, where caterers are thanked and listed. Perhaps foreign and art house films widened audience expectations; the studio monopoly system weakened, allowing more niche films; and gender attitudes changed, allowing men who were not Italian to deal with food (sometimes).4 In Kramer vs Kramer (1979) two breakfasts define a father’s arc from uncaring to nurturing, one breakfast where he can’t make French toast for his son “the way mom did,” and they have to eat doughnuts, a second where the two make great French toast together. In Ordinary People (1980) a troubled son makes French toast which his even more troubled mother stuffs into the garbage disposal. The pater familias in American Beauty (1999), drained by his work and burdened by family, chooses the dinner table to announce to his wife and teenage daughter that he has quit his job in order to find himself. Silence. “Please pass the asparagus,” he says. Sullen silence. “Please pass the asparagus!” Food once again becomes airborne and transgressive: “Will somebody please pass the *%$!-ing asparagus!?” He flings his dinner against the wall and gets a job at McDonald’s.

			These instances of Hollywood’s occasional and late-to-the-party use of food are intriguingly different from the sustained and creative uses of food in our four Japanese films. What explains the differences? What does food “do” in a film? What can we learn from food and film in Japan about food and film in general?

			In the case of China, I have argued that after the end of Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), which attacked Confucian values as feudal, there remained a Confucian vocabulary of food and eating that filmmakers could use to critique leftist excess.5 In this essay I would like to test the argument that Japanese filmmakers likewise found Confucian tropes handy.

			Confucian Persuasions in Postwar Japan: “Eat, Drink, Man, Woman” in a New Time

			Philosopher Herbert Fingarette says the basis of the Confucian persuasion is the “secular as sacred” and sees Confucianism as a this-worldly religion centering on the “human community as holy rite.” The Confucian community is structured by relations of mutual responsibility that give power to the ruler, the father, the elder brother, and the teacher, whose power, however, is legitimate only when they fulfill their responsibilities. The teacher—sensei in Japanese—should show students how to live, not just how to pass exams. The rituals of family life, even saying “good morning” or “thank you,” are not empty formalities but performances of meaningful social relations.6 The Confucian family ideal is structured around the hierarchical relation between the father and the son, a vertical thread which starts in the past, runs through the present, and continues into the future, connecting those who are dead with those who are yet to be born. 

			The American middle-class family of Hollywood fame, on the other hand, is structured around a horizontal relation and set in an eternal present, based on the romantic relation between a guy and his gal. Where American women might talk about getting married to start a family, Japanese women would talk about marrying into one. Happiness, or perhaps better, fulfillment, in the Confucian imaginary is communal and emphasizes responsibility, while happiness in Hollywood is generally individual and emphasizes freedom from restraint. In the Confucian imaginary, individualism is loneliness; in the American, the individual has a responsibility for self-fulfillment, which is sometimes possible within a group but more often without it.

			It follows that food, as the obvious symbolic stand-in for family, does different jobs in Hollywood and Japan. Puritanical codes strictly regulated Hollywood sex (on-screen), and while these codes did not extend to food, they might as well have. Americans came out of World War II wanting to eat more, but for some reason, perhaps lingering Puritanical distrust, not wanting to see it on-screen. The phrase “white bread” became a cliché to call middle-class white American life bland and conformist. In Confucian terms, on the other hand, commensality—the word comes from the Latin meaning “to share a table”—was a moral, almost religious act, not just a nutritive one. The phrase “Eat, Drink, Man, Woman,” made famous by the Taiwan-born filmmaker Ang Lee as the title of his 1993 film, is drawn from the Book of Rites, a Confucian classic text. Though Confucians also can be puritanical, these words reflect the Confucian thought that the pleasures of the body are not dangerous in themselves, but only when they endanger the family. 

			After the 1868 Meiji Restoration, Japanese elites began the process of inventing a new nation, which led to inventing a new form of family, and even the foods the family was to eat. Japanese reformers wanted these new cultural institutions to compete with the West yet also be authentically Japanese, that is, to be both modern and traditional (Confucian). The government fashioned laws and conducted campaigns that favored the patriarchal samurai family over the merchant or village family models.7 Less obviously, social leaders reformed when, how, what, and with whom to eat. They encouraged, for instance, the consumption of beef and promoted the image of a middle-class mother serving healthy Japanese food to her family around a Japanese dinner table. Beef and this new type of table now became “traditional.”8 

			After their victory in 1945, Americans came to Japan to implant democracy and reinvent the Japanese family a second time. Like many Japanese they misinterpreted the Meiji hierarchical family as “traditional” and blamed its “feudal” values for militarism and Pearl Harbor. In the last year of the war, the American naval blockade cut off food imports, and after 1945 corpses lay in the streets while black marketers ate well and honest people went hungry.9 Philanthropic Americans poured in surplus milk and wheat and also wrote a constitution for Japan that changed family law and guaranteed women’s rights. The Occupation turned to film for help. Since American film censors assumed that democracy was based on American family values of romantic love between a man and a woman, they at one point decreed that each new film must therefore include a scene with a kiss.10 Even before the American Occupation ended in 1951, Japanese films reflected this cultural nexus and debate over history, family, and food.

			Family Tables: Ōzu’s Tokyo Story (1954)

			Donald Richie, a perceptive chronicler of postwar Japan, observed that the people in the films of Yasujirō Ōzu (1910–1963) “eat more often than most film characters, and they seem to prefer Japanese food.”11 Tokyo Story, however, is not didactically centered on food or ritual. A few quiet days of ordinary events show the history of a classic multigenerational Confucian family. “Nothing” happens; everything happens. 

			The film opens in Onomachi, a provincial town, with the Hirayamas, a couple in their late sixties, getting ready for their train trip to visit two of their grown children in bustling Tokyo. Kōichi (the name means “first son”) is a neighborhood doctor who has two sons, and Shige, their elder daughter, runs her own small business, a beauty parlor. However, Father can’t remember where he put his travel cushion—he is good at forgetting—and Mother has to help. Kyoko, their youngest daughter, an elementary school teacher who lives at home, fixes their lunch to take on the train. This opening sequence already presents Ōzu’s themes: memory, lunch, and family generations. We cut to Tokyo, where Kōichi’s older son (and youngest generation) petulantly bridles at moving his study desk to make room for his grandparents’ futon (sleeping mat). Just as Mother and Father arrive, Shige and Kōichi debate what they should buy for the three-generation welcoming dinner—sukiyaki and sashimi? No, says Shige, fish is “too expensive,” so only the sukiyaki. Next morning Kōichi had planned to take his parents and sons for lunch in a department store dining room (though his wife has to tell him which of the store’s set meals the boys prefer), but professional duty interrupts: Kōichi is summoned to visit a sick child who runs a fever and has lost his appetite. Professional duty outweighs family and the three-generation lunch is called off.12

			Shige, the shop-owning daughter, who has no children, is a “new woman,” a modern social type that worried Japanese social conservatives, perhaps including Ōzu.13 She and her husband live at her shop, with rooms upstairs where her parents can sleep. At breakfast, when her affable husband comments that the beans (mame) are delicious, Shige takes the bowl and snaps “don’t you eat them all!” When the parents arrive to stay the night, Shige’s husband brings their favorite cakes (okashi) to welcome them. Shige again snaps “too expensive,” her parents won’t appreciate them, and without putting them on a plate, eats them herself. These unceremonious and self-centered food habits characterize Shige in a precise and vivid way.

			Though she works as an “office girl,” another modern social role, the most filial of the younger generation is Noriko, widow of a Hirayama son killed in the war. When Shige telephones Noriko at her office to say that she and Kōichi have no time, Noriko takes her parents-in-law for a bus tour of the city and then invites them to her cramped apartment for dinner. She serves a nice meal, one she has brought in, on a Japanese table set on the floor, and goes next door to borrow sake from her neighbor, who spontaneously gives her snacks (okashi). Noriko politely pours the sake for Father.

			After setting up the characters and the situation, Ōzu engineers a key central sequence which divides the old folks for the evening and meaningfully juxtaposes their separate dinners, conversations, and sleeping arrangements. Shige’s business association is to meet at her shop and her parents cannot stay there a second night. Noriko’s small place has only room for Mother, so Father looks up an old friend and they go out to drink sake, talk about the past (their war), and gripe about the future (their children are disappointing). Meanwhile, Mother and Noriko lie side by side on futons which have replaced the dinner table in the middle of the room. Mother worries about Noriko’s future and sleepily urges her to remarry, that is, to forget the values that say she should remain a virtuous widow. Otherwise she will be “lonely” (sabeshii). Back at Shige’s beauty parlor, the police bring Father home, highly drunk, and Shige is forced to give up her bed, complaining that Father has a history of drinking too much. The two sequences have different implications: Father’s that family is disappointing, Mother’s that without family we’re lonely.

			The Hirayama parents return to Onomichi, their provincial hometown, where Mother peacefully dies. After a Buddhist funeral ceremony full of smoke and chanting, the family gathers around a low table at a restaurant to share memories of the past and plans for the future. We know, without Ōzu being so blunt as to say so, that they will not gather again. This is a last supper. Shige weeps, asks Kyoko, the stay-at-home daughter, to serve her more rice, then perks up and says that she will take her mother’s nicest kimono. When the time comes for Noriko to return to Tokyo, Father finally tells her “arigato” (thank you), a word which here goes far beyond empty ritual, and gives Noriko his wife’s watch, almost literally the gift of time. The closing sequence first shows dutiful, lonely, Noriko on the train back to Tokyo contemplating the watch; then Kyoko and her classroom full of eager schoolchildren; and finally, at home, a neighbor leaning in the open living room window and saying to Father, alone at his table: “Osabeshii!”—an almost untranslatable set condolence, “Your loneliness!” 

			Meals and tables are woven through the film: Kyoko’s lunch for her parents to eat on the train; the welcoming dinner in Tokyo; Shige’s breakfast; the cancelled department store lunch; Noriko’s filial dinner; the men in the bar; the post-funeral dinner; the widower’s final lonely table. In Ōzu’s melancholy realism, family is the affliction and the medicine too. Food and ritual hold off chaos and parry (but cannot defeat) loneliness and the passing of time. 

			Of Rice and Men: Kurosawa, Seven Samurai (1954)

			The films of Akira Kurosawa (1910–1998) were accused by nationalist critics of batakusai (stinking of butter), a food metaphor which accused Kurosawa, who actually had never left Japan and spoke no foreign languages, of being Westernized. Kurosawa replied that he refused to make “light, plain, simple but wholesome” films that were like “green tea over rice” (ōchazuke), pointing to Ōzu, who in fact made a film titled The Flavor of Green Tea Over Rice (1952). Ōzu said of his film technique, “I just want to make a tray of good tofu. If people want something different, they should go to the restaurants and department stores.”14 The films of both directors imply that Japanese should look to their own history, not to American Occupation values, for moral examples, but they differ on what they see in that history.

			Seven Samurai (1954), set in sixteenth-century Japan, a time of civil chaos and war, tells of a group of samurai who volunteer to defend a helpless village from bandits. Kurosawa began working on his script as the American Occupation was ending and the Cold War was reshaping international relations. Occupation censors had blamed Japanese militaristic “feudal values” for Pearl Harbor and restricted the production of samurai films, but Kurosawa in effect reminds us that the word “samurai” originally meant “to serve” and implies that Japanese militarists of the 1930s had claimed samurai values but actually perverted them.15 The Japanese film critic Tadao Sato observes that in fact sixteenth-century Japanese villages were well organized and would not have needed to hire samurai—“Kurosawa tended to glorify the samurai but did not have much regard for the traditions of the farmers, merchants and artisans.”16 

			Tokyo Story had a group—the Hirayama family—as its protagonist, and Seven Samurai gives top billing to two groups: the villagers and the samurai who defend them. The unobtrusive second billing goes to rice: it is planted, cultivated, harvested, threshed, hidden, shared, eaten, paid with, gifted, fought over, and stolen. Emiko Ohniku-Tierney argues in her studies of “rice as self” that even though it was not native to Japan, rice became the symbolic essence of Japanese-ness. Japanese imported the plant early in the Middle Ages and quickly established a “symbolic equation” between rice, their deities, rice paddies, and the Japanese homeland. Taxes were paid in rice, and a feudal lord granted rice to his samurai vassals. Rice and sake (a rice product), she notes, became “the single most important food to share—an act known as commensality—between humans and deities, on the one hand, and among humans, on the other.”17

			Seven Samurai starts and finishes with rice. In the opening sequence, a cowering villager out gathering firewood overhears bandits who have ridden their horses up a ridge overlooking the village. They decide to return after the harvest to raid the village for rice (and women). The village elders decide to send a delegation to a nearby city to recruit rōnin (masterless samurai) to defend the village. The recruiters come across Kambei, a battle-weary samurai, who has just been told that a baby has been kidnapped and the thief is hiding in a barn. Kambei shaves off his topknot, a mark of his samurai status, to assume the look of an innocent Buddhist monk. He approaches the barn holding out a bowl of rice, then kills the thief with a single stroke of his sword. Buddhist rice in the “monk’s” hand has become a samurai sword; rice brings death for the kidnapper, life for the baby.

			The village recruiters convince Kambei to help, but he is stymied when even starving rōnin are too proud to work for low-class farmers. Then rice turns the tide. The villagers have brought a precious bag of polished rice to their cheap inn; when it is stolen, they are bereft. A few grains have been spilled on the floor, and Kurosawa’s camera makes them shine as if they were pearls. Kambei scratches his now bald head, perhaps feeling for his samurai topknot, and is about to give up, but the hangers-on at the inn mock contemptuously: “Kambei,” they say, “these peasants don’t eat rice themselves, they eat millet. They save the rice for you.” Kambei, scratches his head again, weighing his responsibilities, and after a pause: “I will not take your rice in vain.” To be a samurai is to serve.

			Kambei recruits five more swordsmen and turns away a sixth, Kikuchiyo, on the justified suspicion that he is not a samurai but a farmer’s son. But as the six certifiable samurai march along the road to the village, one remarks that he misses Kikuchiyo—without him it is lonely (sabeshii). The group needs each member in order to be whole. Kikuchiyo has been following at a distance, taunting them and catching his own lunch in a fishing stream along the way. This counterfeit samurai can at least feed himself.

			Once in the village, the samurai are given rice and they eat it together—commensality again. “The samurai,” says Joan Mellen, “become a family in themselves and then integrate themselves within the wider family of the village.”18 Curious children flock around the samurai as they eat village style, on low stools, with no table. Kikuchiyo, perhaps remembering his own village childhood, offers rice from his bowl to one of the children; then the samurai share their rice with all the kids. Food is one way to show Kikuchiyo’s class status as hinged: he catches fish for himself, so he is not a samurai; he eats rice, so is no longer a farmer; yet he is certainly not a bandit. Horses are another tipoff: samurai and bandits both ride them, but Kikuchiyo’s botched attempts to ride one provide a running gag—the horse runs away and Kikuchiyo has to run to catch him.

			The rice is soon ripe and the villagers turn out for the harvest, but Kikuchiyo is the only “samurai” to pitch in. Meanwhile, the fresh young samurai, Katsushiro, in a coming-of-age subplot, falls for a village beauty, Shino. Her father had feared just such a cross-class seduction and sheared her hair to make her look like a boy (Kambei’s head-shaving was to disguise his samurai status, hers to disguise her gender). Katsuhiro is disgusted by the coarse millet that Shino eats and smuggles his rice to her; Shino secretly gives it to her grandmother. Secret rice, intended for romance, is instead used for Confucian filial respect. On the eve of battle, the villagers bring out their secret stash of liquor to share with their defenders. Kikuchiyo gets drunk and falls asleep on his watch.

			After rousing initial skirmishes in which three samurai are killed, the bandits, who by now are starving, charge their horses into the village center for a climactic battle in the rain. All are killed, but not before their chief kills Kikuchiyo with a shot from his musket—modern weapon technology which will eventually turn samurai swords into nostalgic but still dangerous relics. In the closing sequence the three surviving and now lonely samurai watch the village families plant the next crop. Katsuhiro casts a look at Shino; she turns back to her planting. Samurai eat rice, but they do not produce it; they serve the people but cannot join the community. Dusty winds—the winds of change?—sweep the four funeral mounds which fill the horizon, one of them Kikuchiyo’s; in death he is a samurai. Again: rice and death.

			The Hollywood remake, John Sturges’s The Magnificent Seven (1960), though transposed to a village in Mexico, is not Seven Samurai with corn instead of rice. A side-by-side comparison shows that the Hollywood film is less interested in food and unconcerned with historical change. Sturges, a studio director with dozens of films on his résumé, reworked Kurosawa’s characters, found good equivalents for much of the Japanese material, and handled his cast effectively, but his film is shorter, less thematically cohesive, and not as morally resonant. A film set in rural Mexico would seem to call for rich use of food. Mexican farmers call themselves “people of corn” and historicize wheat as the grain of the invaders.19 But the Hollywood film uses food only incidentally, as props. The opening sequence shows bandits riding into the village and demanding the crop, but we don’t see corn, only the bags it’s in. The recruiters who go to town do not offer the gunslingers corn, nor do the gunmen offer to work for it. Once the gunfighters reach the village, we do see them enjoying local cooking, and then, as they realize the village kids eat only tortillas, just as in Kurosawa’s original, they share it. After a completely new battle sequence, the closing scene follows Kurosawa almost shot for shot. But where Kurosawa shows groups of villagers planting rice, we do not see the village planting corn (admittedly a different process from planting rice), only women husking and shelling it, mostly outside the camera’s uninterested frame. 

			The Upended Table: Morita, Family Game (1983)

			Family Game (Kazoku Gemu, 1983), directed by Yoshimitsu Morita (1950–2011), is another Tokyo story and another historical moment. By the end of the 1970s, Japan had become a prosperous country where food was a matter of style, not need. The petulant children in Tokyo Story have grown up to be parents. The Numata family lives in a high-rise elevator building where their small apartment is smartly furnished with electric conveniences and smart African wall hangings. Father is a sarari man (salary man, or company man), successful but missing from his family physically and emotionally, a patriarch in absentia. Confucius would scold him for not performing his responsibilities. Mother is a kyōiku mama (education mama) who wishes she had waited longer to get married, bored by her housework and drained by minding her two sons. The boys must study to get a class rank good enough to get into a high school good enough to get them into a university good enough to get them a job with a company as good as their father’s. They glide through their lives on tracks that don’t meet, without engagement, exertion, or rebellion. They are lonely. It is all just a game.

			As the opening credits roll, each member of the family eats breakfast separately—no commensality.20 One after the other, each eats at a narrow Western-style table where they sit only on one side, as if we were watching a proscenium play. Father, played by Jūzo Itami, director of Tampopo, lifts his plate and takes almost orgasmic pleasure in sucking the yolk from his fried egg. But this morning Mother has cooked it too hard—it won’t come off the plate. She is surprised. After all these years she hasn’t noticed how he likes his eggs, and he hasn’t explained. (Recall that the mother in Tokyo Story knew exactly what each member of the family liked to eat.)

			Food and failed Confucian relations are threaded throughout. The younger son won’t study, Mother needs help, and Father can’t give it. Instead he hires a tutor and promises cash for each rank in class his son advances. The tutor creates a teacher/student bond, but in an almost grotesque way. He takes no nonsense from the son, unexpectedly smacks him across the face, kisses him, asks if he gets erections, counsels him, and teaches him boxing so he can stand up to the bullies who forced him to kiss the class’s ugliest girl. Mother serves them snacks, which grow steadily fancier, such as French pastries, and raids the refrigerator for Father’s favorite drink. When the boy finally is accepted at the right good high school, Father is happy and wants to celebrate. The Numatas will have a family dinner.

			Shot with no dialogue in an unbroken take which lasts nearly six minutes, the dinner scene weaves together food, table, family, and anarchy. The family and the tutor all sit on one side of the table, like the apostles at the Last Supper, only with less elbow room. The tutor starts calmly, then in defiance of Japanese etiquette, pours wine for himself, splashes some into Father’s glass, and serves himself from the platter. Without a word he first dumps spaghetti on Father, then, still deadpan, pours food and wine onto the older son. Like a scene from a Buster Keaton comedy, everybody dumps food on everybody else (though none becomes airborne). Finally the tutor stands, punches Father out, coldcocks Mother, knocks the sons unconscious, upends the table to slide the food onto the floor, and leaves, perhaps thinking to himself, My work here is done. Mother, Father, and the two sons slowly, still deadpan and without a word, pick the dishes from the rubble and put back as much of the food as they can. For the first time in the film the family does something together, but nothing has changed. Things fall apart; the table cannot hold.

			The Ramen Western: Tampopo (1985)

			Tampopo (1985), directed by Jūzo Itami (1933–1997), is a postmodern foodie classic. Tamae Prindle counts some forty foods in the film, and we might be able to find almost as many self-reflexive film allusions and parodies.21 In Tampopo’s Japan, there’s no need to eat only “Japanese food.” To be Japanese is to be cosmopolitan and to eat globally. 

			The film loops and circles around the quest of a widowed noodle-shop owner named Tampopo (Dandelion) to learn how to make perfect ramen noodles and their proper broth. Ramen was originally “Chinese noodle” (Shina soba), made from wheat and served in a meat broth, which differed from Japanese rice or buckwheat noodles served in soy or seaweed broth. Soldiers returning from overseas opened noodle stands, which did not take much capital, but it was not until the 1960s that the worldwide success of instant ramen finished the process of rebranding ramen as Japanese.22

			In the film’s opening sequence the camera looks out into the theater at us as a gangster in a sharp white suit comes down the aisle and threatens violence against anyone who has brought noisy snacks or crunches their popcorn. The film itself then opens in the front seat of a semi-trailer going down the highway in the rain. The driver, named Gorō, is wearing a cowboy hat and his truck turns out to be a milk tanker decorated with a set of bulls’ horns. In the passenger’s seat, his partner reads aloud from a Japanese gourmet treatise on the proper, respectful way to eat ramen, a send-up of fussy Japanese food traditions. This makes them hungry, and they stop for noodles. Before the trucker and his sidekick can enter Tampopo’s noodle shop, however, they have to break up a fight between Tampopo’s small son and three bullies. Then they find that the noodle shop is full of menacing gangster-types, and Gorō then gets into a bar-fight brawl with them and a jealous boyfriend of Tampopo’s. He wakes up the next morning lying on the shop counter, but Tampopo thanks him by fixing breakfast. Gorō loves the pickles she makes, but her ramen? No. Tampopo begs him to be her teacher (sensei) and mentor her son in boxing. Like Kambei in Seven Samurai, Gorō recruits a support team, though only six of them. He brawls again with Tampopo’s jealous boyfriend, and then, like the United States and Japan after the war, they become friends. Nobody wants money, not even rice.

			Concatenated into this plotline is a series of food vignettes completely unrelated to Tampopo’s ramen quest or to each other. In a fine French restaurant in a Tokyo hotel a group of senior businessmen timidly scan the menu for something recognizable and each order the same fish grilled the same way and a Heineken beer; the last and youngest then shocks them by quizzing the waiter whether the quenelle is the one prescribed by the Parisian Taille-Vente chef who invented the dish and ordering just the perfect wine. We never see this group again but follow the waiter downstairs, where a group of nicely dressed young ladies is being instructed on how Westerners eat pasta—no cheese on seafood sauces—and in the dainty correct way to eat spaghetti—make not the slightest noise. But a Western businessman across the room makes huge slurping noises with his spaghetti so the young ladies solemnly and loudly do the same. In a later sequence, a salary man runs across town to be in time for dinner with his children and wife, who turns out to be dying; before she expires she stir-fries one last meal: “Eat up, children,” he tearfully exhorts, “your mother died making it.” In a cheerier sequence, a group of beggars welcome Tampopo and her son to join their dining circle around a steel-drum fire. They scavenge from the trash cans of only the finest restaurants, and when they find unfinished bottles, they blend the wines, but only vintages which they respect.

