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Foreword

In Everything Everywhere All At Once, the weird, wonderful movie I made with the Daniels [Daniel Kwan and Daniel Scheinert], I played Evelyn Wang, a woman who journeys through a myriad of different universes to ultimately learn more about herself. Looking at the many movies in this book—works of creative minds that span eras and span across the world—it is humbling to realize how many diverse voices there are out there in the world of filmmaking.

When I started acting in Hong Kong, filmmaking was new to me. Ballet had been my life up to that point and action films felt like a good fit for my physicality and love of choreography. I didn’t know what to expect, and the industry was booming so fast no one stopped to think about what we couldn’t do. Fall off an overpass into a flatbed truck? I did that for The Stunt Woman. Ride a motorcycle at high speed onto a moving train? Just another day at work on Supercop.

It was when I first went to Hollywood that I realized how special the things we were doing in Hong Kong were. People in Hollywood would ask me: “How did you guys do the visual effects for that motorcycle jumping on the train?” I said, “What visual effects? We did that for real!”

And yet, even though we had much smaller budgets and less technical know-how, we found our own way to tell our stories. As far as representation is concerned: Telling authentic Asian stories was never something we had to think about. These stories

were our world! We just shrugged and jumped our motorcycles onto the train it took Hollywood decades to eventually board.

After the Broadway-to-big-screen adaptation of Flower Drum Song in 1961, three decades passed before The Joy Luck Club was produced as the first major studio drama to feature an all-Asian cast. It took another three decades for the next one to be made with Crazy Rich Asians. But Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings quickly followed—and then Everything Everywhere All At Once.

I was fortunate to have been a part of these last three breakthroughs, something that was made possible by the emergence of a global community of wonderfully talented filmmakers, writers, and producers, who are finally getting the chance to create content in our own authentic voices and who needed actors like me to bring stories to life. Making films is never easy—it’s still not easy today.

But hopefully, the 136 films featured in this book, films that span history, circle the world, and reflect all of the many varied facets of our diaspora, will give the next generation of new filmmakers the inspiration and courage to tell their own diverse and moving stories—expanding our Asian multiverse.

And for those of you reading this because you simply love movies—watching them, sharing them, and talking about them—sit back and enjoy, because the train is leaving the station, the motorcycle is in midair, and you’re in for an amazing ride.…

—MICHELLE YEOH







Introduction

I always remember the quote that my longtime friend and sometimes collaborator Parry Shen—star of Better Luck Tomorrow—frequently shares when asked about why representation on the silver screen matters: “If you see a three-dimensional person, 40 feet tall on-screen, you can’t help but fall in love with him or her—and when that figure is accompanied with an Asian face, that begins to change perceptions.” He’s always attributed it to Maxine Hong Kingston, though I’ve never been able to hunt down the exact source. (His wife of twenty years, Kim, maintains that Parry made it up to get her to fall in love with him. Hey, it worked!)

Apocryphal or not, it sums up the power of cinema to change hearts and minds, a power that is unique to the medium. Movies are simultaneously intimate and larger than life, a shared yet private experience. In the darkness of the theater, we’re enveloped and immersed, yet we retain the agency to bring something of ourselves to what we see on-screen. The truth of a movie emerges at the experiential interface between our memories—our identities—and those flickering, mesmerizing forty-foot-tall images.

For most of Hollywood’s existence, Asian Americans have been ghosts at the cinematic feast: invisible in the magic mirror of the silver screen, or reflected only in twisted, toxic, or tasteless fashion. Our stories were so rarely represented with any kind of truthfulness—or even empathy—on the biggest screens that we sought out the smallest crumbs of affirmation that we did exist, as lovers, fighters, heroes, explorers. Most of all, as humans.

The importance of seeing ourselves rendered with depth and color and truth wasn’t just about yearning for validation. Whether we like it or not, a big part of who we become is shaped by what we watch. Psychologist Albert Bandura’s groundbreaking experiments in the ’70s demonstrated the power of “social modeling” via media, in which watching filmed or televised footage encouraged people, especially children, to mimic the behaviors or attitudes they saw. His work also underscored that the more closely a viewer identifies with the “protagonist” of these works, the greater the impact of this social modeling. When you watch media with characters you believe to be like yourself, you’re significantly more likely to embrace their beliefs and follow their lead.

So, what did this mean for those growing up in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s—decades in which Asians were depicted in movies almost exclusively as demented buffoons, vicious thugs, alien outsiders, and servile sidekicks to heroic, charismatic non-Asian protagonists?

These representations normalized the treatment of Asians with casual mockery, unwarranted suspicion, social exclusion, and subordination. Among Asians, they contributed to the inclination to passively accept these kinds of abuse, to avoid taking up space, to defer to louder voices, and to discount one’s achievements, needs, and value. After all, the larger-than-life pictures on that big screen told them they should. As a result, generations of Asian Americans grew up to be real-life Junes from The Joy Luck Club, constantly taking the bad crab instead of the “best quality”—because that’s what the media’s social modeling made them feel they deserved.

With the arrival of the ’60s and ’70s, however, glimmers of change appeared on the cinematic horizon. Stars like James Shigeta, Nancy Kwan, George Takei, Miyoshi Umeki, and the one and only Bruce Lee crashed the gates of Hollywood. A swelling tide of immigrants from Asia—following the end of racist restrictions that put America largely off-limits to those from the so-called Asiatic Barred Zone—brought along with them the burgeoning cinemas of Japan, Hong Kong, and India. These movies featured entire casts full of Asians, albeit ones speaking languages and representing cultures that were often equally foreign to Asians in the US as to their white neighbors.

By the ’80s, Asian American independent cinema was in full swing, offering an authentic if low-rent alternative to big-budget studio works. By the ’90s, diversity had become an aspirational buzzword, and most multiracial ensemble casts featured an Asian (if rarely more than one), while studios began to tentatively develop stories set in Asia’s past, present, and future, and in ethnic immigrant enclaves.

The marking of the millennium saw the first flush of high-profile movies featuring Asian Americans who spoke English, lived acculturated urban or suburban lives, and modeled the social experiences that the majority of US-born-and-raised Asians might find familiar, leading up to the release of a blockbuster that proved to be transformative for the cinematic representation of Asian Americans: 2018’s Crazy Rich Asians.

After its $240 million global box office take proved there was a large and hungry audience for Asian stories starring English-speaking Asian actors, Hollywood’s cynical resistance to such projects seemed to dissipate. Dozens of Asian-forward projects were suddenly greenlit; dozens of other such projects, already in development prior to Crazy Rich Asians, were suddenly front-burnered, with an extra zero or two added to their marketing budgets.

Now, half a decade later, a new generation has arrived at prime moviegoing age—though they’ve grown up watching films on streaming platforms, not in theaters. They have a lifetime’s library of Asian and Asian American cinematic works available at the touch of a remote, with more constantly being created and added to the canon, from animated classics to rom-coms, science fiction to spy thrillers, historical fiction, heart-stopping horror, intimate character studies, and dimension-spanning epics.

