< Art fights Jean Fraud Croissant while
his comrades battle Helen’s forces,
eventually winning. Helen eats the
Ancient Peach and is transformed into
ayoung girl.

Art returns to the Shur-Li Temple
where he discovers that Sue is a member
of the Shur-Li Secret Service and was sent
to monitor him. Sue explains that the real
power of the Ancient Peach resides in its
discarded stone, which she plants in the
ground. Art and Sue kiss.
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Marking the directorial, writing and
producing debut of actor Darryl Fong
(who also plays a supporting role),

Kung Phooey!is a ham-fisted spoof of the
martial-arts genre. The lame puns don’t
end with the title: the action commences
at the Shur-Li Temple, while the
character roll call includes Sue Shee,

One Ton, Lo Fat and hero Art Chew
(whose name invariably prompts a “Bless
you!”). Equally uninspired, the dialogue
often trades on the kind of semantic
ambiguities exploited by David Zucker,
Jim Abrahams and Jerry Zucker in films
such as Airplane! (1980) and The Naked
Gun(1988). A typical exchange runs:

“Let me go change.” “Don’t change, I love
the way you are.”

Ironically, there’s nothing as funny
in Kung Phooey! as the centrepiece Enter

the Dragon sketch in John Landis’ The
Kentucky Fried Movie (1977), scripted by
Zucker-Abrahams-Zucker. Alongside
Bruce Lee movies and the television
show Kung Fu Fong targets such recent
genre touchstones as Crouching Tiger,
Hidden Dragon (martial artists balance
on yucca plants) and The Matrix
(combatants dangle from visible stunt
wires), but the gags raise no more than
_smiles of recognition. There are also
references to The Wizard of Oz and to
«Citizen Kane (“Peach-bud”) which may
escape some of the younger viewers
Fong seems so eager to cater for. Apart
from the odd juvenile snigger at breasts
and balls, the film is far less risqué than
The Naked Gun or the Scary Movie
pictures. The kind of gross-out humour
that saturates the latter is limited here
to some protracted spitting and a used
tissue being tossed in a soup bowl. More
surprising is the paucity of action scenes,
although there is a semi-amusing play
on chop-socky convention when each
member of a gang of thugs is allocated
a ticket number to determine when they
should attack Art Chew.

In addition to sending up genre clichés,
Fong attempts to say something pointed
about Asian stereotyping. Responding to
the cry, “OK, white people gone,” a group
of Chinese diners swap their chopsticks
for forks, while the climax sees Art
Chew dismiss a white Indiana Jones
type who turns up to express his generic
right to rescue the Asian heroine. Such
moments are the most engaging on offer,
but in the context of such trite material
they don't add up to much. Arriving on
the coat tails of the similarly themed
(and marginally superior) Kung Pow!
Enter the Fist (2001) doesn’t do Fong’s
debut any favours, but neither does its
lack of fresh ideas.

Matthew Leyland
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The present. Engaged to be married,
medical students Sam and Alex leave
Harvard for LA, where Sam is to complete
his residency at a noted psychiatric
institute and Alex is to finish her
dissertation. They plan to stay at the
empty home of Sam’s mother Jane in
Laurel Canyon. On arriving, however,
they discover that Jane, a record producer,
is staying at the house with a band whose
single she is working on. Ian, the lead
singer, is Jane’s new boyfriend. Unhappy
with the arrangement and disapproving,
as ever, of his mother’s lifestyle, Sam

begs Jane to keep her behaviour low-

key in front of demure Alex.

At the clinic, Sam meets Sara, a
beautiful fellow resident. As Sam’s work
and relationship with Sara grow more
intense, Alex is increasingly attracted to
Jane’s rock 'n’ roll world. One night, when
Sam is out with Sara and colleagues, Alex
spies Ian and Jane drunkenly skinny-
dipping in the pool; she joins them,
eventually kissing Ian, then Jane.
Meanwhile Sara and Sam kiss, but Sam
leaves, remaining faithful to Alex. The
next day Jan writes a ballad he hopes
will be the hit single his band needs.

Ian checks into a hotel; after a party
there, he, Jane and Alex end up in bed.
Sam unexpectedly arrives; infuriated,
he punches both Ian and Jane, then
argues violently with his mother. The
next day, Alex and Sam try to patch
things up, and Jane speaks candidly
to her son of her failure as a parent,
despite her love for him.

Whenever the uptight and the hip are
thrown together in a movie, we can
safely assume that cool will in most
cases prevail. Barely into this film, we're
flown economy class from a tight-assed
Ivy League garden party to mom’s bong-
smokin’, skinny-dippin’ LA hideaway,
and director Lisa Cholodenko (High Ari)
makes sure that’s where we’d all rather
be. Boo for whingeing Harvard med
student Sam and his brainy girlfriend
with the personality bypass, Alex. Hurrai
for foxy, friendly, straight-talkin’ mom
Jane, played by Frances McDormand.
It’s a plot/character set-up straight out of
Absolutely Fabulous: hippie parents breed -
boring kids —so what’s a mother to do?
Having decided this movie was hers,
McDormand is ravishing in every way
—despite having been cast against type,
in the antithetical role to her panicky
mom in Almost Famous. She’s sexy, earthy,
so at ease with her body that her affair
with a man half her age is delightfully
believable, as are her contradictions. Den
mother to all, she is unable to nurture
her own son; health-conscious fruit-
juicer, she chain-smokes with gusto.
Meanwhile, blandly perfect Sam and
Alex drive or jog through the Canyon like
Brad and Janet in The Rocky Horror Picture
Show. Kate Beckinsale is so robotic as
the budding Stepford wife Alex that she
practically isn’t there; Christian Bale is
much better, adding layers of festering
resentment to the Ken-doll role of Sam.
Even so, when stunner Sara gets all hot
for Sam, you're mystified as to why. The
allegedly steamy conversation between
wannabe adulterers Sam and Sara only
slows the movie down: McDormand is
far sexier simply eyeing her young beau
lustily by the pool. With two beautiful
but remote women as the leading man’s
love interests, the film could have
spiralled into an emotional black hole.
Yet Laurel Canyon keeps us watching
— perhaps because it’s such a pleasure
to see a relaxed Frances McDormand
really enjoy herself in a Coen-free film.
As an unexpected sub-theme, Laurel
Canyon touches interestingly on the
redemptive potential of one’s work.
Mother and son have more in common
when they realise not just their curiosity
for sexual novelty, but also their
ambition. Everybody is a better person
on the job than in private life: Jane isa
dedicated, accomplished record producer;
down at the clinic, Sam is confident
and sensitive. Even Jane’s rock-band
boyfriend Jan shows more emotional
maturity when he’s singing than when
he’s relaxing at home, chasing the girls.
There are many sequences of Jane at
work, and it is through these, above all,
that Cholodenko rallies support for her
strong, successful, no-bullshit heroine;
it’s far harder to work up sympathy for
the academic, loveless couple, much less
for the whiny, thankless son. As Sam
complains about his mother’s lifestyle,
you can’t help thinking it was her hard-
earned, rock '’ roll cash that got him
through Harvard. For such a groovy
movie, the message here is pretty
corny: you're all heart mom —even
ifit's underneath an AC/DC T-shirt.
Gilda Williams




