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worlds because she was neither; all her films prove that Chadha possesses the
same ease of mobility, the same chameleon “negative capability” of being able
to imaginatively inhabit differing worlds. Like Nair, Chadha grasps the immi-
grant subjectivity complete in 2ll its elation and angst. She operates from a
postcolonial feminist rhetorical space and has developed her own voice in the
increasingly growing plethora of exile discourses,

What'’s Cooking?—as this essay has attempted to prove—stands relevantly
p01sed at the new millennium with its intelligent inroads into the problematic
of cultural conflicts. The film maps itself over the emerging cinematic genre of
postcolonial cultural crossings, especially against recent examples like Damien
O’Donnell’s East is East (1999), Nair's Monsoon Wedding, and others. For
Chadha, as for many of her contemporaries, the new world order is inevitably
and irrevocably a mixed one. And her constant and consistent connection
between matters cultural and culinary underscores the hybridization of con-
temporary metropolitan life.

Notes
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Food, Play, Business, and the Image of
Japan in Itami Juzo’s Tampopo

MICHAEL ASHKENAZI

This essay examines the image of “Japaneseness” created by the director Itami
fuzo as he looks at Japan through the lens of food in his 1985 film Tampopo.!
The film, which chronicles the (re)construction of the character Tampopo’s
noodle restaurant, hybridizes “traditional” and “modern” aspects of Japan,
Through multiple i images of food and food consumption, through a narrative
structure that owes much to traditional Japanese theater, and through sly digs
at the Japanese establishment, Itami touches on, and illuminates, much of how

Japan views itsell.

Two main aspects of the film are examined here. The first is the nature of
the foods shown, prepared, and consumed. Itami chose those foods with great
care, and each instance of food refers to multiple layers of social reality within
Japanese culture-(with some subtle satirical digs). My essay attempts to
advance an answer to the question of why certain foods are featured. A second
aspect to be dealt with here is the interplay of social relations and status-that
all scholars and native Japanese agree are critical for understanding Japanese
society. Virtually all important relationships and social issues are expressed in
the film through individuals’ relationships to food rather than directly.
Among the social issues are sex and violence, and the breakdown of Japan’s
traditional isolationist position: in some ways, Itami prophesies the rise of the
multicultural Japan of the twenty-first century. Though Itami the satirist often
exuberantly overshadows Itami the social realist and Itami the filmmaker, the
film’s unusual nonlinear structure, the images it evokes, and its peculiarly
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sober view of Japan offer particularly useful insights into the relationship
between the Japanese and their food.

A brief summary of the plot is useful, though it must be noted that the plot
is often interrupted by asides—sketches of Japanese life that bear little rela-
tionship to the main story except that they reflect on the common theme of
food. As in fapanese Kabuki and Noh drama, these asides embellish the theme
rather than the main story. These asides are briefly noted in a separate para-
graph below.

A milk-tanker driver, Goro {Tsutomu Yamazaki), and his assistant, Gan
(Ken Watanabe), are struck by pangs of hunger—Gan has been reading a book
describing the “art of noodle eating”—and stop at a rundown noodle restau-
rant run by the depressed widow Tampopo (Nobuko Miyamoto), who is fan-
cied by Pisken (Rikiya Yasuoka), a builder. After an exchange of words, Goro is
attacked by Pisken and his men. Waking up in Tampopo's kitchen after a beat-
ing, he critiques Tampopo’s noodles. Because of his masterful critique, she
begs him to be her sensei (master teacher), and teach her to make proper noo-
dles. Goro’s training regimen, known as seishin (spiritual training: a form of
training for personnel in large Japanese corporations) includes not only speed
and quality trials, but physical education. Tampopo and Goro then stdrt a
lengthy process of observing their competitors, with Goro critiquing each
shop: a shop full of wasteful motion and inattention to customers is con-
trasted with a shop run by two old men in perfect harmony with their custom-
ers and their food. A young Sappore ramen (a type of popular noodle) cook
shows attention to customers. Goro introduces Tampopo to a group of home-
less men, whose leader, a former professor, is an expert on noodles, and he
joins the Tampopo support team. Goro and Tampopo have a brief romantic
evening. Following a fistfight between Pisken and Goro the two men become
friends, and the builder Pisken joins the team, remodeling Tampopo’s restau-
rant as well as giving Tampopo herself a makeover. Tampopo, who is having
difficulty with the soup base for the noodles, steals a secret recipe from a Chi-
nese noodle shop. Eating with her friends at a nikonsoba {buckwheat noodle)
shop, she saves the life of a wealthy old man who is choking on some food, and
- he offers her the assistance of Shuhei, his chauffeur and cook, who helps her
steal the secret of perfect noodle dough from another Chinese shop. Finally,
Pisken teaches her the secret of his famnily’s special garnish, and the new Tam-
popo noodle shop is born. A long queue forms outside the prosperous shop,
and the varicus helpers depart in silence.