This book, The Golden Screen, is about those movies: the ones that shaped us and shaped how the world saw us. Not all of these works are good—indeed, some of them are barely watchable: Asian stories told by white actors in comically monstrous makeup; propaganda films designed to stimulate rage toward the Asian-faced enemy (both those afar and right next door); tales that showcase unrecognizably grotesque Asian caricatures. The good ones, however, have shown us how our pioneers endured the challenges of the migration across oceans, and how our communities have found common ground with those around us; they’ve brought to life warriors to cheer for and lovers to ship; they’ve helped us explore the disturbing shadows of our subconscious and the depths of the gender and generational divides; and they’ve lifted up the untold stories of our past and present, inserting us into conversations that all too often treat us as silent bystanders. Above all, they’ve given us hope, inspiration, and of course, endless hours of entertainment.

And this is just the beginning: The narrative plenitude of our communities has still barely been tapped, and the march of our forty-foot-tall figures has only just begun.
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Across the Diaspora

FLOWER DRUM SONG • A GREAT WALL • EAT A BOWL OF TEA • FORBIDDEN CITY, USA • HEAVEN AND EARTH • PICTURE BRIDE • THREE SEASONS • LOST IN TRANSLATION • THE GRACE LEE PROJECT • THE NAMESAKE • JOURNEY FROM THE FALL • SEOUL SEARCHING • GHOST IN THE SHELL • THE PROBLEM WITH APU • GO BACK TO CHINA • LUCKY GRANDMA • TIGERTAIL • BLUE BAYOU

“I’m 100 percent Asian and 100 percent American. Or maybe just 200 percent bad at math.”

A Talk with Janet Yang and Bao Nguyen

ILLUSTRATION (OPPOSITE) BY TOMA NGUYEN

One of the most powerful aspects of cinema is how it enables us to reveal the hidden and bring the distant close. Where Asian Americans are concerned, this has sometimes been used to paint our customs, languages, and traditions as exotica, as we’ve seen in films like Lost in Translation and Ghost in the Shell, where Asian people and cultures are used in ways that highlight differences and make them weird, alien, and forbidding. But movies also allow people, places, and communities that have been sealed away by closed doors, closed borders—or closed minds—to be brought forward, centered, and seen, in all their myriad complexities.

The vibrantly joyous Chinatown of Flower Drum Song, the insular and gossipy one in Eat a Bowl of Tea, and the gray and grumpy one in Lucky Grandma are each in their own way real and revelatory views of an immigrant-enclave experience that’s rarely observed by those who don’t reside within these communities.

Movies like A Great Wall, Seoul Searching, The Namesake, Go Back to China, and Tigertail highlight the cultural disconnect between those on opposite sides of global migration and generational divide.

The many ways in which we arrive across oceans—by boat and by plane, seeking prosperity or fleeing adversity—can be seen in the rich narrative tapestry of films like Heaven and Earth, Picture Bride, and Journey from the Fall, while the unique and diverse challenges that Asian immigrants (and their offspring) negotiate in integrating with the new world unfold in films like The Grace Lee Project, The Problem with Apu, and Blue Bayou.

Together, these movies deepen and enrich our understanding of not just the Asian American experience but also the mixing and migration of peoples across national borders and physical boundaries, and the ways that the foreign slowly evolves toward the familiar.

Flower Drum Song


1961, NOT RATED, 133 MINUTES, UNIVERSAL PICTURES, USA

DIRECTOR: Henry Koster

STARRING: Nancy Kwan, James Shigeta, Miyoshi Umeki, Jack Soo, Benson Fong, Kam Tong, Juanita Hall

WRITER: Joseph Fields

BASED ON THE NOVEL BY CHIN YANG LEE


This adaptation of the hit 1958 Rodgers and Hammerstein Broadway musical was notable for having a virtually all-Asian cast and, if you overlooked its liberal sprinkling of fanciful stereotypes, its familiar and contemporary San Francisco setting. For many viewers, it represented the first time they’d seen so many Asians being so American on-screen at once—singing, dancing, romancing, and wisecracking in all the sassy, swoonworthy, and slapstick ways that Hollywood made famous. For Asian audiences, it was a transformative experience: proof that we could own the stage, command the spotlight, and be the stars of our own stories, if only given the chance.

In the film, Chinese immigrant Mei Li (Umeki) and her father, the eminent Dr. Han Li (Tong), make their way to America via the cargo hold of a transpacific freighter, seeking to marry her off to Wang Ta (Shigeta), the dreamy eldest son of his old friend Master Wang (Fong). Unfortunately, Wang Ta has a dazzling distraction in the form of Linda Low (Kwan), a showgirl at Celestial Gardens nightclub (and the sometime significant other of its owner, Sammy Fong, played with hangdog brilliance by comedian Jack Soo). The multiway love knot untangles itself over the course of a few hours, made brisk by the earworm tunes and bang-up choreography of numbers like Kwan’s eye-popping “I Enjoy Being a Girl” and showstopping “Grant Avenue”; odes to generational and cultural gaps like “The Other Generation” and “Chop Suey”; and hilarious set pieces like “Sunday” and “Don’t Marry Me.” Over the decades, Flower Drum Song has gone from guilty favorite to must-watch classic—though one whose problematic elements continue to be acknowledged.


The songs are dollar-store chinoiserie (save for the camp affectations of “I Enjoy Being a Girl”), and I absolutely loathe how orange is the dominant color scheme. But stumbling across Flower Drum Song one night on cable when I was a kid, I was spellbound by the spectacle of Asian Americans singing and dancing, and I still carry a flame for it now. James Shigeta should be in the ranks of the heartthrob canon. Nancy Kwan, in love with her own reflection while clad in a white towel and heels in front of a tripartite mirror, gives us a master class in charisma. Jack Soo’s the dude I’d want to get drunk with on tiger bone wine at the Li Po Lounge on Grant Avenue. And I’m forever struck by the perversity of the “Sunday” dream sequence when an Asian American child in cowboy getup mimics a TV screen Western, only for the image to go full-out Ringu and break the Fourth Wall in miniature to wreak terror on the nuclear family. The horror of assimilation, indeed!

—ANTHONY KIM ON FLOWER DRUM SONG
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My immigrant parents adored musicals and played Rodgers and Hammerstein soundtracks continuously, searing the lyrics into my young brain. When Flower Drum Song finally appeared on TV, my parents gathered us around the small screen—me in middle school and my three brothers, all around my age. My excitement quickly turned to pubescent embarrassment as sexy Nancy Kwan kicked and strutted with other scantily clad Asian showgirls to such ridiculous lyrics as “Moo goo gai pan.” In her next number, wearing only lingerie, she extols being an ultra-femme sex object—something every girl should enjoy—yuck! Counterpoint to her Asian-Americanized hypersexuality was the soft-spoken, compliant, pushover foreigner played by Miyoshi Umeki. With its majority Asian American cast (a feat that would not recur for another thirty years), the film could have opened new narratives but instead reified old ones.

