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THE REASON BEHIND FOOD OF LO VE: 
SOME COMMENTS ABOUT BRINGING, 

THROUGH MY CATALAN EYES AND A GROUP 

OF EXCEPTIONAL BRITISH ACTORS, 

AN AMERI CAN NOVEL TO THE SCREEN 

VENTURA PONS 

ABSTRACT 

Ventura Pons, arguably the most important film director in the Catalan 
language (and one of the most important directors in European cinema in 
general), provides an intimate look into the inspiration, conceptualization, 
and realization of Food oi Love. Besides being one of the director's rare 
ventures into the English language, Food oi Lov e is als o, as is often the case 
with Pons, an adaptation of a prior literary work, here David Leavitt's The 
Page Turner. Struck by the force of a story of love, sex, and ambition among 
men, Ventura Pons grapples with questions that go beyond the gay U.S. 
context in which the story is originally set and that bear on some of the more 
affective aspects of the interaction of people in the so-called Western world: 
questions of personal integrity and fulfillment, of desire and disillusionment, 
of "sentimental education" and family ties. 

All films are concerned with telling a story. The better the story, the 
better the film. Each project I have directed has always been a 
pleasure, a fascination, a passion, and a necessity of mine to explain, 
implicate, and submerge myself profoundly in the stories I choose. It 
is impossible for me to understand filmmaking in any other way. All 
of these feelings reemerged in and as Food o[ Love. 

Food o[ Love is a film based on The Page Turner by David Leavitt, 
a novel that was originally published in the United States in 1998 by the 
Boston publishers, Houghton Mifflin. I became acquainted with the 
text when the Spanish language version titled, Junto al pianista, was 
published in April 2000 by Anagrama. Nevertheless, my interest in 
Leavitt as an author was by no means new; in fact, it had lasted for 
more than a decade-although it is hard to believe that fifteen years 
have passed since his first publications. Perhaps I should pause to 
explain the reason behind my interest. 

I became familiar with Leavitt's first work, a book of short stories 
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tit!ed Family Dancing, as soon as it was published; David Schor, a 
friend of mine from New York and a professor at Wesleyan University 
with whom l was traveling through Egypt gave me the book in Cairo. 
He was extremely proud of the young Leavitt, who had been a 
brilliant student of his and was making a sensational debut as a writer. 
Indeed, Leavitt's first book was a finalist for both the National Critics 
Cirde Awards and for the PEN/Faulkner Prize. I, for my part, 
devoured the book; Leavitt's stories had something special. Through 
them l perceived a world that was not only close, despite our 
geographic distance, but also identifiable and, at the same time, 
extremely cinematographic. Since then, whenever l have read one of 
Leavitt's works, l have feh a thematic closeness, but above all, l have 
perceived them according to this vision of mine that stimulates and 
conditions my profession. Ahhough Leavitt's stories were set in the 
United States, and only later in Europe, l feh a very personal 
connection with them. The things he described, the behavior he 
portrayed, the morality and cus toms of a shared Western civilization 
were familiar and immediately recognizable -I suppose, for obvious 
reasons, principally due to the influence of United States in the world 
of cinema. 

Before long, Leavitt left more than one person in open-mouthed 
surprise with his second book, The Lost Language of Cranes. This 
dens e, engaging, and poignant novel confirmed Leavitt's place as a 
prestigious author and was brought to the cinema in 1991 in an 
adaptation produced by the BBC and directed by Nigel Finch. lt was 
clear to me that somebody else had also been able to see the 
cinematographic possibilities of Leavitt's work. Between the publica
tion of this book and the shooting of the film, Leavitt spent a year in 
Barcelona, my city, on a grant from the Institució de les Lletres 
Catalanes. U pon his arrival, he telephoned me -as my friend from the 
United States had told him about me- and during several weeks l 
helped him to sett!e into life in the city, something that he was quick 
to do. However, after this initial period, l saw him rarely. Since then, 
we have met occasionally in New York in the home of mutual friends. 

A decade passed -a decade of much work for both of us- until 
l discovered Leavitt's The Page Turner. The feelings that l had 
experienced years before while reading his first book emerged again. 
The meaning was crystal clear to me. The story, and the world 
described by Leavitt in it, would allow me to progress along the road 
which attracted me so much and which is nothing other than the 
opportunity to combine my filmmaking with the themes that emanate 
from our generational, social, and cultural environment. 

