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Two Eyes on Taiwan

Even if someone has never been to the United States, they still have an idea of what the U.S. is and what values for which it stands.  The same goes for nearly any place on the globe.  Whether fact or fiction, these ideas must have come from somewhere.  In short, people absorb the output of individual opinions, the news and media around them.  All these points combine, and the imagination fills in the blanks to create the larger composite world.   Yet, with so many contrasting concepts, it is a wonder that any picture ever develops at all.  Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet and Lee Kuo-Hsiu’s National Salvation Corporation Ltd. are two very different pieces of artwork.  Not only is The Wedding Banquet a motion picture and National Salvation Corporation Ltd. a play, but also they each take an entirely different perspective on depicting Taiwan.  Yet, director Ang Lee and playwright Lee Kuo-Hsiu are both Taiwanese.  How does this happen?  This paper seeks to answer the question, “What is Taiwan?” through analyzing The Wedding Banquet and National Salvation Corporation Ltd.  In doing so, it looks at the personal backgrounds and values of Ang Lee and Lee Kuo-Hsiu, the intended audience(s) of these two works, their respective desired effect(s) of production, and – of course – the content of the works themselves in order to ascertain what exactly these two pieces together say about Taiwan.  

First of all, some background on Ang Lee and Lee Kuo-Hsiu.  Born in 1954 in Taipei, Taiwan, Ang Lee graduated from Taiwan’s National College of Arts in 1975.  After graduation, he moved to the United States where he earned a BA in theatre directing at the University of Illinois and then an MFA in film production at NYU.   Ang Lee’s extensive experience living in both New York and Taipei is reflected in his first three films, Pushing Hands (1992), The Wedding Banquet (1993), and Eat, Drink, Man Woman (1994), which all circulate around generational value differences.  Aside from cross-generation conflict, Pushing Hands and The Wedding Banquet also contrast cross-cultural differences between Americans and Taiwanese.  In comparison, Lee Kuo-Hsiu was born in 1955, also in Taiwan.  After graduating from Taipei’s World College of Journalism and Communications, Kuo-Hsiu spent 1985 studying theatre in America and Japan.  Most of Kuo-Hsiu’s plays satirize modern Taiwanese social and political issues.  National Salvation Corporation Ltd. (1991) is no exception and was so widely popular in Taiwan that it went on tour in New York in 1992.  

While Ang Lee and Lee Kuo-Hsiu are both native Taiwanese, born about the same time, and educated both within Taiwan and also internationally, they thematically deal with drastically different subject matter.  Ang Lee (at least during his early film career) inclines toward melodramatizing dualistic structures such as modern/traditional, Eastern/Western, and Taiwanese/American.  On the other hand, Lee Kuo-Hsiu during the several years surrounding the production of National Salvation Corporation Ltd. almost exclusively focuses on the political and social issues in Taiwan.  Thus, one can expect to see a theatric or cinematic overemphasis beyond reality in these respective aspects of Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet and Lee Kuo-Hsiu’s National Salvation Corporation Ltd.  At the same time, however, one anticipates a relative degree of realism in the portrayal of Taiwanese society from both these men.

As mentioned, The Wedding Banquet and National Salvation Corporation Ltd. portray very different depictions of what Taiwan is.  Part of this dichotomy results from the respectively different intended audiences of these two works.  Even though the entirety of The Wedding Banquet takes place in the U.S., the more than 90% Chinese language script evinces that the film is, firstly, geared toward a Chinese-speaking audience.
  Moreover, the MPAA ‘R’ rating further limits the scope of this film’s foreign audience down to an adult crowd.
  Secondly, while the family melodrama content of The Wedding Banquet would normally presuppose an audience of all ages; however, in the end the film’s cross-cultural homosexual thematic and brief nudity illustrate that it is meant for more mature viewers.   At length, The Wedding Banquet’s intended audience appears to be an older, Chinese-speaking crowd, specifically one with interest in homosexuality and American culture (i.e. “Westernized” Chinese, Taiwanese, and Chinese/Taiwanese diasporas in America).  Its allusion to both Western and Chinese/Taiwanese wedding traditions supports this thesis.  Alternatively, National Salvation Corporation Ltd.’s intended audience is much more limited.  Firstly, by virtue of its format as a staged production (that is not The Nutcracker), one assumes that National Salvation Corporation Ltd. is meant for a mature audience.  Its political and social thematics, violence, and swearing also point toward this conclusion.  Next, even though the original 1991 production of National Salvation Corporation Ltd. was written in Chinese and performed before a Taiwanese audience; nonetheless, the content of the version performed in tour in New York (that is, the version being compared here
) was revised in order to be more relevant to the “New York Chinese audience.”  Still, the multiple references to Chinese/Taiwanese history and humor solidifies that the intended viewer must be in-the-know.  