The film actually opens with two asides; other asides are interwoven
throughout the narative. First, a yakuza (organized crime) boss (Koji
Yakusho), his mistress (Fukumi Kuroda), and his henchmen (carrying a luxu-
rious picnic) attend a film, and the yakuza boss addresses us, the viewers, The
film then moves to a scene of a young man being taught to eat noodles by an

old noodle master. The yakuza boss and his mistress appear from time to time

throughout the film in a continuous series of food consumption and erotic
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activity. In other asides, a group of senior businessmen are confounded by a
Western menu, just as a class in etiquette training for young women is dis-
rupted by a Westerner enjoying a plate of spaghetti. An old lady walks into a
luxury convenience store late at night; she handles and damages the products,
which results in her being chased by the clerk. A thief is hustled by a con man
in a restaurant and then arrested by a detective, but the camera abandons
them to follow a husband rushing to the bedside of his dying wife. In her last
dying act, she cooks food for her family. A man with a toothache hallucinates
about Chinese dumplings, then offers an ice cream to a child whose parents
are attempting to maintain an organic lifestyle. In the penultimate scene, the
yakuza is shot, but before dying he talks to his mistress about some special
sausages he has never tried. Whether in the filor’s main storyline or in the var-
ious asides, the setting is almost wholly within an urban landscape, making
this Japanese film remarkable for the fact that there is not a cherry blossom

nor a pretty temple, shrine, or perfect volcano to be seen: Itami’s Japanis a .

thoroughly modern and cosmopolitan one.

The Foods

A large number of meals and items of food are consumed throughout the
film. However, within the broad spectrum of Japanese cuisine, which encom-
passes many types of food,” Itami has chosen to show only a few of the foods
that Japanese people consume. An intriguing question that arises is, there-
fore, “Why those foods?” It is obviously possible to reply that Itami simply
liked those foods, but Japanese culture has exhibited a fondness for visual and
verbal puns and for extracting meaning from the juxtaposition of items and
activities, and it is therefore likely that these foods were chosen with special
care. However, the implications and even symbolic meanings of these foods
cannot be understood without some understanding of the underiying
cultural contexts.

Nvodies

The major food in this film is noodles, and this would appear to be para-
doxical. * ‘Everyone” knows that the Japanese staple is rice, yet rice appears
only twice in the film, in very specific contexts. In fact, the Japanese eat a
wide array of noodles. These can roughly be divided into three classes:
indigenous Japanese noodles; noodles of Chinese origin; and European
noodles, such as spaghetti. _

Japanese-style noodles come in two major classes (there are others that we
can afford to ignore here). Both soba (thin buckwheat noodles) and udon
(usually thick wheat noodles} are consumed in or with a broth based on tradi-
tional Japanese dashi (bonito and seaweed stock). Various garnishes—fried
tofu, mochi rice cake, duck meat, fish of various types, leeks and/or other
vegetables, and many other ingredients—are added.
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There are also a large variety of Chinese-origin noodle dishes. These are
usually crinkled egg-flour noodles that are most often, as in the film, served in
a pork- or other meat-based stock with vegetables, often referred to as ramen
(Yapanese rendition of the Chinese lo-mien) or as chitka soba (Chinese soba).
Like Japanese noodles, they are served in a bowl of stock, and garnished
according to choice. One particular variant of Chinese-style noodles—
Sappore ramen, named for Sapporo, the capital of Hokkaido, Japan’s north-
ernmost island—should be kept in mind.

Spaghetti has been tremendously popular in Japan, as elsewhere. It is usu-
ally served on a plate with the usual Italian-style sauces, though oddities such
as spaghetti sandwiches (confined, to the best of my knowledge, to Japan and
Scotland) and fried spaghetti are available.

