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Los Angeles, the present. Martin Naranjo
isaMexican-American widower and
gourmet cook whose senses are failing
him. He is increasingly estranged from
his three grown-up daughters, still living
athome: Letitia, a born-again Christian
and schoolteacher; Carmen, who works
inbusiness but has an unfulfilled
hankering to be a chef; and Maribel, a
soon-to-be college freshman distracted

by handsome Brazilian exchange student
Andy. Saturdays see the weekly ritual of
Martin’s elaborate family meal. At one of
these Carmen unexpectedly announces
she is to move to her own flat, much to
her father’s disapproval.

Martin is introduced to Hortensia,
aself-proclaimed expert in seduction,
byher daughter, divorcee Yolanda, who
isbringing up her young girl April.
Hortensia has her eyes set on Martin.
Letitia develops a crush on new school
coach Orlando; anonymous love letters
seem to confirm his mutual feelings. At
the Saturday meal Carmen announces
sheis to move to Barcelona for a new job.
Disappointed, Martin takes comfort in
taring for April by secretly preparing her
school lunches. The following Saturday
Maribel, accompanied by Andy,
announces she is deferring college for
dyear and leaves to set up house with
hernew beau. Letitia publicly displays
herlove for Orlando, only to find out
the love letters were written by her
St}ldents; Orlando, however, discovers
his unexpected feeﬂngs for Letitia. Next
Saturday Letitia announces she and
Orlando have wed. Unhappy, Maribel
leaves Andy for home. Meanwhile

artin’s former partner and best friend
dies. Carmen abandons her plans to move
10Spain. At the next family meal Martin
Ellshis daughters that he is to marry

Olanda, not Hortensia as expected.

Some time later, the family, including
dTeunited Maribel and Andy, gather at

AImen’s new restaurant, to learn that

Olanda, now married to Martin, is
“Pecting a baby girl.

Instantly forgettable, Tortilla Soupis a
Latino-American cover version of Ang
Lee’s 1994 domestic comedy Eat Drink
Man Woman. The idea of remaking
Lee’s successful film —about an ageing
gourmet cook and widower coping
with his three very different daughters’
approach to love and life —is not
altogether misguided, and in fact Tortilla
Soup doggedly follows the original
almost scene by scene. The acting is
uniformly good — with the exception of
Raquel Welch’s cartoonish performance
as the vampire-like widow Hortensia —
and the passable level of watchability
owes a lot to Hector Elizondo’s assured
performance as the firm but benevolent
patriarch Martin Naranjo. But the
plodding, uninspired direction of Maria
Ripoll, whose last film was the magic-
realist-tinged, London-set romantic
comedy If Only, squanders her source
material’s rich potential.
Whereas Lee’s family was caught
between the demands of modernity
and a more ingrained set of traditional
values at play in present-day Taipei,
Ripoll’s family seems to exist in a
vacuum; the film only thrives when
the action returns to Martin’s lushly
colourful, hacienda-like home, all south-
of-the-border crockery and terracotta
tiles. As with a studio-bound sitcom,
‘home’ feels excessively art-directed and
overly stagey; yet, paradoxically, it is the
only setting where the artificial dialogue
and flat cast of characters — each assigned
their own one-line, life-consuming
problems — can be comfortably played
out. One particularly unnecessary scene,
in which Welch seemingly rehearses one
of her fitness videos by performing toe-
touches for unwilling jogging partner
Martin, accentuates the movie’s made-
for-television feel.
Eat Drink Man Woman may not have
been flawless — the characters were
a bit blank emotionally, though not
aggressively overstated as they are in this
remake — but Lee brought a thoughtful
view of family politics to the big screen;
as he said about the film: “Sometimes the
things children need to hear most are the
things that parents find hardest to say,
and vice versa. When that happens,
we resort to ritual.” This perspicacity
is altogether absent from Ripoll’s film,
whose many scenes of food preparation
— admittedly lovingly done — seem bent
only on cashing in on the current vogue
for Southern California Latino culture
and the Anthony Bourdain-inspired
interest in all things culinary.
One of the most memorable
moments in Eat Drink Man Woman is
its outrageously unexpected tornado-
twist of a finale, which manages to
surprise and delight its movie audience
almost as much as the dumbstruck
characters on screen. Audiences who
were wrongfooted by Lee’s movie will
know exactly what to expect from this
film’s identical ending; and those who
don’t are bound to be put off by Welch’s
achingly overacted and unfunny fainting
spell. The result is unlikely to raise a
bump in your memory; they should have
called it Tortilla Flat.
Gilda Williams