			The gangster in the white suit returns several times. He and his girlfriend spend an erotic afternoon in a hotel suite with a cart of room-service foods; their inventive games involve egg yolks, among other diversions. In his last sequence the gangster is shot and then shot again by an off-screen gun, and as his red blood covers his white suit and his life unrolls before his eyes—like a newsreel, he tells his girlfriend—he longs for sausage of wild boar’s gut stuffed with yam. The last vignette, which closes the film, shows a mother on a sunny park bench breast-feeding her baby. These absurdist vignettes of youth, age, life, and death dramatize the food war between the snobbish rules of social hierarchy and the anarchic but genuine rules of the experienced palate or just simple natural appetites.

			Meanwhile, back at the shop, the team is leading Tampopo along the yellow brick road to the perfect bowl of ramen. Everyone, she tells Gorō, must climb their own ladder, and noodles are her destiny. If this were a Hollywood film, she and Gorō would end up in bed, or at least in church. But no. There is “Eat, Drink,” but no “Man, Woman.” In the final noodle test, Tampopo’s six samurai sit on one side of the counter in an arrangement reminiscent of the Family Game. Tampopo serves her noodles. Perfection! Customers flock to her shop. The cowboy rides off in his milk tanker, leaving Tampopo and her now fight-trained son behind. His work is done, and we choose not to worry that the milk in his tanker would have gone sour by now.

			Tampopo plays with the tropes of the western, gangster, and silent comedy genres, but evokes no single film as much as George Stevens’s Shane (1953). As in Seven Samurai and Tampopo, a lonely and selfless fighter comes to protect people who produce food, in the case of Shane, homesteaders in the American West of the 1890s. Behind the opening credits, the lone horseman Shane rides down from the majestic mountains. He arrives just as the bad guy big cattle ranchers come to scare off the “sodbusters” and ride their horses through the family vegetable garden. In gratitude for his standing up to the bad guys, the sodbuster and his wife invite Shane to join them at table for a fried chicken and apple-pie dinner (not a meal likely to be ready for an unexpected guest, but this is Hollywood). Of course, the spark in Shane’s eye when he looks at the wife gives us a pretty good guess why he stayed. It wasn’t the dinner table. Shane then reverts to the “food as prop” level. At a country dance party the wives have a potluck dinner but we don’t see what the foods are. That’s all. Well, Shane orders a soft drink at the bar and a bad guy throws two shots of whiskey on his shirt. Bar fight! I don’t think flying whiskey bottles count as food. In the end, Shane rides off, fried chicken and apple pie long since digested, but, like the samurai, no bed.

			Ruminations: Eat, Drink, Man, Woman, and History

			If we want to explain how filmmakers use food and what food does in film, we can begin by looking for contrasts from one historical situation to another. The films mentioned here do not represent all Japanese or all Hollywood films, and they certainly are not reliable reports on how people in either country actually behave. Nor do they necessarily reflect conscious aims and articulated strategies. Japanese filmmakers do not wake up in the morning asking “What would Confucius do?” any more than Hollywood filmmakers consult some handbook of all-American tropes. But relating specific use of food and eating to specific times and cultural places produces speculations and questions that can be applied to films of all times and places.

			One question is how the use of food is affected by the ways in which makers of a film perceive their historical place and historical purpose. David Bordwell observes that classic Hollywood plots are driven by individual choice and do not concern themselves with history in the sense of larger causes or forces beyond individual control.23 There was no need for Hollywood films to explain what seemed only natural: history leads to now; America is the leader of the free world; men are men, women are women. Accordingly, films did not need to comment on the food of white-bread middle-class audiences. Food was just there; nothing to explain. In postwar Japan, on the other hand, militarism and losing the war destroyed Japan’s sense of historical legitimacy, which had been based on making progress from feudalism to modernity to join cosmopolitan civilization.

			Tokyo Story and Seven Samurai use food and Confucian tropes, among other techniques, to parse this postwar historical moment. The foods are characteristically Japanese (rice, sukiyaki, sashimi, beans, okashi, and sake), which is hardly surprising, but these foods root their films in history and tradition, however invented, and set Japan off from the United States, a country on which they anxiously depended. The dinners, tables, and beds of Tokyo Story build past and future into the events of only a few days of a “traditional” three-generation Confucian family. In Seven Samurai, food plays a different type of role. As the staff of life, an occasion for death, and an instrument of class structure, rice enforces both social division and mutual responsibility. 

			As Japan’s economy boomed in the 1980s and the “postwar” ended, Confucian tropes remained a way for filmmakers to anatomize the costly success of a new, frantic historical moment. Tampopo and Family Game each feature food, male teachers who take responsibility for absent fathers, and constrained male violence, though to different effects. Both the Numatas’s sterile food and the carnivalesque foods in Tampopo are globalized, but neither the Numatas nor the beggars who scrounge gourmet food from trash cans worry about the unique “Japanese-ness” of what they eat; true Japanese eat globally. Damn the butter, full speed ahead!

			Now, would somebody please pass the *%$!-ing green tea over rice?
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			chapter 9

			Appetite and Aroma

			Visual Imagery and the Perception of Taste and Smell in Contemporary Korean Film

			Dotty Hamilton

		

		
			Aesthetic endeavors have long been dominated by the analysis of the visual and linguistic, prioritizing the senses of sight and hearing. A multisensory or synesthetic approach to cinema asserts that moving images are perceived by the entire gamut of corporeal sensations, not just the eyes and the ears. As Laura Marks puts it, “Film is grasped not solely by an intellectual act but by the complex perception of the body as a whole.”1 Evoking notions of embodied perception, she suggests the image carries with it a memory that is rooted in the body. Thus Marks posits a “participatory notion of spectatorship” which engages all sense perceptions.2 Despite some interest in looking at cinema as a whole body viewing experience, little scholarship has been devoted to the senses of taste and smell in film spectatorship. 

			Filmmakers have mastered the use of various visual and aural components of the moving image to assault, soothe, lead, or shock their viewers, and they effectively use visual imagery to stimulate the sense of touch. Two of the most enduring themes in movies—sex and violence—are in many ways compelling because of the ability of a visual image to evoke the sense of touch—to create visceral and sensual reactions in the body to visual and aural stimuli. Yet filmmakers have generally ignored the senses of taste and smell as a filmic tool or technique, other than as a gimmick.

			There was a brief flirting with Smell-o-vision and John Waters’s Odorama scratch-and-sniff cards (more recently resurrected by, among others, Robert Rodriguez’s Aromascope cards for his Spy Kids franchise), but generally the cinema-going audience is not thought to smell the filmic experience, much less taste it. They are far more likely to be tasting and smelling popcorn than the on-screen food offerings.

			That does not mean that filmmakers have neglected food as both subject matter and expressive prop, as widespread examples have been identified by Anne L. Bower, Gayle Poole, and Steve Zimmerman, among others.3 Filmmakers have long employed food as cues to a character’s status, race, culture, and class; or even as a central thematic device within the narrative, making food an important, though frequently discounted, cinematic communication tool. “Food is used in every society on earth to communicate messages . . . about status, gender, role, ethnicity, religion, identity and other socially constructed regimes.”4 Filmmakers can avail themselves of the symbolic power of food to create these associations for the spectators. Although there are multiple reasons for a filmmaker to locate food and eating at the center of a script, perhaps overlooked is the ability of these images to directly engage bodily senses during movie viewing. Of course, filmmakers are not actually reproducing the smell of coffee or the taste of chocolate, but they may be engaging some of the same neural and bodily sensations that would occur during the actual process of food consumption.

			Interesting research is being conducted by cognitive scientists and consumer behaviorists on taste, smell, and cognition as it pertains to food images. Though primarily aimed at understanding consumer response to advertising, nevertheless, it offers intriguing insights into the power of food in visual imagery and gives further evidence to support Marks’s assertion that “the audiovisual image necessarily evokes other sense memories.”5 This research suggests there is a rich potential role for taste and smell to engage the spectator. For example, the Cognition and Brain Sciences unit at the UK’s Medical Research Council has shown that even certain words can activate parts of the brain dedicated to smell. Using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), the researchers determined that olfactory areas in the brain were activated by words, and they concluded that the meaning of words was not confined to areas of the brain concerned with language, but rather “distributed systematically throughout the entire cerebral cortex.”6 If consumers can “smell” words, as researchers suggest, it seems entirely likely that visual images could elicit a similar response. 

			Other studies confirm that the body uses all its senses in unison to decipher environmental cues in order to discern flavor and taste. The perception of flavor “arises from the central integration of peripherally distinct sensory inputs (taste, smell, texture, temperature, sight, and even the sound of foods).”7 The Journal of Consumer Research, noting these multiple senses (smell, texture, sight, and sound), found that ads which merely mentioned senses other than taste had a significant impact on consumer perception of flavor.8 Note that the researchers mentioned both the sight and the sound of the food influenced the perception. In other studies taste was found to strongly correlate to color with people mis-perceiving a taste sensation when its color cue was different from the normative expectation of the food product.9 For example, a strawberry Jell-O tinted green might not be discernible as strawberry flavored. In fact, the perception of taste is one of the best examples of the integrative process of the body, “whereby activation in two peripherally distinct neural systems, olfaction and gustation, combines to give rise to a unified oral sensation,”10 thus proving that the perception of flavor is not solely located in the mouth, but in the brain. 

			Do filmmakers then have the tools at their disposal to make a significant impact in the perceived “taste” of the image? The idea that cinema is multisensory might perhaps be restated. It is the human being who is multisensory: an organism which experiences its environment with all its senses engaged will do so whether watching cinema or going shopping. Indeed, laboratory studies demonstrated that stories themselves affect spectators physically. Jonathan Gottschall summarizes the neuroscience behind mirror neurons and other processes that indicate that people respond to fiction as if they are experiencing real events, that is, at a neuronal level, the same areas of the human brain region light up on an MRI whether individuals see a character doing something or they do it themselves.11 This astonishing research helps explain the powerful nature of food imagery and confirms the “narrative identification” Marks suggests is one factor explaining cinema’s appeal to the senses.12

			As a tool for filmmakers food may have a distinctive ability because it combines both the powerful symbolism associated with linguistic systems while being capable of engaging the whole array of senses (taste, smell, texture or touch, sight). The symbolism of food and its ability to communicate is readily apparent. As Ann Bower points out, food is a “complex signifying system, involving what is eaten, not eaten, thrown away, preserved, chopped, baked, shared, hoarded, cooked from scratch, taken from a can, or stolen.”13 Gayle Poole simply calls it the “perfect conveyor of subtext.”14 That makes food imagery a fertile area in which to study the synesthetic qualities of cinema. 

			This powerful potential of food images to engage both the senses and memory is bound to the nature of its daily activity. Food is both universal (everybody eats) and unique (not everybody eats the same thing). As philosopher Deane Curtin states, “Food consumption habits are not simply tied to biological needs but serve to mark boundaries between social classes, geographical regions, nations, cultures, genders, life-cycle stages, religions and occupations, to distinguish rituals, traditions, festivals, seasons, and times of day. Food structures what counts as a person in our culture.”15 Imbued with rich and layered meanings of identity, food is a rewarding lens with which to view movies.

			The Recipe and Ecstatic Taste

			In Seo-Goon Lee’s The Recipe, a dazzling array of cinematic excess brings to life the essence of doenjang jjigae, a spicy bean paste soup that captivates all those who smell or taste it. Cheol-su Park’s film 301/302, written by Seo-Goon Lee, portrays a darker, destructive side of food in a complex tale of food aversion, gluttony, and cannibalism. In the biological world, eating is both satisfying and threatening. These two films capture the dual nature of food and illustrate the exemplary ability of food imagery to elicit a mood, develop a character, or conjure a location. Some of that power stems from the evocative visual and narrative strategies the filmmakers use with the food imagery in these films.

			In the first moments of The Recipe the audience is told that Jong-gu Kim, a notorious killer, has been executed. His mysterious final words—“I’m dying for doenjang jjigae”—launches the film’s trajectory as an inquisitive journalist sets out to discover the meaning of this pronouncement. The spectator gets a first glimpse of the soup in the scene of the capture. The entire sequence is otherworldly; the lighting changes significantly as Kim opens a restaurant door. An extreme close-up of his face, his eyes open wide with his whole face lit up, suggests an unnaturally bright source of light coming from the interior. Cut to a close-up of a sizzling bowl of stew. As the fugitive sits and eats the stew his face is illuminated by an eerily bright glow radiating from the bowl.
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						The dazzling bowl of doenjang jjigae in The Recipe.

					

				

			

			The image is reminiscent of the light coming from the briefcases in Kiss Me Deadly or Pulp Fiction. As the police surround the fugitive, the filmmaker uses extreme slow motion; the killer, unaware of the cops’ presence and captivated by the tasty dish, continues to eat even as the police enter the room. Delicate snowflakes fall in slow motion, and the police are suspended in time, immobilized by the smell of doenjang jjigae, unable to move until the wind blows away the aroma from the now empty bowl. The filmmaker has visually partitioned off the experience of eating this soup from the other scenes in the narrative to highlight its taste and smell as something near magical. This is our introduction to doenjang jjigae. 

			When the narrative returns to the present time, the lighting reverts to a look of naturalism. In a later scene, as the restaurant owner recalls the evening of the capture, the director cuts to a freeze frame and the camera dollies through the suspended figures of fugitive and police to reveal a brightly lit figure of a young woman with an angelic quality. The restaurateur confesses that it is this young woman who is the real creator of the savory soup.

			The filmmaker uses these lighting techniques and slow motion to represent the experience of the doenjang jjigae throughout the film, helping to establish its mythical properties with these visual techniques. This is in sharp contrast to other food consumed by characters who are often seen eating fast food—flavorless food that is consumed while doing something else, notably working. One particular character, a detective friend of the journalist, is almost always seen eating. He jams food into his mouth while talking on the telephone, eats from a bag of chips while working on his computer, slurps a small container of fast food during a phone call in the company cafeteria. He even picks the hospital food from his friend’s tray when visiting him after an accident. This contrasting view of food consumption is clearly a critique of modern life, which does not allow time for eating, much less cooking. Work and food are the two major categories of waking activities for human beings. Here modernity is seen to have privileged working over eating. As depicted in this film, the experience of modernity only provides a space for the consumption of food, but not for the time-consuming pleasures of producing food or lingering over its enjoyment.

			As the audience discovers when the journalist sets out to locate the mystery cook, good food is not prepared in haste from common ingredients. Each ingredient is painstakingly chosen: a rare salt; the purest spring water; the ume blossoms; soybeans that are weeded by pigs; and even human tears. Unfolding the story of the soup recipe eventually reveals the story of two young lovers who were separated. Although a Western audience cannot be expected to “taste” or “smell” a particular food that is unfamiliar to its palate, doenjang jjigae would be very familiar to a Korean audience. Nevertheless, the experience of “tasty” is convincingly manifest in the visual and narrative strategies of The Recipe, allowing viewers to enter the diegetic world to sense an amazing flavor, even though they may have no idea how this specific soup actually tastes. 

			Perhaps, an understanding of the biology of taste helps explain how food can be used as a universal signifying system, transcending cultural boundaries. Taste in humans is facilitated by modified epithelial cells organized into taste buds, located in areas of the tongue and the mouth. There are only five generally recognized taste perceptions: sweet, salty, sour, bitter, and umami (Japanese for “delicious”), which when combined in different ratios create the diversity of flavors present in today’s world.16 Although, individuals may never have experienced a particular dish, they have experienced the same basic taste sensations in many of their own food preferences. The audience thus can imagine a tasty food. This is not to suggest there are no intercultural differences among the audiences or that spectators react in the same manner to the same stimulus. Rather, it is simply the case that taste has a universal human basis. Research also suggests that what a person believes about a food influences how they “taste” it. For example, in one study “expensive” wine tasted better than wine which was labeled as cheaper.17 Even descriptive words labeling food were shown by Oxford scientists to alter the perception of its smell.18 Thus, it is possible that narrative strategies—like those used in film—can be effective in transmitting sensual properties of food to the spectator. 

			By using both audiovisual techniques and narrative cues, the filmmaker is triggering the audience’s sense memories. The introduction of the bean paste soup and its mysterious cook is given special visual treatment by the filmmaker, but it is also through the narrative that the audience forms an impression of the soup: the captured killer is immobilized while eating; the restaurant owner is captivated by its scent; a grateful customer is cured of his inability to smell or taste anything, and finally, when spilled in a car accident, the soup preserves the dead bodies it touched. Surely, this is the most wonderful doenjang jjigae in the world. 

			301/302 and Visions of Disgust

			In The Recipe food is life—capable of transforming all who come under its spell. Its very making is an act of love and devotion. One could say that the journalist’s quest to discover its elements and history is also an act of devotion, mimicking the patience of preparation with the slow process of investigation. Cheol-su Park tells quite another story with food as a central motif in bringing to life Lee’s screenplay for 301/302. Here food is dangerous, even disgusting. The opening sequence of the film begins with two young girls talking about food and family. The title montage gives a foreboding sense of danger and disruption. Although there are gorgeous shots of food and food preparation worthy of a cooking show, they are intercut with unsettling images of food being discarded and close-ups of bloody knives and fingers dripping with blood. The rapid pacing and jarring juxtapositions lend a sinister sense of anxiety to the introduction. A detective investigating the disappearance of a woman from apartment 302 interviews her neighbor living in apartment 301. Song-Hee is a chef who has been recently divorced from her husband. Her neighbor Yoon-Hee, who lives in apartment 302, is an anorexic writer who refuses to eat. As these two women come into contact their worlds will collide. When Song-Hee remodels her apartment before moving in, Yoon-Hee hears the noise and sees the books falling from her shelves. She imagines her bookshelves collapsing, as a hole in her wall opens, and she flashes back to the memory of her stepfather raping her. The scene signals that the intrusion of this new neighbor will force Yoon-Hee to relive her tormented past. This will be the end of her world. In this film food repels rather than attracts. Song-Hee delivers exquisitely prepared food to Yoon-Hee in an effort to get her to eat after observing her rail-thin frame. These food gifts are not entirely given in benevolence as Song-Hee is also motivated by her desire to see Yoon-Hee gain excess weight as she herself has done. In a fantasy sequence, Song-Hee imagines her neighbor growing fat. In flashback we learn that Song-Hee’s husband became increasingly distant from his wife, who spent hours cooking for him. The more he ignored her, the more she ate to fill the loneliness. Her cooking became the focal point both for their increasing conflicts and her weight gain. Her neighbor Yoon-Hee’s aversion to food stems from the sexual abuse she received from her stepfather, a butcher. For both of these women food is associated with a painful past. It is a story of disorderly eating: of both excess and denial.

			The inhabitants of the New Hope apartment building are detached from the outside world and other people. Yoon-Hee cannot eat the food that Song-Hee delivers to her apartment, and, therefore, she tosses it into the garbage can. When Song-Hee discovers the deception, she becomes angry and violently attacks her neighbor, trying to force-feed her the discarded food. She bizarrely re-plates the garbage and attempts to get her neighbor to eat it, then starts eating the rotting food herself, stuffing it into her mouth in a revolting display. Park makes this once appetizing food nauseating to the spectator. The food, formerly an exquisite display, is now garbage, conveying a sense of waste and loss. The images are so visceral that some reviewers noted it provoked nausea and even recommended that the audience not eat before watching the film. 

			To understand how viewers might experience this type of physical reaction, we can look to the experiments of neuroscientists, who scanned the brains of research subjects during three different situations: viewing an actor showing disgust, listening to a guided imagery of bumping into a drunk who vomits and splashes some of the vomit into their mouths, and actually tasting a disgusting solution. In all three situations, the subjects’ brain regions of the anterior insula—the seat of disgust—lit up.19 As one researcher explained, “that is why reading a book or viewing a movie can both make us feel as if we literally felt what the protagonist is going through.”20 Spectators who reported feeling queasy while watching the film’s disturbing images were literally experiencing some type of real physical reaction in their brains.

			Food is so central to human survival that an inability to eat signals an inability to connect to the normal functions of life. The woman in 302 gags at the smell of food, regurgitates anything she eats, drinks only water, and stocks nothing in her refrigerator. The emptiness of her life is reproduced in the lack of food in her apartment. The only living thing in her apartment is a cactus plant, significantly a plant which can survive on little nourishment. All of this aberrant food symbolism signifies her own abnormality. As Gretchen Papazian has noted, “not eating is merely the symptom, the outward manifestation of the inner condition.”21 The trauma of her past is written on her rail-thin body. Yet the consumption of food by the inhabitant of 301 looks no less peculiar. 

			Everywhere (in the world) food is associated with home, family, and security.22 But rarely is Song-Hee seen enjoying food in a social setting, surrounded by family or friends. Her sole activity consists of cooking and eating alone. Until the detective arrives to question her, she is the only person who actually eats any of her elaborately prepared food. In one early scene she has made herself dinner. Park shows her eating alone in her sterile apartment; in a montage of extreme close-ups she crams one morsel into her mouth, then another, before she has even swallowed the first. Thus, she seems the embodiment of gluttony. 
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						The director’s use of close-up focuses attention on Song-Hee’s stuffing food into her mouth.

					

				

			

			The visual fragmentation used throughout the film—extreme close-ups chewing, often with fingers shoving food into the mouth until the character’s cheeks puff out—make eating unattractively crude and animal-like. Thus, eating becomes negatively coded in these sickening displays of overconsumption. Throughout the film Song-Hee is depicted eating in this manner, as are Yoon-Hee’s parents in the film’s many flashbacks. Additionally, the director makes food preparation seem unusually destructive and brutal. He frequently focuses on the tearing, ripping, and cutting apart of chicken, oysters, or crabs. When Song-Hee chops off a fish head and removes its guts, the image is explicitly bloody and violent. In another bizarre scene, Song-Hee cuts up and cooks her neighbor’s cactus plant, then tries to shove it into Yoon-Hee’s mouth. When Yoon-Hee bites into the cactus, Song-Hee imagines a mouth dripping with blood. The filmmaker repeatedly returns to a flashback of a saw cutting through a large slab of meat. There is a strange pink overtone to these shots, making an already disturbing image more grotesque. The audience will later come to wonder exactly what meat is being cut in this recurring image.
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						Song-Hee confesses to having cooked her husband’s dog after the revelation of an affair.

					

				

			

			As the women confide to one another, ever more shocking details are unearthed. Song-Hee confesses that she killed and cooked her husband’s pet dog in a spectacular act of revenge after discovering he was having an affair. This particular confession sets in motion the film’s denouement. The final perverse act of consumption when Song-Hee kills and cooks Yoon-Hee seems logically and narratively plausible, albeit abhorrent, to the viewer.

			Conflicting Visions of Eating and the Figuration of Food

			Food is a central thematic concept for all three of the female characters in these two Korean films: one is obsessed with cooking and eating, using it as a substitute for sex and friendship; one is repulsed by the taste and smell of food as an unwanted intrusion into her body; while the third has devoted her life to serving the most delicious soup that will nurture and cure. Both films make a strong connection between sex and eating: two basics of human survival. Food is necessary for the survival of the individual, while sex is necessary for the survival of the species. The inability of the women to have a normal relationship with food parallels their inability to have a healthy sexual relationship. Food, when it is associated with aversion, fear, and disgust, signals the incorporation of the “wrong” thing into the body. The force-feeding is another means to communicate a strong sense of revulsion associated with both food and sex. As 302 says, “My body is filled with dirtiness. How am I supposed to have a man in my body or put food in my stomach?” It is the food imagery in the film, from the rotten garbage to the vomiting, which makes her self-loathing more palpable to the viewer. Despite the elaborate, beautiful food shots used in 301/302, the discarded food and vomit produce far more visceral reactions than the exquisitely arranged food, which seems sterile rather than appetizing. This use of food imagery contrasts with The Recipe, where the consumption of food is soothing and healing, evoking the life-giving properties of eating. Thus, the two filmmakers trigger different sets of visceral and sensual reactions using food imagery.

