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Deepa M ehta's Cooking with Stella: A Cinematic
I nter section of Delicacies, Dreams, and Diplomacy

Simran Naudiyal

Abstract

DeegpaMehtaisacriticaly acclaimed | ndo-Canadian filmmaker. Thechoices
of stories adapted by her are often eccentric, yet phenomenally portrayed.
Her magnum opus, Elemental Trilogy: Fire, Earth, and Water, are oftenthe
centre of discussions, rendering her other works underappreciated. Cooking
with Sellafallsinto thelatter category. The simple story of acook named
Stelawho practicesregular thievery inthehouse brings out theemotional and
socid interdependence of humans. Thefood emergesas much morethana
mere culinary product in the story, thereby creating a culinary space and
textualizing the act of cooking. Thearticleaimsto revisit Cooking with Sella
and comprehend thefilm by situating food at itscore. Thisarticlewill engage
with food, not just intheform of ameal or adelicacy, but to understand its
potential to interfere with the social structuresand reveal internal human
complexities. It also seeksto foreground and discuss several cultural motifs
that are carefully placed throughout themovie. By employing culinary-cinema
topol ogy methodol ogy, thearticlewill andysehow Mehta swritingand direction
illustratethe subtleintegration of food into the politics of gender and classand
communities

K eywor ds. Cooking; Diplomacy; Human relationships, Dreams; Identity
Introduction

...hot only doescooking mark thetransition from natureto culture,
but through it and by meansof it, the human state can be defined
withall itsattributes, even thosethat, like mortality, might seemto
bethe most unquestionably natural. (Strauss164)

Madow’s* Hierarchy of Needs' categorisesfood aspart of thephysiologica
needsof humansto survivea themost basiclevel. Food providesusnutrients
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andenergy, but itisasoamarker of hunger, memory, nature, culture, community,
history, heritage, and on€’sidentity. Food holdsaspecia placeinevery culture
andfunctionsdifferently according tothesocid needs. Thehigtoricd and culturd
relevance of food in Indian subcontinent dates back to the Vedas. Indian food
history isdiverse dueto the constant cross-cultural influx of invadersand
traders, thus, adding to therichnessof an Indianthaali. Along with the culture,
the nature of food holds great significancein defining aperson’sidentity,
ideologiesand nature. WhereAnthemeBrillat-Savarin’sphrase, “ Tell mewhat
amaneatsand !’ [l tell youthekind of manheis’ (ix) isprominently aludedto
inacademiain theWest, on the other hand, Indian scriptures such asBhagvad
Gita evincethe association of different foodsas markersof distinct faithand
character since ancient times. (Bhagvad Gita Chapter 17) Pushpesh Pant, a
renowned food historian, further expoundsthisdiverse natureof food inhis
book Cuisines.

Thebasictenetsof Indianthought arereflected in India sculinary
philosophy — the concept of satvik, rajasik and tamasik foods
whichismatched withthreedifferent persondity typesinthefamous
spiritual text, ShrimadBhagwatGita. Thesethreetermsroughly
correspondto spiritua, activeand inert materia srespectively. (Pant
11)

Hence, thisborrowed concept of food from Bhagvad Gita, when understood
from the perspectivesof psychology, attributesfood asacarrier of energies
andvibrations. Foodisanintegrd part of many traditionsandrituds, particularly
inmajor SouthAsian cultures, whereit isoffered to e ders, priests, gods, and
ancestors. Itisoffered to God asbhog, asitiscalled in Hindu households, as
agesture of gratefulnessfor thefood and life. Thekitchen, then, becomesa
sacred space, not accessibleto al but only to family membersand the cook,
called maharaj in most traditional Hindu househol ds.