Japanese-style and Chinese-style noodles can be clearly distinguished. First,
most dedicated noodle shops, of which there are a great number, will serve
either one or the other, and will be clearly identified as such. Japanese noodle
shops, usually referred to as sobaya, will have Japanese décor, and usually sport
a blue or a white noren (a small banner suspended over the shop entrance to
announce it is open}. Chinese noodle shops will have a white noren with red
characters, and probably a Greek-key design. Their interiors often includé
some evocation of China as well.

The presentation of Chinese and Japanese noodle dishes is also clearly
identified, even in shops that sell both. Chinese noodles come in white porce-
lain bowls, often with a motif of flowers or a classic Greek-key design around
the rim. Japanese soba comes in earthenrware bowls, often in colors of black or
brown, with little or no decoration. The use of specific utensils for specific
foods is well documented in Japanese food culture,® and so it is not surprising
to find that a specific garnish-noodle combination will appear in a specific
type {color, shape, glaze) of bowl for Japanese noodles. Finally, European noo-
dles will appear, of course, on a European-style plate with fork and spoon.

For those with a statistical bent, let me note that noodles are consumed in
eleven scenes in Tampopo. One noodle dish is Japanese and one is European;
all the rest are Chinese, with one instance of a Sapporo ramen, clearly identi-
fied by the headband and long hair of the cook (emulating the Ainu natives of
Hokkaido, and thus signifying Sapporo) and a small figurine of a bear.

Certainly the choice of noodles as the focus of the film is not accidental.
Noodles are a “minor” food in Japanese cuisine and do not have the sacerdotal
and formal context of rice. However, they are quintessentially popular, con-
sumed in standing-only bars as well as noodle specialty shops, and can also be
a gourmet food. Thus the issue of class, in its Japanese guise, emerges through
this most humble and common of Japanese dishes.

Japanese Foods

Interestingly enough, there are only two instances involving the consumption
of indigenous Japanese foods in the entire film. That having been said, it must
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also be noted that the Japanese have been inveterate borrowers of foreign cul-
ture virtually since the formation of Japanese culture in the fourth or fifth
century CE. The original diet of the inhabitants of the islands—miilet, iris
bulbs, and shellfish—was modified by borrowings from the Chinese and the
Koreans. Rice replaced millet s a staple. A formal dining arrangement evolved
over centuries, as did the standard structure of the Japanese meal, ichiju sansai
(one soup, three side dishes, and rice as an unstated given}.*

Significantly, “native” Japanese foods are shown in only two scenes. On the

~morning after meeting Tampopo, while recovering from the beating he

received at the hand of Pisken and his men, the truck driver Goro and his side-
kick Gan are served a traditional breakfast: rice, seaweed, and raw egg beaten
into natto (fermented beans). In this scene, Itami places the action in context.
The film takes place in eastern Japan, where natto would be very accepted;
western Japanese from the Kansai (Osaka-Kyoto) area and farther westward
are as horrified by the strong smell and unctuous texture of natto as are most
foreigners. Tampopo is a traditional woman (she makes her own pickles,
which most housewives no longer do, but which was a measure of a house-
wife’s domestic skills in the past), and her household is a traditional one (with
a Japanese breakfast rather than today’s more common toast and coffee).

The second scene that shows fapanese foods takes place at a Japanese noo-
dle shop, decorated in conventional Japanese style, with both tables and tatami
mat seating. An old man is brought in by his wife, who then departs in her
chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce, He orders kamo-nan| ban| soba (soba noodles in
stock garnished with slices of duck and leeks); fempura soba (soba noodles in
stock garnished with battered deep-fried prawn) and oshiruko (a thick sweet
soup—almost a porridge—of azuki beans garnished with balls of mochi
(pounded glutinous rice cakes). It has to be said that these foods may have
been chosen simply because Itami likes themn; however, Itami cannot have
been ignorant of the fact that all three of these Japanese dishes have foreign
referents. Foods labeled nanban (meaning “foreign” or “barbarian” style) are
those introduced initially by the Portuguese and Spanish, who had great influ-
ence on Japan in the sixteenth century. The same is true of tempura, the deep
fried delicacies that are today a mainstay of Japanese haute-cuisine; the word
tempura, some scholars believe, is derived from the Portuguese term tempera
(with egg}. And oshiruko is part of the class of okashi, confectionery, which,
while it is usually called wagashi (Japanese sweets) to distinguish it from
yogashi (cakes and other Western confectionery), was introduced into Japan
from China.