Why can people not have what they want? How do es a lack of 
sentimental education affect young homosexuals in the Western World? 
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Is it really so easy for life to corrupt you if you are not on your guard? 
Is it honest if one does not fight hard to achieve one's own personal 
fulfillment? What is the price, and what is the meaning, of "personal 
integrity" in a society like ours? The force and originality that l found 
in The Page Turner stems from the fact that these aforementioned 
questions go far beyond the gay and North American context in which 
they are set. The story portrays a microcosm, which is at once tragic 
and comic, intens e and light-hearted, transparent and complex, wise 
and naïve, mature and tender, but above all universally moving. 

The novel immediately inspired me to make a very personal 
cinematographic translation. When l wrote the screenplay, l changed 
the trip taken by the main characters from Rome to Barcelona, 
without allowing the change to diminish in any way the emotional 
impact that the geographical setting has on the narrative. l als o 
allowed myself the liberty of making Kennington, one of the main 
characters, British instead of American and of providing a new title, 
which comes, obviously enough, from the lines that Orsino utters at 
the opening of Shakespeare's Twelfth-Night: 

If music be the food of love, play on; 
Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting, 
The appetite may sicken, and so die. 
That strain again! It had a dying fall: 
O! it came o'er my ear like the sweet sound 
That breathes upon a bank of violets, 
Stealing and giving odour. -Enough! No more: 
'T is not so sweet now, as it was before. (289) 

l based the action not only on Paul's awakening of the adult 
world but als o the awakening to a new life that is eXferienced by 
Pamela, his mother, a woman disturbed by the collapse o a world that 
she had believed to be solidly established -a disturbance heightened 
by her discovery of her son's sexual orientation. What interested me, 
first in the book and later in my translation of it to the screen, was, on 
the one hand, the world in construction of Pamela and her son and, 
on the other, the established world of the pianist and his manager. 
Together, they compris e two opposing yet complimentary worlds, 
neither of which is simply pure or villainous. Indeed, l believed that 
the essence of the story lay in the various nuances of the main 
character's motives. It appeared to me that it was necessary to present 
them in the simplest manner possible; to do so, l submerged myself in 
the "interior" of the four main characters where so much truth was 
contained for dissection. 

l find it hard to define my style of filmmaking. Then again, l do 
not believe that l arn the most suitable person to do so. l always seek 
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personal themes that affect me greatly and that allow for, and adhere 
to, a very personal style. The stories that I choose are neither easy nor 
conventional; they always contain some implicit risk. They are stories 
that are based mainly on characters, part and parcel of the great 
pleasure that I derive from working with actors. After all, I arn from the 
school of acting, characters, and words; my theatrical roots are, in some 
sense, always present in my mind. Perhaps not surprisingly, I have 
always liked directors as varied as Mankiewicz, Rohmer, or Woody 
Allen. If Allen is attracted by the urban landscape of New York, I arn 
attracted by the urban landscape of my city, Barcelona. After making so 
many films, it is dear to me that there is a profound relationship 
between the city of Barcelona and my work. I arn interested, moreover, 
in a city of losers, not, as is so often the case, in one of winners. As a 
result, my films go against the grain, as dominant cinema feeds on 
dreams of success and pro motes escapism. Whatever the case, I end up 
exploring themes that have to do with the need for love, for 
communication, for finding one's proverbial other half. That we all, 
deep down, need each other is very important to me, though I arn fully 
aware that, at times, many people speak about this with a certain 
flippancy and frivolity. I realize that I always contemplate essentially 
the same themes. 

Food o[ Love is not only a story that I enjoy but also one that 
works very well within the framework of the type of films that I like 
to make: films that are largely character-based and that allow me to 
work with a strong cast of actors who corne mainly from the world of 
the theatre. When directing, I consider mutual understanding with the 
cast to be absolutely necessary. I like to discuss with them the details, 
especially as they relate to the motives of the characters that we 
together create. I firmly believe that the actors' theatrical discipline 
helps me immensely to construct the films that I direct. 

A film is made up of three elements: the story, the mise-en-scène, 
and the cast. If these elements do not work well together, or if even one 
of them fails, the final result will be more than suspect. Food o[ Love, 
which I had the good fortune to cast with exceptional British actors, 
has strong performances guaranteed by the solid professionalism of all 
the cast, induding its younger members. I believe that the input of 
these actors -Juliet Stevenson (who plays Pamela), Paul Rhys (who 
plays Kennington), Allan Corduner, Geraldine McEwan, and the 
young Kevin Bishop (who plays Paul)- gives the film an interest 
which issues from their recognized talent as performers and not from 
excessive, and in my opinion, unnecessary production costs. 