—HELEN ZIA ON FLOWER DRUM SONG
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A Great Wall


1986, PG, 97 MINUTES, ORION CLASSICS, USA

DIRECTOR: Peter Wang

STARRING: Peter Wang, Kelvin Han Yee, Sharon Iwai

WRITERS: Shirley Sun, Peter Wang


Billed as the first American movie to be shot (with permission!) in mainland China, A Great Wall is a modest comedy of cultural contrasts, featuring its director Peter Wang as Leo Fang, a Chinese American tech exec who, after smashing his head against Silicon Valley’s glass ceiling, decides to take his first trip to his nation of birth since childhood, bringing his very Asian American family—wife, Grace (Iwai), and son, Paul (Yee)—on an extended visit to his sister’s family in Beijing. Though its modern-West-meets-traditional-East narrative may come off as quaint today given China’s decades of economic transformation, the groundbreaking nature of this film remains evident: It is the rare film to explore differences and disconnects among Asians and Asian Americans with humor and humanity, and without dwelling on displacement and loss.


When I first saw Peter Wang’s quiet comedy of returning to the land of one’s youth after a long absence, I thrilled immediately to its sly code-switching, like when a waiter at a restaurant quietly slides you the “Chinese” menu and gives you a nod. Even the title of the film in Chinese is different: Beijing gushi, literally “Beijing story.” And it was a specifically Beijing story: the shaded courtyard house, the rolled-up pant legs, the pronounced Beijinger -errrrs—every little detail that my mother recounted from her youth. Call it “A Great Wall” and add ping-pong diplomacy to make it legible to western audiences; yet it was indisputably my family’s Beijing story. Its richness in language and locational detail, its quirky and deeply humane characters, its bilingual puns and jokes (a Peter Wang hallmark), its extensive Mandarin dialogue in a US-produced film—showed me how it was not just possible but joyful to dwell in the in-between.

—EILEEN CHENG-YIN CHOW ON A GREAT WALL



Eat a Bowl of Tea


1989, PG-13, 102 MINUTES, COLUMBIA PICTURES, USA

DIRECTOR: Wayne Wang

STARRING: Cora Miao, Russell Wong, Victor Wong, Siu-Ming Lau, Eric Tsang

WRITER: Judith Rascoe

BASED ON THE NOVEL BY LOUIS CHU


Set in the years immediately after the end of World War II, this resplendent period film adapts Louis Chu’s pioneering novel of the same name, which explores the nearly all-male immigrant “bachelor society” of New York Chinatown—the result of the Chinese Exclusion Act’s restrictions against Chinese American men bringing wives or families to join them in the US.

Ben Loy (Russell Wong) is the US-born son of BMIC (Big Man in Chinatown) Wah Gay (Victor Wong, no relation). An army veteran with the legal right via the War Brides Act to bring a wife home from overseas, Ben is pushed by his father to accept an arranged marriage with Mei Oi (Miao), the daughter of Wah Gay’s oldest friend, and brings her back with him to New York. Fortunately, Mei Oi is beautiful and willing, and their contractual union seems destined to become a love match, until overbearing pressure from Wah Gay and his Chinatown buddies for the couple to produce an immediate heir causes Ben to become impotent. A confused Mei Oi accuses Ben of not loving her, and the couple drifts apart, paving the way for sleazy gambler Ah Song (Hong Kong funnyman Tsang) to sweep Mei Oi into an illicit liaison. When the affair is discovered and Mei Oi is found to be pregnant—and not sure whether Ben or Ah Song is the father—the teapot of Chinatown society boils over, which only settles when Mei Oi and Ben decide they need to build a life together beyond the prying eyes and wagging tongues of their fathers’ generation.

Eat a Bowl of Tea aptly illuminates a unique slice of Chinese immigrant history, without flinching from its harsher aspects, yet it ultimately flies on the wings of its performers: Russell Wong’s rakish, goofy charm; Victor Wong’s pop-eyed bluster; and Miao’s sweet-and-sour innocence.
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Based on Louis Chu’s 1961 novel, Eat a Bowl of Tea shows how sex and racist immigration laws make for hostile bedfellows in the postwar Chinese American boudoir. In this comedy of marriage, the third party is the Chinese Exclusion Act. Unable to consummate with all of Chinatown’s hopes riding hard on his loins, the community’s golden boy Ben Loy (played by an impossibly beautiful Russell Wong with a perfect coif) confesses to his new bride (Cora Miao), “I just feel like everybody’s watching us.” One thing’s for sure: No matter the budget or the gloss of the cinematic joints he found himself in, Victor Wong—here as the cantankerous and screwy patriarch Wah Gay and director Wayne Wang’s self-proclaimed on-screen “alter ego”—guaranteed that the rough-hewn, boisterous cacophony of the world beyond the frame was never too far away. Watch for the sequence scored to Japanese American chanteuse Pat Suzuki’s slowed and stripped-down cover of “How High the Moon,” during which Wang expertly moves us through pathos, suspense, slapstick comedy, and back to pathos all over the course of a song.

—ANTHONY KIM ON EAT A BOWL OF TEA



Forbidden City, USA


1989, 56 MINUTES, DEEPFOCUS PRODUCTIONS, USA

DIRECTOR: Arthur Dong

STARRING: Larry Ching, Frances Chun, Charlie Low, Mary Mammon, Toy Yat Mar, Jackie Mei Ling, Dottie Sun, Dorothy Fong Toy, Noel Toy, Tony Wing, Jadin Wong, Paul Wing

WRITERS: Arthur Dong, Lorraine Dong


This documentary by Arthur Dong pulls the curtain back on a fascinating fragment of history that postwar generations have largely forgotten or never encountered: the world of Asian American variety and cabaret performers of the swinging thirties and forties. Centered largely in San Francisco Chinatown, which boasted a half dozen nightclubs featuring live, all-Asian entertainers, none were bigger, brighter, or brassier than Charlie Low’s Forbidden City, which packed in crowds by the hundreds nightly. It boasted charismatic players and star attractions aplenty, such as Larry Ching, the “Chinese Frank Sinatra”; Dorothy (Takahashi) Toy and Paul Wing, a married couple billed as the “Chinese Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire”; singer and dancer Jadin Wong; and burlesque performer Noel Toy, the “Chinese Sally Rand.” Forbidden City gave these Asian American performers and many dozens more their first opportunity to perform before enthusiastic crowds—and to get paid for it.

The crowds were mostly non-Asian, drawn in by a combination of curiosity, the lure of the exotic, and naturally, the sex appeal of the City’s scantily clad showgirls. But in addition to novelty seekers and mobs of sailors on shore leave, the club boasted celebrity patrons, including Hollywood luminaries Humphrey Bogart, Lauren Bacall, and Bing Crosby; Black icons like Duke Ellington and Lena Horne; and the future governor of California and president of the United States Ronald Reagan. Forbidden City’s entertainers got their share of attention in newsreels and magazines and even launched a national tour, bringing their coastal Chinatown glamour to military bases, the small-town Midwest, and the segregated Deep South (the segment when the performers recall whether they ended up choosing “white” or “colored” bathroom options while on the tour is a gut punch). But the prevailing racism of the times prevented most of them from joining the handful of Asians who’d managed to break into Hollywood. For the former performers Dong interviewed for the documentary, Forbidden City was a career highlight, a brief flash of glamour in lives that quickly returned to the ordinary once they became too old for the grueling six-shows-a-week lifestyle. They became supermarket clerks, truck drivers, homemakers, and real estate brokers, whose grandkids might never have learned about the secret histories of their yeyes and nai nais until this documentary came along.