Japanese foods displayed in the film are thus true to type as an eclectic mix-
ture of influences and foodstuffs that the Japanese have made uniquely their
own. In effect, these foods celebrate the diversity within homogeneity that is
the true expression of Japanese culture.
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Non-Japanese Foods

In Japanese cuisine, as in the film, foreign influences have been formative in
the creation of a unique cultural expression. I have argued elsewhere, follow-
ing Ivan Morris, that Japanese food, as well as much else of jts material cul-
ture, must be seen in terms of a process of importation followed by a process
of digestion; I have labeled this process “Japanization.” Foreign influences are
absorbed, then transformed and fitted into the Japanese scheme of things
socially, behaviorally, and aesthetically. Thus, the fact that most of the foods
(in about thirty-two different food scenes throughout the film) are of non-
Japanese derivation is unimportant. These are Japanese foods because that is
what the Japanese eat, and, in fact, the entire culture of Japan is composed of
objects, actions, and ideas of non-Japanese origin that the Japanese have mod-
ified to their taste (in both senses of the word). Two cultural influences pre-
dominate, and both are present in the film: Fast Asian and European.
(Interestingly, Itami did not display American fast food or American cuisine,
perhaps because, insofar as the former goes, he felt there were boundaries of
taste he did not want to overstep.) _

Excepting noodles, which have been dealt with above, there are some other
instances of Chinese foods being consumed. In the film, there appears to bea
thread running through the choice of Chinese foods, which is also common to
the appearance of another food culture—that of Korea. The thread here is the
contrast between elite and common fare. In regard to the Chinese food, in a
scene unrelated to the rest of the story line, we see a tout discussing a business
proposition with an elderly, unwoerldly man who we learn is a professor from
Tokyo University (Japan's most prestigious and powerful institute of
learning}. They are in an expensive Chinese restaurant, and while he listens to
the pitch the professor engulfs a large number of pieces of Peking duck
wrapped in pancakes—one of the crowning achievements of Northern Chi-
nese cuisine. The professor agrees to give his lifetime savings to the tout for
investment. The tout hurries ofl to get things arranged, and we discover two
things: the tout is a con man, and the “professor” is actually a small-time thief
who has picked the con man's overstuffed wallet. The professor is then and
there collared by a detective, and as the two leave the restaurant they are
almost run over by a man running by who is hurrying home to his dying wife.
Before the wife dies, as an act of delaying the inevitable and of expressing his
grief and perhaps love, the husband urges her to cook a meal. She quickly pre-
pares some chahan, fried leftover rice with vegetables—a staple of inexpensive
Chinese noodle shops and of everyday home fare.

In both scenes, the origin of the food is Chinese, but through juxtaposition,
an expensive delicacy is directly related to an everyday home food. This
domestication of the foreign is also apparent in the consumption of Korean
food. In the scene following the housewife's death, Goro and Tampopo go out
for dinner at a Korean restaurant, and Tampopo plays the part of the tradi-
tional woman, wrapping morsels of grilled meat in lettuce leaves and offering
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them to her companion. This is also the only scene in which Tampopo and
Goro discuss their personal lives. Thus, again, the foreign exotic is domesti-
cated and made a part of uchi, the intimate realm of Japanese life.

The European foods displayed in Tumpopo are also the foods of the power-
ful as well as the powerless: all of the Western foods appear in the paradigms
of social power that interest Itami. The central figure here is that of the yakuza
boss. He is dressed stylishly when he addresses the audience at the beginning
of the film, much as an actor in Kabuki theater might address an audience.
While he dreams of traditional foods, imagining delicacies on his deathbed,
what he actually consumes is Western food, along with his other pleasures,
films and sex. And, unsurprisingly, for a country where the criminal under-
world is well integrated into business culture, while he is entertaining his girl-
friend with food and sex, a group of managers and businesspeople gather in a
French restaurant in the same hotel.