The conventiona role of acook isnot only to providefood but also take
theresponsbility for feeding thefamily good, nourishing, soulful food. The
intention with which thefood is prepared isalso considered amajor factor
whiledeciding theenergy of thefood weconsume. David Livertinhisbook A
Psychology of Food, Cooks, and Cooking also atteststo this as he says,
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Thedomestic cook isin charge of themenu and assumesthe burden
to satisfy theflavor, diet, and other likesand didikesof household
eaters(Rawlins& Livert, 2019). Theworld of the domestic cook
ispart of theinvisiblelabor of thehousehold. Thelabor of planning,
coordinating, juggling, and strategizing how to feed afamily, in
additionto physicd labor of pushing acart downanaideor fixinga
sdad or grilling aburger, may often not be acknowledged by others
inthehousehold or considered equivaent towork for pay (DeVaullt,
1991). (Livert 18)

While cooking can be asolo act performed by the cook whoisin charge of
thefood, the act of commensality brings peopletogether. Itisnot only about
gitting together and sharing food, but a so about sharing experiencesthat create
memoriesand foster bonding at both socid and personal levels. Susan Fiske,
in her work Social Beings: A Core Motives Approach to Social Psychology,
underscoresthe need for belonging and affiliation, which area so achieved
through the practice of commensality. Associal beings, humans necessitate
the cooperation and inclusivity that isharboured when people cometogether.
Eating together nurtures compass on and warmth between individuals.

The society, however, isnot untainted and corruption, somehow, in some
form or another, cregpsinto housesand takesroot in such spaces. Thisloophole
leadsusto questionthetrust, mora va ues, ethics, and purity of therel ationships
that arefostered in homes between the family and its supposed members.
I nteresting circumstances surfacewhentheliteral and metgphorical connotetions
of ‘consumptions becomeinterchangeably mobile. What becomeseven more
fascinating are the uncharacteristic changesthat people undergo in order to
protect their loved ones, where moral compromises are made without even
realisation. Food may not bethe primary focusin most scenarios, but inthe
end, it'salwaysabout thefood.

Analytical Framework

Theintersection of food, literature, and cinema, asamultidisciplinary subject,
has garnered significant scholarly attentioninrecent years, andit continuesto
evolveand mergeinto themainstream canon. Therel evant scholarship reshapes
narratives and shifts perspectives, focusing on culture, language, and
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communitiesthrough thelensof food-centric methodol ogies.

SteveZimmerman, with hisbook FoodinFilm, publishedintwo editions
(2005 and 2009), standsas one of the pioneersdiscussing food scholarshipin
movies. By surveying and andysing over 900filmsinthetwo respectiveeditions
of hisbook, Zimmerman foregroundsthefood in filmsand discusseshow it
functionsas morethan amere prop. Thebooksexplorethe narrative power
of food asthey dissect the sel ect films. Zimmerman’sacute focuson colours
andtexturesof food visuds, inaway, laysthefoundation to centralisefoodin
many food-centric and non-food-centric films, which ultimately affectsthe
cinematic presenceof food infilms. Thispresence stimul atesthe underlying
emotionsof the peopleand thusencapsulateshuman nature. Zimmerman attests
totheartistic quaitiesof food, thushighlighting itscongtituency inthemise-en-
scene.

That food of al kindseventualy found aprominent placefor itself
infilmsshould not beal that surprising, considering that cooking
and filmmaking sharemany of the same aspirationsand techniques.
In both venturesthe ' artiste’ workswith color, texture, style, and
tastes— with adash of intrigue thrown in to create an experience
that ismorethan just eating or just watchingamovie. (Zimmerman
20)

Bloom’sunderstanding of cinemaresonateswithwhat Zimmermansaidinhis
comparison of cinemaand food. In his paper, “Maternal Food Memoriesin
Lin Cheng-Sheng's27°C: Loaf Rock and Eric Khoo's Recipe: AFilmon
Dementia,” hedtates, “ Anadogousto culinary arts, cinema, whichismadefor
consumption, combinesart and science, embodies culture, and incorporates
tradition and innovation, as| show inthiscomparative study” ( MichelleE.
Bloom 26) Employing theinterdisciplinary approach, JaneF. Ferry combines
films, semiotics, anthropol ogy, and history in her research book,Foodin Film:
A Culinary Performance of Communication. Ferry postulates the
communicative powersof food that extend the boundaries of thekitchenand
hold the potential to communicate and influence people beyond the ambit of
the kitchen. The research has studied food and dining in combination, in
relevanceto thefilms portraying American landscapes. Gastro-moder nism:
Food, Literature, Culture, edited by Derek Gladwin, examinestheliteral,
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physica, and metaphorica spacescreated and observed inthemodernliterature
from the nineteenth century to the early twentieth century.