			Both films use food to communicate the clash between modern and traditional values. Doenjang jjigae is a common food that can be associated with traditional Korean cuisine. The village life and customs that require hours of thoughtful preparation for this simple dish contrast with the modern kitchen of 301 where lavish dishes are whipped out using the latest technology. The nourishment of the traditional simple food contrasts with the fusion cuisine in 301/302, which winds up giving no comfort and sustenance to any of the film’s characters. 

			The fragmented narrative of 301/302 and Park’s masterful use of editing has the audience spinning from one location to the next and back again, rocketing from the past to the present. The film also whips the audience into a fantasy that is neither the past nor the present. The fragmentation and distortion seem to mimic the dizzying pace of modern life and the inability of its characters to connect to anyone or to the natural world. In The Recipe, the traditional food is connected to the land, and there are beautiful scenes of lush soybean fields, verdant forests, and delicate ume blossoms that specifically connect each ingredient to the land on which it was grown and tended. At the end of The Recipe the special ingredients needed to make doenjang jjigae are revealed with the simple instructions contained in two words: You Wait. 

			Yet Song-Hee’s husband suggests that they eat instant food and observes that people he works with eat at McDonald’s or grab udon from the street vendors for breakfast. The hours of preparation that she spends to please him are not appreciated, and she feels, therefore, that she is unnecessary and unwanted. Progress and modern culture do not value women’s domestic role in life, as women’s work is no longer relevant in the modern Westernized world. Traditions have changed, and having someone to cook for you is no longer a necessity—just as her husband no longer needs or desires his wife. Here food becomes a struggle for identity, and the differing views on eating highlight the gap opening between the husband and wife. As Elspeth Probyn puts it, “We consume and ingest our identities.”23 Consuming fast food is embracing a modern identity. In contrast, the cook of The Recipe spends enormous energy just to find the perfect ingredients for one dish and then patiently awaits the fermentation process necessary to make it. Both films equate modern life with a newer, faster eating style. Eating alone mimics the loneliness of modern life, while The Recipe evokes nostalgia for a past that has disappeared or is disappearing. 

			Perhaps, the powerful ability of food images to propel a narrative is rooted in both biology and culture, in both the visceral and the symbolic. With a better understanding of human perceptual processes, the complexity of the cinema-going experience can be examined from additional perspectives. If the filmic experience is a whole-body one, these two Korean films might be said to derive power, in part, because the food images are rooted in bodily senses and can be “felt” by the spectator. It is not the author’s intent to suggest that the filmmakers or spectators focus solely, or even primarily, on the food aspect of these stories. It is simply to examine the added element that food may offer to the story. Maybe the narrative, when mediated by food, intensifies the spectator’s experience, allowing the spectator to consume the films more corporeally.
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			Chapter 10

			Dale Cooper and the Mouth-Feel of Twin Peaks

			Andrew Hageman

		

		
			Am at the Post and Beam restaurant on Route 487. Cannot describe the taste of warm cherry pie to a wet and weary traveler. Have also had my very first cup of coffee, and my second. My feet seem to tingle and are very agitated. I feel like running very fast while screaming like an Indian. I believe I will consider this my first experience.

			—Dale Cooper, 30 July 19691

			There Was a Red Herring in the Percolator

			There is a wonderful scene in the second episode of the two-season television series Twin Peaks (1990–1991), when F.B.I. Special Agent Dale Cooper and Sheriff Harry S. Truman go to the Martell home to interview Josie Packard about her interactions with Laura Palmer on the day that Palmer was murdered.2 Pete Martell pours two cups of freshly brewed coffee for the lawmen and they begin interviewing Josie. Just as the interview gets under way, Josie has to step into the other room to take a telephone call. A stationary camera, mounted low, holds a long take of Cooper and Truman seated on a couch as they slowly pick up their cups, take in the warmth through their hands, inhale the aroma, and are at the verge of imbibing a first sip when Pete dashes into the room shouting, “Fellas, don’t drink that coffee! You’d never guess, there was a fish . . . in the percolator.” The camera cuts from Pete back to the lawmen on the couch, and holds another unusually long-for-television take as they mentally process this information, imagine what the fishy coffee would have tasted like, and then belch and gag a little bit as they slowly and carefully set the cups back on the table.

			I invoke this scene to open this chapter on a food-focused analysis of Twin Peaks because it features one of the most ubiquitous and beloved-by-fans comestibles of the series as a site of deep and discomfiting antagonism. The long takes formally emphasize the depth of desire for, and anticipated pleasure in, coffee that Cooper and Truman share as well as the depth of their disgust when their mutual object of desire turns out to be something very different from what it initially appeared to be. Significantly, this antagonism between seeming and being, especially in the context of a desired object that becomes repulsive, results from a sort of dialectical tension between one thing being inside of another thing—in this case the rainbow trout inside the percolator. While Pete’s exclamation brings this tension immediately to the forefront, the suggestion of its symbolic power inheres in the shot after the interview with Josie is complete. As Cooper and Truman are leaving the Martell home, the camera, in an act of cinematic narrator autonomy, cuts to the kitchen and holds a long close-up on the errant trout, its dressed inside overflowing with spent coffee grounds. This scene does not advance narrative momentum, but it does tell us that part of our own investigation of this murder mystery series should be to follow the food.

			To note the coffee, pies, and donuts in Twin Peaks is far from original. In fact, nearly everything written on Twin Peaks, from scholarly essays and critical reviews to fan blog posts, mentions their significant presence in the series. And yet these objects that are so obviously central to the narrative have remained under-analyzed. Perhaps it is because these foods are so pervasive and accentuated within each episode that critics and fans alike have savored them while ultimately missing or dismissing their critical import. This type of enthusiastic yet under-analyzed attention to Twin Peaks food began almost immediately after the series originally aired with fans hosting coffee-donut-and-pie viewing parties as well as urban restaurants adding special menu items on new-episode nights.3 More recently this food attraction is currently taking new forms such as Tumblr sites devoted to gifs of characters eating pie and drinking coffee, YouTube compilations of scenes in which coffee is consumed, and even a statistical analysis comparing character coffee consumption across the series, presented, of course, in a pie chart.4

			Contrary to this loving, but effectively dismissive, attitude toward the food in the series, I argue in this chapter that to read the foods of Twin Peaks simply as quirky auteur signatures is to chase the scent of a red herring in the percolator. More specifically, this chapter demonstrates how the black coffee, cherry pie, and other comestibles provide a fundamental hermeneutic for interpreting Twin Peaks. Just as the scene I have opened with ties together a mystery—How did that fish get in the percolator?—with a discomfiting disruption to an otherwise conventional coffee tradition of domestic hospitality and social connection, the foods and beverages throughout Twin Peaks reveal a set of overlapping antagonisms at the core of the narrative. The rest of this chapter moves through these antagonisms: beginning with an exploration of the RR Diner and small-town socioeconomic class dynamics, followed by the notion of taste and the dialectic of Twin Peaks as both artistic work and television commodity, and the chapter concludes with a close reading of the series’ notoriously bizarre final episode to assert the incontrovertible symbolic centrality of food and therefore its rightful place as series hermeneutic.

			Coffee and the Cherry Pies That Bind

			Special Agent Cooper and others eat cherry pie and drink cup after cup after cup of coffee in a wide variety of locations throughout the series, from hotel restaurants to the morgue. The vast majority of eating and drinking, however, takes place in the RR Diner, situated in downtown Twin Peaks. What is especially significant about this pie and coffee site is the cinematic way it acts as a complex social place within a detective/murder fiction. Fredric Jameson has argued persuasively that the detective genre, and the novels of Raymond Chandler in particular, deploy the detective within L.A. as a cognitive mapmaker of sprawling urban spaces and as a figure who encounters and thereby connects people across socioeconomic classes.5 For Jameson, the mobile detective is the one person who binds together the multiple social constituencies of the big, postmodern city. While the series Twin Peaks is consistently labeled postmodernist, the town of Twin Peaks is a long way from L.A. To be sure, Agent Cooper does move among the many people of Twin Peaks as he investigates Laura Palmer’s murder, from the local land-baron Horne family to the lumber-laboring Polaski family, whose daughter Ronette was with Laura Palmer the night she was murdered. However, unlike in Chandler’s L.A., the socioeconomic classes in Twin Peaks are not so deeply separated by urban geography, only to be linked through Cooper. Because Twin Peaks is a relatively small town of 51,201 people, the RR Diner embodies a social, though private and not fully public, place where at any given time you will find a cross-section of townsfolk. As such, Twin Peaks innovates a role for this eatery inside a postmodern detective fiction as a place, rather than a person, that makes the multiple class composition of the town not only visible but in close proximity to each other.

			Not only does the RR reveal the socioeconomic diversity of the town of Twin Peaks, but it emphasizes the middle and lower classes in a way that invites critical attention to the class antagonism embodied in the murder mystery and the series more broadly. For, time after time, when an editing cut transports us from another place to the RR, the immediate post-cut shot will feature close-up or extreme-close-up views of pie and/or coffee pots or cups, then pan slowly across a panoply of customers before stopping on, or cutting to, the principal characters of the scene. That panoply typically includes incidental customers who remain uninvolved in the Laura Palmer case and unidentified except for their clothing and other outward signs that suggest socioeconomic class. Many of these incidental diner customers are coded as blue-collar or lower/middle-class folks. Because this formula runs consistently throughout the series, it merits attention, especially within a food-focused analysis. To that end, let us linger on one particularly memorable incidental customer in an editing transition into the RR Diner.

			In episode nine, just after Deputy Andy has accidentally uncovered a vital clue through clumsy ineptitude, there’s a straight cut to an exterior shot of the RR Diner from across the street. The camera remains stationary as a semitruck loaded with logs temporarily occludes the view of the diner, and then there’s a quick cut to a close-up of a Caucasian man wearing a well-worn checkered flannel work shirt and a foam-and-mesh cap seated inside the RR. He fills at least half the screen as he closes his eyes and tips his head back in food ecstasy and proclaims, “Hot damn, that pie is good!” This blue-collar pie-lover is just the sort of auteur’s signature that critics frequently label as the quirkiness of David Lynch/Twin Peaks. Quirky, yes, but there’s much more than quirk at work here. The myriad people populating the RR in such transition sequences are not quirks to be savored for a few seconds and then carelessly discarded. After all, in its transition sequences to the RR, Twin Peaks makes such typically marginal figures, or “extras,” central, even if ephemerally so. The “Hot damn, pie!” guy is there and must be there. Without him, and the logging industry of which he is a metonym, there is no town of Twin Peaks. A necessary further implication is that all the lower/middle-class extras are connected inextricably through the local economy to the local lumber and land magnates making fortunes from their labor and the woods that are central to the narrative. Thus, the emphatic enjoyment of pies that has endured as one of the show’s preeminent signatures must also be read as indexing the less visible ties that bind everyone who lives in, or enters, the town of Twin Peaks. 

			In a curious overlap with the diegetic world of the series, these unidentified “extras” provide spectator proxies through which lower/middle-class viewers can project themselves into the RR and the town at large. The power of this proxy factor created demonstrable effects outside of the television viewing experience. Through the early 1990s, the Mar-T Café in North Bend, Washington, was the location for RR Diner filming. Alongside the meteoric rise of Twin Peaks, the Mar-T experienced a business boom. Their pie and coffee sales significantly escalated, and their overall business took off as tourism to the “Real Twin Peaks” emerged—a phrase emblazoned across the artistically rendered maps of local filming sites that were sold at the North Bend Tourist Information Booth from 1992 onward.6 I, myself, have visited many of the area filming locations since a first trip in 1993, including many coffee and pie excursions to the Mar-T Café. Over the years, I took lots of photos, and, in preparation for writing this chapter, I pulled out those photos, only to realize that several were taken by others or via timer of me as if I were one of the incidental people in a transitional sequence.
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						The author in front of the Mar-T Café, in the early 1990s.

					

				

			

			As a final note on the RR Diner, I confess that my numerous slices of pie and cups of coffee as an inveterate Twin Peaks fan/tourist at the Mar-T Café catalyzed the ideas that comprise this chapter. Retroactively, each dining experience in North Bend led me to pay new and more attention to the fullness of the RR as social place within the series, including its contribution to the overall significances and symbolisms of food in the series. I have also long wondered to what extent the Twin Peaks coffee mania may have shaped Howard Schulz’s then-nascent vision for Starbucks. After all, the RR Diner as social nexus seems a model of the “third place” Schulz described in his 1999 book Pour Your Heart into It. In the late 1990s the Mar-T also underwent a change, as it was sold and became Twede’s Café, which burned in a fire in 2000 and was subsequently rebuilt.7 One can extrapolate the pronunciation of the café’s new name by the proliferation of Tweety Bird plush animals now adorning the walls above the blue with micalike flecks on booths that replaced the dark interior and furnishings of the Mar-T/RR. When I entered Twede’s in 2003, unaware of the fire and renovation, I was deeply upset, as if I found out too late that there was a fish in the percolator. In the context of this chapter, I find my investment in preserving the place in relation to the fictional object I grew accustomed to consuming, like delicious coffee and pie, antagonistic to the non-fictional market forces and entrepreneurial decisions that led the current owners to transform the place. There was the desire to savor the art object of Twin Peaks without any reminders that a television series, like a non-fiction café, is also always in the market. In the next section of this essay, I extend this antagonistic desire to possess and exert discerning taste as if totally above the vulgarities of market forces and commodity-status through close readings of the coffee and cherry pie ecstasies of Agent Cooper and F.B.I. Regional Bureau Chief Gordon Cole, the vehicle for David Lynch’s recurring cameo role. 

			Cooper, Cole, and the Dialectics of Pie

			Agent Cooper really enjoys black coffee and cherry pie! Read almost anything on Twin Peaks and you’ll see this mentioned, yet rarely does Cooper’s enjoyment receive sustained analysis. There are, however, two critics who have made analytical claims about his enjoyment.8 Sheli Ayers astutely specifies the uncritical nature of Cooper’s delight: “Yet soon we discover that, as connoisseur, Cooper is more avid than discriminating. All coffee is ‘damn fine coffee’ provided that it has not been brewed with a fish, and the pie at the Doube-R Diner turns out to be just as incredible as the pie at the Lamplighter Inn.”9 Pursuing a different yet related point, in the coauthor conversation “Postmodernism and Television” of David Lavery’s Full of Secrets: Critical Approaches to Twin Peaks, Herb Eagle compares Cooper’s coffee diction to Maxwell House commercials.10 In a way, both critics are right, but I will expand upon these ideas and synthesize them in a way that reveals complex dialectics at the core of Cooper’s enjoyment as well as that of David Lynch’s cameo-role character, Gordon Cole. More specifically, while coffee and cherry pie are commonly considered comfort foods, they are always also discomfiting foods in Twin Peaks and thus dialectical objects full of antagonism. For, just under the shiny butter-and-sugar-glazed-pastry veneer lurks the blood-red cherry viscera, ready to ooze and stain once the piece is cut, served, and eaten. 

			To start with Cooper, when he enters the town of Twin Peaks and begins devouring cherry pies, he does so with significant psychological associations attached to this dessert. In a boyhood entry of his autobiography, a book produced and sold rather rapidly to capitalize on the initial surge of Twin Peaks consumption, he writes, “Grandmother Cooper had a stroke today and died. . . . I had never seen a dead person before. When I found her, she was lying straight as a board next to the kitchen counter. The pie had tipped over and some of the cherries landed on her cheek, staining it bright red so it looked like she had put too much makeup on.”11 This traumatic childhood memory/association reveals a pie dialectic that provides a damn fine piece of the food hermeneutic for interpreting the series. The warm, sweet comforts of Grandmother’s pie can, in an instant, become uncanny, shifting from an oral pleasure to an ocular horror as one looks at this food object from a new angle. And what does the Twin Peaks spectator get of the many cherry pies and cups of deep black joe other than direct visual presentation? Oral enjoyment is only on offer vicariously, through the audio moans and visual body language of Cooper and others as they articulate their ecstasies. Because we, as spectators, do not get to taste the pies and coffee, these objects are already framed, or re-framed, for us through senses that do not allow us full and immediate eating pleasure. This lack of immediate tasting capacity, I would argue, positions food to reveal our desires to ourselves. It is up to the critical viewer to investigate the complex structures of desire that cleave to these objects rather than merely indulge in fantasizing about their taste.

			By attending to the sweet, appealing veneer and the sticky, visceral innards barely concealed within Cooper’s many partakings of cherry pie and coffee, a dialectic not unlike the fish in the percolator, we may focus on the story of domestic incest and murder—the story of Leland and Laura Palmer—that is at the core of Twin Peaks. Yet, even this story involves a further interior/exterior dialectic of Leland being possessed by the spirit named Bob. What is more, this theme of brutality and violence barely hidden beneath nice domestic appearances is endemic to the series: the Horne family, Leo and Shelley Johnson, and so on. Given the ubiquity of domestic harmony and brutality, the cherry pie dialectic seems to suggest that this dynamic of discomfiting comfort food may apply to everyone. As further support for this idea, recall the opening sequence of David Lynch’s 1986 film Blue Velvet. A montage of apparent domestic harmony specifically tied to an idyllic town through the integrated shots of firefighters waving and a sweet helmet-permed woman ushering schoolchildren across a crosswalk transitions via a seemingly nice domestic shot of a mother watching television, but when the camera moves to the set, a gun fills the screen. As this mother enjoys a murder series in the comforts of home, her husband suddenly suffers a stroke while watering the lawn, and the camera then departs from this small-town montage to dive beneath the nicely manicured lawn, revealing a violent beetle battle. Poignantly, the TV-viewing mom in this sequence is drinking what seems to be a cup of coffee, lending support to this reading of foods as interpretive hermeneutic for works shaped by David Lynch.

			Still, what makes the cherry pie and coffee challenging to read exclusively in this way is that Cooper’s enjoyment resembles, as Herb Eagle pointed out, commercial breaks within each episode. As a result, the domestic brutality and bliss dialectic blends with another dialectic of art and commodity. David Lynch’s co-creation and subsequent involvement in the series lent Twin Peaks an auteur/art-house cache. Critics instantly hailed the series as an artistic revolution in television programming, and Twin Peaks is still regarded as the vanguard series that paved the way for edgier, more artistic series. I largely concur with that assessment; nevertheless, it would be inaccurate to regard Twin Peaks as art-house-style cinema delivered on smaller screens. As Raymond Williams convincingly demonstrated in Television: Technology and Cultural Form, American television series are deeply structured around the advertisements. Ads, according to Williams, are not interruptions so much as the real story—the cherry filling of consumption that erupts from each episodic pastry, ready to satisfy and stain.12

			What makes Cooper’s advertisement-style savoring so disturbing is the way Twin Peaks plays with its own participation in the culture industry. Long before David Simon said, in reference to The Wire, “fuck the average viewer,” Twin Peaks was experimenting with aesthetics of self-consciousness of its television producthood. I further point out that not only does Cooper articulate his coffee and pie enjoyment in advertising language, but he is frequently shot within mise-en-scénes and from angles that resemble coffee commercials. In such scenes, Cooper breaches the fourth wall as well as the aesthetic taste barrier between art and commodity, often by holding up a hand to stop everything and everyone briefly as he takes a sip and/or bite, moans a bit with pleasure, and remarks on this pleasure, all before resuming the narrative momentum. A remarkable example of Cooper’s adlike pleasure takes place in Episode Six when he and Sheriff Truman step into the RR Diner, seemingly interrupting the narrative flow of their investigative activities. Harry, perhaps standing in as a viewer proxy in this circumstance, expresses frustration and surprise that they are not actively pursuing leads, to which Cooper replies, “Harry, I’m going to let you in on a little secret. Every day, once a day, give yourself a present. Don’t plan it, don’t wait for it, just let it happen. It could be a new shirt at the men’s store, a catnap in your office chair or two cups of good hot black coffee.” Read one way, Cooper’s remark appears to deliver a deep life insight, nicely aligned with his Buddhist attitude and approach to people, life, and mystery. Read another way, though, through Raymond Williams and Theodor Adorno, Cooper’s remark incorporates the so-called commercial interruption into the series itself, importantly in both the form and content of a break, a coffee break. The point here is to hold onto both readings at once in order to feel the discomfiting dialectic they embody. The wisdom of Cooper’s coffee enjoyment and his magnanimous sharing of this enjoyment and the wisdom attached to it depend simultaneously upon the art and commodity of life—upon the labor and trade conditions of the global capitalist market that makes the coffee available and the advertising that cultivates our desire for this delightful present.

			Further complicating this art-commodity dialectic of coffee in Cooper’s hands and mouth are the coffee commercials that David Lynch made, set in the RR Diner and with a spin-off storyline that featured many of the regular series cast. In interviews with Chris Rodley, Lynch has downplayed the idea that these commercials could have diminished the series, pointing chiefly to the fact that they were destined exclusively for the Japan television market, selling Georgia Coffee: “Yes. I’m really against it in principle, but they were so much fun to do, and they were only running in Japan and so it just felt OK.”13 Weirdly, Lynch goes on to portray the studio shooting of these ads as a utopian counterpoint to contemporary social unrest: “Yes, we were shooting the big scene, with the musicians and the club, the night the riots broke out in LA. Inside the club we were all races and religions, getting along so fantastically, and outside the club the world was coming apart!”14 Because both the dialectic of domestic bliss and brutality and the dialectic of art and commodity converge in Cooper and his enjoyment of black coffee and cherry pie, we can, by following the food, discover the truth: that these two dialectics are mutually constitutive, at least within the logic of the series.

			I want to give this dialectical argument one more turn of the screw by analyzing the role of coffee and cherry pie in David Lynch’s cameo appearances as Regional Bureau Chief Gordon Cole, Agent Cooper’s direct supervisor. As with much of Lynch’s oeuvre, his practice of the cameo hearkens back to Alfred Hitchcock. D. A. Miller has compellingly read Hitchcock’s cameo appearances  as strange conjunctions of high and low aesthetics. The spectator feels like a connoisseur upon spotting Hitchcock, but the cameos tend to be so blunt that no one would not notice them.15 Thus, each cameo appearance compels the viewer to ask herself: Am I a cinephile with taste or a crass spectator without taste?

			When Lynch enters the town of Twin Peaks as Gordon Cole, his presence transforms our normal suspended disbelief in the fiction into a prickly partial suspension. We are reminded of the createdness and constructedness of the series even as we are trying to maintain our suspended disbelief in order to follow the narrative as it continues to move. Unlike Hitchcock, Lynch remains on-screen, speaking, interacting with Cooper and a number of other characters, and, of course, drinking coffee and eating cherry pie—whole tables full of them. As such, the question of spectatorial taste invoked by Lynch’s cameo exceeds that of Hitchcock’s since we observe Lynch’s character tasting diegetic delicacies. And, boy, does Gordon Cole taste diegetic delicacies! In fact, the absurd quantity of pie that he eats during his short stay in Twin Peaks underscores the central significance of food to the series and gestures in subtle ways at the specificities of its significance.
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						Gordon Cole’s (David Lynch in cameo) pie ad absurdum.