The businessmen are, with one exception, ignorant of Western food culture
and stuck in a group mentality, but the reverse is true of the common people,
as is shown via members of a homeless gang, who are at the other end of the
social scale. In a discussion aimed at Tampopo (who is positioned at the cam-
era’s point of view), they discuss and critique the various foods and wine they
have gathered from the garbage bins of elite restaurants. Itami is obviously
casting a sly eye on the foibles of his countrymen. In yet another scene featut-
ing Western food (spaghetti), a middle-aged manners-school teacher has
brought her class to a restaurant to teach these young Japanese women the
secrets of Western etiquette. “Unlike the Japanese, who make a slurping noise
when eating noodles, Westerners never slurp. It’s all done very quietly,” the
matron says to her attentive class. Their efforts to consume spaghetti in the
approved “Western” style are disrupted by the sight of a Westerner happily
slurping away at his spaghetti, a sly smile on his face. It should be added that
Ttami hid a joke within a joke here: the foreigner consuming spaghetti is in real
life a well-known Tokyo restaurateur, one of the first to open a Cordon Bleu
restaurant there. Itami, whose sympathies are often with the powerless, seems
to be indicating here that while the elite in Japan are often prisoners of the
social forms they control, the powerless are free to choose from many cultural
paradigms, and do so with gusto.

Class and Quality in Japanese Food

Like any other cuisine (the term here following Jack Goody®), Japanese food
establishments can be placed on a scale of quality and of class. By class is
meant, simply, price: higher class establishments cost more, for the producer
and consumer alike. Quality is a far more difficult issue. The Japanese tend to
be fastidious, highly aware consumers.” The idea of providing quality services
and goods permeates Japanese society for a variety of social and historical rea-
sons.? The thread of quality, of the need to be a proper consumer— enlight-
ened, open, demanding—runs through the film. To improve the quality of her
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noodles, Tampopo takes a series of lessons from individuals occupying very
different stations in life: from Goro the driver, from the homeless professor,
from Chinese cooks, from Shuhei the chauffeur. And, in line with Japanese
management and business views,” improving the product by attention to every
tiny detail is impossible without seishin: the process of improving the person,
both physically and mentally, that is intrinsic to most Japanese manpower
management theory." Significantly, quality is not related, in Japanese social
theory, to class in the Marxian or British sense. It is related rather to the
concept of self-cultivation, of providing oneself with a skill that, whatever
one’s class, is practiced to the utmost: the secret, many say, of Japanese
€CONOMIC SCCEss.

Practice as a consumer and practice as a producer are directly related in the
Japanese view, and Itami takes no exception to that view. Tampopo is
expected, and expects herself, to work hard and to use whatever tools are nec-
essary to improve her lot in life. And though, as she says to a competitor, those
who eat noodles are all amateurs, in the Japanese view, amateurs are experts
who do not choose to become pros, to make money from their expertise.
Indeed, in modern Japanese culture the concept of gurume has become a sig-
nificant linguistic icon. A gurume is not merely someone who enjoys food. A
gurume (of course, derived from the French word gourmet) is someone who
knows food—who understands its honue, or essence.

During the years of Japan’s greatest economic success, from the 1970s to
the early 1990s, gurume activities—restaurants, talk shows, food shows, food
tours—were plentiful. The object was not merely to entertain oneself, nor, for
that matter, solely to engage in conspicuous consumption, which the Japanese
did to a great degree. It was also related to the concept of seishin. In this view, a
gurume is someone with an understanding and appreciation of culture as it
emerges in food: in effect, a modern consumer, aware of the balances between
price and quality, tradition and change." Itami, though never the traditional-
ist, accepts this cultural construct as a given. Modern Japan is not the cherry-
blossom and Mt. Fuji Japan of the past. Neither of these icons appears in the
film, nor do traditional clothes, temples, or any of the other items that signify
Japan to the West. Itami’s Japan is instead the Japan of its people, whose cul-
tural principles have now left the old material culture behind while maintain-
ing the inner culture of Japanese-ness within the new context of modern life.

The Social Relationships

Japanese society has been characterized as being hierarchic, group oriented,
obsessed with cleanliness and formality, dedicated to providing good educa-
tion, and strongly oriented toward the family.!2 All of these are true to a
degree, and all, of course, are not absolutes. The Japan that until the 1970s was
conservative and scored high on all of the aforementioned qualities is begin-
ning to change. There is less formality in Japanese life today than there was in
the middle of the twentieth century. There is evidence that the Japanese are
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not as group oriented as many scholars once seemed to think.'> The incidence
of divorce and other maritaf strains is rising.!* Nonetheless, Japanese society is
far more rigid than is the norm in Furopean or American societies. It is useful,
therefore, to look at the social relations Ttami portrays in Tampopo.

