


More Than Meets the Eye

On my way back from Hong Kong last summer, I
decided to make a stop at Los Angeles and stayed
with a friend. Soon after I arrived, the phone rang;
it was John Woo, the famed Hong Kong director
whose film Face Off was shown to great acclaim at
the local cinema. I had never met him. My friend
passed the receiver to me, and there was John
Woo's gentle voice in Cantonese-accented Man-
darin, “Professor Lee, I have been a longtime ad-
mirer of your writings.” My academic writings? He
must have been joking, but his tone remained se-
rious.”Do you recall your articles on the New Wave
in French cinema for that Hong Kong journal
called Chinese Student Weekly?
I was the editor of its film
page.” Yes, indeed I wrote
about Godard, Truffaut, and
the French New Wave. I also
lambasted the excessive vio-
lence of Hong Kong kung-
fu movies. John Woo might
have shared my interest in
French cinema, but not nec-
essarily my abhorrence of
violence in any form. Still,
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and part of its content in constructing his own
film world, a world steeped in an ethos of loyalty
and male bonding, which stems from traditional
Chinese chivalric novels, The French gangster
movies directed by Melville and others were them-
selves influenced by Hollywood, especially in its
so-called“film noir” genre, but they also contain a
peculiar existential anguish—a death wish, if you
like, often exhibited in the roles played by Alain
Delon—which Woo probably found most appeal-
ing. In addition to his cinematic interests, John
Woo, a young radical in the early 1970s, was in-
volved in editing a political journal of Trotskyist
sympathies called, appropriately enough, The 70s.
I'was teaching in Hong Kong
then and partook of the
unique political temper of
that period—a temper
shaped by years of sup-
pressed rage under British
colonialism which could only
express itself in the form of
an existential anxiety some-
times coupled with a youth-
ful idealism inspired by the

Cultural Revolution in

this personal episode led me
to an insight that may have
escaped most American admirers of John Woo's
movies—his own French interest. A Hong Kong
film buff told me years ago that at the time of the
French New Wave in the 1960s and early 1970s,
there was a film director by the name of Jean-
Francois Melville. Melville was deeply influenced
by the samurai movies of Japanese director Akira
Kurosawa, and made a gangster movie of his own
called Le Samurai. John Woo declared later that
he was a great admirer of Melville's films, which
might have inspired him toward the gangster genre.
Now that Woo's films are exerting an impact on
the likes of Quentin Tarantino (Reservoir Dogs),
the circle of influences seems complete: from East
(Japan) to West (France) to East (Hong Kong)
to West (America), except of course that the qual-
ity of the products vary a great deal.

The influence of French film on John Woo was
not skin-deep. He was able to appropriate its style

nearby China. We were not
allowed to cross the Chinese
border; we could only quench our idealistic thirst
by reading radical tracts and watching radical
French and Italian films: Godard's revolutionary
films inspired by Mao and Bertolucci's Before the
Revolution. There was even a film called China
Is Near.

I mention this background in order to recon-
struct a special kind of intellectual milieu of Hong
Kong that has largely escaped the attention of
American media. I don't think John Woo ever for-
gets this part of his past; otherwise he would not
have mentioned that student journal in our brief
telephone conversation, And this is the John Woo
I treasure: behind the face of a hot Hollywood
action director lurks another face, one of a com-
mitted intellectual, an existentialist, and an afi-
cionado of the European auteur film. He was by
no means merely the commercial filmmaker he is
now. For evidence? Just watch his old film, Once a
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Thief, a light-hearted comedy featuring two he-
roes, played by Chow Yun-fat and Leslie Cheung,
named Jules and Jim in Cantonese. This film obvi-
ously pays homage to Francois Truffaur’s classic
film of the same name, as evinced by the same
menage a trois plot in which Jules and Jim love the
same woman,

Through this formal tribute to an old master,
Woo unveils and reaffirms a special film geneal-
ogy. If a literary work often contains allusions to
other literary works, so too do films and filmmak-
ing. Paradoxically, without this derivation, John
Woo's films would not have been so original: he
needed to stand on the shoulders of other films to
make films of his own. In comparison, few Holly-
wood directors or writers are as educated about
Asian cinema and Asian culrure, Needless to add,
few American audiences know as much about
Asian popular culture as audiences in Asia know
about American popular culture. This may indi-
cate the enormity of American influence abroad;
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at the same time, however, it also be-
lies an alarming American ignorance
about other cultures.

In my view, the two faces in Face Off
belong not only to John Travolta and
Nicholas Cage; they also belong to two
cultural traditions, although I fear that
Woo's Asian face might soon be erased
by Hollywood's special effects. If so,
this form of Americanization would be
a true tragedy.

Theorists and scholars in cultural
studies have been telling us that in
today’s world there is no longer such a
thing as“one-way traffic” in matters of
cultural influence. People and com-
modities flow all around, and cultural
influences are mutually interactive.
The crucial difference, however, lies in
what one makes of such influences. We
need to remind ourselves that contem-
porary Asian cultures are themselves
pluralistic and multifaceted. When any
of these diverse cultural elements be-
comes“melted”in one American pot, it
can become “mushy” and therefore re-
semble 2 Hollywood movie—a commodity full of
sound and fury, yet signifying nothing but money
and market.

Still I remain hopeful, for I think America,
as a country, is truly unique: of all the nations
of the world, it is the only great “multicultural”
country by tradition. This we all know. But
we do not need the kind of mushy or wishy-
washy multiculturalism of Hollywood movies.
Instead of “melting” foreign cultures into a
narrowly American pot, we should widen it
with a generosity and openness great enough to
embrace their differences, and to make sure
that their cultural roots shine through. For
me, there is only one path to genuine
cultural understanding—the way toward
true cosmopolitanism. Given time, the
continuing influx of Asians and Asian cultures can
only make American culture and society more
enriched, more cosmopolitan, and perhaps
more enduring, *