As a young girl, I devoured musicals like Singin’ in the Rain and The Music Man. To me, Gene Kelly, Fred Astaire, and Ginger Rogers were the most glamorous stars to ever grace the silver screen. It wasn’t until I saw Forbidden City, USA, a documentary directed by Arthur Dong on Forbidden City, an all-Chinese nightclub in 1930s and 1940s San Francisco, that I saw Asian American entertainers from this era, and it blew my mind. Up until this point, I never imagined anyone who looked like me could dance like Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.

—NANCY WANG YUEN ON FORBIDDEN CITY, USA



One major Asian American Hollywood star did get his start at Forbidden City: Goro Suzuki, who worked as the revue’s emcee under the Chinese-ified name of “Jack Soo.” When Rodgers and Hammerstein wrote the musical Flower Drum Song, whose antics were largely set at the Celestial Gardens, a fictional Chinatown nightclub inspired by Forbidden City, Soo found himself cast as the Gardens’ owner, both in the Broadway run and the subsequent movie. His standout performance in the film set him on a path to becoming one of Hollywood’s enduring comic staples, most memorably in the long-running sitcom Barney Miller, until he passed away of cancer during the show’s fifth season.
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Heaven and Earth


1993, R, 140 MINUTES, WARNER BROS., USA

DIRECTOR/WRITER: Oliver Stone

STARRING: Tommy Lee Jones, Joan Chen, Haing S. Ngor, Hiep Thi Le

BASED ON THE MEMOIRS WHEN HEAVEN AND EARTH CHANGED PLACES BY LE LY HAYSLIP WITH JAY WURTS AND CHILD OF WAR, WOMAN OF PEACE BY LE LY HAYSLIP WITH JAMES HAYSLIP


This biopic inspired by the life story of author and humanitarian Le Ly Hayslip, Heaven and Earth stands nearly alone as a Hollywood Vietnam film told from the first-person perspective of a Vietnamese woman. Billed as the third installment in Oliver Stone’s “Vietnam War Trilogy,” which includes Platoon and Born on the Fourth of July, it’s admittedly the weakest of the three narratively, due in no small part to the contortionist stretch required for a director whose canon is defined by male psychodrama to channel the voice of an Asian female protagonist. (Stone’s real self-insert is Steve Butler, the character he created for the movie as Hayslip’s white-savior GI husband, played with tragic gravitas by frequent Stone collaborator Jones.) That’s too bad, as Hayslip’s life story is remarkable and compellingly embodied by first-time actor Hiep Thi Le. Over the course of the film, Hayslip faces repeated brutality at the hands of men, loses her home and loved ones multiple times, yet manages to survive, bring up three sons, and reconnect with the family she left behind in Da Nang. In real life, Hayslip also bridged the gap between two nations with charitable work, establishing foundations that have built school and library networks, extended healthcare to rural Vietnamese villages, and provided hundreds of thousands with emergency relief in times of crisis—though the movie gives short shrift to that aspect of the real-life Hayslip.
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One of my first experiences in a cinema was watching this film with my entire family. Since my parents worked late, there weren’t many opportunities for our family to spend time together, so watching a film in a theater was a massive luxury. Barely past the age of ten, the brutal scene of Le Ly Hayslip’s character being raped by a Vietnamese soldier shook me to my bones. But I’m fortunate that this scene was not the one that made the most lasting memory on me, as visceral as it was. It was the scene of Hayslip’s blue áo dài floating through the endless maze of an American supermarket that dazzled my eyes. For the first time in my life, I saw my mom, who was sitting right next to me, and her story unfolding before my eyes. When I turned to my mom after the credits started rolling, I saw tears streaming down her face. For many reasons, I think she finally realized her story as a Vietnamese refugee now had value.

—BAO NGUYEN ON HEAVEN AND EARTH




During a time when it felt like we were being saturated with Vietnam War films, here’s Oliver Stone returning to the peninsula for the third time after Platoon and Born on the Fourth of July with, of all things, a feminine perspective of the conflict. Le Ly (Hiep Thi) sees her life and her body stolen from her, and her relationship with a troubled American gunner sergeant (Tommy Lee Jones) withers in the face of unexamined trauma and the rejection in America of veterans of this war—but by story’s end, she finally finds meaning again in revisiting the places she’s from. By fully humanizing the “enemy,” this movie ended up being crucial in the development of my emotional intelligence.

—WALTER CHAW ON HEAVEN AND EARTH



Picture Bride


1994, PG-13, 94 MINUTES, MIRAMAX, USA

DIRECTOR: Kayo Hatta

STARRING: Youki Kudoh, Akira Takayama, Tamlyn Tomita, Cary-Hiroyuki Tagawa, Kati Kuroda, Toshiro Mifune

WRITERS: Kayo Hatta, Mari Hatta


Set in the early years of Japanese immigration to Hawaii, Picture Bride tells the story of Riyo (Kudoh), a sixteen-year-old sent to the territory to meet and marry Matsuji (Takayama), a man whom she’d only seen in a decades-old photograph. Now wed to a man her father’s age, Riyo finds herself thrust into the hard life of a plantation worker, cutting sugarcane by day and secretly doing laundry at night hoping to earn enough money to return to Japan. But mentored by an older “picture bride” named Kana (Tomita), Riyo gradually finds her place in the tight-knit society of the cane workers, embracing both her new life and, ultimately, the affections of her husband.
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Kudoh is as stunning as the movie’s lush Hawaiian backdrop; she and Tomita display lovely sister-worker chemistry in a film that won the Audience Award at Sundance and, for director Hatta, the Independent Spirit Awards’ Best First Feature honors. (Sadly, it would also be her last feature: She passed away in 2005, only forty-seven years old, without making another film.) Given that Asian American history is frequently seen through the eyes of men, when seen at all, Picture Bride is a remarkable achievement, and deserving of far more attention than it has received.


Picture Bride was one of the few 1990s films that I identified with because the characters looked like me and acted like my family. As it turned out, my connection was deeper than I expected. While I knew Japanese picture brides sought their “matched” husbands only to find much older men than those in the photos, it never occurred to me that my maternal obachan might herself be a picture bride until I saw the film. It made sense. She was eighteen years younger than my ojichan. I left the theater anxious to talk to my mother. She confessed that just like in the movie, her mother was tricked into marrying her father because she saw a much younger photo of him. I was shocked because I was unaware of this, saddened for the life that my obachan had to live, but proud of what she endured. I am grateful that Picture Bride helped divulge my own family history!