					

				

			

			Just as the absurd quantity of cherry pie Cole consumes explicitly attracts attention to the symbolic powers of this food, it also highlights the cameo tension of David Lynch being inside and outside the series simultaneously. After all, he is well known for his massive coffee consumption, from Mark Frost’s remark, “We used to sit in coffee shops and David would throw back five or six cups of coffee at a sitting. . . . I don’t drink coffee, but he drinks it to calm him down,”16 to the auteur’s own David Lynch Signature Cup brand of coffee beans, “It’s all in the beans . . . and I’m just full of beans.” Not only do we get uncanny pleasure from Lynch living out his (and our) coffee and cherry pie fantasies in the series, but these scenes are tied to him getting close to Shelley Johnson. Practically deaf, Gordon Cole shouts to everyone and needs them to shout, but during his first visit to the RR he discovers that he can hear Shelley clearly when she speaks at her usual volume. In a subsequent visit, he lavishes Shelley with praises, calling her a goddess, but then lauds the cherry pie the same way, declaring his intention to write an epic poem about the pie. Ultimately, he leans in and kisses Shelley before he will leave Twin Peaks. Stunningly, her extramarital boyfriend, Bobby Briggs, who has exhibited an extremely short temper throughout the series, sees this but does nothing. What converges in this vital scene, therefore, is a wild delight in the cherry pie, overt signals that Twin Peaks is a television series with an artistic auteur behind it, the confluence of socioeconomic constituencies in the RR Diner, and the strange and unsettling love and violence of families. Put simply, when David Lynch enters Twin Peaks, cherry pie and coffee consumption intensify to an absurd quantity—an absurd quantity that makes this set of dialectics at the core of Twin Peaks visible and inextricably connected with each other.

			Spit to Save the Pine Weasel

			As a potent counterpart to the questions of connoisseurship, class, and commodity raised by Gordon Cole’s cherry pie feast, Cooper’s adlike enjoyments, and the social nexus of the RR Diner, there is a wine-tasting benefit event held at the Great Northern Hotel late in the series (Episode 27). This benefit is a rare scene in Twin Peaks that features emphatic enjoyment of comestibles other than coffee and pie. Crucially, this event contains all of the dialectics of taste, class, and domestic bliss and brutality that constitute the coffee and pie scenes throughout the series, but because this is an upper-class event, and a green capitalist one no less, the wine tasting provides another critical significance of food in Twin Peaks. The benefit represents a shift from the standard diner coffee that does not pretend to be gourmet and that fuels blue-collar labor to wines that clearly aspire to the status of luxury goods and that are only tasted and then spit out in an act that savors but then discards the object without gleaning bodily benefits.

			At the most immediate level, this benefit pits the affable but dimwitted Deputy Andy against the pompous Richard Tremayne of the Men’s Fashion wing of the Horne Department Store. Lucy Moran, the Sheriff’s Department receptionist, has been in a long-term relationship with Andy but recently also had a fling with Tremayne. She is now pregnant, and both men are competing for her love and ultimately for the paternal role of the unborn child. At the benefit, this storyline creates a dynamic tension as both men must act civilized to maintain the especially high decorum of the event itself, and yet their civilized veneer is continually cracking under the pressure of the brutal violence just beneath—the will to annihilate the other and claim the role of the father.

			The event is structured around this antagonism from the very start. In the opening scene, Tremayne commences the tasting with a few pretentious words: “Welcome to our oenophiliac soiree, another in a continuing series of public events sponsored by Horne Industries to benefit the Stop Ghostwood Development movement.” On the word “oenophiliac,” the camera cuts to Andy whispering to Lucy, “Ono-what?” To which Lucy responds, “Something to do with wine.” What we see here is Lucy being torn in two directions. She and Andy share a social class identity—their taste runs to donuts, pies, and coffee. Yet she is attracted to Tremayne’s coiffed and tailored looks and seeming sophistication. This tension then manifests with the first glass of wine. After completing a pompous speech about being a former sommelier and wanting to bring some culture to Twin Peaks for a good cause, Tremayne says, “Now that we’re all poured, let’s first examine . . .,” but just then the camera cuts to Andy as he takes a generous mouthful from his glass. Horrified, Tremayne shouts, “Don’t taste it yet! Spit it out!” Sheepishly, Andy spits the wine into the provided spittoon. What feels like a sequence of comic relief should be read as comic intensification as the brutal battle for the position of husband and father is waged through a contest of knowing when to put things in your mouth, how to taste them properly, and when to spit them out.

			Compounding the domestic struggle and increasing the significance of this event is the purpose of the wine-tasting benefit. Ben Horne’s Stop Ghostwood Development movement, whose stated aims are the preservation of the local forests and in particular the endangered pine weasel, began because Ben’s deceptive maneuvering to take over the Packard Sawmill and turn the land into extremely high-end real estate failed. If Horne was not going to be the one to capitalize on developing the forested land, then no one else was going to either, and the guise of environmentalism offered the best means of thwarting his capitalist rivals. As such, Ben and his brother Jerry function as a surprisingly foresighted critique of green capitalists. This critical turn is especially interesting as the fraternal pair, Ben and Jerry, evoke the ice-cream partners who were at the vanguard of so-called green capitalism and who, according to Mark Frost, sent ice cream to the set of Twin Peaks to show appreciation for the nominal nod in their direction.17

			What is more, to read the wine tasting as a critique of green capitalism offers a sophisticated way to consider the juxtaposed images in the opening credit sequence of every episode that oscillate among flora, fauna, water, mountains, and sawmill machinery. Perhaps the opening credit sequence does not frame the series as a simple antagonism between human technologies and nature so much as posit that antagonism as a dialectic that will be in flux throughout the series. Instead of this dialectic resolving with one force winning over the other, Twin Peaks explores complex and interrelated forms of this tension. After all, while the Stop Ghostwood Development movement began as a venal plot disguised as green capitalism, Ben Horne’s character does change over time, cultivating what appears to be a genuine desire to do good—a character change that, intriguingly, is indicated by Ben giving up expensive cigars and replacing them with raw carrots.

			Black Lodge Blend

			The idea that food provides one of if not the preeminent interpretive hermeneutics for reading Twin Peaks was made powerfully clear when the series came to its premature and conflicted end: David Lynch had taken time away from the series to film Wild at Heart; the network was applying various pressures and a major schedule change; the set was fragmenting as a result of the off-screen relationship between Kyle MacLachlan and Laura Flynn Boyle—she went so far as to declare publicly that she hated cherry pie.18 With the series cancelled, Lynch returned to direct the finale and ratchet up the food-borne antagonisms as he brought the mysteries to their close, though perhaps not their conclusion.

			The episode is dominated by Agent Cooper putting himself at hazard by entering the Black Lodge, a sort of para-place in an adjacent dimension. The Black Lodge, like the fish in the percolator, functions as an inner and outer place—it seems to be outside Twin Peaks, yet it is always, if invisibly, integral to it, and when Cooper goes out to/into the Lodge, he enters his own interior world of intuition and the unconscious. Nothing and no one inside the Lodge is quite what they seem, and it is not all that easy to determine what they even seem. People and objects keep switching, disorienting camera angles oscillate in un-classical Hollywood style, irregular strobe lighting disturbs temporality, and non-Cooper characters’ speech has been recorded with them speaking backward and replayed in reverse to estrange whatever they say. As such, the Black Lodge is a place of deepest ambiguities that demand interpretation but only through intuition rather than logical deduction.

			Approximately midway through the episode, Cooper sits in a red chair inside the Black Lodge and the Man from Another Place sits on a small sofa near him. An elderly room-service waiter from the Great Northern suddenly appears on the sofa too and then stands up with a cup and saucer. Slowly shuffling toward Cooper, the waiter repeats, with the weird reverse/un-reverse audio distortion accompanied by subtitling, the word “cof-fee” six times. A food waitstaff worker, advancing in serialized installments of narrative progression, holding out and enunciating “coffee” appears to encapsulate the series in content and form. The striking encapsulation and its uncanny repetition presents itself as the series reveal, as if to say, the answer to the big mystery of Twin Peaks was, like a purloined percolator, right in front of you—the answer is in the cof-fee, cof-fee, cof-fee, cof-fee, cof-fee, cof-fee.

			In typical Lynch style, though, this reveal does not spell out the solution. While coffee may be the purloined object of Twin Peaks, Cooper is not Dupin, and he does not tell us what he deduced and how. Instead, we watch Cooper as he sits silently through this coffee encounter. He takes the cup and saucer and lingers with it in his hands—again, taking us in form and content back to the initial fishy percolator scene. Ready to sip, Cooper visually notices something amiss in the coffee. He tips the cup halfway up and shows the inside to the Man from Another Place, in whose place the camera places the spectator.
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						Agent Cooper’s coffee transforms with no explanation into a solid, plastic mass.

					

				

			

			Cooper’s face emotes total bafflement, and the coffee in the cup appears to be shiny black plastic that is holding in place. He returns the cup to an upright position and then tips it slightly again, this time regular coffee spills out as he looks at the camera. Finally, he uprights it again and tips again, this time discovering the coffee is oozy gloop, apparently the scorched engine oil that marks the passageway in the Twin Peaks woods to the Black Lodge. As the stunned Cooper puzzles over his beloved beverage that keeps morphing, the waiter changes into the Giant who sits on the sofa next to the Man from Another Place, in precisely the same posture, and issues the cryptic statement, “One and the same.” The Black Lodge coffee like the people, pies, and antagonisms of Twin Peaks are identified as forming a chain of association and continuity.19 Cooper and we are prompted to interpret this assertion.

			To do this interpretive work, we must notice a subtle but crucial parallel coffee encounter that takes places outside the Black Lodge yet in essentially the same time and place as Cooper’s encounter inside the Lodge. Sheriff Truman watched Cooper enter during nighttime, and he has sat on a log all night waiting for him to reemerge. It is early morning outside the Lodge when we cut to Truman joined by Deputy Andy, and they have a normal conversation made strange by Truman’s completely flat and barely whispered tone:

			Andy: “Do you want a thermos of coffee?”

			Truman: “Yeah.”

			Andy: “Do you want a plate special?”

			Truman: “Yeah.”

			Andy: “Do you want dessert?”

			Truman: “Yeah.”

			Andy: “Do you want pie?”

			The camera remains fixed on a long take of this repeated series of questions about food. Just as coffee is taking on a heightened symbolic role for Cooper inside the Lodge, coffee and pie have lost significance for Truman and the dimension of Twin Peaks. It is as if Truman’s apathy toward coffee is a result of Cooper’s deep investigation of it. While this parallel does not tell us what to make of the coffee and pies in Twin Peaks, it reiterates the narrative centrality of food that symbolizes relationships and the one-and-sameness of the antagonisms they embody.

			As a coda to this revelation, when Cooper returns from the Black Lodge, he squeezes out long strings of toothpaste into his hotel room sink—an image of insanity and waste, refusing to remove the sugar, acid, and red and black stains of pie and coffee, leaving the residues of these foods to rot and stain the location of their enjoyment. Then the production credits roll over the image of a cup of coffee. Just when you might be asking yourself whether this coffee is solid, liquid, or ooze, the image of Laura Palmer’s face gradually comes into view on the surface of the coffee and a slow rack focus blurs everything else in the frame. To its last drop, then, Twin Peaks sustains its core antagonisms with the detective directive that we follow the coffee, the donuts, and the cherry pies that bind.

			Notes

			Hearty thanks to a damn fine research assistant, Marissa Schuh!
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			Chapter 11

			Food and Conversation in Sex and the City

			Fashion Consumed, Sex Digested

			Glenda Sacks

		

		
			In the television series Sex and the City, the four central characters Carrie, Samantha, Charlotte, and Miranda are often filmed in coffee shops and restaurants gossiping about their sexual experiences and relationships while drinking and eating various meals. The ubiquitous presence of edibles in so many of the scenes invites a closer investigation of the role that food plays in the series. A comparison between conversing and eating has been made by cognitive literary theorist Ellen Spolsky (2010), who draws an analogy between the digestive system that recognizes food particles deciding what to utilize and what to excrete, and narratives where a similar selection occurs. In Spolsky’ s essay “Narrative as Nourishment” she notes that we change and reconfigure narratives we hear—giving emphasis to some items and discarding others—based on our own experiences.1 One could surmise from this claim that the friends’ narratives become their “nourishment,” since, according to Spolsky, narratives have important work to do in human lives, actually effecting changes in the synaptic connections between neurons stimulated by sensory experiences. She notes that: “Narratives indeed teach us by managing our neuronal/brain/body responses in all kinds of situations . . . organizing the brain into a connected set of schemata that represents the self and the situation of that self in its environment.”2 Spolsky’s analogy between sustenance of the body and nourishment of the mind encourages a closer analysis of those scenes in the television series dealing with conversation, food, and its consumption.

			Another concept that weaves itself through this chapter is the idea of pathetic fallacy, a poetic device that has been translated into cinematic form in Sex and the City. Pathetic fallacy occurs when the feelings of fictional characters are expressed through inanimate objects such as filming storm clouds in order to highlight the drama of two people arguing in a scene.3 In Sex and the City, the emotions experienced by the four friends are often projected onto scenes connected to the creation and/or the consumption of food. The idea of pathetic fallacy here is also based on Elaine Scarry’s book The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (1985) in which she theorizes that people project the pain of their own sentient experience onto inanimate objects in order to relieve themselves of suffering.4 Similarly, the use of food to reflect the emotions and feelings of the four friends creates a kind of cinematic pathetic fallacy whereby victuals become the inanimate objects that both contain and reflect the emotional turmoil that the characters are undergoing. 

			Spolsky’s theory of narrative as nourishment and Scarry’s interpretation of pathetic fallacy as the externalization of painful sentient feelings dovetail neatly in their understanding of the human need for equilibrium, regulation, and well-being in both body and mind. Both of their theoretical approaches are based on the concept of an embodied mind, which from a biological perspective focuses on the mind-brain connection and especially the embodiment of reason via the sensorimotor system. According to George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1999), our concepts cannot be a direct reflection of external, objective, mind-free reality because our sensorimotor system plays a crucial role in shaping them.5 They claim that “metaphor allows conventional mental imagery from sensorimotor domains to be used for domains of subjective experience.”6 In this chapter the close connection between the sensory ingestion of food and the exchange of narratives, together with the use of non-sentient victuals to both reflect and deflect subjective human feelings and emotions will be examined more closely.7

			Scarry’s definition of pathetic fallacy, as both the projection and animation of the creator’s own aliveness onto non-alive things begs the question: Who is the creator in a movie script? Are they the fictional characters whose suffering is being alleviated, or is it the suffering of the script writers that is being tended to? Can Scarry’s definition of pathetic fallacy with its emphasis on the pain of the creator’s sentience be applied to fictional characters who at various times cook, create, masticate, and vomit in the television series? In reply to these questions, the fictional characters discussed here will conform to Uri Margolin’s (1990) description of non-actual individuals (INDs), which are fictional characters in books, movies, plays, and television. Margolin states that INDs are “endowed with a variety of physical and mental attributes and relations, including social, locutionary, epistemic, cognitive, emotive, volitional and perceptive.”8 He notes that the IND may possess inner states, knowledge and belief sets, traits intents, wishes, dispositions, memories, and attitudes, that is, an interiority of personhood.9 Margolin’s rounded description of the interiority of personhood in fictional characters negates the necessity of separating the writer and director’s creative decisions from those of the non-actual individuals’ emotions and creations within the series. Therefore, the use of food as the vehicle for pathetic fallacy will loosely rove back and forth between the writer’s and director’s creative decisions surrounding food, and the food created by the fictional characters themselves.

			Food, Sex, and Fashion: Setting the Scene in Sex and the City

			Many of the scenes in which Carrie chats with her friends take place in the generically named “The Coffee Shop,” a studio setting of a restaurant. The restaurant set with its chrome tables and white coffee mugs with brown zigzag patterns are some of the only scenes where no one interrupts the friends’ conversations, not even the faceless waiters who magically appear with their meals or remove them from their table. The four women are always left alone to “chew” over sexual or relationship problems that they encounter, whether it is the terrible taste of a man’s semen or the experience Charlotte had of having her face “raped” by a bad kisser. 

			Clearly the main topic of discussion while the women are eating is their sexual relationships, which are based primarily on their heterosexual couplings. The sexologist Leonore Tiefer (1995) challenges “naturalistic” categories based on traditional heterosexual constructs of sexuality and claims that her scholarship in sexology is a postmodernist interrogation of these naturalistic labels. She questions whether the penile erection, which she claims is the “centerpiece” of most contemporary sex research, has anything to do with pleasure or procreation or display or domination.10 As much as Tiefer aims to deconstruct academic discourse of sex, discourse about sex in Sex and the City reverts to the traditional “centerpiece” of sexual narrative, the penile erection, and presents it in an unapologetically open manner. Penises are the subject of many of the friends’ conversations, whether it is about the size, width, or taste of them. Their conversations are part of the attraction of the series for female viewers: the show is a television drama about women being frank and willing to discuss their sexual experiences. According to Stephanie Mansfield from USA Weekend, “While premium cable channels tend to attract more male viewers, Sex and the City boasts more female viewers (ages 18–34) than any other original HBO series.”11 

			Unlike classical Hollywood movies in which, the British feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey (2007) argues, women are typically presented as objects of the gaze in contrast to the male characters, who are active and control the space, the narrative in Sex and the City is built around women who are both the spectacle and the action combined.12 Patricia Field, the stylist for the four main actresses, Sarah Jessica Parker, Kim Cattrall, Cynthia Nixon, and Kristin Davis, does a fantastic job of bringing their characters into sharp focus by dressing them in cutting-edge and fashionable clothing. To use Mulvey’s term “a woman’s to-be-looked-at-ness” by men, has been appropriated in Sex and the City by the mainly female audience of the show, and one of the main reasons for this is the dynamic role that fashion plays in the narrative.

			The emphasis on clothes and fashion in the television episodes as well as in the films highlights a major shift in female roles: from the domestic goddesses of the fifties and sixties to the “fabulous” working girls of the eighties and the nineties. According to Hilary Radner (2004), it was fashion photography and popular culture rather than the politics of 1960s activism that brought about male and female role changes in Western culture. Despite the critique of patriarchal culture that Mulvey expresses in her analysis of cinema—that of the “male gaze” as the purest manifestation of predatory male voyeurism—not all changes in the status of women during the 1960s and 1970s had its roots in sexual politics.13 Instead, Radner claims that the creation of the career girl and the working girl, as embodied in the photographs of Jean Shrimpton by the British photographer David Bailey, shifted the image of the domesticated woman in social consciousness, and in its place the working “girl” became the emblem of a new sexual order.14 The publication of images of strutting, confident, young women, legs wide apart and arms akimbo in magazines and newspapers reflected the zeitgeist of the sixties and seventies. This shift from dependent domesticity to independent wage earner finds its apotheosis in Sex and the City with its four working “girls”—a term that Carrie uses to describe herself and her friends. The term “girl,” Radner notes, still maintains or at least represents a woman’s status as fecund and marriageable long past her childbearing years.15 Instead of the domesticated homemaker shown in fifties and sixties advertisements with aprons around their waists, we now see fabulously dressed career girls who work, earn their own money, and as a result have the freedom to buy whatever they want. There is no housekeeping money to beg for, and fashion in the series becomes yet another symbol of their independence. Their “fabulousness,” a term often used by Samantha to express how she feels about herself and her friends, is of great appeal to females today who themselves are career women, or juggling jobs and having children at the same time.

			Food and Breakdowns

			It is fitting then that the four friends buy, rather than make, their own food and clothes. Very rarely do the viewers see them cooking, and they never see them sewing. Instead, in every episode the “girls” are out at restaurants and bars, eating and drinking and having fun. An awareness of their lack of domestic flair is evident when Carrie boasts to her friends saying, “I performed an unnatural act of my own—I cooked,” after she makes Mr. Big a disastrous cheese fondue.16 Food making as an activity of nourishing and nurturing others is hardly seen, and when such scenes are shown they often end in disaster. Harry walks out on Charlotte after she has spent hours preparing an authentic Jewish Sabbath dinner for him, and the few times we see Samantha with food, other than eating it, the scenes also end in disaster. After her painful breakup with Richard who redeems himself by lending her his Hampton home for a party, she jealously throws melons at two young girls and smashes a window. In the first movie based on the television show she covers herself with plastic wrap and sushi waiting for her young lover Smith to come home. When he doesn’t arrive on time she gets up in a huff, scattering sushi on the floor. In both cases cuisine is used not for nourishment, but to express rage, and ends up on the floor rather than in someone’s mouth. Dining becomes fraught with searing emotions and could be viewed as containing elements of a pathetic fallacy where food and its accompanying paraphernalia become the receptacles of turbulent feelings in the show. 

			Romance and nourishment don’t go together in Sex and the City; instead romance leads to vomiting, anxiety, disappointing sexual intercourse, and mono. When romance or true love does appear in the series, Carrie’s reaction is immediate and visceral—she accidentally finds an engagement ring in Aiden’s gym bag and runs to vomit in the toilet. Later she has a panic attack and breaks out in a rash while trying on a bridal gown. Aiden loves and wants to marry her, but as Carrie says, “I am missing the bride gene.” The theme of romance and malady that weaves through the series is vividly depicted when Samantha complains to her friends at the “Black and White Bar” that she is unwell and cannot eat because she finds herself falling in love with Richard, her boss. She says, “I have got monogamy, I am not well,” clearly alluding to mono—with its flulike symptoms—sometimes called the kissing disease for its oral transmission.

			The pervasive connection between sex, love, and food in the television series is not accidental. Robin Fox (2009) in her article “Food and Eating: An Anthropological Perspective” notes that food and sex are closely linked in the limbic system of the brain, which also controls emotional activity. In evolutionary terms, a male’s willingness to provide food becomes an important indicator of his suitability as a mate. Anthropological studies have shown that while men go for appearance and youth in a woman as an indicator of fertility, women are attracted to men who can provide victuals. In modern times this translates into the courting ritual where it is considered very attractive when the man pays for the meal on the first date. Fox points out that “this may appeal to deep and atavistic survival motives in the female.” Focusing on courtship etiquette today, Fox notes that the offer of a meal by the male is a part of foreplay, and the woman then is supposed to cook breakfast post-sexual intercourse in order to complete her part of the bargain.17 If, on a symbolic level, feeding someone or providing them with food can be seen as the outward expression of inward feelings of love and affection, it would seem the rejection of sustenance is a metaphor for the rejection of romantic love in the show. Whereas in Sex and the City, there are numerous scenes of the first step in this ritual of courtship, the women with their dates eating at a restaurant, the post-coital scenes rarely involve cooking. Instead, Miranda is confronted by a urinating date who doesn’t shut the bathroom door, and Samantha is thrown out of her lover’s bed by an irate maid—the antithesis of Fox’s notion of nurture and courtship etiquette. 

			If viewed through the anthropological lens of Fox’s theory of courtship and feeding, Carrie is genetically deprived; she is a mutant female in a neurotic search for a nonbinding yet loving relationship. When Carrie first dates Berger, whom she believes she loves, their romantic feelings for each other interfere with them having good sex. Berger tries to re-create the spark that he and Carrie had talking to each other in restaurants, by turning her bed into a restaurant table. He desperately goes to find “something” to make it happen and comes back from her kitchen with salt and pepper shakers. The introduction of these phallic-shaped objects into the act of sex has overtones of cannibalism, which according to Peter Goodrich, has some reference to earlier forms of cannibalistic practices with “the brushing together of the labia, the smacking conjunction of lips, the smelling and tasting of the beloved’s face.”18 Kissing and eating are conflated, and it is only after re-creating the restaurant on the top of the bedsheets that Carrie and Berger manage to have satisfying sex. The use of food props in this scene propels the sex and contributes to the narrative by drawing on metaphorical associations that exist outside the scene itself. Cannibalism, the biblical reference to Lot’s wife who was turned into a pillar of salt after looking back at Sodom and the mythological reference to Aphrodite, salt, and procreation all coalesce here. 19

			Narrative as Nourishment

			It would seem that talking about her worries is more nourishing to Carrie than either sex or food. Furthermore, her “Sex and the City” columns, published weekly in the fictional newspaper, The New York Observer, enables her to ponder and reflect upon her anxieties. Momentarily off the roller coaster of socializing and dating in New York, it is in front of her computer screen that Carrie seems to be the most focused, motivated, calm, and content. It is in these scenes that Spolsky’s theory about the nourishing role of narratives in our lives is given reification. As has been pointed out, Spolsky theorizes that narratives teach us to adapt to a range of circumstances by changing our neuronal responses and allowing us to better react to them in a more efficient manner. By addressing troubling questions to her computer, a technological substitute for her friends, Carrie creates compelling narratives for the female readers of her weekly columns, as when she types into her computer the question “Are we simply romantically challenged or are we sluts?” Here she questions her own rapacious appetite for the taste of a new romance, yet at the same time acknowledges the darker side of a woman’s search for love—her insecurity, loneliness, and despair. Applying Spolsky’s analogy between storytelling and digestion to these one-woman narratives Carrie is able to “metabolize” her lingering feelings of loneliness and isolation, making them more manageable. The comforting consequence of Carrie’s self-nourishing narratives are her pronouncements at the end of each episode where she narrates the life lesson she has learned for that week. An example of this occurs at the end of an episode where Carrie has to confront life choices she had made, including an abortion. She notes in a voice-over that “as we drive along this road called life, occasionally a gal will find herself a little lost. And when that happens, I guess she has to let go of the coulda, shoulda, woulda, buckle up and keep going.” 