The basis for the mise-en-scène of cinema is conceptual, and it is 
the director who gives it meaning. In a feature film, all of those involved 
follow a concept that unites and gives meaning to the various elements: 
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lighting, set design, acting, pace, music, editing, all of which must be in 
agreement with the director's basic concept. l am not in favor of 
beginning to work before l have everything quite dear, for l consider 
that the cinema tic profession requires much reflection that must be 
done well in advance of the principal photography. One of the things 
that l have learnt is to follow the concept through until the end -for 
better or for worse. l would like to think that this is one of the 
attractive things of my films. lt is not just a question of thematic risks, 
but also of narrative risks, which l always follow through. 

Food ol Love needs to be explained chronologically. l am quite 
aware of my penchant for -and delight in- telling stories in a non
linear or chronologically discontinuous manner and for minimalist 
friezes, as in some of my most recent films: El perquè de tot plegat 
[What ¡t's All About}, Carícies [Caresses}, and Morir (o No) [To die 
(Or nat)}. However, l believe that the narrative concept must serve 
the best interests of the story and not the other way around. In the 
case of Food ol Love, the narrative concept required a chronological 
presentation and a fairly simple, straightforward treatment. 

l have always defended a cinema in which quality and creativity 
take place of pride, a cinema based on concepts and content rather 
than high production costs. l think that l was able to realize all of the 
hopes that inspired me to begin Food ol Love. 

l would like to believe that those who have followed my previous 
thirteen productions with proven interest, as well as the many 
worldwide readers of David Leavitt (who would surely be intrigued 
by the second film adaptation of one of his novels), understood and 
enjoyed this project in which we invested so many hopes and so much 
happiness. 

A FEW NOTES ON MY TREATMENT OF THE MATERIAL 
(WRITTEN BEFO RE SHOOTING THE FILM) 

One 

Paul is eighteen and believes that he is abour to begin a spectacular 
career as an international concert pianist. His belief is supported by his 
mother, Pamela, and by his music teacher, who considers him a star 
pupil. His hero is Kennington, an established star, whose recordings 
Paul collects obsessively. To his joyful surprise, Paul is invited to be 
the page turner at one of Kennington's concerts. On stage, the nervous 
young devotee is only interested in turning the pages efficiently, and in 
being dose to his hero. Kennington, on the other hand, is distracted 
by the handsome boy who so diligently assists him. Kennington 's 
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manager, Mansourian, watching from the wings, also appreciates the 
boy's charms. 

A few weeks later, and completely out of the blue, Paul's father 
leaves his family for a girl from his office, and Paul agrees to accompany 
his emotionally distraught mother, Pamela, on a holiday to Barcelona. 

Notes to # I: 

The first act, of the five in which the action is divided, serves to 
introduce the four main characters and to begin to define their world 
and their underlying motivations. Paul'sdreams of a brilliant future, 
shared by his mother, stand in stark contrast with the apparently jaded 
attitude of Kennington and his agent, Mansourian, and quickly help us 
establish a sense of two different worlds: one under construction and 
the other already firmly established. 

The act ends with the unexpected news of Paul's father's infidelity 
and departure. Although we never see Paul's father, his off-screen 
presence conditions many of the events that follow -and not merely 
those that concern Pamela, who here experiences the first dramatic 
twist in the film and so becomes one of the most intense and complex 
characters of the story. Will the lack of a father figure in Paul's life 
heighten his attraction to Kennington? Is Paullooking for a father or 
a lover? For that matter, is Kennington and Mansourian's relationship 
also like that of father and son instead of two equal lovers? As the 
story develops in the following acts, we come to know three men 
separated by generations but united by sex. 

Two 

When Paul and Pamela arri ve in Barcelona she is somewhat jet-Iagged 
but he is desirous to explore the city. In his tour of Barcelona's famous 
modemist buildings, he promptly comes across the impressive and 
omate Palau de la Música Catalana, where he se es a poster announcing 
a performance by Kennington -for the night before Paul's arrival. 
Paul tracks Kennington down and goes to his hotel in order to see his 
idol and perhaps even to spend some time with him, away from Paul's 
overbearing mother. Paul and Pamela are going through a moment of 
difficult transition, when the teenager wants to break free and become 
independent, while his mother, who is feeling depressed after the 
break-up of her marriage and who is suffering from a typical mid-life 
crisis, needs him more than ever. 