It should be said at the outset that these social relationships are all por-
trayed through the lens of the protagonists’ relationships to food. And while
some of these relationships are familiar to non-Japanese people, some of
them have particular Japanese twists to them that ought to be examined
more closely.

Japanese culture, as noted above, has borrowed many of its features from
China; these imports include elements of the Confucian sociopolitical philos-
ophy. Within the Confucian system, pride of place is given to a set of five hier-
archical relationships, those of parent and child; ruler and ruled; husband and
wile; teacher and student; and friend and friend. This view of interpersonal
dealings has had great impact on Japanese social relations.

In the modern world, however, things are not simple, as [tami demon-
strates. The child-parent relationship is stifl important (and the only intact
one in the film). Even here, Itami cannot resist a dig at this presumably secure
aspect of society: a young child bearing a handwritten note from a parent
obsessed with natural foods is seduced into partaking of an ice cream. The
seducer himself is obsessed by food to the point that he has allowed a tooth to
rot in his head while he has fantasies of consuming Chinese delicacies.

Looking at family relationships, it becomes apparent that there is no single
“standard” husband + wife + children relationship in the entire film. The clos-
est one comes to such a family group is in the scene of a dying woman whose
husband cannot find any other way of expressing his grief or helping his dying
spouse than by ordering her to cook one final meal, then consuming it with
his children as an expression of devotion. In Itami’s view, the husband-wife
relationship is virtually nonexistent in its Confucian and conservative quali-
ties. One couple we see is an infirm and compulsive old man and his wealth-
besotted younger wife who deals with him like her favorite lapdog. And the
two main protagonists exist outside marriage: Tampopo is a widowed woman
and Goro is a divorced man. It is not, apparently, that [tami has anything
against marriage or the family (he apparently had a happy and lengthy mar-
riage to the actress Miyamoto Nobuko, the star of Tampopo and of his other
films). It is rather that, untike Japanese conservatives, Itami is ready to state
that the Japanese family system is not the be-all and end-all of Japanese soci-
ety. Marriages and families are necessary—they exist—but absence of the nor-
mative arrangements is not a destroyer of Japanese society. Nor is marriage the
necessary inner location in which sex takes place.

Like many other societies, the Japanese are obsessed with sex, and, like
many other societies, often find that sex is a difficult and culture-ridden pro-
cess. There are two clear sexual contrasts that Itami gleefully explores. One is
the relationship between the food-obsessed yakuza boss and his girlfriend; the




36 & Michael Ashkenazi

other is the relationship between Tampopo and Goro, her truck-driver men-
tor. The yakuza boss and his companion consummate their relationship joy-
ously in two scenes in the film, in which sexuality is expressed by the erotic use
of various foods—whipped cream, ebi-odori {a bowl of live “dancing prawn”
in strong liquor), and a raw egg passed from mouth to mouth by the lovers to
enhance sex, until the crushed yolk expresses their climax. The second sexual
liaison is expressed in much more repressed terms—Goro’s shy brushing of his
hair in the bath, using Tampopo’s hair brush, and her own nervous handling
of underpants she folds and leaves for him to use.

Japanese have expressed their sexuality in ways that may seem odd, even
bizarre to members of other cultures who have other cultural tastes.’> A his-
toric pedophilic preference for prepubescent women is well recorded,® and
Itami cocks a judicious eye at it, as the yakuza boss lustfully consumes a raw
oyster spotted with blood from the hands of a prepubescent ama (diving girt),
(In fact, most ama are in their forties and fifties.””) The blood on the shellfish
actually comes from the man’s lips: an inversion of roles that Ftami clearly rel-
ishes. The erotic symbolism of eggs is well documented in Japan as well.’® And
the same is true of the ebi-odori: The death throes of the fish on the mistress’s
belly are not only erotic, but they also evoke that very Japanese thrill of death”
in association with sex.!?

Stepping outside the relationships of family members and lovers, it seems
that the Confucian virtues are somewhat upheld. There are two relationships
that Itami deals with sympatheticaily and at length: the relationship between
pupil and mastet, and the relationship younger people have with the aged.