			Carrie’s obsessive investigation of male and female relationships in her weekly newspaper can be viewed as what Spolsky terms “a representationally hungry problem.” Spolsky notes that in literature and in art, artists linger on the same subject, constantly trying to represent a complicated issue and attempting to find a way to “make their art or their stories satisfying to the people who need to ingest and understand them.”20 She theorizes that no amount of re-representation is able to satisfy some representationally hungry problems; therefore, certain themes, narratives, and images in great art are continually being repeated. Referencing the work of Paul Hernadi (2002), Spolsky points out that stories that revolve around mating plots are connected to human survival and therefore are universally interesting.21 Carrie constructs endless questions about male-female relationships which are the centerpieces of her weekly columns, exemplifying the endless fascination that mating plots have for her fictional readers as well as for viewers of the show. She asks, “Do we need distance to get close?” “Can you make a mistake and miss your fate?” and “When it comes to life and love, why do we believe our worst reviews?” It is here that Carrie grapples with the representationally hungry problem of dating plots in order to make them more digestible for her readers/audience. Therefore, each television episode can be regarded as a frustratingly insubstantial meal which attempts to solve the problem of finding love and happiness by stirring up feelings of desire and yearning, but ultimately the weekly mating plot leaves the mainly female viewer dissatisfied and wanting more.22 Not only does Carrie, in her privileged position as a newspaper columnist, create nourishing titbits for her readers to “chew over,” she could also be seen to be “feeding the hungry masses” of newspaper consumers, presumably women dissatisfied with their own lot in the dating world. 

			Confectionary and Pathetic Fallacy

			Birthdays and birthday celebrations in Sex and the City are filled with anxiety. In the premier episode, ghoulishly dressed transvestites hand a grimacing Miranda a birthday cake, and in the opening episode of the fourth season a beautifully dressed Carrie is left humiliated and alone at a table in the middle of a restaurant for her own birthday celebration. Each birthday is a reminder of the friends’ single status—an unshakeable theme throughout the six seasons of the show. Carrie has to pay for her own birthday cake and gets yelled at by street workers when she accidentally walks into wet tar. While she struggles to free herself from the sticky morass, her birthday cake tumbles out of the box creating a pathetic fallacy for Carrie’s own feelings of being alone, stuck, and not “moving along” in life by getting married and settling down.

			Similarly, food becomes laden with metaphorical properties when in season six Miranda finally falls in love with Steve and is afraid to tell him. She finds herself volunteering to ice his girlfriend’s birthday cupcakes, but midway through the process she phones Carrie crying, “I fucked up Debby’s ‘B.’” The real mess is Miranda’s inability to express her love for Steve, and the iced cupcake paradoxically symbolizes her own lack of sweetness and domestic flair. The scene turns into an amusing cinematic parody of someone in a dangerous situation when Carrie tells her to “move away from the icing” to “put it down” and “get out of there” as if it were an emergency. The cookies and icing have become something toxic and dangerous, capable of hurting Miranda. However, it is by talking through the situation with Carrie that Miranda calms down and pulls herself together. According to Scarry’s definition of pathetic fallacy (1985), the creative act is a way to assist artists and poets to amplify or alter their felt experience of sentience.23 Ultimately Scarry views objects of artistic creation as the outward expression of human sentience which are created in order to relieve or rescue artists from their own hurt and suffering. On this view, the botched iced “B” is symbolic of Miranda’s ruined relationship with Steve, and all her longings and frustrations are projected onto a tiny piece of confectionary. 

			Food and Fecundity

			Food as both nourishment and as pathetic fallacy highlights the theme of fecundity in the television series. In the first season Charlotte goes to view an artist’s new body of work. He unveils huge paintings of female genitalia while stating that “the cunt is the most powerful force in the universe. Truth is to be found only in the cunt.” The artist asks a shocked Charlotte to pose for him, and while she is desperately trying to find a way out of her predicament, his wife walks in with a tray of cookies and says to her, “I bet you have a beautiful cunt dear!” Female genitalia and nourishing cookies are combined to create a paradoxical and uncomfortable mix of edgy sexuality and homey domesticity. Later in the episode it is clear that the prudish Charlotte has posed for him because the audience hears the coy giggles of her friends while they crowd around a painting of her private parts. Sharing her narrative with her friends has allowed Charlotte to reconcile what she first viewed to be a degrading act, and their positive response has made it easer for her to deal with lingering feelings of discomfort. Applying Spolsky’s claim mentioned in the introduction, about the important changes that occur in the synaptic connections driven by the neurons when one encounters narratives, Charlotte’s narrative of the event serves to connect her to a set of schemata that represents the self and the situation of that self in its environment in a positive way.24 

			The use of pathetic fallacy to express the hollowness of Charlotte and Trey’s marriage occurs in a rare scene of domesticity when Charlotte invites her friends for dinner. As they are about to eat their meal, Trey appears, and he and Charlotte launch into an argument about a present he had bought her earlier on—a life-size cardboard baby. While they are shouting at each other her three friends leave and the meal is left untouched on the table. Trey and Charlotte’s infertility is reflected in the pathetic fallacy of the meal. The cuisine remains untouched in the same way that Charlotte’s womb remains unseeded by Trey’s sperm, and there is a projection of the lack of sensuousness, satisfaction, and fecundity in their marriage onto a table laden with a delicious yet uneaten meal. 

			A woman’s natural role as fertile producer and nourisher of babies gets the cruelest treatment of all in the series. The very act of breast-feeding is shown to be disgusting, with the camera close-up of engorged breasts, which simultaneously shows Carrie’s discomfort while talking to a distracted Miranda who is trying to get her baby to latch onto her nipple. After failing to breast-feed Brady while trying to listen to Carrie’s musings about her love life, Miranda pleads with Carrie saying, “I can’t follow your thoughts. . . . I am not going to become one of those mothers who can’t carry on a conversation. I’m not!” Breast-feeding does not fit into the fashion conscious, fabulous world of sex and consumerism. Buying clothes and eating out in the series underlines and highlights the independence of the four characters, creating models of female behavior which are the antitheses of the lives of domesticated females whose lives revolve around their families. It is therefore fitting that the four friends themselves have no mothers and have to “mother” each other, becoming replacements for the lack of positive mother figures in the script. Nothing is known about the mothers of Carrie, Samantha, and Charlotte, and Miranda’s mother dies in season four. Trey’s mother’s behavior is incestuous and meddling. Steve’s mother is first shown to be a sentimental nuisance, insisting on baptizing her grandson, and later she descends into dementia and madness. The lack of positive mother figures in the script, together with the struggle to become a mother (Charlotte) and the struggle to be a mother (Miranda), highlights the paucity of nurturing and feeding scenes in the television series. 

			In conclusion, the consuming of victuals and drink is a constant image throughout all the episodes, symbolizing turning points in the women’s lives, such as the birthday cakes, or acting as a kind of pathetic fallacy, as when Carrie discusses her passionless sex with Berger in the RAW restaurant where all the food is served cold. The mulling over and dissection of the friends’ relationships and sexual encounters through their various narratives makes it easier for them to digest and understand what has happened to them. Sex somehow becomes more palatable when discussed. The back and forth of their conversation, witty repartee, giggles, and insights helps them to cognitively “consume” and “digest” what may in fact be awful, degrading experiences and enables them to re-contextualize them in a less threatening way. Narrative is indeed nourishment for the four friends.
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			 8. Uri Margolin saw his ontological perspective of individuals in fictional worlds as one of the main tasks of narratology. He viewed the main components of narrative content, namely, plot, setting, ideas, and character, as “ambiguous and polysemic,” and therefore in need of a more definitive theoretical language. Uri Margolin, “Individuals in Narrative Worlds: An Ontological Perspective,” Poetics Today 4 (1990): 843–71.
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			17. Robin Fox, “Food and Eating: An Anthropological Perspective,” Social Issues Research Centre 20, November 2009, www.sirc.org/publik/foxfood.pdf (accessed 15 June 2014).

			18. Peter Goodrich, The Laws of Love: A Brief Historical and Practical Manual (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 109.

			19. According to Bernard M. Moiner and Tilman B. Dreuke, for thousands of years salt was associated with the birth of the goddess of beauty Aphrodite, who was believed to have been born in salty sea foam. Furthermore, salt appetite and reproduction were connected in the minds of the ancient Greeks, and salt was present in remedies for impotence. “Aphrodite, Sex and Salt: From Butterfly to Man,” Nephrol Dial Transplant (May 2008): 2154–61.

			20. Spolsky, “Narrative Nourishment,” 50.

			21. Spolsky, “Narrative Nourishment,” 49–50.

			22. Antonio Damasio (1999) proposes that “the term feeling should be reserved for the private mental experience of an emotion, while the term emotion should be used to designate the collection of responses, many of which are publicly observable.” Antonio Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness (Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace, 1999), 42. 
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			chapter 12

			“Little Shakin’, Little Tenderizin’, and Down You Go”

			Jaws and Humanity’s Fear of Finding Itself on the Menu

			Mark R. Bousquet

		

		
			From the arrival of the Mayflower in 1620 to an otherwise nondescript launch in July 1927, the United States was in the whaling business. Arriving to the New England coast in the late fall of 1620, the Mayflower colonists were greeted with a bounty of whales that were as abundant as they were unattainable as they struggled for survival. They lacked the necessary equipment to hunt; even when a solitary whale parked itself beside their ship to lazily rest, its large back seemingly begging to be struck, the colonists could do nothing but attempt to fire a musket and then watch the whale give a snuffle and swim away.1 From there, whaling in America rose alongside the nation, through periods of drift whaling, shore whaling, and eventually deep-sea whaling, turning the small, fledgling nation into an international power on the open waters of the World Ocean.2 Whaling was driven by the men of the coastal northeast, and through the early nineteenth century, there was a genuine romance in these communities about the profession. Beginning with Owen Chase’s Narrative of the Most Extraordinary and Distressing Shipwreck of the Whale-Ship Essex (1821), the men of the whaling industry began to come home and write decidedly non-romantic memoirs; Chase’s narrative (one of the primary inspirations for Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick) is a shocking tale of human suffering, beginning with the sinking of his ship by a rogue sperm whale and concentrating on three months spent suffering at sea, that eventually saw Chase and his fellow survivors succumbing to cannibalism. By the time Charles Nordhoff published Nine Years a Sailor (1857) three and a half decades later, whaling narratives had shifted from suffering and romance to reform, with the ultimate goal to keep young men from entering the profession: “If anything I have written on this subject,” Nordhoff writes, “shall induce a young man, launching into life, to make a sensible choice of evils, by looking elsewhere than to the Sea for the adventurous existence which his spirit requires, I shall be rewarded.”3 What had once been seen as an enviable pursuit for local young men was now being recast as something undesirable, yet a community that depended on the industry for its livelihood could never fully turn its back on whaling, and it was not until 1927 that the last whaling vessel left New Bedford, Massachusetts, the heart of American whaling. With only six men on board, it promptly sank within sight of land, and American whaling had, for all intents and purposes, come to an end.

			Fifty years after the sinking of the John R Manta, another ocean-based economic community (this time fictitious) was caught between the dangers of hunting an oceanic creature and the need for local commerce. In Steven Spielberg’s Jaws (1975), Amity Island has a shark problem. Specifically, it has a man-eating great white shark problem, and like its coastal predecessor, Amity is caught between commerce and safety. Unlike New Bedford, Amity’s economy is based on the pleasures of tourism instead of the viciousness of the hunt, but it is also a more immediate problem, as the town has only a few months of New England summer to do the bulk of its yearly business. 

			Once whaling had become a deep-sea enterprise, there were never enough local boys to man all of the positions on all of the ships being sent to kill whales, so local boys became officers, and crews were filled out and restocked with seamen from wherever the captains could find willing bodies: South America, Africa, the Pacific Islands, and transplanted Europeans. In similar fashion, when Amity is confronted by the rogue shark, the Orca is captained by weathered local fisherman Quint (Robert Shaw) and then filled out with two outsiders: oceanographer Matt Hooper (Richard Dreyfus) and Sheriff Martin Brody (Roy Scheider), recently transplanted from New York. Dan Rubey has argued that the town meeting where Quint makes his initial pitch to kill the shark and the subsequent mass hunt that is created by a grieving mother’s bounty is “organized by images of powerlessness and impotence on the part of the community.”4 I would go a bit further to argue that the island’s impotence also signifies the closing of the circle begun with the Mayflower—the cultural descendants of what the original Puritans started have come back to the beginning, to the inability to kill what lives in the community’s waters—only now it is not passing whales but a hungry shark. 

			In this essay, I will focus on how food signifies both the town’s impotence and the singular instances of potency; which is to say, no one in this film is seen eating except for the three people who have power to enact real change: the shark, Quint, and Hooper. Unlike either Peter Biskind, who saw the shark in Jaws as a sexual metaphor, or Robert Willson, who believed that director Steven Spielberg, “in order to solve his problem of depicting the special nature of the Shark as an opponent of U.S. society . . . turned not to the conventions of horror films but to those of war movies, in particular those sagas that dealt with submarine warfare between the United States and the Axis powers in WW2,”5 I believe Jaws is best viewed as a western, and my argument is that the film uses the act of eating as the stand-in for gun violence and know-how. In other words, the eaters wield the power in Jaws. Within this framework, good and evil battle out in classic western fashion: white hats versus black hats. The stereotypical “black hat”—the dangerous outsider who kills (or, as it were, eats) without moral compunction—is the shark. The central “white hat” is Chief Brody, a lawman cast in the mold of High Noon’s Marshall Will Kane (Gary Cooper), a man conflicted by violence because he is aware that he possesses neither the special knowledge nor gun power to eliminate the coming enemy. Just as Kane has an opportunity to flee the town before the black hats arrive (he has agreed to retire, at the behest of his new wife), but stays out of a moral obligation to do “the right thing,” Brody takes his role as the town protector seriously enough to put himself on a boat that hunts the shark, even if he is ill-prepared to do so. In between these two opposites reside Quint and Hooper, white hats via spatial positioning—they are not sharks, and equally threatened by the watery dangers posed by them—but black hats via deed. Quint and Hooper understand the ethos of the shark (the former largely from personal experience and the latter largely from scientific data), and know how to hunt him in his element; indeed, they together contain the ethical amalgamation of knowledge that Brody must eventually achieve. At the same time, the simple, necessary, and physical act of eating connects the shark, Quint, and Hooper, and separates them from Brody, whose impotence to stop both the shark and the island’s mayor from closing the beaches, manifests itself in an inability to eat. Just as Kane cannot bring himself to shoot, Brody cannot bring himself to eat—the threat of the antagonist’s hunger gnaws at him and destroys his appetite. And yet, in the end, it is Brody who kills the shark, but only after having consumed the expertise of Quint and Hooper, their knowledge allowing him to stand as the island’s protector in deed as well as title.

			In simplest terms, then, Jaws shows us and asks us to believe in a great white shark that is feeding on people in the coastal waters of Amity Island. It lies beyond the scope of this essay to enter into a full discussion of the great white shark’s behavior and eating habits, or how realistic Spielberg’s representation of the animal is in his film. There are some rewards, true, in attempting to match bits of artistic expression with reality, but these rewards are minimal: one “proves” nothing about a movie by listing what a director did and did not get factually right. Moreover, that kind of “gotcha” criticism is a great deal less interesting than exploring a well-made, internally consistent vision of the world within a film that we are presented. In the case of sharks, too, this game would not go very far. Stating with any authority the true number of shark attacks—of any kind, fatal or otherwise—is a fool’s game, as even experts in the field recognize. The University of Florida and the Florida Museum of Natural History (FMNH) have produced an extensive historical record of shark attacks from 1580 to 2013, detailing 767 unprovoked shark attacks (153 of them fatal) from thirty-four species, but they urge readers to “USE THIS TABLE WITH CAUTION!” in all caps and blue coloring. “Positive identification of attacking sharks is very difficult,” they inform us, 

			since victims rarely make adequate observations of the attacker during the “heat” of the interaction. . . . This list must be used with caution because attacks involving easily identified species, such as white, tiger, sand tiger, hammerhead and nurse sharks, nearly always identify the attacking species, while cases involving difficult to identify species, such as requiem sharks of the genus Carcharhinus, seldom correctly identify the attacker. Thus the list is skewed to readily identified species.6

			This does not mean that the great white shark is an innocent victim of a bad reputation. The FMNH scientists remind us that there is a “Big Three” of dangerous sharks: the tiger, bull, and white, and that the great white is responsible for 279 unprovoked but confirmed attacks (78 of them fatal) over this period, or roughly one attack every year and a half, and one fatal attack every 5.6 years. Thus, even if Jaws depicts a higher-than-normal rate of shark attacks, it has identified the most violent shark ever in relation to humans. Yet it should be noted that statistics, while a fine source of data to do quantitative analysis and to make quantitative predictions on future behavior, are not in the habit of influencing the actual activity of a shark. In other words, sharks do not read these charts. This fact alone is sufficient to open up a space for Jaws to exist.

			Shooting and Eating in the Maritime Western

			That it is a film also puts Jaws in conversation with other films, and this is sufficient for us to explore the figural connections between it and the genre of the western. In a traditional western, bad guys come to a town and upset the status quo, usually by attacking an innocent that the town, in a moment of laziness or innocence, fails to protect. In Jaws’s first victim, we see this dynamic at play as the film also establishes its food-shooting metaphor. College-aged Chrissie Watkins is the first meal for our feeding white shark, and fittingly, she leaves a nighttime beach cookout to run off with a young man for a private skinny dip. Watkins strips, enters the water, and is eaten, while the man is too drunk to get his clothes off, passes out on the beach, and is untouched. Watkins’s ordeal opens the symbolic shift in who gets to do the eating in Jaws, as the cookout is the last instance of normal food consumption by the locals in the film. When Brody reads the initial coroner’s report, he wants to shut the beach down, but the town’s mayor rejects that idea and coerces the medical examiner to alter his report to include the possibility of Watkins being killed by a boat propeller. In Peter Biskind’s famous review of Jaws, he argues that we are invited to see the attack on Chrissie as symbolically sexual. There is the image (seen on the poster and replicated somewhat in the film by a roadside billboard) of, in Biskind’s words, the “huge phallic head of a shark aimed suggestively at the midriff of a naked woman swimming on the surface of the water” to set the sexual mood. Biskind continues: 

			The shark, all too obviously, can only be the young man’s sexual passion, a greatly enlarged, marauding penis. (Later on in the film, a dead shark, slit open, exudes a white, sperm-like fluid.) This passion is aroused by the woman’s own provocative behavior, and is freed from restraint by the young man’s intoxication. His rational faculties, his inhibitions, his moral scruples are, quite literally, asleep. His conscious mind has abdicated its authority, allowing the monsters of the libido to hold sway.7

			Biskind admits, however, that this sexual interpretation immediately falls apart when confronted with the shark’s next victim, young Alex Kintner. Instead of treating the shark as a metaphor for the young man’s sexual desire, I want to look at the shark as a shark—a hyperbolic, but all the more harrowingly realistic shark. While I do not mean to be disrespectful to the cinematic deceased (or to Biskind, for that matter), it is critical that there is nothing personal or particular about the shark’s attacks on Chrissie and Alex. The shark is feeding, not fornicating, and while I can allow the idea that Spielberg may have used sexual imagery to depict Chrissie’s death, the shark is simply hungry, not horny.8

			If the shark’s later victims are not sexual, then I want to revisit Chrissie’s death through the lens of a western. What Chrissie and the young man do that puts them in danger is not the thrill of sex, but their leaving the community. Much is made in westerns of towns being small pockets of relative safety surrounded by the wide expanse of the American West, or buildings being small pockets of relative safety from the gunfights in a town’s main thoroughfare. (Think of the numerous shots in westerns of locals peering out from behind glass windows as our protagonist faces certain doom at the hands of a dangerous gunslinger.) In Jaws, the boundaries are just as clear, as the safe borders of the town are defined by its very name, Amity Island.9 If Chrissie and her potential lover had remained on the sand of the town, the shark could not have attacked them. Biskind’s idea that the shark is an out-of-control penis does a disservice to the shark, who would be better categorized as a marauding stomach—in just the same way as bands of outlaws are marauding, greedy people. Indeed, the town gets itself into trouble when it seeks to extend its boundaries off the beach and into the water; with Mrs. Kintner offering a bounty for the death of the shark after it kills her boy, the island’s coastal waters become rife with local fisherman and tourists seeking to cash in. Dan Rubey notes, “The burlesque bounty hunt inspired by Mrs. Kintner’s $3,000 reward is a parody of the possibilities of community action,” and Brody’s subsequent decision to set up patrol boats proves just as ineffective, as “the shark slips through them unseen. The men are left pointing their phallic rifles at two little boys with a fake shark fin on a float.”10 When a community takes action in a manner such as this, it is a clear indication they do not believe in the ability of their local officials—specifically, Chief Brody—to protect them. Certainly, they are partially blinded by the possibility of earning $3,000 (the island’s loss of income from shutting down the beach, as Brody wants, is a main subplot in this part of the movie), but they also have cause not to trust this cop imported from New York, as he proves when his ring of spotter boats fails to properly defend the town. Brody cannot be blamed for the death of Chrissie, as she was the first victim, but he can be for the death of the Kintner child (as his mother famously does, slapping him on the docks), and he can be blamed for initially failing to adequately respond to the crisis, letting the town’s business interests cover over a very real threat. What allows Brody to grow into his role as the town’s protector—as all reluctant western heroes must do—is his recognition of this fact, and his willingness to seek out the assistance of an expert hunter that has been rejected by the town: Quint.

			Quint and Hooper: Two Hungry Men

			The last great white shark hunter of Amity Island is Quint, who is clearly constructed as a man now out of time. Where once Quint would have been just another fisherman on the island, plying his trade on the killing of oceanic creatures, now he stands alone, as a solitary reminder of what the island likely used to be before its economy was tied to tourism.11 Quint forces his way into the film during the town meeting, his nails scraping against a blackboard to silence the rowdy room and refocus everyone’s attention on him. Sitting in the back of the room, Quint is not the reluctant gunfighter-turned-marshal of some small western town, but a gunslinger for hire that the town wants to think it no longer needs. “Y’all know me,” he growls once he has their attention. “Know how I earn a livin’. I’ll catch this bird for you, but it ain’t gonna be easy. Bad fish! . . . This shark, swallow ya whole. Little shakin’, little tenderizin’, down you go.” Through the town meeting scene, Quint is shown munching on some crackers.
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						Quint, the hired gun, calmly nibbles on crackers while telling the people of Amity Island how bad off they are and offering his services.

					

				

			

			This act is combined with his gruff exterior and old-school profession to mark him with a strength the community not only does not want but (for now) does not want to acknowledge is the solution to their problem. At the same time, relaxed and confident enough to eat, Quint’s cracker consumption might as well be him spinning his revolver before holstering it, the act of an authority. Thomas Frentz and Janice Hocker Rushing view Jaws as a white man’s update of the Indian “frontier hunter” myth, and argue that, “like the prey he wants to kill, and with whom he identifies probably more than he is aware, Quint is a rogue hunter, alienated from the system and from the companionship of his own kind.”12 Furthermore, like any good hired gun, Quint would prefer a one-on-one showdown with the shark, insisting that no one else may join him on his hunt, though he is eventually forced to bring both wealthy academic Matt Hooper and transplanted mainlander Chief Brody.