The relevance of analyzing the intended audiences of these two works is to figure out how much the audience might have known about Taiwan prior to viewing the pieces.  In both cases, one assumes that the audiences already have a relatively stable knowledge base of what and where Taiwan is.  By comparison, the audience of National Salvation Corporation Ltd. probably knows much more about Taiwan than that of The Wedding Banquet.  Therefore, both National Salvation Corporation Ltd. and The Wedding Banquet skip over introductory info that would be necessary to a foreign audience and, instead, focus on the deeper nuances of Taiwanese society and culture.  The more the audience knows pre-production, the less must be explained during the fact.  Therefore, in this case, the more familiar the audience is expected to be with Taiwan, the more the director/playwright can deviate from reality without damaging it.  As one will see later, the exaggerated nature of National Salvation Corporation Ltd. is a byproduct of this phenomenon.

Neglecting whom the intended audience may be or what they might know prior to viewing The Wedding Banquet and National Salvation Corporation Ltd., within the bubble of the works themselves each piece creates a superficial depiction of what Taiwan is.  First, The Wedding Banquet blurs the line between Taiwan and China.  Even though references are made to both Taiwan and the Chinese Mainland throughout, the concept of Taiwan and China as one place solidifies through the characters of Wei-Tung’s parents.  As the whole setting of The Wedding Banquet takes place in New York City, the Taiwanese parents cohere as a single entity – both in personal values and origin – to form the film’s Taiwanese representatives.  Thus, Wei-Tung’s father, Commander Chang, having been born on the Mainland and later moving to Taiwan, reinforces Taiwan’s connection to Mainland China.  Second, by embodying Taiwan, Wei-Tung’s parents also embody its values.  Through them, Ang Lee says that Taiwan is the old country; it believes in saving face, nationalism, as well as traditional familial, gender, and social roles.  It preserves the past.  The other native Taiwanese characters further support this idea.  For example, Old Chen, who upon hearing of his Commander’s son’s shabby wedding, calls Wei-Tung “ungrateful” saying “we can’t lose our face in America,” and then commences planning of a lavish wedding banquet.  Even the younger native Taiwanese in the film such as Wei-Tung’s old friend from grammar school in their own way preserve the traditional.  After the banquet, he and dozens more invade the wedding suite cheerfully claiming, “This old glorious tradition we’ve now brought here!”   Finally, the premise of the movie states that Taiwan is changing.  It is opening up to Western values.  Both the Commander and his wife eventually accept their son’s homosexuality, albeit in their own stubborn, traditional ways.  Even the wedding banquet, which “is a cross-cultural event.  Everything goes!”, is a metaphor for the globalized progression of these ancient Chinese/Taiwanese traditions – at least superficially anyway.

Where The Wedding Banquet paints Taiwan as a bastion for the traditional, National Salvation Corporation Ltd. takes an entirely different approach.  Firstly, Lee Kuo-Hsiu portrays Taiwan as a chaotic, crime-ridden nation where the media, politicians, and police are all equally useless and corrupt.  In fact, the title alone presupposes that Taiwan is a nation in dire need of being saved.  Within the play, Taiwan “holds the world record in crime”; houses men who “live in fear of this jittery place, this Taiwan!”; reeks of “poison everywhere”: “air pollution”, “traffic congestion”, and “political movements”.  Even the national flag has no point.  Ironically, as fouled up as they are, “politics and the economy are Taiwan’s lifelines.”  At the same time, Taiwan is a place where everyone subsists closely “interconnected”.  It is not that the police, politicians, and media alone exist in disarray, everything does.  The rampant confusion and chaos not only thematize Taiwanese life, it is a game that everyone plays together.  Thus, the turmoil and disarray has a very paradoxical cohesiveness.  Next, Taiwan is a nation deeply, almost fanatically concerned with saving face.  As is repeated throughout, “People of Taiwan, you’ve got to live in dignity, live in dignity!”  The whole premise of the play is not to save the substance of Taiwan; rather, it is to preserve an image presented to the outside world.  As Kuo puts it, “Two wrongs make one right, so fabrications turn real.”  The reason for this is because Taiwan has no real identity, at least not in a historical sense.  In fact, “it has become impossible to nurture a sense of ‘roots’” at all.  For example, with such a swirling maelstrom of instability pervading, the most stable citadel in Taiwan turns out to be the Presidential Palace, which was “built by the Japs.”  All in all, the chaos, corruption, interconnectedness, and lack of identity combine to depict a Taiwan in the process of blistering changes.  As Li puts it, “Chief, times have changed.  There’s no more ‘birds of a feather’! Just look at our country; the Nationalists have subdivided into the New Alliance; the Democratic Party has its factions; even the Communist Party is going to collapse.”  This instability wrought by dramatic change, this dynamism pervading society, characterizes the Taiwan of National Salvation Corporation Ltd.