Any student of the martial arts or viewer of martial arts films will be famil-
iar with the want-to-be-a-disciple scene. The sincere student mortifies himself
before the master until accepted as a student.?’ This is precisely what Tampopo
does when Goro shows her he is a master of noodles. And, indeed, he takes her
on as his deshi (disciple). The concept is so important {(and yet, even for Itami,
slightly ridiculous) that one of the opening scenes of the film—again,
detached from the main storyline—shows an elderly “noodles professor”
instructing an eager young disciple in the mysteries of eating noodles. The
“way,” as many Japanese sages have noted gravely, can indeed be found in
many things, and this includes, apparently, noodles. Whether this is a reaffir-
mation of the Zen desire for both obscurity and simplicity, or whether the
director was merely delivering a sly dig at the portentiousness (and preten-
tiousness) of “Oriental philosophy” can be left, in traditional Zen fashion, to
the decision of the viewer.

And the role of the teacher, Itami continues, is to make a student greater
than oneself. At the end of the film, with Tampopo established as a master of
her craft, the teachers (Goro and others), masters all, fade unnoticed into the
background. In effect, Tampopo's real teacher has been the totality of the
Japanese culture.

Food, Play, Business, and the Image of Japan in lami Juzo’s Tampopo e 37

Like any other modern society, Japan has a problem with its aging popula-
tion. Birthrates have been shrinking since World War II, and yet the Japanese

population has remained virtually constant. The “graying” of the Japanese

population is causing a great deal of concern to the authorities.?! The
Japanese, who enjoy strong family ties, with a Confucian concern for the aged,
are unable to cope. Itami demonstrates the problem in a characteristic way. An
elderly woman enters a posh convenience store late at night, She scurries
down the aisles, squeezing the fresh, luscious, ripe foods until they are as care-
worn and used as she is herself—a peach, a piece of camembert, and various
pastries receive her attention. The young male store clerk, obviously baffled by
this behavior, rushes after her, trying to stop the vandalism, and, in the
process, provides the old lady with at least a modicum of human contact.

There are other old people in the film, each of whom has to make his or her
own adaptation to inevitable circumstances. One old man is the mentor of 2
band of homeless people. Another, the professor of noodles, instructs an awe-
struck young man in the proper way of consuming them. The elderly thief
cons a con man for a good meal of Peking duck. Two venerable noodle chefs
calmly, and without a wasted motion, move the pots around on a stove, dis-
playing the perfection of art that comes only from years of practice. The aged,
in Itami’s world, may be hard to deal with, but they have incomparable skills
and experience to offer. They have achieved a mastery of style only possible, in
the Japanese view (which Itamni seems to support), after decades of single-
minded practice.

Style in Al Things

The idea of perfect style has been a hallmark of Japanese culture for more than
a millennium. Elegance and style—in life as in death—have been considered
more importans, in many ways, than actual success. Early Japanese writing,
such as that in The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon and the Tale of Genji, was
obsessed with the idea of finding the perfect style in dress and deportment,2
Style was important in death as well as in life, and there are numerous myths
and legends about heroes—male and female, and indeed entire clans such as
the Taira—dying in style.?® The same is true of Japanese food, in which the
presentation is at least as important as the taste and consistency,” and where
elements of presentation are matter for lengthy and dedicated training.?s

The transformation from Lailai {the original name of Tampopo’s noodle
shop) to Tampopo is an important stylistic change in two ways. Both
Tampopo the person and Tampopo the place are refurbished. The dowdy,
down-home Japanese decor is replaced with 2 modern, bright, stainless steel
and white-surface style of modernity and the West. That those who have
caused the transformation-—Goro and the rest of his gang—feel uncom-
fortable about it is almost a given. They do not fit anymore, though their val-
ues and style will be transmitted in the new form. Only the young driving
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assistant, Gan, understands and approves of the transformation: it is part of
his world, and of Tampopo’s son’s world: the modern Japan of today.

But style also has another side. This is the inner style of doing things, the
style embodied in the Zen practitioner; and as Itami shows in one of the most
evocative scenes in the film, all Japanese have style. Tampopo, accompanied by
her son and guided by Goro, visits the homeless. Groups of homeless can be
found in many warm underground passages and subway stations in Japan.
Most people ignore them, averting their eyes as they pass. But these people,
Itami argues, are as Japanese as any other. In this scene, the homeless—scaven-
gers of restaurant garbage bins—are completely capable of discussing the
qualities of superior vintage and commenting adversely on the choice of cuts
from one restaurant while praising those from another. One of them offers to
cook for Tampope’s son (who is not tempted by any of the fancy French dishes
the derelicts have assembled), promising him a homely dish familiar to mil-
lions of Japanese children: omeraisu.