			What links Hooper and Quint most strongly, of course, is their shared interest in sharks, but their ability to eat (and to think in terms of the shark attacks as eating and not personal vendettas) links them together symbolically long before they recognize each other as partners. Where Quint’s “little shakin’” monologue puts the town’s fears of being eaten on vibrant display through the language of cookery, Hooper categorizes the shark as “a perfect engine, an eating machine.” His subsequent insistence to Brody about the mayor’s refusal to acknowledge the truth of what’s happening—“I’m not going to waste my time arguing with a man who’s lining up to be a hot lunch”—serves as a rhetorical appetizer to his demise. Hooper also brings Brody’s inability to eat most sharply into focus when he visits the Brody residence just as they are finishing dinner. We see Ellen Brody clearing the table of mostly empty plates, but she doesn’t take her husband’s, as his food has yet to be touched. Hooper semi-forces his way into the house and sits down to talk to Martin, eventually taking Brody’s untouched plate from him and energetically consuming it himself.
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						The ravenous Hooper helps himself to Brody’s untouched dinner while Brody looks on.

					

				

			

			Taking as his the product of Brody’s wife’s labor, Hooper effectively emasculates Brody, who sits silently as this interloper consumes his dinner and Ellen’s conversation. Ellen even goes on to tell Hooper during this dinnertime chat, “Martin hates boats. Martin hates water. Martin . . . Martin sits in his car when we go on the ferry to the mainland,” only furthering his emasculation. Brody has been reading up on sharks and now puts his limited knowledge to the test with Hooper, asking him if a shark “keeps swimming around in a place where the feeding is good until the food supply is gone.” Hooper tells him this theory is called territoriality (proving his academic bona fides), which is just what Brody needs to hear to agree to go cut open the shark a local caught to see if it is the one that killed Chrissie Watkins and Alex Kintner. Brody appreciates the knowledge that Hooper brings, but it does nothing to settle his stomach; feeling as powerless as he does, he has to rely on other men to help him sort out his town’s problem. In this case, the hungry hombre come to help is a brain, but his expression of power is still eating.

			Eventually, of course, the three hunters board the Orca and head out for their hunt, Chief Brody having assembled his posse and leaving the safe confines of the town’s community and dry land behind. Note that other than Chrissie, not a single person in Jaws actually has to die; after Chrissie, all deaths have been preventable by precautionary actions that were not taken. All the townsfolk have to do is not leave the safety of land to go into the water. Eventually, the shark will get hungry and go someplace else. Such an idea, however, runs counter to the idea of masculinity in the western, and that genre explains these hunters’ mind-set. While High Noon is rightly considered an American classic, noted cowboy-portrayer John Wayne hated the movie to the point that he made Rio Bravo as a direct counter to Fred Zinnemann’s film. Regarding his displeasure with High Noon, Wayne told Playboy, “Four guys come in to gun down the sheriff. He goes to church and asks for help and the guys go, ‘Oh well, oh gee.’ And the women stand up and say, ‘You rats, you rats.’ So Cooper goes out alone. It’s the most un-American thing I ever saw in my whole life.”13 Wayne’s idea of the American male as being willing to fight is taken to absurdist extremes in Jaws’s wet western, thanks to the Kintner bounty. But on the Orca, Brody finally assembles the posse that Sheriff Kane was never able to construct. Further, unlike Kane who waits for the criminals to come to him, Spielberg sends the Orca out after the shark. He has to do this, of course, because the shark will not—in fact, cannot—come into town to face them. This active stance toward communal threats, though, merely reinforces the western’s generic tropes, especially the masculine ideal that you have to do something, anything, rather than doing nothing, even if doing nothing is exactly what guarantees you the outcome you want. Sometimes all one can do is eat, as Hooper does while they weigh their options. But Brody has yet to take a bite. Instead, he must surround himself with other eaters.

			The Watery Western: Men and Women, Hunters and Protectors, Eaters and Abstainers

			Throughout Jaws, Martin Brody is portrayed as a man, to steal a phrase, without his sea legs. He is relatively new to the position of police chief on Amity Island and thus does not know how the town operates or, as landlubbing cop, what to do in the event of a shark attack. Being an outsider, Brody’s initial reaction is simply to say, “Close the beach,” but that doesn’t fly with a community that has a scant few months to make most of its yearly income. After Mrs. Kintner blames him for the death of her son, Brody’s response is simply to repeat, “Close the beach.” This is police protection of human life at the cost of economic. He is continually caught during the pre-Orca stages of the film between positions taken by the mayor and Hooper, between keeping the beach open and shutting it down. His weakness, however, is not culled from him being less brave or heroic than anyone else, but merely more ignorant and less experienced. This is why he needs Hooper and Quint: they give him what he lacks. Brody has a modicum of power as chief, but it is hard to arrest a shark, after all, so the New York transplant is forced out of his comfort zone, and as a result he becomes very much a modern Will Kane, standing on the beach and fretting endlessly about a possible shark attack. He waits for danger to come to them instead of acting.

			Brody’s masculinity is a recurring issue. When the shark’s attacks increase and compel him to action, Brody has to force his way onto the Orca because neither Hooper nor Quint wants him. After reminding the two experts that without him, the hunt doesn’t happen, he is given the menial task of chumming the waters to attract the shark. While Quint and Hooper are busy trying to see whether Quint’s traditional hunting methods or Hooper’s technological tools have the larger penis, as it were, Brody has essentially been given the “woman’s work” of preparing the shark’s food and laying out its meal, as the masculine hunters have no need for a masculine protector. Where the characters internal to the story diminish Brody’s role, the director augments it, as Spielberg continually contrasts the shark and Brody. It is while Brody is dumping chum off the back of the Orca that we get the iconic shot of the shark emerging from the water, jaw open and teeth flashing menacingly in the light of day, and it is Brody who continually whines that they’re going to need a bigger boat. And, if we want to play the game of sexual symbolism, a boat is every bit the phallic object that a shark is, so Brody’s insistence that they need a “bigger boat” speaks not only to his impotence, but his sense that Quint and Hooper’s potency is not going to be enough, either. Their roles direct their response to the problem. Where hunters see a hard challenge as opportunity for action, the protector is inclined to think defensively. Besides, who listens to the cook? Through the course of the day Brody is able to prove that he is not completely useless and that, perhaps in time, he could reach Quint and Hooper’s level of comfort and knowledge on the sea, and potency in action against the shark.

			But time is something they don’t have, and when they sit down for dinner that night (in the famous scene where Quint and Hooper compare scars that leads to Quint’s haunted remembrance of his time with the USS Indianapolis), Brody’s dinner again seems untouched while the others have cleaned their plates, denoting that whatever one day on the ocean has made him, it has not put him in the same club as the shark, Quint, and Hooper.

			Brody only joins Quint and Hooper at the table when they break into the rousing sing-along of, “Show Me the Way to Go Home,” which reinforces the idea of Brody as the protector of the home. Quint and Hooper sing the song, too, yet the two hunters sing with a sense of irony, as if knowing that home is the one place they cannot be. Brody, on the other hand, sings the song with the vigor of a revealed truth, the way a protector of the community would be expected. Just as the posse in a traditional western might sing or strum around the campfire after opening a couple of tins of beans, this posse’s dinner during a moment of quiet shows who the dominant males are, who protects while others hunt.
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						After comparing scars while looking for Jaws, Quint and Hooper’s cleaned plates stand in stark contrast to Brody’s, which seems hardly eaten.

					

				

			

			In the film’s final sequence, the shark eats Quint in a bloody feast, fails to consume Hooper, sinks the boat, and then is killed by Brody after the sheriff deposits a canister of compressed oxygen into the shark’s mouth and shoots it with his rifle’s last shot, causing the tank to explode and take the shark with it. Even in this final confrontation—a showdown, a shootout—Brody is never made into a hunter. His victory over the shark is born more out of a desire to protect himself (and thus, the town). It is, after all, the shark that comes after him; the insertion of the tank and subsequent gunshot are done by a Brody who is not transformed into hero but who seems half frozen and unmoved in the encounter, as if fixed to the boat. He plays defense, while the hungry shark plays offense. The active, hunting shark moves to and from the boat, and the shark fails now for the same reason all previous hunters have failed: he has put action over patience, his hunger over persistence. Roused to a fight, it now appears the shark wants to kill Quint and Brody. Or perhaps what the shark wants is to consume the entire boat that hunts him. He has no way of knowing that Brody only has one shot remaining, but if he simply waited—one recalls the image of all those sharks circling the Indianapolis for days—Brody would soon lose the safety of the boat (as it is sinking) and he would be able to reward himself with an easy meal.

			While the boat becomes a contested space for Quint and Hooper’s different approaches and attitudes toward the shark, there is, at least, a shared sense of community between them. It is a grudging respect, but compared to the ineffectual Brody, Quint and Hooper know they can depend on each other, even if they neither like nor wholly trust the other’s methods. Jane Caputi argues that Jaws is a symbolic battle of the sexes, with the three male hunters after a shark she classifies as “the castrating female, the terrible, murderous mother of patriarchal nightmare and myth.”14 In killing the shark, Caputi sees the film as reestablishing the dominant patriarchal order. However, I do not think the shark is any more a metaphor for man’s ill will toward women than it is a drunk young man’s penis. The shark does attack the masculinity of Amity Island, but not because it is a woman; it does so because it demonstrates that it is more masculine than anyone in town. The shark’s active and ceaseless hunger reorganizes this community. Because of the shark, the men of Amity Island are demonstrated as failing to live up to the traditional masculine roles of hunter and protector. None of the film’s hunters kill the shark. Even among the Orca posse, the two real hunters are Quint and Hooper, and the first dies in the shark’s jaws while the second fails outright in his attempt to kill the shark. Quint and Hooper cannot be successful because they are, like the shark, hunters, and they will never be a better hunter than the animal that is, in Hooper’s own words, “an eating machine.” Looked at another way, the film shows us the active potency of those who eat, but no one in the film could ever demonstrate a more ravenous hunger than the shark. What is required, therefore, is not a battle of relative power (which the men of Amity Island could never win), but a way of engaging the shark that is entirely different. Brody, the abstainer, finally kills the shark, because his desire to do so comes from a desire to protect, not hunt. Those who preserve order and, seemingly, reject food are figured in the film as victors.

			What ultimately saves Marshall Kane in High Noon is that his wife, Amy (Grace Kelly), sets aside her Quaker ideals and takes up a gun to shoot a man who had drawn on her husband. The lesson is that life in the American West is a hard one, full of compromise, and moving out of one’s comfort zone is often the only way to survive. In the western of Jaws, Chief Brody serves as his own Amy, forcing himself to do what he does not want to do (go out on the water) and protect a town with violence when he has tried twice previously to save it through the non-violent act of closing the beach, even though he has neither the power nor the skill to see that action through. His victory over the shark is almost accidental, though no less satisfying for it. Nevertheless, for protecting the town, its inhabitants, and its financial interests once and for all, he will be figured a hero. Given Hooper’s penchant for ecstatic storytelling, one imagines the tale of their ordeal will hyperbolize Brody’s role. But even more, one imagines that when he and Hooper finally paddle back to shore, a large meal is in Brody’s immediate future, the tired chief finally knowing his town is safe. 

			Notes

			1. See John Smith, “The General Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Isles,” in The Complete Works of John Smith (1580–1631), Vol. 2, ed. Philip L. Barbour (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 400.

			 2. Drift whaling involved harvesting dead whales that washed onto shore. Shore whaling involved launching small boats from shore to hunt a single whale and then return. Deep-sea whaling involved the creation of whaleships, which were launched on hunting expeditions, the ships not returning home until their holds were filled with processed oil.

			 3. Charles Nordhoff, Nine Years a Sailor: Being Sketches of Personal Experience in the United States Naval Service, the American and British Merchant Marine and the Whaling Service (Cincinnati, OH: Moore, Wilstach & Baldwin, 1866), iii. 

			 4. Dan Rubey, “The Jaws in the Mirror,” Jump Cut 10–11 (1976): 20–23.

			 5. Robert Willson, “Jaws as Submarine Movie,” Jump Cut 15 (1977): 32–33.

			 6. See the Florida Museum of Natural History and University of Florida’s International Shark Attack File, “ISAF Statistics on Attacking Species of Shark: Species of Shark Implicated in Confirmed Unprovoked Attacks Around the World, 1580–2013,” International Shark Attack File, 2013. http://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/fish/sharks/statistics/species3.htm (accessed 2 July 2014). 

			 7. Peter Biskind, “Jaws: Between the Teeth,” Jump Cut 9 (1975): 1, 26. 

			 8. It is not until the shark is confronted by the crew of the Orca that we can ascribe any kind of real personal motivation to the shark attacks, with the death of Ben Gardner a possible transitional moment, as Gardner dies because he is out hunting the shark. It is in Jaws’s many sequels that the idea of the shark attacks being personal is introduced.

			 9. Spielberg used Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts, to film much of Amity Island, and for the sake of clarity it should be noted there are actually five towns on Martha’s Vineyard, while the film treats the island as one town.

			10. Dan Rubey, “The Jaws in the Mirror,” 20–23.

			11. In this, Amity Island also mirrors Martha’s Vineyard. Before it turned itself into a tourist destination, the Vineyard participated in the whaling industry, though not as successfully as its neighboring island, Nantucket.

			12. Thomas S. Frentz and Janice Hocker Rushing, “Integrating Ideology and Archetype in Rhetorical Criticism, Part II: A Case Study of Jaws,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 79, no. 1 (February 1993): 61–81. 

			13. Richard Warren Lewis, “Playboy Interview: John Wayne,” Playboy, May 1971, http://web.archive.org/web/20100718002740/http://www.playboy.co.uk/life-and-style/interview/64826/1/Playboy-Interview-John-Wayne/commentsPage/1/contentPage/4 (accessed 2 July 2014). 

			14. Jane E. Caputi, “Jaws as Patriarchal Myth,” Journal of Popular Film 6 (1978): 305–26.
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			chapter 13

			Sacrament to Sacrilege

			Human Flesh as Sustenance in Alive and The Road

			Jennifer Dawes Adkison

		

		
			In Western culture, few topics incite revulsion as much as the consideration of the consumption of human flesh. And yet history is dotted with numerous anecdotes of the practice by otherwise normal people, forced by circumstance to eat the dead to survive. Cannibalism takes many forms. There is clear documentation for the practice as ritual in some cultures, although anthropologists have hotly debated its prevalence.1 And psychopathic cannibals exist in our cities and in our popular imagination. In film, they are often the villains, the mentally deranged perpetrators of pure evil, with cannibalism representing the extremes of horror. Depictions of both ritualistic and psychopathic anthropophagy reinforce the notion of the savage cannibal. In Our Cannibals, Ourselves, Priscilla L. Walton considers how in nineteenth-century narrative the cannibal embodied the “Other, a figure on whom fears and anxieties can be projected and who characterizes all of the things that threaten us—whoever that ‘us’ may be.”2 It is this “othering” that those who are forced to resort to survival cannibalism must negotiate. If the cannibal “personifies terror and menace,” as Walton proposes, survivor narratives—the focus of this essay—must construct a world within which cannibalism underscores their humanity rather than the lack thereof. 

			Cannibalism is frequently depicted in horror films as the ultimate evil. The cannibalism film subgenre of the 1970s and 1980s focused upon the goriness and ritualistic cruelty of the act.3 The current popularity of the zombie film speaks to audiences’ fascination with the threat of their own consumption. Like the nineteenth-century “other,” the modern cannibal inspires dread and fear; the act itself, revulsion. Filming anthropophagy, therefore, in a movie that is neither horror nor camp requires some of the same negotiating techniques found in the survivor narratives. These include a focus upon culpability—posing the question to the audience, “What would you do?”—and the suggestion that the act of eating the dead occurs within a serious and even religious or pseudo-religious framework. In both Alive (1993) and The Road (2009), the viewer is forced to consider issues of culpability and the ramifications of one’s actions toward survival. Both films were based on books; and, in each case, the books explore the moral and ethical ramifications of cannibalism and the anxiety of deciding whether or not to eat the dead. In bringing the stories to the screen and, as a result, visually depicting cannibalism, the films have concerns that are different from those of the books (as they are specific to the film medium) but at the same time are related to the anxiety that the books exhibit about choices for survival. The films can only go so far in their depiction of cannibalism before they verge on horror or exploitation, categories that neither of these films fit into. 

			Alive and The Road are significantly different in tone—one a difficult but uplifting story about the power of the human will to survive; the other a grim endurance march through a ravaged post-apocalyptic landscape. However, in both films, cannibalism becomes a multivalent touchstone that helps to define the boundaries of humanity and civilization. The act of cannibalism becomes a site for the interrogation of human purpose, reason, and agency, all surrounding the larger question of what it means to “survive.” Both also portray the act of survival within a pseudo- or self-created religious framework—whether it is the Catholicism of the Uruguayan rugby team in Alive or the “carrying the fire” of the man and boy in The Road. The films portray the choice to eat the flesh of the dead (or in the case of The Road, to murder for that purpose) as either harmonious with this belief system or a transgression against this fundamental way of ordering the world. 

			“Rugby Players Eat Their Dead”

			On October 13, 1972, a chartered airplane carrying forty-five people from Uruguay to Argentina, most of them headed to a rugby match, crashed in the Andes. Ten days after the crash, faced with their own mortality, the twenty-seven survivors chose to cannibalize the bodies of their dead friends to survive. This decision was difficult and controversial even within the group. Some saw it, however repulsive, as a pragmatic choice; while others feared for their immortal souls.4 Many of them found comfort in their Catholic faith and assurance in the comparison of anthropophagy with communion. At the time, the survivors might have also found some reassurance in the story of the ill-fated Donner Party 125 years before if they had been aware of it. Trapped in the Sierra Nevada in the winter of 1846–1847, the overland pioneers known as the Donner Party contemplated the same questions of mortality and survival, and, ultimately, came to the same conclusion. The decision, like that of the Uruguayans, was not without anxiety. Years after the tragedy, Eliza Donner Houghton (a mere child of three at the time of the confinement in the mountains) vividly captured the “sickening anguish” of the survivors at their horrific repast: “Death would have been preferable to that awful meal, had relentless fate not said: ‘Take, eat that ye may live. Eat, lest ye go mad and leave your work undone!’”5 Houghton’s narrative is one of a number of writings by survivors that attempted to mitigate the stigma of being a member of the Donner Party by humanizing the tragedy and cultivating sympathy for the survivors. Most of the surviving members of the Donner Party preferred, at least initially, to avoid talking about their experience. The popular press, however, sensationally noted the cannibalism and cast the survivors as “ghouls” who “bore a substantial responsibility for their own misfortune.”6 Attempts years later to recast the Donner experience as an example of the early fortitude of the California pioneers helped to shift public opinion somewhat about the story, although they were never as successful as the Uruguayans at managing their evolving public persona. 

			The initial horror of the sensational stories in the popular press at the revelation that the Uruguayans had eaten the dead gave way to a more sympathetic portrayal; the tone of the stories quickly shifted from shocking disclosure to a focus upon the survival and heroism of the men as they united to make choices about how their experience would be portrayed.7 They offered Piers Paul Read exclusive interviews, and the book that emerged, Alive, goes far in asserting the heroic image of the survivors. 

			It is that heroic persona that may have inspired Frank Marshall to make the film. Conventional wisdom has it that Marshall was contemplating a film about the survivors’ story when a car bearing the bumper sticker “Rugby Players Eat Their Dead” cut him off.8 One can only imagine that the coincidence and the bravado of the claim inspired his decision. Prior to the release of Marshall’s 1993 film Alive, audiences would have been familiar with the account of the Uruguayan rugby team tragedy from Read’s sympathetic portrayal of the accident and aftermath. Although the story is necessarily condensed, and the names of the deceased are changed, Marshall’s film similarly portrays the heroism of the survivors and recognizes the burden of their choice. Like the Donner Party in the American West, the Uruguayan men returned to civilization with the onus of having to articulate the story of their own survival and to rhetorically negotiate their choice to eat the bodies of their deceased friends. A common theme that emerged was that the experience on the mountain was a spiritual one, and survivors likened the act of cannibalism to communion. (Speaking for the survivors in a press conference, Pancho Delgado was the first to publicly use the metaphor of communion for their acts.) Maggie Kilgour discusses the survivors’ accounts in From Communion to Cannibalism: “For the Andes survivors, cannibalism is an act that makes the flesh symbolic, that in effect turns matter into spirit.”9 For these young men of Catholic faith, the comparison seems inevitable and also fortunate as a means of rationalizing while simultaneously mythologizing their choices. 

			Despite the sensationalized stories that emerged (including books like They Lived on Human Flesh by Enrique Hank Lopez and Survive by Clay Blair Jr., as well as a Mexican exploitation film based upon Survive) the experience was quickly cast as an uplifting tale of the triumph of the human spirit. Read’s book and the interpretation of events sanctioned by the survivors prevailed. This is the vision that Frank Marshall brings to the screen in the film Alive. As distasteful as the subject is, cannibalism in a sensitively portrayed film is a hard sell. It verges on sensationalism, which is what Marshall had to avoid in the film to make his uplifting vision of heroism work. Interestingly, he also chose to graphically and unflinchingly depict the cannibalism that occurred as a means of, potentially, directing our attention to ourselves—the audience—as consumers.

			Two recurrent motifs of materialism and spirituality, as well as the conflict between the two, run throughout the film and elevate the spiritual over the corporal material. The characters teeter on the edge between the two, as the corpses of their friends surrounding them transform into the physical, material stuff of survival, but the act of eating them is read as symbolic and spiritual. The dichotomy is set up at the beginning of the film as John Malkovich, playing survivor Carlitos Paez in middle age, intones: “To be affronted by solitude without a single material thing to prostitute it elevates you to a spiritual plane where I felt the presence of God.” Malkovich’s Paez draws the viewer into the scenario as both “you” and “I” experience the “spiritual plane” within which the yet-to-be-seen repugnant acts occur. The film then cuts from Paez to a view of the airplane flying through the mountains. The first interior shot is of the outer door of the cockpit. The camera enters the cockpit where a crucifix hangs on the wall behind the pilots, emphasizing the Catholicism of the Uruguayans and the joining of the spiritual and physical in the mortification of Christ on the cross. 

			The progress of the film emphasizes the process of cannibalism, which in turn humanizes the choices the survivors must make. Following the crash, the rationing begins, and we see the totality of the foodstuffs, which amount to very little, laid out in the snow. (The initial abundance of cigarettes ironically points to the possibility of non-nutritive consumption.) The survivors realize that there is nothing except what they possess to sustain them for the long term in the frozen landscape: nutritionally, they are a closed system. Early in the process, the act of consumption becomes ritualized. Team Captain Antonio organizes the provisions, and he and Roy pass out the rations in a scene intentionally reminiscent of communion, with the survivors lining up to take a capful of wine and a square of chocolate.

			As they await rescue, a new kind of normal descends upon the fuselage encampment. The scenes leading up to the first instance of cannibalism suggest that the bodies of the dead have become part of the physical, material landscape. In one particularly striking moment, the camera slowly pans from a snow-covered line of bodies in the background to two survivors attempting to rig a radio antenna all to the cheery staccato of “Do You Know the Way to San Jose?” Given the fact that they don’t even know the way to Santiago, the self-consciously ironic moment establishes the grim prospects for the survivors. 

			As the film progresses, religious references intensify. A visual transformation occurs, as the survivors don heavier clothes and head coverings, giving them a distinctly biblical appearance. 
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						Swaddled in any clothes they can find, the surviving rugby players huddle for warmth and begin to take on the appearance of shepherds and apostles.