—RICK NOGUCHI ON PICTURE BRIDE
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Three Seasons


1999, PG-13, 104 MINUTES, OCTOBER FILMS, USA/VIETNAM

DIRECTOR: Tony Bui

STARRING: Don Duong, Nguyen Ngoc Hiep, Tran Manh Cuong, Zoe Bui, Nguyen Huu Duoc, Harvey Keitel

WRITERS: Timothy Linh Bui and Tony Bui


Tony Bui’s gorgeously shot and lyrically told first feature imbues three interwoven tales of contemporary Vietnam with all the magical realism that cinema has to offer. In one story, a group of girls sells lotus flowers to help support a revered poet who has gone into seclusion after becoming disfigured by leprosy; in another, a cyclo driver named Hai (Duong) seeks to win the heart of a prostitute named Lan (Zoe Bui) by bringing to life her most cherished dream: a full night in an air-conditioned hotel; in the last, a soldier named Hager (Keitel) seeks out the half-Vietnamese daughter he left behind, hoping to apologize and, perhaps, reconnect. The characters meet and interact at the margins of their stories, in both trivial and meaningful ways; taken together, the movie ultimately serves as the director’s love letter to the imagined home he left at the age of two and didn’t return to until he was an adult. Three Seasons won a host of awards, including Sundance’s Cinematography Award, Audience Award, and the coveted Grand Jury Prize. It’s still quite shocking that this honors haul didn’t end up launching Bui’s big-screen directorial career; since then, he’s made just one more feature film, a 2015 spy thriller called The Throwaways.


I was born in Vietnam but left in 1975 as an infant with my parents when Saigon fell. Growing up in America, everything I’d seen on the screen about Vietnam was bathed in bloodshed, combat, and conflict and made by non-Vietnamese filmmakers’ “Vietnamese” characters running around in the background spewing incoherent gibberish waiting to be shot. When I watched Three Seasons, I saw Vietnamese people as main characters speaking actual Vietnamese and being filmed in Vietnam, not in Asian countries masked to look like Vietnam. It transported me in a way that no prior film had done before. It took us away from the battlefield and into the common yet complex lives of everyday people—graceful scenes of women working on a lotus pond; a seemingly mundane conversation between two cyclo drivers drinking sugarcane juice out of a plastic bag in front of a bright red Coca-Cola ad. Don’t get me wrong: The film features tired tropes like poverty, prostitution, and a GI returning to look for his child, but the mastery of storytelling in Three Seasons is how it portrays hardships with nuance. This film illustrated the complexity of the human condition with a meditative mood that made me pause, think, and feel, changing how I, as Vietnamese American, felt about my birthplace.

—THAO HA ON THREE SEASONS
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Lost in Translation


2003, R, 102 MINUTES, FOCUS FEATURES, USA

DIRECTOR/WRITER: Sofia Coppola

STARRING: Bill Murray, Scarlett Johansson, Giovanni Ribisi, Anna Faris, Fumihiro Hayashi


For white critics and audiences, Lost in Translation is a gentle, moving exploration of disconnection and loneliness, of psychological miasma created by the passage of time, the shock of the unfamiliar, and the sense of being an outsider even in one’s own life. But for many Asians, Sofia Coppola’s critically beloved sophomore feature hits differently. Set in a cartoonishly exaggerated Tokyo, the film turns Japan and Japanese people into a luridly exotic backdrop and comic foil for its white main cast, headlined by Johansson as Charlotte, a young wife pulled along in the wake of her busy and distracted husband, and Murray as Bob Harris, a past-his-prime movie star trying to milk his fading fame for overseas dollars.

While undoubtedly funny, visual gags about how 6′2″ Bob towers above the Japanese fellow occupants of an elevator and is unable to use a hotel showerhead because for him it’s set at chest level play off the notion that Murray is a human giant among alien Lilliputians. So do constant dialogue jokes about Japanese English speakers unintelligibly switching Ls and Rs. Meanwhile, Japanese men are depicted as tech-obsessed, porn-consuming empty suits; Japanese women, as over-the-top fetish queens or voiceless service workers.
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If Lost in Translation hadn’t leaned into racialized tropes, perhaps it could have accommodated a wider perspective on being an outsider in an unfamiliar world. Here Jun Cen imagines a remake of the film featuring a diverse cast and a more humane way of engaging with foreignness.









I struggled while watching Lost in Translation. The film is beautifully shot; the scenes of being a stranger in a strange land resonated with me and my 2003 self. A young, talented female director, making a thoughtful film—hooray! Bill Murray and Scarlett Johansson play not-very-likeable characters, but their chemistry and acting drew me into the film. And yet, the film bothered me. The exoticism and otherness of how Tokyo and Japanese people were depicted bothered me. I felt embarrassed at being Asian, of hearing conversation about accents and had flashbacks to now-vague memories of taking offense. It felt sloppy, like Sofia Coppola could have taken more time and care to bring a portrayal of a complicated, beautiful city during a fictional complicated time in the main characters’ lives. I haven’t watched the film since. I might watch it again.

—THERESA LOONG ON LOST IN TRANSLATION

A deeply flawed but beautiful work, Lost in Translation plays out as a diary entry for a sensitive young woman venturing out of her comfortable spaces for the first time in her life to find the world is impossibly larger, and emptier, than she could have imagined. I did connect hard with Bill Murray’s character, who sees in Scarlett Johansson’s Charlotte a reflection of himself at a crossroads, facing the choice to start living again or to continue dying. But the only way to forgive the portrayal of the Japanese in this paean to alienation and loneliness is to consider it all as part of the ingrained bias of its protagonist.

—WALTER CHAW ON LOST IN TRANSLATION



Coppola’s wandering, Oscar-winning reverie of a screenplay certainly could have depicted a pair of people out of joint with the world around them without leaning so hard on stereotypical tropes and easy humor at foreign expense. But as it is, her portrait of disorientation has a heavy accent on the “Orient.”

The Grace Lee Project


2005, 68 MINUTES, WOMEN MAKE MOVIES, USA

DIRECTOR: Grace Lee


What’s in a name? Does a common moniker make the people who wear it more homogenous or less unique? This is what one filmmaker, Grace Lee, sets out to discover in this clever documentary, rooted in an Asian in-joke: Most of us know at least one Grace Lee, and maybe more than one. Lee takes it upon herself to hunt down as many other Grace Lees as she can to deconstruct their stereotypically common name and the cliché nice-girl attributes it always seems to invoke. It evolves into something much bigger and more consequential—an examination of immigrant roots, the pressures of assimilation, and the corrosive stereotype of the model minority. After hundreds of interviews, Lee constructs a composite portrait of the “average Grace Lee”: Korean American, born in the US and living in California, twenty-five years old, 5′3″, with three and a half years of piano lessons and at least one master’s degree. But she also highlights the ways that the dozens of Grace Lees she speaks with diverge from the norm and, in some cases, break the mold: They’re artists, rebels, iconoclasts, and, as in the case of the doc’s most famous Grace Lee, organizers and activists. Lee’s interview of pioneering social justice advocate and public intellectual Grace Lee Boggs is a highlight of the film.


