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RATINGS
ssss MASTERPIECE
sss A MUST SEE
ss WORTH SEEING
s HAS REDEEMING FACET

• WORTHLESS

CAFE LUMIERE ssss

DIRECTED BY HOU HSIAO-HSIEN
WRITTEN BY HOU AND CHU T’IEN-WEN
WITH YO HITOTO, TADANOBU ASANO, MASATO HAGIWARA, 
KIMIKO YO, AND NENJI KOBAYASHI

LOOKING FOR COMEDY IN THE MUSLIM WORLD sss

DIRECTED AND WRITTEN BY ALBERT BROOKS
WITH BROOKS, SHEETAL SHETH, JOHN CARROLL LYNCH, JON TENNEY, AND
FRED DALTON THOMPSON

By Jonathan Rosenbaum

“I t’s very difficult to cross
national borders and
shoot a film about a dif-

ferent culture. How many films
have you seen that do that suc-
cessfully? There are very few.
The reason is very simple. When
we look at films [about our own
country] made by foreign com-

panies, they’re
not accurate. . . .
But it’s an inter-
esting challenge.”

This could be
Albert Brooks
talking about the
making of his
funny new fea-
ture, Looking for
Comedy in the
Muslim World,
most of it filmed
in New Delhi. But
it’s actually
Taiwanese master
Hou Hsiao-hsien
speaking about
Cafe Lumiere,
which was shot in

Japan. Both filmmakers are
pushing 60, and both prefer film-
ing in long shot and extended
takes. And both their movies are
acute, measured observations of
contemporary life and thought,
whether we happen to be based
in LA or Tokyo. 

Cafe Lumiere (2003) was com-
missioned by the Japanese studio
Shochiku, which asked Hou to
create an homage to its most
famous house director, Yasujiro
Ozu, in celebration of the cen-
tennial of his birth. It’s a return
to form for Hou, after the for-

malism of Flowers of Shanghai
(1998) and the emptiness of
Millennium Mambo (2001)—
and his best film since The
Puppetmaster (1993). It’s also his
most minimalist effort to date,
slow to reveal its depths and
beauties, and it marks a rejuve-
nation of his art, confirmed by
his subsequent film, the far from
minimalist Three Times (2005),
shot in Taiwan. 

Cafe Lumiere is a look at every-
day Japanese life and how it’s
changed since Ozu’s heyday. It
uses some of Ozu’s visual motifs—
trains, clotheslines—and it beauti-
fully reflects what English critic
Tony Rayns has called the “persua-
sive” unassertiveness that charac-
terizes much of Ozu’s late work.
It’s an outsider’s view of Japan
that’s really a two-way mirror,
because the obsessive preoccupa-
tion of its 23-year-old Japanese
heroine, Yoko (Yo Hitoto), a free-
lance writer based in Tokyo, is
investigating the life of Taiwanese
classical composer Jiang Wenye.
Roughly a contemporary of Ozu,
Jiang was born in Taiwan and
educated in Japan, then spent
most of the remainder of his life in
mainland China. The only music
heard in the film, besides a pop
song over the final credits, is a
selection of piano pieces he com-
posed in Japan during the 1920s
and ’30s; they provide a historical
and cultural filter through which
we perceive the present. Yoko has
just returned from Taiwan, where
she’s been researching Jiang’s
roots while teaching Japanese.
She’s pregnant with the child of
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one of her students, and she tells
her elderly parents that she
intends to raise the child alone—a
clear sign of the differences
between Japanese life today and
the life chronicled by Ozu. 

Taiwan was a Japanese colony
for 50 years, until 1945, only two
years before Hou was born, and
Japanese culture undoubtedly had
a lingering effect on many aspects
of Taiwanese life. Hou, who’s long
had an interest in Ozu, shares the
older director’s fascination with
trains, and in Cafe Lumiere one of
Yoko’s friends, Hajime (Tadanobu
Asano), who runs a used-book
store, is obsessed with recording
the sounds of trains.

Like Ozu, Hou is mainly non-

judgmental about his characters,
though he does manage to sug-
gest over the course of his almost
plotless narrative that Yoko and
Hajime are somewhat indiscrimi-
nate collectors whose preoccupa-
tion with music and trains shows
more compulsiveness than pas-
sion. This may be a critique of
contemporary life—something
also hinted at in the film’s
Japanese title, Coffee Jikou, which
means “coffee, time, light”—but if
so, it’s a judicious one that only
adds to the sense of serene clarity.

The clarity of Albert Brooks is
far from serene, and Sony

backed away from distributing
Looking for Comedy in the

Muslim World last year after
Brooks refused to change its title.
His film is especially welcome
now because it frankly admits
that most Americans are igno-
rant about Muslims and have a
lot to learn, in contrast with the
few other Hollywood movies
dealing with Muslims—Syriana,
Munich—which seem to suggest
that non-Muslim viewers can
emerge knowing the score. 

Brooks plays a blundering fool
heading up a State Department
study of what gets people to
laugh in India and Pakistan, and
he makes a lot of the mistakes
Americans have in the third
world, however noble their
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