					

				

			

			In a decisive scene, Canessa, suggestively holding fire in his hand, has the survivors pledge that they are willing that their own bodies be used for sustenance upon their death. This is capped off with Carlitos’s benediction, “God bless you all.” The scene that follows graphically depicts the first instance of cannibalism as Canessa uses a piece of glass to cut into a corpse and swallows the flesh, passing the implement to the next man, each taking their turn in the ritual of survival. Marshall is revoltingly unflinching in his depiction of anthropophagy. Later when we see Nando nonchalantly shoving what look like chicken guts into a sport sock, it is clear that the transformation of the bodies (and the survivors) from spirit to material is complete. The sensationalism that the actual survivors fought in telling their story is confronted head-on when the camera refuses to look away. Suggestively, the audience becomes the secondary consumer implicit in the actions on the screen. While the men on-screen consume the bodies, the construction of the film itself has the viewer consume the explicitness of the experience through images.

			The role of the audience as consumer is illuminated at the end of the film when we return to Malkovich’s Paez. It becomes clear that what we have just witnessed in the introduction/conclusion bookends of the film is suggestive of an interview, with the audience as interviewer. “There is nothing more I can tell you,” he says. This setup distances the audience from the events we have just witnessed on-screen, filtering and interpreting them, and calling into question our own complicity in answering the question: What would you do?

			“There Has Been Cannibalism”

			In the opening scenes of John Hillcoat’s The Road, the Man narrates the aftermath of the unnamed disaster that unfolds before our eyes as we see the Man and the Boy roaming a succession of burned-out landscapes in search of food and fuel. “There has been cannibalism. Cannibalism is the great fear,” he utters. And the pictures and words bring the bleak world of the film into being. From this beginning moment, where the horror of a dying world is evoked, to the penultimate scene of the film where the Boy asks the Veteran about his children—“And you didn’t eat them? So you don’t eat people?”—cannibalism is the single greatest threat facing the survivors. 

			Like Alive, questions about culpability and survival are central to the narrative. In Alive, cannibalism equates with survival, which in turn is linked to the survival of the spirit and the triumph over materialism. The film Alive, the book, and other accounts from the actual survivors must transcend the fear that cannibalism represents moral failure and, instead, assert that it equates to spiritual courage. Diametrically, in The Road, cannibalism represents the savage. It becomes a point of transgression and a site for interrogating the fragile bonds of kinship and the human will to survive. The questioning (Do you eat your children?) becomes a way of navigating the unfathomable. As we trudge down the road with the Man and the Boy, we learn the self-created mythology that propels them—that of being the “good guys” and “carrying the fire,” ideas that signify a maintenance of the human spirit from before the fall. The film’s explicit actions—the use of the torn road map to physically navigate the geographical area and the mythologizing of inner light to morally traverse the psychological landscape—reveal the implicit theme of choice and direction.

			The Woman’s death early in the film underscores that alternatives exist. Not everyone is prepared to attempt to navigate this world when faced with the grim prospects for life and survival. In an early flashback scene, the Woman warns of the danger posed by unnamed cannibalistic tribes of humans in this post-apocalyptic landscape: “They’re going to catch up with us, and they’re going to kill us. They’re going to rape me. And then they’re going to rape your son. And they’re going to kill us and eat us.” In the present moment of the film, she is dead by her own hand, choosing to end her life rather than face the threat of being consumed. 

			The current ubiquity and dread of the cannibalistic/zombie/semi-human figure in film suggests a primal fear of becoming what’s for dinner. These films connect us to a more animalistic vision of human nature that denies the power of human culture to shape our actions and instead equates human agency with animal impulse. The woman’s words in the novel The Road—“We’re the walking dead in a horror film”—(curiously not uttered in the film) calls that genre forth into the book.10 The reference underscores the ways that cannibalism is used as a recurrent trope pointing to the ultimate horror of a world gone awry. Two particular scenes in the film—the encounter with the road gang and the cannibal house scene—emphasize the terror of cannibalism. 

			In the book The Road upon which the film is based, Cormac McCarthy depicts a world that has “uncoupled from its shoring.”11 It is a place where logic and reason, human compassion and kindness have been erased by “a long shear of light and then a series of low concussions.”12 The world itself and what has happened to it are no longer clear, but are subject to interpretation. The Man and the Boy must reinscribe the world with meaning as they journey the road. As Donovan Gwinner writes:

			In the absence of lucid self-images, as they travel the road, the father and the son use their experiences, knowledge, and survivalist sense of themselves as “good guys” to bear up under the monumental burden of merely carrying on in a world where stable meaning, along with everything else, has been “uncoupled from its shoring” (11). Just as the narrative undermines systematic inquiry into being, so too does it powerfully stage a largely completed process of signs becoming irrevocably divorced from the things they represent, a dying state of signification and meaning to match corporeal death.13

			To survive, in both the novel and the film, the Man and the Boy are forced to confront the possibility of cannibalism and refine their own sense of morality in a dying world. Much has lost its meaning in this world, but cannibalism, as seen through the eyes of the self-appointed “good guys,” has lost none of its horror. The words of the woman bring the cultural associations of cannibalism with zombie-movie fare into the world of the book. The film does not have to reiterate her words in dialogue, as the experiences of the boy and man graphically call to mind the “horror film.” 

			The world of the film is revealed in a series of scenarios that depict the extent to which the world has fallen. The Man creates (and the Boy helps him refine through questioning) a belief system that pragmatically responds to this world but that has boundaries and is not entirely opportunistic. For instance, despite the seeming pragmatism of the practice in a survival setting, cannibalism in all shapes and forms is taboo. In other words, even if someone is already dead their material consumption for survival is out of bounds. The moral framework is set up clearly when the Man kills the road gang member to protect the Boy. Returning to the scene, he sees the aftermath of cannibalism in the road gang man’s head and viscera. That he was eaten by his friends is clear; that this is morally unacceptable is equally so. 

			Later in the film, the key scene in the cannibal house compellingly underscores the transformation of human/spiritual to material. In Alive, bodies must become food in order to play out the drama of survival. Similarly, the cannibal house reveals the materiality of human flesh. However, unlike the first film, cannibalism becomes a symbol not of spiritual triumph but of moral decay. This is the defining moment in the film in relation to morality and consumption. Another scene that would have followed this one later in the film—the “baby on a spit” scene from the book where the Man and Boy come across the burning carcass of a baby—was made redundant by what happens in the house. Despite the fact that Hillcoat filmed the baby scene, he cut it from the final version because, as he says in the director’s commentary, the cannibal house scene “said everything there is to say about cannibalism.” 

			The setting of the scene is, to paraphrase reviewer Eric Kohn, “nightmarishly familiar.”14 Hillcoat establishes the sense of dread through his use of the uncanny, which is as Nicholas Royle defines it, “a peculiar commingling of the familiar and unfamiliar.”15 The house is ordinary—a remnant of an earlier time—and it appears to be so even at closer inspection. The scene itself sets up the concern with questioning and interpreting the sensory information provided in each setting and navigating the landscape through the use of specifically visual elements. The binoculars, the peering through window, the telescope inside the house, all underscore different forms of “seeing.” In the book, the Man is described as “glassing” the landscape to suss out the potential threats. Characteristically, at the beginning of this scene, we see the Man viewing the house through binoculars. It seems an ordinary, if somewhat imposing, country home, quaint in its state of arrested decay. The entire scene, however, is about discovery, seeing what is there, and interpreting it within the appropriate context. The three moments immediately preceding entering the house highlight the idea of viewing and interpretation: (1) the house viewed through binoculars (presumably the Man’s) at a distance, (2) house viewed at a distance with the Man and Boy in the foreground as the camera pans backward (and the Boy looks at the Man questioningly), (3) finally the Man looking through the window, opening it, and stepping inside. All of these moments are about looking or seeing at various distances. The scene ultimately points to the failure of visual acuity to reveal what lies under the house.

			As the Man and Boy enter the house, they survey the contents of the rooms, which include bags, suitcases, and, in one quick instance, a telescope. What this is becomes clearer when they encounter the pile of shoes (a moment that may intentionally be reminiscent of Holocaust images showing mountains of discarded clothing and personal effects, and familiar to viewers of Schindler’s List) that have clearly been removed from fellow survivors on the road.16 
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						The eerie image of the shoes left over from the acts of cannibalism committed at the house the Man and Boy come across signals the extent of the horror.

					

				

			

			The camera follows them through the house, into the dirty kitchen, and out back where the Boy begins to recognize the implements used for processing meat. Back in the house as the man pries open the cellar door, they descend into an explicit rendering of a horror movie. The film’s previous suggestions and remnants of cannibalism are made real in the focus on the wounded and emaciated humans they encounter, which contrast starkly with the approaching well-fed cannibal bourgeoisie (as Hillcoat calls them).17 As the Man and Boy race up the stairs and hide from the cannibals, they discover a sink and bathtub full of blood. The blood, the suffering, the creepy cellar, and now even creepier house cast anthropophagy as the hellish culmination of the demise and damnation of civilization.
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						The humans kept like cattle for food are an emaciated lot, as they are put in a windowless basement.

					

				

			

			In analyzing this scene as depicted in the book, some critics have called the people who have become semi-human as they participate in this act “this novel’s version of zombies.”18 However, as Gwinner points out, the ambiguity of language in the book suggests that the site of fear and threat may not be the well-fed people on the surface but the sufferers in the cellar themselves. As the “they” in the Boy’s rationalization for not helping the trapped people—“they’d eat us too”—is an ambiguous referent.19 Who is the “they”—the sufferers in the cellar or the well-fed folk in the house above?

			This is echoed in the film, as John Hillcoat makes the choice to depict the cellar sufferers in a zombielike state who reach out threateningly to the Man and Boy as they flee the site of horror. It is a joltingly incongruous moment of terror that punctuates the dull dread of the film. The ambiguity of the depiction here suggests a shifting notion of culpability and a particularly horror-movie-esque vision of the prey becoming the predator. This explicit connection between the anthropophagy in the film and the cinematic genre of horror distances the acts of consumption in the film from other accounts of survival cannibalism. However, it is important to keep in mind that the anthropophagy depicted in the film is a form of survival cannibalism. The Man and Boy come very close to death from starvation and suffer from the lack of protein in their diet. The way cannibalism is presented, however, suggests a crossing over on the part of the cannibals into a pre-civilized existence. Despite the focus on survival in The Road, the referent in the film is not survival narratives or even a palliating Catholicism that might integrate cannibalism into the characters’ spiritual survival, but horror movies. The cannibals are no longer sympathetic sufferers and survivors but become the threat and the dread that is embedded in every account of survival cannibalism and that shapes the historical narratives. The actual survivors are forced to rhetorically negotiate their actions in a world that sees them as savage. In The Road, the threat of the savage is made manifest. 

			What does this all mean in a world that is in its dying gasp? How does the sorting out of actions and culpability suggest a path forward? What is the significance of the Boy’s and the Man’s refusal to succumb to the insanity that surrounds them? The novel and the film both refuse easy answers to these questions. Even as the world is unmoored from its anchor and signification loses meaning, in the act of cannibalism, Hillcoat teases out cultural references about threat and survival that continue to have resonance. And he connects them not to survivors’ accounts but to a different and unsympathetic narrative common to horror. The choices the Man and the Boy make and their explicit discussion of these choices create a moral system as a touchstone for behavior, and shape who they are in this dying world. 

			The film ends on a hopeful note with the Motherly Woman embracing the Boy, and then sounds of children playing echo as the credits roll. That the Boy and the Man have maintained a sense of their basic humanity through the choice not to eat the dead suggests that something has been preserved in the world. The Boy’s final encounter and alliance with a new family who also do not eat humans emphasizes the potential for sustaining a bond the viewer would read as quintessentially human. At its conclusion, the film asserts, perhaps tentatively, that these choices will be the foundation for a better world that will evolve and come into being from the ashes of the old. 

			Conclusion

			The two films, Alive and The Road, create worlds where the drama of choice and survival is played out against a harsh and unforgiving landscape. To survive becomes a moral imperative in both. However, the means for survival are scant, and the decisions of the survivors establish the moral framework within which actions toward survival are imbued with differential meaning. In both cases, the choice of sustenance becomes a moral and ethical decision that shapes the humanity of the survivors. The communion of flesh of the young men in Alive is only possible, however, because, in their new environment, they maintain the foundational ethical framework of their previous lives and the hope of return. God is available to them to imbue their actions with religious meaning. The frame scenes of introduction and conclusion bookend a particular and uplifting moral interpretation for the experience and emphasize the ultimate triumph of survival.

			While the fundamental goal of the Man in The Road is achieved—the Boy survives—the world that is created in this film holds only the forgotten remnants of meaning from a past existence and no promise of return. Removing the potential religious framework from the decision to eat the dead dramatically shifts the act to become a central test of humanity in the film. Everything else has gone. Unlike the fire that Canessa holds in his hand, the fire must be carried inside. This internalized light becomes the guide for behavior in lieu of an external imperative. To consume humans is to consume the last vestige of humanity.

			The significance of cannibalism in each film reveals the ways that this act becomes a touchstone for human behavior, as each constructs a world in which the choices made for survival shape the humanity of the survivor. Contrasting the depictions of anthropophagy in these films reveals a great deal about the fears that gnaw upon us and the ways that consumption is both a symbolic and tangibly material act. Each film’s representation of consumption and transgression gives us food for thought about key choices to survive or to perish and the ramifications of our decisions. 

			Notes

			 1. See William Arens, The Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980). For a discussion of the controversy sparked by Arens’s book, see Shirley Lindenbaum, “Thinking about Cannibalism,” Annual Review of Anthropology 33 (2004): 475–98.
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			chapter 14

			New Zealand Lamb Is People

			Bad Taste, Black Sheep, and Farming

			Christian B. Long

		

		
			It seems that the one thing everyone knows about New Zealand is that the sheep outnumber the people. Statistics New Zealand, the national statistical office, notes “It’s widely believed that New Zealand has 20 sheep for every person—information that adds weight to myriad sheep jokes.” Extending its census duties to sheep, the Statistics New Zealand website good-naturedly assesses the population data. After peaking in the early 1980s, “the sheep-to-person ratio has fallen to a third of its level 25 years ago. It now stands at a little over seven sheep per person. . . . However, it is still true that people in New Zealand are greatly outnumbered by sheep, and our sheep-to-person ratio is high relative to other countries.”1 One of the main reasons for New Zealand’s large sheep population was the growing middle class’s appetite for lamb and butter in Britain during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Historian James Bellich, in Paradise Reforged: A History of the New Zealanders from the 1880s to the Year 2000 calls this circulation “the protein bridge” that links the South Pacific and Britain:

			New Zealand provided roughly half of Britain’s imports of lamb, mutton, cheese and butter combined. These are absolute figures. In proportion to population, New Zealand was leader by a country mile, a protein exporter’s paradise in actuality as well as myth. . . . The New Zealand-British protein industry was fully-fledged by the 1890s; crucial by the 1900s; became dominant in World War One; and remained so to the 1970s.2

			The oil shocks and the United Kingdom’s entry into the European Common Market in 1973 (as well as 1980s removals of agricultural subsidies) substantially weakened this woolly leg of the economy. But sheep remained important to New Zealand’s economic and cultural identity; their population may have peaked in the early 1980s, but sheep remain Kiwi as.

			Thus it should come as no surprise that New Zealand films like Peter Jackson’s 1987 splatter-gore-comedy Bad Taste and Jonathan King’s 2006 horror comedy Black Sheep would find significant roles for sheep. The New Zealand economy does not have a strong heavy-industry component; it depends quite heavily on agricultural production—food and forestry make up more than two-thirds of exports. The economy that orders life depends on the intensive farming and killing of the most New Zealand of animals. This displaced violence creates an identity stuck between, as Patrick Evans put it in 1980, paradise and the slaughterhouse.3 Bad Taste and Black Sheep reveal that the arrival of multinational fast-food chains and deregulated and possibly genetically modified farming pose the danger of making Kiwis into lambs. From the first refrigerated shipment of sheep meat to England in 1882, the violence done to sheep has connected New Zealand to the globalized economy, informed the depiction of the landscape, and offered a way to understand technological advances that might strengthen the nation’s economy. If horror emerges from the return of the repressed, then for New Zealand films, horror takes the form of Sunday dinner in its incarnation: the living sheep. 

			Eating Vomit: McDonald’s Comes to New Zealand

			In 1976, the first McDonald’s arrived in New Zealand, not in its largest city, Auckland, or its capital, Wellington, but in the north island town of Porirua. At the same time, a little more than ten kilometers north of Porirua, in Pukerua Bay, a fifteen-year-old lad named Peter Jackson made a short Ray Harryhausen–inspired film, The Valley, for a contest sponsored by TVNZ’s Spot On. This, it goes without saying, is a coincidence. Neither occasion was met with an excess of excitement. Jackson’s short did not win the contest. The June 1 piece previewing “McDonald’s Opening at Porirua at Queen’s Birthday,” shares the page with the article, “Farmers Concerned at Dogs Worrying Sheep.”4 The lead story for the June 22 edition features the headline, “Farmers Keen to See End of Dogs Attacking Sheep: Losses at Record.”5 Concern over stray dogs killing sheep emerged not from animal welfare concerns, but out of an economic imperative: those were exports. Sheep—lamb, mutton, wool—were plainly essential to the economy and local culture in a way that a fast-food restaurant was not. 

			Admittedly, the flash of the McDonald’s opening—helicopter appearance! parade!—did occupy almost four pages in the June 29 edition of the Kapi-Mana News, although one of those pages is an ad for Petone’s Meat Wholesalers (NZ) Ltd., “Selected Processors for McDonald’s Hamburgers,” and another half page is made up of ads from Coca-Cola and local companies welcoming McDonald’s to town.6 The short article on store owners Bruce Peploe and Ray Stonelake, after telling of their studies at Hamburger University, in Oak Brook, Illinois, ends with their plans for immediate expansion: “With the Porirua restaurant open and attracting thousands of people from all over the Wellington region, Ray and Bruce can now spare a little time for their next important task—preparing for the opening of two more McDonald’s restaurants before the end of the year—one in Auckland and another in Wellington.”7 For all its value as a symbol for creeping globalization, McDonald’s does not register as an incursion in Porirua. Globalization was already well established in New Zealand, in multinational fast-food chain terms, Kentucky Fried Chicken had already broken New Zealand’s duck in 1971. Culturally, the United States was a consistent presence in New Zealand entertainment. In the weeks before the McDonald’s Queen’s Birthday grand opening, the Porirua cinema played films from all over the English-speaking world, including the UK-produced Sean Connery film The Terrorists (1975, Caspar Wrede) and the Australian exploitation film Sidecar Racers (1975, Earl Bellamy), and the Jim Brown blaxploitation film Slaughter (1972 Jack Starrett). That is to say, McDonald’s’ arrival was not a sea change, but just another example of New Zealand’s place in the global market, from protein bridge near-centrality to the periphery of fast-food and entertainment circulation.

			Peter Jackson shot Bad Taste on weekends, close to home, near Pukerua Bay and Porirua. Bad Taste pits a slapstick defense force against aliens, concentrating just as much on what the characters put in themselves as what comes (and sometimes explodes) out of them. Bad Taste reaches its splatter-gore apotheosis when the alien Robert (played by Jackson with a beard) violently vomits into a bowl to provide his fellows with dinner. The human Frank, who has infiltrated their ranks, must also eat from the bowl. If we are to understand Bad Taste’s take on the meaning of food in late-1980s New Zealand culture, a communal dinner of a bowl of vomit-dinner is the necessary starting point. 

			Bad Taste’s shooting location history makes it difficult not to read the aliens as stand-ins for McDonald’s and, in a larger sense, American cultural imperialism. Alien invaders in the employ of an intergalactic fast-food chain intent on factory-farming Earth—Derek (also played by Jackson, clean-shaven) calls them, at various points, “extra-terrestrial low-lifers” “intergalactic wanker[s],” and “astro-bastard[s]”—make the equation of Crumb’s Crunchy Delights–McDonald’s fairly straightforward and part of a history of an overpaid, oversexed, and over here U.S. presence in New Zealand dating back to the U.S. military presence in World War II Wellington. Barry Keith Grant notes this American cultural imperialism in A Cultural Assault: The New Zealand Films of Peter Jackson, reading Bad Taste as a satire. Jim Barratt, writing about Bad Taste for the Cultographies book series, is not convinced. He notes that “Costa Botes has even suggested Jackson was a regular and avid customer of fast food at the time he was making Bad Taste. . . . On balance it seems safer to conclude the aliens were generic grotesques rather than American caricatures.”8 Both Grant’s and Barratt’s assessments are credible, but Bad Taste connects fast food and vomit in a clear manner. Right after the crack squad has breached the alien headquarters (a historical heritage building), the alien leader Lord Crumb delivers a triumphant speech:

			I am certain that when the homo sapien taste takes the galaxy by storm as it will, Crumb’s Crunchy Delights will be back at the top! MacIoppollo’s Fried Moon Rat won’t know what hit them! All the livestock we need are right here. Four billion of them! Right Robert. Once the fast food authority have checked the samples and issued the mass slaughter permit, this grotty little planet will tremble under the full might of the Lord Crumb restaurant chain! Within a year the giant mincer will descend from the sky, the sun reflected from its silver mince and no army on earth will be able to stop the Nutty Burger Machine! 

			At this point, right as Lord Crumb describes the process of making fast food, Robert vomits, at some length and volume, into a clear glass bowl, a process we see shot both from beneath the bowl and from the side. The vomit bowl is passed around, each alien taking a slurp—Lord Crumb gets a chunky bit—while Frank keeps edging toward the end of the line so as to avoid eating the vomit. As the aliens eat the bowl of vomit, Lord Crumb continues: “We’ll bring out the whole line of homo sapien low-calorie delicacies. Juicy raw rump. Brains soaked in lemon juice. Spinal fluid sauce. Assorted organ stews. Sapien burgers. And chewy homo nuggets.” All throughout Lord Crumb’s speech, as the handheld camera moves from one bowl-dipping alien to the next, the sound of slurping is pushed to the front of the sound mix to heighten the gross-out appeal of the scene. When the vomit bowl is passed to Frank, Jackson quickly cuts to another member of the defence squad, Ozzie, watching with a crazed smile of anticipation. Once Frank overcomes his initial revulsion, the vomit proves delicious; he tries to sneak in a second gulp. For the aliens, eating vomit constitutes cannibalism (earlier Robert ate part of the corpse of one of his fellow aliens). For a treat, they want human, more specifically Kiwi, flesh. But for Frank the steaming bowl of green chuck is a tasty foreign cuisine. Invading-alien vomit—fast food—that proves to be tasty figures the incursion of McDonald’s into New Zealand as a manageable problem, provided essentially Kiwi things (sheep included) remain in their central place.

			Muldoon, Rogernomics, and Subsidizing Sheep

			In an otherwise unremarkable scene that exists only to move Ozzie and Frank from one location to another, two tossed-off jokes identify key moments in New Zealand’s recent history: the Springboks tour of 1981 and New Zealand’s no-nukes policy. To ensure that no one follows him and Frank down the road to Kaihoro, Ozzie puts up a roadblock that reads, “Road Closed Nuclear Contamination.” As they walk back to their car, Frank says, “But the nearest reactor is in America.” Ozzie replies, “Yeah, but it could have been an explosion on one of those Springboks warships.” The South African national rugby union team, the Springboks, who were unwelcome in most countries during the Apartheid era, toured New Zealand in 1981. The tour went ahead in spite of the Commonwealth’s Gleneagles Agreement to isolate South Africa, and this implicit support of Apartheid by the Muldoon government generated massive public demonstrations and disruptions of the matches in Christchurch, Wellington, Auckland, and especially Hamilton, where the game was cancelled after a pitch invasion. For a filmmaker who almost never explicitly takes on politics (Hobbit union-busting aside), these two jokes demonstrate how much the protests and violence during the Springboks tour and New Zealand’s no-nukes policy played in forming a distinctly sheep-free national identity in the late 1980s (and beyond). In addition to these two signal events to New Zealand identity, the first half of the 1980s saw the government changing its position toward sheep.