My name is Jennifer Lee, so I felt a karmic connection with the director and understood exactly what she was trying to do here; it was such a humorous and well-crafted way to make a point about being Asian American in the United States. The movie also gave me a sense of rivalry on behalf of all the amazing Jennifer Lees out there: There’s Jennifer Lee, the director of Frozen, who’s now chief creative officer of Walt Disney Animation. And there’s also a professor named Jennifer Lee at Columbia University. She and I were actually both quoted in the same article in the New York Times—because she’s an expert in immigration and I wrote a book about Chinese restaurants—they had to put in a parenthetical saying “Not related to the prior Jennifer Lee.” There are probably ten thousand Jennifer Lees in the United States, and I bet ninety-nine are wanted for identity theft and credit fraud.

—JENNIFER 8. LEE ON THE GRACE LEE PROJECT



The Namesake


2006, PG-13, 122 MINUTES, SEARCHLIGHT PICTURES, USA/INDIA

DIRECTOR: Mira Nair

STARRING: Tabu, Irrfan Khan, Kal Penn, Zuleikha Robinson, Jacinda Barrett, Sebastian Roché, Sahira Nair, Ruma Guha Thakurta, Sabyasachi Chakrabarty, Supriya Devi

WRITER: Sooni Taraporevala

BASED ON THE NOVEL BY JHUMPA LAHIRI


The Namesake is a story about how names define and divide us—shaping the way we’re seen and the way we see ourselves. An intimate portrait of the diaspora, vividly told by Mira Nair, it perfectly adapts the bestselling book of the same name by Jhumpa Lahiri. The film follows Ashoke (Khan) and Ashima (Tabu), two Bengali Indians who immigrate to America after their marriage. Though they were paired by arrangement, the match between them works, and they grow to love one another and raise two children, Gogol (Penn) and Sonia (Sahira Nair, the director’s niece). As he grows older, Gogol becomes the film’s protagonist, struggling under the unusual name that he’s been burdened with by his parents—given in honor of the great Russian author Nikolai Gogol because, as we learn later, Ashoke was reading Gogol’s short story “The Overcoat” when a train he was riding overturned; the page of the story that a buried and broken Ashoke was clutching is what allowed rescuers to find and save him.

Ashoke’s story doesn’t comfort Gogol, who pushes himself away from his family and his Indian heritage out of resentment at the choices his parents have made for him without his assent (a feeling that his parents can’t understand, given that they weren’t even able to choose who to marry). He confronts his culture in his romantic relationships—first with a white woman named Maxine (Barrett), who comes from an archetypal WASP background, and later with an old childhood friend, Moushumi (Robinson), who happens to also be Bengali. But ultimately, neither Maxine nor Moushumi can help Gogol find his complete self; that journey is one he must take on his own, within himself, which he begins when he reads the book of stories written by his namesake, the graduation gift his father had given him that he never opened.

Made for under $10 million and earning over twice that amount, The Namesake was both a commercial and a critical success—and a major turning point in the career of its star, Kal Penn, who had, prior to this film, been seen as a purely comic actor. Ironically, it was Penn’s performance in the raucous Harold and Kumar buddy comedies that led to his taking the role: His co-star in those films, John Cho, had pushed Penn to read the book, which he fell in love with, and Nair’s then-fifteen-year-old son Zohran, a big fan of the Harold and Kumar franchise, pushed his mother to cast him in the adaptation.



[image: image]
Tabu, Kal Penn, and Jacinda Barrett






The Namesake is one of the only films I’ve ever walked out of the theater while watching—not because it was bad but because it made me weep uncontrollably, and I didn’t want to disturb others. In The Namesake, when his father Ashoke dies, we see his son Gogol put on his father’s wing tips. That detail eviscerated me. I had done that too. A deluge of grief engulfed me, and I was grateful the theater lobby in Georgetown was deserted. I washed my face and anxiously tiptoed back in for the ending, feeling both broken and seen.

—ANNA JOHN ON THE NAMESAKE

When I first read The Namesake, it was a life-changing experience because South Asian American novels just didn’t exist (much less South Asian American movies). As soon as I was done reading it, I gave it to my mom. It changed our relationship: She saw herself in the story line, and in my reading of the book, she saw herself being seen. I watched the movie adaptation in a special screening at UCLA full of South Asians. I could hear the collective gasps and tears at Brown moments I thought I alone could relate to, making it a truly communal empathy experience. My mother watched the movie on her own and loved it—but not as much as the book, of course.

—TAZ AHMED ON THE NAMESAKE
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Journey from the Fall


2006, R, 135 MINUTES, IMAGINASIAN ENTERTAINMENT, USA

DIRECTOR: Ham Tran

STARRING: Kieu Chinh, Long Nguyen, Diem Lien, Cat Ly, Nguyen Thai Nguyen

WRITERS: Ham Tran, Lam Nguyen


Tran’s startlingly accomplished first feature begins with the Fall of Saigon in 1975 and, as the title suggests, follows the journey of a family from the brutal oppression of the new North Vietnamese communist regime to a new life in America, setting sail in one of the makeshift refugee boats that took many to safety and many others to their deaths.

Among the survivors is the Nguyen family: Mai (Lien), her son Lai (Nguyen Thai Nguyen), and her mother-in-law Ba Noi (Chinh). They are delivered from the threat of imprisonment and torture, into a set of new-world pressures: poverty, cultural alienation, and harsh discrimination. Mai’s husband, Long (Long Nguyen), remains behind even as he sends his family off on their terrifying trip, held back by his loyalty to ideals and homeland; imprisoned before he can set off to rejoin them, he nearly succumbs to his hellish captivity, until he gets word that they made it to the US and are alive. He then decides he must risk escaping—a flight that requires running across an active minefield. Tran’s fictional story shook refugees who first saw it so deeply that some tried to stop him from distributing it, to avoid transmitting the trauma of this history to innocent younger generations. It is fortunate he did distribute it: While any number of films tell the story of US soldiers during the war, few other movies document the Vietnamese experience of the conflict and its aftermath with such power and authenticity.


As a child of Vietnamese refugees living in Hawai’i, I never tapped into my family’s traditions or culture; I grew up with nary a Vietnamese family in my predominately East Asian and Pacific Islander neighborhood. It wasn’t until I saw Journey from the Fall that the emotional floodgates swung wide open for me. For the first time, Vietnamese were more than just faceless cannon fodder; the plight of the family at its core was the story of my own, reminding me of the trauma, sacrifice, and bravery of my parents, who escaped political persecution to settle in a new world. Through it, I finally empathized with my father, with whom I’d always had a contentious relationship at best.

—ANDERSON LE ON JOURNEY FROM THE FALL



Seoul Searching


2015, NOT RATED, 105 MINUTES, WONDER VISION, USA/SOUTH KOREA/CHINA

DIRECTOR/WRITER: Benson Lee

STARRING: Justin Chon, Jessika Van, Teo Yoo, Esteban Ahn, Rosalina Lee, Kang Byul, Albert Kong, Cha In-pyo, Nekhebet Juch


Hollywood coming-of-age movies tend to converge on well-worn and universal ground, given how much young adulthood is shaped by surging hormones and halting steps toward independence. But the most interesting expressions of the genre focus on unique situations, locations, and cultural circumstances; Seoul Searching, a passion project for director Lee, is a prime example.

