‘Harold’ films break Asian-American stereotypes
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Despite crass humor, en-
joyably inappropriate innuen-
dos and gratuitous use of Neil
Patrick Harris, the “Harold &
Kumar® franchise is a mile-
stone for Asian Americans in
entertainment. Breaking the
mold of stereotypical roles in-
tended for Asian Americans,
the two leads — John Cho
and Kal Penn — provide the
foundation for a movie that
doesn't involve martial arts or

a Far East caricature. As such,
they continue to pave the way
for a new generation of ethnic
actors.

Asians and Asian Ameri-
cans are often seen in parts
that fit a general stereotype.
For instance, movies such as
“Rush Hour" cast Hong Kong
actor Jackie Chan in the role
of a slapstick martial-arts
master and put many bit play-
ers of Asian descent on the
sidelines as submissive mas-
sage-parlor attendants.

More recently, Asian
Americans have been seen on
screen but not as lead charac-
ters. In “21," Liza Lapira (Fili-
pino American) and Aaron
Yoo (Korean American) serve
as supporting players.

With the evolving diversity
in Hollywood, Asian Ameri-
cans are beginning to play
characters that aren't ethnic
specific. Screenwriters Jon
Hurwitz and Hayden Schloss-
berg wrote the title roles in
“Harold & Kumar" specifi-

cally for Asian Americans.
They wanted two normal
“dudes”™ who happened to be
Korean American and Indian
American — something that
attracted John Cho,
“Therearen't alot of scripts
written for Asian Americans
as a lead” says Cho, a UC
Berkeley graduate. “The ra-
cial jokes were really insight-
ful and (the script) dealt with
them in a way | really liked,
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in that they weren't heavy-
handed. They were clever.
It felt true because that's the
way people of color treat race
amongst themselves. It felt fa-
miliar. It didn't overly empha-
size race.”

Cho says that even though
Asian Americans are mov-
ing forward in Hollywood, it
doesn't mean they can't move
forward faster.

“[Asian Americans) are not
where they should be, but [ do
think it's getting better,” says
Cho, who also appeared in
“American Pie" and “Ameri-
can Dreamz.” “I see a lot of
progress in commercials, |
figure that if they are trying
to sell us detergent and cars,
at some point they'll try to
sell us movies. | think that's a
positive step.”

Grace Park, Cho's co-star
in the independent noir-esque
film "West 32Znd” and a cast
member of “Battlestar Ga-
lactica,” says more people in
entertainment are willing to
take risks by casting Asian
Americans in roles that don't
call for a specific race. When
she tried out for her role as
Boomer in the series, it was
open to all ethnicities.

“Asian  Americans  have
cracked a lot of glass ceilings,”
says Park. “Before, Lucy Liu

ASIAN AMERICANS
IN TV AND FILM

W A sampling of television shows and movies with a strong Asian-

American presence:

B MOVIES: “Batter Luck Tomorrow,” “Chan is Missing,” “Charlia’s An-
gels,” “The Debut,” "Joy Luck Club,” “Motel,” "The Namesake,” "Romeo
Must Die,” *Saving Face,” “Sideways.”

W TELEVISION: “Aliens in America,” “Battlestar Galactica,” “Big Bang

Theory,” "Bones,” “Cashmere Mafia,” “E.R.,” “Eli Stone,” "Grey's
Anatomy,” “Herces,” “Housa, M.D.,” “Lost,” "Numba3rs,” “The Offica,”

“Smallville,” "30 Rock.”

(“Charlie’s Angels” *“Cash-
mere Mafia™ was a lone face,
now we are seeing a mixture
of Asian-American faces in
entertainment, especially on
television.

James Kyson Lee is one of
those faces. Lee, who plays
Ando on “Heroes,” notices an
evolution on the small screen.

“There's a lot of talent in
our community,” he says.
“Recently, the really suc-
cessful shows have featured
people from our community.
Mot only on "Heroes' but on
"Grey's Anatomy’ and " Lost’;
| am thankful for that.”

In “Lost,” Yunjin Kim plays
Sun, a Korean castaway with
a troubled marriage. She orig-
inally tried out for the role
of Kate, a castaway wanted
for murder, but after talk-
ing to the show's creator, J.1.
Abrams, he decided to sculpt

a rele for Kim based on her
background.

She says that Sun and
Sun's husband, Jin (Daniel
Dae Kim), started off as an
Asian-couple archetype, with
the man being abusive and
the woman submissive. But as
their characters evolved, their
ethnicity became secondary.

“I go out for all roles,” says
Kim. “Mowadays, casting di-
rectors are open to looking
at other options. For TV, they
are realizing that you don't
need to be 20 years old and
Caucasian to have a hit."

Chi-hui Yang, director of
the San Francisco Interna-
tional Asian American Film
Festival, says a lot of the pub-
lic's impression of the Asian-
American community is based
on images from mainstream
media.

Case and point: “Mad

TV's" Miss Swan, an ambigu-
ous Asian character played by
Caucasian aciress Alex Bor-
stein, raised a lot of eyebrows
with her minstrel show-esque
delivery.

“There are things in our
control and things that are
not,” says Yang. “What we
can do is build an honest por-
trayal and cultivate the talent
to work within the commer-
cial realm to get it out there.”

Jimmy Tsai, a UC Berkeley
graduate, writer/actor of the
independent comedy “Ping
Pong Playa and a Chinese
American,” says although
the community's presence is
greater in front of the camera,
there's a need for more Asian-
American writers, producers
and people in a decision-mak-
ing capacity.

“One of the things that the
general public doesn't see is
that it is just as important to
get that on-screen representa-
tion as it is to get people into
those executive ranks.” says
Tsai. "We need people in that
position for progress to be
made."

Reach Dino-Ray Ramos at
dramos@bayareanewsgroup.
com. Read more of these in-
terviews on the Dressed blog
at www.lbabuzz.com/fashion.