			The high point in New Zealand’s sheep population came during Prime Minister Robert Muldoon’s time in office. One common reading of Muldoon’s approval of the Springboks tour when South Africa was a pariah state subject to large-scale boycotts across the globe is that he sought to polarize the country and reap the benefits in the rugby-loving rural-farming districts, the National party’s stronghold, where a system of generous agricultural subsidies benefitted the same population. When Muldoon was voted out of office in 1984, New Zealand Labour brought Reaganomics/Thatchernomics, in the form of Finance Minister Roger Douglas’s shock treatment, to the economy: “The time had come, Douglas felt, to compete in the wider world.”9 Among the casualties of Douglas’s neoliberal reforms were the agricultural subsidies. In the 1984 Budget, “Various subsidies and incentives (affecting fertiliser transport, fertiliser, product inspection by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, farming and agricultural investment and forestry encouragement) [were] either removed completely or to be phased out over a period of years.”10 Thus while Bad Taste’s incidental jokes refer to New Zealanders fighting for equality and a safer world, the film’s conceit orbits around the less-obviously progressive treatment of sheep in the New Zealand farming economy. 

			For a film set in non-urban New Zealand, there are relatively few sheep in Bad Taste. When they do appear, it’s usually as a harbinger of doom. When Barry walks across a paddock en route to the alien headquarters, the shot begins with a close-up of a rotting sheep skull, then zooms out and pulls back to show Barry, a small figure dwarfed by the landscape. In this sequence Jackson runs Barry’s actions parallel to Giles’s, equating Barry’s experiences with the aliens to Giles’s with ghost/small town New Zealand, a Kiwi Gothic approach I will develop in more detail later. Instead of sheep led to the slaughter and dinner table, Bad Taste has New Zealanders. When Ozzie and Frank rescue Giles from the aliens who wish to eat him, they find him soaking in a tub of marinade like a Bugs Bunny cartoon come to life. Giles has become the aliens’ Sunday roast (the film’s working title was Roast of the Day, after all). Or, this Kiwi joker has become New Zealand lamb. The more than seventy-five dead residents of Kaihoro appear, quite briefly, as a stack of bloodstained cardboard boxes to be delivered to the off-world fast-food authority. Earlier in the film, after the aliens have captured Giles, Lord Crumb tells a gagged Giles how he’s a hot commodity. “You’re the exotic new taste sensation! Human flesh is it! You are going to be the first bit of meat that we’ve had a chance to get our teeth into since we arrived. So we’re going to treat ourselves to a feast with you as the main course. Quite an honour, really.” Lord Crumb leaves the room with a dinner table request: “I’ll have the head, Reg. I want to suck his brains out.” On the one hand, the brain sucking functions generically; zombies and other horror figures love to eat brains.
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						Star and director Peter Jackson takes his turn scooping brains from a human snack that aliens are sharing in Bad Taste.

					

				

			

			On another hand, the brain sucking functions as a critique of the homogenization of taste fast food represents. On a third hand—this is a horror movie, after all—the product of Lord Crumb sucking out Giles’s brain figures a loss of learned expertise. And what greater expertise does New Zealand have than its skill in agricultural production? Finally, the fourth hand points to the appeal and danger of New Zealand lamb as a desirable commodity. To be recognized as desirable is “quite an honour, really,” but brings with it the danger of losing control to foreign ownership, the very sort of thing that a farming-subsidy-eliminating, state-assets-selling government like the one in power at the time of Bad Taste’s production makes possible.

			The Bad Taste of Black Sheep’s GM Kiwi Gothic

			Like Bad Taste, Black Sheep takes place in the political-economic New Zealand that Rogernomics created. In addition, both Bad Taste and Black Sheep fit quite comfortably within the Kiwi Gothic subgenre. New Zealand may not have the castles common to Walpole or Stoker, but when it comes to narrative settings, “New Zealand film and literature churn out a welter of what we might term ‘gothogenic’ zones: the farm shack, with Curnow’s dog dragging his chain and the evacuated land stripped of native bush (and people); the suburban bungalow with the manicured front lawn; the Scarfie flat; the beach, the bach, the gravel pit; abandoned freezing works and rotting meat; the roadside crosses looming in the headlights” and so on.11 In Ian Conrich’s subgenre-defining “New Zealand Gothic,” almost every time Kiwi Gothic appears as the subject of a sentence, location is sure to follow as the object of Kiwi Gothic’s concerns. Conrich first locates the subgenre: “So many Kiwi Gothic stories emphasise the remoteness of provincial, rural, or farm living, with the immensity of the land overpowering individuals who can appear eccentric, disturbed, or disadvantaged.”12 He returns to location when he turns to film: “Kiwi Gothic films are marked by being repeatedly set in fractured neighbourhoods and dwellings, not just the small towns and cities, but commonly in homes and houses, which are sites of invasion from foreign, inhuman, or supernatural forces.”13 And when he sums up the subgenre, he does so in terms of location: “In Kiwi Gothic, characters struggle against an extreme, potent, and frightening landscape. . . . The binary opposition of domestic/wild is central to many examples of Kiwi Gothic, in which the home of the settler offers a shelter against the forces of the wilderness.14 In Kiwi Gothic texts like Bad Taste and Black Sheep the land acts on the people—and the sheep—who inhabit it.

			Peter Jackson’s early (and later) style tends toward the excessive, but for long stretches of Bad Taste he links two narrative threads together through clever editing that enhances his flashy DIY visuals. During the film’s opening sequence, Barry is pursued, slowly, by an alien down a street and onto a beach, where Barry shoots the alien in the head, leading to the first of Bad Taste’s many close-ups of money shots to the face. Barry then ditches the body in some roadside bush and walks through the entirely deserted town before getting ambushed by a group of aliens he manages to evade. Jackson shoots the majority of the sequences with Barry and his pursuers in the frame together in long shots, with cuts to close-up reaction shots, keeping the spatial relationships clear. Barry’s adventures in Kaihoro reveal that the only people in town are aliens, setting up Giles the charity collector’s arrival with dramatic irony. Giles’s drive to Kaihoro appears pastoral on its surface: he passes sheep grazing next to a windmill and checks his map (he’s good and lost, as it looks like he’s checking a map of the south, that is, wrong, island) to the sound of sheep baas. But when Giles walks through town, his envelope-collection is cut against a shot that begins as a close-up of a rotting sheep skull and then pulls back and zooms out to show Barry running across a paddock to reach town in time to save Giles, in a Kiwi Gothic opposition of something menacing lurking beneath the surface. For all its gory excess, Bad Taste links interacting with aliens to interacting (potentially) with provincial Kiwis through a fairly restrained approach to editing that reveals the creepy nature of the sheep-dotted landscape and even pushes that angst to the fore. During its climactic battle, Bad Taste literally explodes the Kiwi Gothic’s link of the landscape and family, blowing up a taken-for-granted piece of the New Zealand landscape—a sheep—with a poorly aimed rocket launcher shot intended for a token of the family—the historical homestead the aliens inhabit. 

			Whereas Bad Taste pairs “danger” and “sheep” through its associational editing of the landscape, Black Sheep takes a more direct approach, making its genetically modified (GM) sheep bloodthirsty killers, linking the changing farming practices spurred by global (or intergalactic) demand for what New Zealand has to offer to the age-old practice of sheep husbandry in the Wairarapa. The changes wrought by GM products such as the corn planted in Gisborne, Marlborough, and Hawke’s Bay in 2000 caused a great deal of trouble for the first-term Labour-Alliance government of Helen Clark. The importance of GM-free farming in the wake of the GM-tainted Novartis shipment of corn permeates Black Sheep, which stages a worst-case scenario of what would happen if the GM products in New Zealand were both sheep and possibly bad.

			Black Sheep opens on a series of shots of the New Zealand landscape, and sheep are very much a part of that landscape. Sheep spread from the hills to the roads, creating a one-car traffic jam, completely surrounding a taxicab from Wellington to bring it to a complete stop. In it, younger brother Henry is returning to the family farm, where his older brother Angus asks if he is “still funny about the sheep.” Henry defends himself, claiming, “It’s not about the sheep. It’s about other issues I have to resolve.” No. It’s about the sheep. And Black Sheep is most definitely about the sheep: sheep as the key visual and sonic element in the film’s ironic style, sheep as essential to the film’s treatment of food (and cannibalism), and sheep as a stand-in for the dangers of genetically modified agricultural products. 

			Like any good horror movie, Black Sheep’s Kiwi Gothic narrative has its origin in a trauma in the past: Henry’s father’s fatal farm accident. “Farms in New Zealand fiction,” Conrich writes, are “a fertile territory for family secrets, traumatic childhoods, oppression, and unconventional or distressing behaviour. The splatter horror film Black Sheep takes this to the extreme.”15 Conrich offers a brief reading of the film, noting, “These normally placid but now rabid creatures are juxtaposed with images of rolling green hills.”16 But that’s only half the story. The other half is when and how so many of these juxtapositions appear: as reverse shots to terrified faces. Repeated often enough, every shot of sheep afterward, no matter how innocuous, takes on a slightly sinister quality.

			The first killer sheep encounter includes nearly all of the calling cards in the horror generic arsenal. In a quiet scene, a farmhand empties a can of spaghetti and franks into a pot and sits down to read Michael King’s The Penguin History of New Zealand. He hears a strange noise. The food that looks like viscera, the everyday nature of the reading, and the mysterious off-screen noise all conspire to make his death, which happens noisily off screen, inevitable. When Henry, Experience, and Tucker arrive at the building, drawn by the fire caused by his pot of echt-viscera left on the stove, they discover his dead body and become afraid of meeting his killer, who appears at the end of a dark hallway, ominously backlit. It’s a sheep. The sheep attacks, they improvise a barricade, and as the killer sheep breaks through it, Tucker shoots and kills it, blood spattering all over a copy of Michael King’s book. Experience goes outside to be sick. It’s a horror movie, so we know the first thing she sees will, in spite of an innocuous appearance, represent something dangerous. She looks out, and in the reverse shot (an over-the-shoulder shot) we see a sheep. The first killer sheep makes it impossible for Experience, Henry, and Tucker immediately to determine if this sheep is dangerous. Thanks to the reverse shots that occur throughout the film, Black Sheep teaches its viewers that any sheep is worth a second look. 

			Sheep thus move from a part of the landscape to its key feature. For example, immediately after disposing of the first killer sheep, Tucker drives off in the ute, where he is attacked by a second sheep, which bites through Tucker’s boot. The three heroes jump off the ute, at this point being driven by the sheep, as it tumbles over a cliff. Experience looks out over the cliff and says, “Wow! What a beautiful view. . . . Oooh. Long way down. I wouldn’t want to fall down there.” When Henry tells her that the crash site is also where his father died, she apologizes and turns away from the cliff. She immediately yells, “Oh! A sheep!” and points, with some distress, off screen. The reverse shot shows a slightly backlit sheep standing on a hill. By switching between satirizing the natural grandeur of the location in Experience’s admiration of the landscape, then back into the trauma the landscape inflicted on Henry, Black Sheep sets up this reverse shot as something like a joke.

			Taken in isolation, the long shot—two-thirds of the frame taken up with the green-brown hill and the top third blue, partly cloudy sky, the sheep slightly off-center—could easily be read as pastoral picturesque rather than horrific. But within the generic conventions of horror films, and the subgenre of the Kiwi Gothic, the location’s traumatic history and their near-death experience makes it a very dark joke, with an undercurrent of real danger. 
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						The reverse shot of the lone, lurking sheep used to horror/comedic effect in Black Sheep.

					

				

			

			Over and over again reverse shots of sheep in their incongruity and repetition, generate humor, but they also function as formal generic indicators of horror. Early in the film Experience’s partner Grant steals a jar marked “For Disposal” that contains the GM lamb fetus that starts all the trouble (shades of the oil drums in Dan O’Bannon’s Return of the Living Dead). The next time two jars appear, a lab assistant disposes of them in the offal pit. He drops the jars in the pit and turns around. The reverse shot, a long shot of two sheep, is both funny and unnerving, especially since they attack and eat the lab assistant. Later in the film an extreme long shot of three figures in silhouette on the top of a hill (echoing the walking scenes in The Lord of the Rings movies) cuts to a reverse shot of a sheep. It then cocks its head slightly, as if it were watching the three humans, hunting them even. Sometime after the walk, Tucker turns into a human-sheep hybrid (on his way to becoming a weresheep). After Henry sees Tucker’s cloven foot, when he looks out over the hills, he sees a hundred or so sheep running toward him like an army. A similar shot appears in the film’s climactic battle, with an important added flourish. The end of Angus’s presentation of his new GM breed of sheep goes horribly wrong, and his perfect GM sheep baas to summon a horde of killer GM sheep.
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						The genetically modified sheep swarm from over the hillside and feast on the hapless humans below.

					

				

			

			A flock of sheep flooding over the crest of a hill—the reverse shot is of Henry and Experience, who are framed in the Spielberg signature shot that tracks up and zooms in on the face to play up the horror of the stampeding sheep—is the big scary action moment for the film. In Paradise Reforged James Bellich notes, 

			The estates and medium farms of these regions [eastern North Island, where Black Sheep is set] had traditions of mixed production, adjustable to the market, and they quickly developed a dual-farm system in alliance with hill-country sheep stations. Sheep were bred in the highlands and fattened for freezing in the lowlands and downlands on separate farms. The lowland “fat lamb” farmers provided exceptionally luscious pastures, fields of rape, turnips and Swedes, rather like Hansel and Gretel’s witch.17

			In a Kiwi Gothic turn, GM sheep come down from the hills to fatten up on humans rather than on greens. Sheep, in their very ubiquity, can seemingly be anywhere in New Zealand, and it’s hard to tell the bad ones from the good.

			One sheep in its uncanny nature reveals itself to be not so much bad in and of itself, but bad as an index of the violence of farming that goes unseen to urbanites like Henry. After fleeing into what was once an unused outbuilding, Henry, Experience, and Tucker enter a laboratory with a sheep carcass hanging from a hook like it has been butchered. But when they investigate more closely, they see that it has an artificially beating heart connected to machines, and it lashes out as they walk past. The sheep carcass appears much closer to a living dead thing, an uncanny sheep: it looks like it’s next door to food, but treats humans as possible food. We later learn that the sheep have human DNA in them, meaning that their function as agricultural products—as food—carries with it the promise of a kind of cannibalism for New Zealanders visiting the GM farm.

			Mrs. MacIlvey, the wise old-timer figure, links sheep, food, and cannibalism almost every time she appears on-screen. Even the mention of her affectionate nickname, Mrs. Mac, also a brand of pies commonly sold in service stations across New Zealand, brings food into the conversation (as does the mention of the farm manager’s name, Tucker). After Angus buys out Henry’s share of the family farm—paying Henry $2 million from an account in the Rural Bank of New Zealand, Miramar (home to Weta, Peter Jackson, and a cadre of other well-off people)—he tells Henry, “Not much here of your cappuccino culture. But I’m sure Mrs. McIlvey will do a cup of tea and an ANZAC biscuit for the road,” connecting Henry’s non-belonging on the farm with food. When Mrs. Mac is on-screen, she’s often cooking: a cup of tea, a rabbit stew, haggis (but no pies). When she’s not preparing it, Mrs. Mac talks about food—she rescues Henry and Experience by arriving in her car and shouting, “Henry! Just in time for dinner!” She fights off the weresheep Grant by pointing a shotgun in his face and saying, “Many’s the meal I made from whethers like you”; Henry even uses her haggis and mint sauce as weapons to fight weresheep Grant. In the film’s final scene, when Tucker and Henry finish drenching the infected weresheep, Mrs. Mac arrives with a plate of mountain oysters, which Experience eats before Henry explains to her what they are. Then, as the camera pulls away into an extreme long shot that returns the landscape to its golden-lit aesthetic glory, Mrs. Mac walks over to the recently cured former weresheep, who earlier ate humans, and offers them the mountain oysters, making them cannibals twice over. While there’s no shortage of things to eat in the farmhouse (and across the station) Black Sheep closes on an image of the kind of inadvertent but pervasive cannibalism that GM farming makes possible.

			Mad Farmer-Scientists and GM Farming in New Zealand

			Black Sheep’s villain, Angus, offers the helpful reminder that for all intents and purposes the Merinos, the Romneys, and the Drysdales on farms are already GM. Early on in the film, when Grant tells him, “I know all about your Frankensheep. Mother Nature spent millions of years making sheep. She doesn’t need your help,” Angus snidely (and correctly) replies, “Don’t talk to me about nature. Man made sheep what they are today and I’m making them what they’ll be tomorrow. . . . If you were a sheep I’d have you ground up for dog food.” Black Sheep mediates Grant’s presumption that sheep as farmed in New Zealand are naturally occurring and Angus’s desire for turning any animal into an agricultural product by connecting the sheep-shagger image of the farmer to the worst sort of GM practices. 

			In 1999, when a GM sweet corn was accidentally shipped to New Zealand and planted, it was already possible to farm GM crops under very specific circumstances: 

			In field trials approved under the Hazardous Substances and New Organisms Act, a GE crop can be planted for experimental purposes provided it is strictly contained to ensure neither the plant nor its pollen escapes into the wild. . . . The rules set by the Environmental Risk Management Authority for [a 1999] trial sought to ensure “containment” by requiring all the transgenic corn ears to be individually covered with waterproof paper bags to avoid pollen escaping.18

			Angus’s near-escape from the chaos caused by the killer sheep he helped to engineer apes the progress of the corn that brought GM issues to a head in 2000. In his attempt to fly away, no doubt to infect wherever he touches down, Angus acts out the very danger posed by GM crops as understood by New Zealand law. Nicky Hager, in his investigative book Seeds of Doubt zeroes in on the multiple kinds of damage that even the Risk Management Authority’s assessment of GM trials in New Zealand saw, including

			Maori concerns about transgenic pollen crossing with varieties of corn “used by Maori for producing the food kanga wai, kanga kopuwai and konga pirau (fermented corn).” It also noted “the uncertainty of genetic engineering as a science,” the possibility of “long term adverse effects materialising well into the future” and the possibility that escape seeds or pollen “would jeopardize New Zealand’s expanding organic and horticultural industries, its ‘clean green’ image and its biodiversity.”19

			With Black Sheep filmed during a technocratic Labour-Progressive-led coalition, Henry, the IT worker from Wellington, stopping Angus from escaping through the air and then becoming an organic farmer himself seems to argue for an abiding faith in the ability of government to get a handle on the problems that GM farming poses while turning away from GM farming for a different market segment, performing a sort of reassessment of Rogernomics through the sheep.

			Bad Taste pokes similar fun at the image of the backward farmer. As Derek stands on the edge of a cliff in a picturesque shot, he chats to Ozzie and Frank. “I’ll give an eyewitness description of this intergalactic wanker,” he says. “I would describe him as sorta human-shaped. He’s got jeans and a blue shirt on.” When Ozzie blurts out, “Oh Christ he’s nabbed a bloody farmer!” Derek clarifies, “Yeah but there’s something strange about him though. Like he’s got a screw loose or something.” Ozzie finishes the joke by laughing, “It is a bloody farmer.” The alliance of science and the nationally specific “scientific progress,” of turning farming into an expert field in Lincoln University’s near-merger with AgResearch would have created the first and only quasi-private university in New Zealand in 2009. Lincoln’s Chancellor Tom Lambie, in the announcement of the proposed merger, argued for technologically infused farming’s priority of place: “New Zealand needs to lift its rate of productivity growth and the obvious place to start is with the land-based industries. Through the creation of a world-class, internationally ranked, 21st century land-based University, the performance of New Zealand’s land-based industries will be enhanced substantially.”20 The Crumb’s Crunchy Delights plan seems the very sort of thing the AgResearch-Lincoln merger intended to pursue: scientifically informed intensive farming. Derek and Barry understand the invasion of a fast-food chain and its agricultural needs in terms of the countryside providing an early warning to the four major cities of New Zealand (apologies to Dunedin):  

			Derek: They’ve wiped out a small town for starters. And it’s my guess they’ll go onto something bigger next time. Christchurch. Wellington.

			Barry: Auckland? 

			Derek: Yeah well that wouldn’t be so bad.

			The costs of such technology when it gets out of control—whether as an alien invasion force or a GM sheep—can rapidly spread throughout the country and cause great damage.

			Conclusion

			The fearful and horrific in New Zealand cinema takes human forms: the wages of settler colonialism (Utu), a fascist government (Sleeping Dogs), a gunman (Out of the Blue), or even zombies (Dead Alive). Adding to the litany, Bad Taste and Black Sheep translate elements of 1950s American horror films into the New Zealand context: the invaders who look like everyone else and bring a fast-food chain; the mad scientist–turned–farmer. In Bad Taste Derek (without a native serial killer to invoke) describes the alien fast-food chain invasion as, “like a visit from a planet full of Charlie Mansons.” In Black Sheep Grant sees his direct action at Glenolden Station as a way to “blow the whole fucking thing out of the water. Take the bastards under and go down in history as the two people with enough balls to save this country from genetically-engineered devastation!” The sheep fetus in the jar ends up biting Grant (quite a trick when you don’t have teeth on your upper jaw) and starting the crazed sheep outbreak. Experience, on seeing the wages of GM farming, tells Henry and Tucker the bloodthirsty sheep were inevitable: “This happens when you run the most reckless genetic engineering program in the southern hemisphere.” Both films’ descriptions of the worst-case scenario of farming gloss over the violence inherent in moving a lamb from the farm to the table. For both Bad Taste and Black Sheep, when New Zealand agriculture gets turned into global agribusiness, that most New Zealand creature, the sheep, becomes less Kiwi. And New Zealanders start to feel under attack, dare I say like lambs being led to slaughter.

			Genetically modified creatures and hybrids are everywhere in Bad Taste and Black Sheep, eating and being eaten: the alien-brain transplant/implanted Derek, the GM sheep, the many weresheep. Bad Taste’s Derek, after killing an alien, grabs some of the alien’s brains to fill up the empty spot in his head, which has lost a number of brain chunks throughout his adventures, and emerges as something of a GM hero protecting New Zealand. He stows away on their ship and attacks their leader, diving from the ceiling onto Lord Crumb’s head, leading with his chain saw. He emerges out of Crumb’s crotch, quipping, “I’m born again!” (an ending Jackson would repeat with even more rivers of gore in Brain Dead), and then dressing up in the leader’s skin to attack his home planet, warning them, “I’m coming to get you bastards!” It’s almost too easy to read this scene, in retrospect, as Jackson’s plan for his filmmaking career, as he would “go Hollywood” but get the Hollywood bastards by working only in New Zealand. But the baa-ing border collie at the end of Black Sheep offers a similar appraisal of how to deal with forces intruding on New Zealand, and one that more closely addresses its contemporary moment (and doesn’t require more than twenty years of perspective to make sense of the ending). The dog-sheep’s baa is, on the one hand, a standard feature of horror films: it hints at a sequel. But the dog-sheep performs a necessary role in the film’s resolution: his/her ability to hold the sheep-farmer hybrid in place like a good old-fashioned sheepdog saves the day, leading to the almost-as-gory-as-Lord-Crumb’s death that Angus-sheep experiences at the hands of the airplane’s prop. Both films find a use for the more traditional Kiwi traits—Derek’s #8 wire approach to first aid and alien-fighting, the dog-sheep’s herding ability—in a way that disposes of the worst the intruders have to offer. Tucker calls it “nothing but trouble, this modern stuff. Better just to stick with the ways we’ve always done things.” The undercurrent of cannibalism in Bad Taste and Black Sheep reveals a conservatism common to horror films: in a tight spot, the ills that intensive and GM farming poses can be countered by old-fashioned Kiwi know-how.
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