For post-immigrant generations of Asians, the “summer culture camp” is a staple means to reconnect with the “motherland.” Inspired by Lee’s youthful mid-eighties experiences at one such study program, the period comedy follows a group of high schoolers from all over the world—the US, Germany, Mexico, the UK—as they converge in the nation of their shared roots, South Korea, for a program that will immerse them in their ancestral language and enrich their knowledge of Korean culture and heritage. Just kidding! It’s an opportunity to make friends, meet cute, and if they’re lucky, to get lucky, in the tried-and-true teen-com tradition.

Punky Sid (Chon) and his roommates, buckled-down Korean German Klaus (Yoo) and Korean Mexican lothario Sergio (Ahn), are the trio at the narrative’s core. All three match up by movie’s end, as Sid connects with rebellious pastor’s daughter Grace (Van); Klaus bonds with Kris (Lee), an adoptee searching for her birth parents; and Sergio gets a lesson in respecting women from taekwondo expert Judy (Juch). Lee made it as an homage to John Hughes, maestro of the American coming-of-age movie. But for Asian viewers who blanched at the casual racism of Hughes’s movies, Seoul Searching was less of an homage than a welcome antidote.
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Growing up, I never thought of myself as a Korean American. If anything, I purposefully distanced myself from any kind of cultural understanding, so my parents sent me to a summer program in Korea after graduating high school. Until then, it didn’t even occur to me that Koreans would live anywhere but Los Angeles. It was amazing to meet Koreans from all over the world speaking with unfamiliar accents. And as different as we all were, it was obvious we all shared a common glitch—that we were all searching for something. My parents hoped the experience would distill in me an appreciation for the motherland they had failed to foster. And it worked. I learned to drink and party harder than any of my friends back home and I even taught myself to read Korean phonetically by going to noraebangs. So to see Seoul Searching by director Benson Lee nearly twenty-five years later was a refreshing reminder of my wayward youth. The film articulates the feelings of alienation one suppresses when visiting a foreign motherland, the conflict we feel against parental expectations, the need for acceptance from our peers, the lust for the popular girls, and the envy for the cooler kids—all wrapped in a language I’m acutely fluent in: eighties John Hughes movies and New Wave music. And just like my experience of visiting Korea back then, the film itself is a rite of passage for Asian American stories to be shared in the cinema.

—NICK CHA KIM ON SEOUL SEARCHING



Ghost in the Shell


2017, PG-13, 107 MINUTES, PARAMOUNT PICTURES, USA

DIRECTOR: Rupert Sanders

STARRING: Scarlett Johansson, Takeshi Kitano, Michael Pitt, Pilou Asbæk, Chin Han, Juliette Binoche

WRITERS: Jamie Moss, William Wheeler, Ehren Kruger

BASED ON THE MANGA BY MASAMUNE SHIROW


Aloha (2015), The Great Wall (2016), and Doctor Strange (2016) all represented notorious examples of “whitewashing”—the revisionist casting of white performers in Hollywood movies with clearly delineated Asian settings. Aloha cast Emma Stone as a character named Allison Ng; Doctor Strange gave the canonically Tibetan (and male) role of the Ancient One to British actress Tilda Swinton. The Great Wall inexplicably managed to make Matt Damon the hero of a movie about Chinese people fighting an invading army of dragons. All these choices were called out by advocates and castigated on social media, and they triggered apologies from their creators and performers. But for Asian Americans, this movie was, if you will, the ghost that broke the camel’s shell.

Based on a hugely popular anime franchise by visionary director Mamoru Oshii, Ghost in the Shell tells the story of a cybernetically enhanced operative, the Major, who leads a counterterrorism unit known as Section 9. In the anime, the Major is Japanese and named Motoko Kusanagi. In the live-action adaptation, the Major is Scarlett Johansson and named Mira Killian. The name change was clearly chosen to make Johansson’s casting more plausible, despite the movie’s setting in a futuristic Tokyo, replete with moody neon, Japanese gangsters, and murderous robo-geisha. But a bizarre twist in the plot gives away the game: Late in the movie, Killian discovers that her memories have been falsified and that her true identity is… Motoko Kusanagi, a murdered Japanese activist whose soul has been digitally pirated and uploaded into a mechanical shell that somehow happens to look exactly like Scarlett Johansson. Intended as an Easter egg for fans of the original, this “race transplant” plot device underscored the ludicrousness of the entire enterprise, while further enraging Asian Americans. The movie ended up an expensive flop and a persistent shadow over Johansson’s otherwise brilliant career.


I did not read manga as a kid, but whoa, when I saw the original Ghost in the Shell anime in 1995, it blew my mind. Ghost was a meditation on existence, technology, terrorism, surveillance capitalism, and what it means to be human—a serious animated film that made me think. The visuals of a futuristic Japan! The haunting music by Yoko Kanno! The cybernetic prosthetics and technology! I loved all the animated iterations of Ghost, including its numerous animated series and subsequent films. As a disabled person who considers herself a cyborg, I felt a tenuous kinship with the Major. Which is why seeing her embodied as Scarlett Johansson in the live-action version felt like such a betrayal, multiple times over.

—ALICE WONG ON GHOST IN THE SHELL
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The Problem with Apu


2017, NOT RATED, 49 MINUTES, TRUTV, USA

DIRECTOR: Michael Melamedoff

STARRING: Hari Kondabolu, Utkarsh Ambudkar, Aziz Ansari, W. Kamau Bell, Samrat Chakrabarti, Shilpa Dave, Noureen DeWulf, Whoopi Goldberg, Dana Gould, Sakina Jeffrey, Aasif Mandvi, Hasan Minhaj, Vivek Murthy, Ajay Naidu, Aparna Nancherla, John Ortved, Maulik Pancholy, Kal Penn, Russell Peters, John Powers, Mallika Rao, Rohitash Rao, Sheetal Sheth


For fans of the long-running animated hit The Simpsons, Apu Nahasapeemapetilon is readily remembered as the Indian owner of the Kwik-E-Mart convenience store. He’s a cheery, heavily accented immigrant whose business success is the result of both hard work and absolutely disgusting safety and hygiene practices. But as comedian Hari Kondabolu and a legion of other Desi celebrities highlight in this sharply pointed documentary, Apu represents a confluence of offensive stereotypes that have long been used to mock, diminish, and exclude people of South Asian descent—and the popularity of The Simpsons means that it’s virtually impossible to escape his shadow. Worse yet? Apu wasn’t even being voiced by an Indian American voice actor, having been played by Hank Azaria since the character’s 1990 introduction. The controversy over the performance as “animated brownface,” spotlighted by this documentary, eventually led Azaria to announce he would no longer voice Apu, prompting a wave of decisions across the animation industry to recast nonwhite characters being played by white actors.