In a wordless choreography, accompanied by a tune on a honky-tonk
piano, the homeless man and the young man sneak into a neighboring restau-
rant. With quick, deft, balletic motions the derelict quick-fries some cooked
rice with ketchup. Placing this on a plate, he expertly beats the eggs, fries a
perfectly cooked omelet, tips it over the rice, slicing open the egg so that the
softer insides glisten in the light and the egg covers the rice. He then garnishes
the top with some more ketchup: voila, a perfect omeraisu, and a no less
tmportant demonstration of “Japaneseness”: perfect style.

“Japaneseness,” or Nihonjin-ron, is a much-debated issue in Japanese soci-
ety. For centuries the Japanese have argued that their culture is unique, unap-
proachable, and not understandable by others.?¢ While Harumi Befu and
others have argued that not all Japanese hold this view, and while this view is
clearly the derivative of political and elite thinking,? it does filter down into
commeon thinking. While Itami is clearly satirizing most Japanese pretensions,
here and in his other films, it also seems clear that at least in the matter of
style, he agrees with the supporters of Nihonjin-ron: style is everything, and
even those who are down-and-out in Japanese society have it, and (at least in
the film) can flaunt it.

The Food, the Film, and the Satirist

It is difficult to do justice to a film as complex as Tampopo in a short essay. In
highlighting some of the film’s features, it is possible only to scratch the
surface of Itami’s intentions and of the richness of this film, let alone his
entire oeuvre. Itami’s premature death, whether from suicide or murder,
leaves unanswered the questions that many of us would have liked to ask the
director himself.

Clearly, Itami is critical of his fellow Japanese; at the same time he is also
just as clearly proud of them. The penultimate scene of the film shows the
diverse collection of clients who frequent Tampopo's refurbished noodle shop:
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white- and blue-collar workers, housewives and teenagers, foreigners, some
with their babies, some working men with hard hats. Itami seems to be rather
heavyhanded here in utilizing a symbolic ending, saying, apparently, “Look at
us, we Japanese. The entire world comes to learn from us. And what we have
done has not been done by the politicians and leaders, it is rather the anony-
mous common people, who do their work, and then, like Goro, the homeless
(and nameless) professor, Pisken, the chauffeur, and miany others, vanish into
the mass of the populace.” And whether or not he intended that particular
message, this is the impression that comes through.

But Itami the satirist cannot end on a mawkish note. In the final scene,
completely unrelated to any scene that has come before, but directly related to
the theme of the film, he shows a mother breastfeeding her baby. The baby’s
expression says it all, and very smugly: no matter what our style, we're all
obsessed with food.
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Il Timpano —“To Eat Good Food Is to Be
Close to God”: The Italian-American
Reconciliation of Stanley Tucci and
Campbell Scott’s Big Night

MARGARET COYLE

1 first saw the movie Big Night during a blizzard in 1998. The snow began
coming down hard at dusk, covering the streets of my midsized Maryland
town. My then husband and I decided to go to our local video store and rent a
movie to occupy us during the cold winter evening. We chose the videotape of
Stanley Tucci and Campbell Scott’s Big Night (1996), which had an interesting
back cover that promuised 4 good cast. Furthermore, we fancied ourselves to be
budding gourmets, utterly fascinated by the art of the Italian table, though we
were really beginners in culinary technique. Anticipating the “treat for food
lovers™ that the back cover advertised and lulled by promises of culinary com-
fort, we were assured that the film would be the perfect companion to a glass
of wine and a plate of grilled bruschetta while cuddling on the couch under a
war blanket.

By the end of the movie, we were both ravenous, absolutely starved for
good Italian food: food made with care and passion, and thorough attention
to detail and artistry, as the character of Prima (Tony Shalhoub) demonstrates
s0 aptly in the film. Big Night had awakened our sense of hunger, need, and
infatuation with “real” Ftalian cooking. Inspired by the way the movie fed the
soul and the mind, now we needed a similar (literal) filling of the belly. Know-
ing that the blizzard had shut down all restaurants within waiking distance, we
poured more wine and began to cook. We pulled some shrimp out of the
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