Kennington is weary of the demands of his concert tour and the 
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Kevin Bishop as Paul and Paul Rhys as Kennington 

endless succession of trivial messages that his long-time boyfriend 
and agent, Mansourian, sends him from New York. Mansourian, a 
successful musical agent respected worldwide, is sixty years oId and 
a celebrity in his own right. Their relationship is solid, and they share 
a liberal understanding that when the cat is away the mous e will play, 
or as they say in the film industry "DCOL": infidelity "does not count 
on location." Therefore, Kennington initially se es the sudden 
appearance of Paul as merely a pleasant distraction. The boy is 
surprised by Kennington's lack of interest in talking about music and 
his lack of satisfaction with his international celebrity. Paul remains 
nonetheless in awe of his idol, and is delighted when their mutual 
attraction develops rapidly after their first meeting. What begins as a 
light-hearted fling for Kennington quickly becomes more serious; he 
appears to be on the brink of falling in love with the boy. The messages 
from Mansourian continue to arrive almost continuously, but they go 
unanswered. To Kennington, his life in New York seems very far away. 

The affair between Kennington and Paul remains a secret from 
Pamela who believes the two are off sightseeing and studying 
Modernist art in the city. Her time alo ne allows her to re-discover 
herself, and she slowly be gins to feel attractive again. While 
Kennington is enjoying the forbidden fruit of Pamela's son, Pamela 
herself is discovering the joys of running up her ex-husband's credit 
cards in expensive designer clothing stores. Her combination of 
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Juliet Stevenson as Pamela with director Ventura Pons 

innocence and newly found self-confidence leads her to believe that 
Kennington is only taking an imerest in her son's cultural education 
as a means of courting her; an idea that vanishes when she visits 
Kennington in his room and, despite her overtures, finds him to 
remain completely unmoved. When she discovers what appear to be 
her son's underwear in the bathroom, she backs oH, and although not 
wanting to accept reality, abandons her c!umsy seduction. 

Kennington, realizing the mes s that he is creating abruptly wakes 
up to reality and reacts cowardly. His only wish is to retum to 
Mansourian and his established life in New York as quickly as 
possible; he takes the first plane available without saying goodbye. As 
far as he is concemed, Paul and Pamela are now a c10sed chapter. 

Notes to # 2.. 

The Mediterranean light will be the frame for the second act, which 
narrates Paul's awakening to love, sensuality, and the joys of a seemingly 
reciprocal relationship. The boy not only discovers a fascinating older 
culture, but also a person -Kennington, his artistic idol- who awakens 
deep feelings in him, feelings that he is experiencing for the first time 
in his life. Paul's awakening takes place while his mother, Pamela, who 
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is still traumatized by the recent failure of her marriage, remams 
oblivious to what is happening in her son 's life. 

For Kennington, a man used to life at the top, the affair with young 
Paul also has a profound meaning that he has perhaps not experienced 
for years, although the viewer now discovers the solid relationship 
between him and Mansourian, his manager and long-time lover. 
Kennington behaves cowardly when faced with the growing 
responsibility imposed by his affair with the boy. Pamela 's behavior, as 
an uncomprehending woman, is a determining factor in Kennington 's 
rejection of his budding relationship and his abrupt departure. 

A fascinating place, Barcelona provides the backdrop for the 
filming of all this turbulence between the three foreigners: As the 
audience is treated to the light, the texture, and the beauty of the city, 
the emotions of the trio grow in a controlled crescendo that will be 
interrupted at the act's finale: Kennington 's escape to New York. 

Three 

That autumn, as planned, Paul enrolls in Julliard, the prestigious 
New York music academy. He resists the temptation to contact Ken
nington, who lives in the same city. Almost immediately, he discovers 
that his youthful dreams will not be realized. He lacks both the skill 

Ventura Pons directs Paul Rhys 
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and the star quality to become a great concert pianist; as his seasoned 
teacher so flatly puts it, his talent is only sufficient for him to 
accompany others. This sobering realization carries over to his personal 
life. He has started a new relationship with AIden, another successful 
man in his forties. Their relationship seems comfortable, but the 
passion of Alden's life is a previous lover who has passed away. 