Comparing these two works, several characteristic themes overlap.  Specifically, these themes are lying to save face and Taiwan as a hub of change.  Apparently, honor and change serve an important role in distinguishing modern Taiwan during the early 1990s.  At the same time, however, a couple of contradictions surface between Ang Lee and Lee Kuo-Hsiu’s respective interpretations of Taiwanese society.  Most apparent among these is how The Wedding Banquet depicts Taiwan as a land of tradition and ritual, whereas National Salvation Corporation Ltd. expresses time and time again how lacking Taiwan is in historical resources.  In rectifying this contradiction several solutions present themselves.  For one, based on Ang Lee’s history of fabricating structures of dueling archetypes in his movies, it appears he may not be saying that Taiwan is characterized by its fastidiousness for tradition.  Rather, The Wedding Banquet conceptualizes Taiwan as simply more traditional when put side-by-side with the United States.  This is one possibility.  Getting at the heart of the matter, a closer read reveals that as Ang Lee paints Taiwan as a land steeped in tradition, he also blends Taiwan and Mainland China together as a single space as juxtaposed to the U.S.  Thus, the message might be that Taiwan is not necessarily so traditional, but instead the dual China/Taiwan entity is.  In contraposition, National Salvation Corporation Ltd. places so much emphasis on the instability of Taiwan and provides sufficient historical evidence (specifically, in regards to the Japanese influence) to allow little room for debate on this issue.  The chaos is obviously exaggerated; nonetheless, use of exaggeration satirizes the fact that Taiwan is, in fact, somewhat disordered.  In the end, via comparison I would conclude that Taiwan might very well house many traditional values, albeit these values have been imported from China.  Taiwan, then, while having a moral and historical base still lacks an indigenous moral and historic framework.  


In conclusion, based on the examination of Ang Lee and Lee Kuo-Hsiu’s respective bios as well as The Wedding Banquet and National Salvation Corporation Ltd.’s intended audiences, their apparent and their real messages, Taiwan is revealed to be quite a multi-faceted nation of contradictions.  It is a land historically and irrevocably connected to Mainland China, yet it is an independent entity.  Taiwan is a home of chaos and unity, honor and lies, and rapid change.  The metropolitan people of Taiwan speak in many voices with the tongues of many nations.  Most importantly, Taiwan’s future is one of uncertainty.  Separately, The Wedding Banquet and National Salvation Corporation Ltd. do well in hiding a Taiwanese identity behind a veil of humor and exaggeration.  Yet, just our eyes combine two perspectives to bring the world into 3-D, Ang Lee and Lee Kuo-Hsiu together provide a relatively accurate depiction of the important issues defining Taiwan’s identity in the early 1990s.
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� Only in 2000 would an Asian and subtitled film finally break through the international box office barrier.  Coincidentally, this film, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, was also directed by Ang Lee


� MPAA (Motion Picture Association of America) is an American rating system.  In Taiwan of 1993, Taiwan not only had no standard film ‘rating’ system to speak of, but also the proliferate black market movie industry almost ensured that movies could be had by all ages.


� The version used in this comparison is written in English.  I am not certain whether or not it is a translation or the New York performance was actually done in English.  Some of the lines definitely seem to have been translated, but I was unable to find if this translation was that which was produced.