Here’s an embarrassing confession: Growing up, I loved Apu. How could I not? He was one of the few South Asian characters on TV. And he was hilarious. Or at least I thought he was. My friends and I would crack up anytime someone said his tagline: “Thank you, come again.” So imagine my surprise when I first watched Hari’s documentary. It had somehow never occurred to me—despite experiencing racism and studying it academically—that Apu’s entire character was one big racist stereotype. Why was he funny? Because he was an immigrant with an accent. This film opened my eyes to the problem with Apu, and it helped me see even more too: how uncritical we can be in normalizing racist jokes; how easily we overlook stereotypes, even when they dehumanize our own communities; and how influential TV can be in shaping how we see ourselves and one another.

—SIMRAN JEET SINGH ON THE PROBLEM WITH APU



Go Back to China


2019, TV-14, 95 MINUTES, GRAVITAS VENTURES, USA/CHINA

DIRECTOR/WRITER: Emily Ting

STARRING: Anna Akana, Richard Ng, Lynn Chen, Kelly Hu


YouTube creator Anna Akana, in her first movie lead, plays Sasha Li, a recent fashion school grad whose glam LA lifestyle is fueled by remote infusions of cash from her estranged father Teddy (Hong Kong cinema superstar Ng), the Chinese owner of a successful stuffed toy factory. When Sasha finds her credit cards suddenly cut off, Teddy explains to her that the free ride is over: If she wants her trust fund back, she’ll need to join him in China and spend a year earning her keep with the family business.

In Shenzhen, Sasha is reconnected with her older half-sister from Teddy’s prior marriage, Carol (Chen), and introduced to her younger siblings, who are Teddy’s children with his much younger mistress. Despite her awkward relationship with her newfound family, Sasha’s bold ideas invigorate his business—before a mistake by Sasha nearly leads the business into economic disaster. Sasha’s party-girl friends end up making a suggestion that saves the day, but the experience makes it clear to both Sasha and Carol that if they want to preserve any kind of relationship with their father, they can’t be dependent on him for survival.


I love a good spoiled-brat-learns-the-value-of-hard-work story, because if there’s anything our parents taught us, it’s that no one gets a free ride. Except, of course, growing up, we got plenty of free rides. But isn’t that the beauty of the Asian American family? Tough love, kids, and if you can’t hack it, well, then let me give you some nice hot soup. Does this movie deserve to be placed in a time capsule as a cultural touchstone? Probably not. Does it explore flawed father-daughter relationships in a heartwarming way? Yes. Did it give me a Hall and Oates “Rich Girl” earworm for several weeks? Also, yes. Was I entertained? Definitely. Now, let’s have some more of that soup!

—STACEY LEE ON GO BACK TO CHINA
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Ting’s sophomore feature is assured and authentic, offering up a gently comic warts-and-all glimpse at the dynamics of modern Asian families divided by diaspora. And there’s a real joy in seeing the intergenerational, transpacific chemistry between Akana, a sparkling product of America’s digital landscape, and vintage Cantonese movie star Ng, with his trademark hangdog look and grumpy bark recalling the heyday of Hong Kong comedy.

Lucky Grandma


2019, NOT RATED, 87 MINUTES, GOOD DEED ENTERTAINMENT, USA

DIRECTOR: Sasie Sealy

STARRING: Tsai Chin, Hsiao-Yuan Ha, Michael Tow, Woody Fu, Eddie Yu, Mason Yam

WRITERS: Banban Cheng, Sasie Sealy


Powered by the force of nature that is Tsai Chin, Lucky Grandma brings to life a particular tribe of Chinatown residents, those leather-tough elders of uncertain age who plow through crowds shoulder first, gleefully engage in vices from gambling to chain-smoking with seemingly zero repercussions, and command respect from everyone around them because they’ve been around forever and probably will be decades into the future. Chin’s character, known only as Grandma, sees auspicious signs all around her and decides to head to Atlantic City to test her fortune, as one does; while the casino doesn’t pay off, the sudden death of her seatmate on the bus ride back and the briefcase full of cash that ends up in her arms as a result certainly seems like a lucky windfall—until she discovers that the money is the stolen property of a Chinatown gang. Naturally, Grandma’s choice isn’t to return it but to hire a “security guard” from a rival gang to keep her safe. While she finds herself unexpectedly bonding with the oversized lug they assigned as her detail, Big Pong (Ha), Grandma’s luck can’t last forever. Or can it? Shot on a million-dollar budget—won via the annual minority filmmaker pitch competition run by the Tribeca Festival—Lucky Grandma feels much bigger, in no small part because of Chin’s outsized and indelible performance.
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Lucky Grandma is the kind of movie I never knew I needed until I saw it. A one-of-a-kind crime comedy with a cranky Chinese nai nai as its antihero. Its next-generation representation of AAPI culture goes well beyond the well-trodden immigrant story or kung fu flick. And can we talk about the sly, irascible slow-cigarette-burn performance of octogenarian star Tsai Chin? The sixty-year veteran of stage and screen must’ve had so much fun playing the world-weary, “I’m too old for this sh*t” elder. Can we have more movies like this please?!

—DAN WU ON LUCKY GRANDMA
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Tigertail


2020, PG, 91 MINUTES, NETFLIX, USA

DIRECTOR/WRITER: Alan Yang

STARRING: Tzi Ma, Christine Ko, Hayden Szeto, Hong-Chi Lee, Kunjue Li, Fiona Fu, Kuei-Mei Yang, James Saito, Joan Chen, Zhi-Hao Yang, Yo-Hsing Fang


In his directorial debut, producer and television writer Alan Yang tells a story loosely based on his father’s life, which began in a small town in Taiwan called Huwei (literally “tiger tail”). Yang notes that obtaining his tiger dad’s tale proved to be a challenge: Like many immigrants, Yang’s father was resistant to sharing his past, and it was only over time and late in life that his full history came out. As a result, the fictionalized Tigertail ends up being not just a biopic but a musing on the psychic walls that prevent generations from communicating, and on the slow path to coming to terms with and sharing the secrets of the past.

Born into a poor family, after the death of his father, a boy named Pin-jui (Zhi-Hao Yang) is sent to live with his grandparents in the rice-farming rural outskirts of his province. It’s in the idyllic countryside that Pin-jui meets a girl named Yuan, with whom he forms an instant bond. After being called back to Huwei, however, they lose touch, until they reunite as young adults, beginning a hot-blooded romance. But the adult Pin-jui (Lee) is a blue-collar factory worker, and grown-up Yuan (Fang) is the privileged daughter of a wealthy family, a class divide that Pin-jui believes dooms their relationship. After his mother suffers an accident, the only possible path forward for Pin-jui seems to be the deal proposed by the factory boss: Marry his quiet daughter, Zhenzhen (Li), in exchange for the boss helping the newlywed couple immigrate to America. Pin-jui accepts the offer and leaves Huwei with Zhenzhen, too heartbroken to even say goodbye to Yuan. The couple have a daughter, Angela (Ko), but Pin-jui is as unable to
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“I’m 100 percent Asian and 100 percent American. Or maybe just 200 percent bad at math.”
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What you thought you discovered was there all along.
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