Paul's disappointment about his life and his limited career prospects 
is brought home to him when Mansourian, who by coincidence lives 
in the same apartment building as Paul's new lover, bumps into Paul 
in the elevator and invites him, once again, to be the page turner -but 
this time for a fourteen-year oId musical prodigy who is the star pupil 
at Paul's academy. Paul agrees, only to end up having sex with 
Mansourian, mainly because of the emotions produced by discovering 
the photographic presence of Kennington in Mansourian's apartment, 
which brings memories of their idyIl in Barcelona flooding back. 

Notes to # 3: 

New York is the city that will act as a catalyst for Paul's harsh 
awakening to reality. Both love and life are not as simple as he had 
thought, and Paul has to face the intricate implications of his situation. 
The good thing about Paul is that he is capable of coming to grips with 
the fact that his life is not going to be as he, and all the people who once 
surrounded him in California, had hoped. 

The winter light of New York, so different from the Medite
rranean warmth of the previous act, will be an important element in 
Paul's CCjourney" back down to earth. Finally aware of the competitive 
ethos of the higher echelons of the artistic life that he had so desired, 
Paul also recognizes the fragility of the a!fairs of the heart. These pa
rallel disappointments make him grow into a mano 

Four 

Back home in California for Christmas, Paul confides to his mother 
that he is thinking of abandoning his musical career, that there are 
perhaps other things in life. Devastated, and struggling to understand 
the change in her son's attitude, she rifles through his personal 
belongings. Among a number of objects that indicate that Paul is gay 
she comes across a photograph of Kennington with a terse love note 
written on the back. In fact, Paul had stolen the photograph when he 
was in Mansourian's apartment, but Pamela jumps to the wrong 
conclusion and blames Kennington for Paul's decision to abandon 
music and believes, moreover, that they are continuing their affair in 
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Juliet Stevenson as Pamela 

New York. Pamela attends a group therapy session for the mothers of 
homosexual sons in an attempt to come to terms with her discovery. 

Notes to # 4: 

This act se es Pamela's awakening to Paul's reality, which allows her, 
interestingly enough, to confront her own innermost emotions. In a 
certain sense, the film thus reveals a double awakening: of both mother 
and son. Finally able to act as a man and to face the consequences of his 
decisions, Paul acts bravely, in contrast with the moral cowardice that 
Kennington, riddled with fear, had demonstrated in Act 2. Pamela and 
Paul are now acting as autonomous adults and no longer merely as a 
mother and son unit. The umbilical cord has most definitely been 
severed. Pamela reafizes that her situation is by no means unusual and 
that she is not afone in the world. This gives her the strength to travel 
to New York alone, to confront Kennington, and to fight for her son. 

Five 

Determined to give a piece of her mind to the man she deems res
ponsible for ruining her son's brilliant career, Pamela challenges 
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Kennington, but only to realize things are not as she had thought. She 
arrives at Kennington's apartment, where a party is happening, and 
proceeds to make a fool of herself. Mansourian informs Pamela as to 
where she may find Paul: at a dinner party at Alden's. A tens e tele
phone conversation ensues. 

Pamela's accusations have revealed the nature of both Mansourian 
and Kennington's dealings with Paul. After their guests have left, 
Kennington and Mansourian talk about the "forbidden fruit" that they 
have both tasted. "If music be the food of love, play on ... " Mansourian 
makes sure that Kennington believes that Paul is of no importance and 
thus ensures that the boat of their contented existence together will not 
be rocked. Paul leaves the dinner at Alden's to meet his mother at his 
apartment. Although he is terribly embarrassed by his mother's 
behavior and irritated by her presumptuous interference, he initiates 
what turns out to be a profound, hearrtelt conversation in which home 
truths are brought to die fore. Mother and son both have to face the end 
of their dreams, but they have grown from the experience and are able 
to accept their own lives and each other as they really are. 

Notes to # 5: 

The dénouement of the story takes us to New York once aga in, the city 
where a number of hard, but necessary, truths are revealed. Ken
nington and Mansourian 's established world, along with their 
frivolous and cynical behavior, appear more and more self-contained 
and distant from Pamela and Paul's intensely frank reencounter. 
Mother and son lay the grounds for a new life for both of them - a life 
nat spectacular, but at least honest and real. Will it came to fruition? 
Will it be possible? The film raises these questions, and leaves them, 
tantalizingly, unanswered. 
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