In her collection of essays, Cuisine and Symbolic Capital: Food in
Filmand Literature, Cheleen Ann-Catherine M ahar encompassesthediverse
metaphorical facetsof food. Ten chaptersdivided into three categoriesbased
on cross-cultura writingslocatefood at the centre of socia relationships. The
strugglesof identity formation and theintersection of cultural constructssuch
asclass, gender, and nationality mediatethevitaity of therolethat food plays
indefining thebroader socio-spatia ideologies. Thiscognition of cultura and
structural powersfrom areversible’ prism of food cultures’ istaken forward
by Simi Malhotra, Kanika Sharma, and Sakshi Dograin their work Food
Culture Sudies in India: Consumption, Representation and Mediation.
Thebook thoroughly augmentsthe scholarship onfood studiesasit constantly
engageswithidentity, politics, cultura significance, power dynamics, and mord,
ethical and geographical boundaries signifying food as asocio-economic
stimulator. David Livert in his book A Psychology of Food, Cooks, and
Cooking, bringsthe cook to the centre of the discussion, one who makes
food and feeds people. Livert’'s psychoanalysis of people producing and
consuming food not only suggeststheir food preferences but al so shedslight
ontheir identity, their routines, their ideol ogiesand character traits, which
primarily guidesthisresearchintheanalysisof Stella, the protagonist. Claude
Fischler’spersuasive paper “ Commensality, Society and Culture’ engages
withtheexchange of medls, thoughts, andideol ogies, which further foster the
intimacy, trust, and i nter-dependency among the people who sit together to
edt. It constantly reshapesthe rel ationship between the cook and thediners
and helpsin socia bonding.

Thewide scholarship onfood studiesacrosscommunitiesand landscapes
has proven to beaguiding discourse, paving literary pathwaysto explorethe
genrefurther. However, whileagreater body of worksfocusesonAmerican,
English, and French food literature across genres, asignificant gap can be
identified whenit comesto South Asianinterdisciplinary studies, inparticular
withregard to food studies. In the cel ebration of Western food-centric cinema,
theliterature surrounding oriental gastronomic gemsremainsoblivioustothe
world. WhileIndia s‘Butter Chicken’ and ‘Biryani’ rank asone of thetop
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foods acrossthe globe consecutively, the dynamicsthat Indians sharewith
their cooks and the regard for their food practices still may seem beyond
rational comprehension to non-Indians. Thisarticle highlightstheimportance
of studying filmslike Cooking with Sella by examining it from acharacter-
centric perspective rather than aplot-centric one. By situating food at the
intersection of visua and metaphorical standpointsof cinemaand literature,
socia and persond identity, class, community, politicsand human rel ationships
can be understood from fresh perspectives.

DeepaMehta, the renowned | ndo-Canadian director and screenwriter,
encapsul ates human rel ationships and portraysthem soimmaculately in her
filmsthat each scene and every dial ogue becomes a subject of study. Her
charactersareoftenlayered epitomesof socid characters. Thechoiceof strong
femaleprotagonistsisevident ineach of her films, withamarvelloustrgectory
from aplace of pity to aposition of power and agency. From Radha, Sita,
Shanta, Kayani, Chuiya, to Stella, her often controversid characterstranscend
their exigting Satusquo ondifferent levels. Although her initia works, including
the trilogy, have been sincerely and rightfully appreciated by the critics,
cinephiles, and Mehta sfans, for foregrounding the social issuesthat were
waly ahead of their timeand her remarkablenarrative kills, it seemstheright
timeto moveforward and acknowledge the existence of her other works.

Cooking With Sella (2009), directed by Dilip Mehtaand co-written
by DeepaMehta, isavisual treat for cinephiles. An eccentric piece of art—
themovieisanimpeccableama gamation of dreams, diplomacy, and ddicacies.
Diplomacy isubiquitousthroughout thefilm. Thefilm gartswithalist of groceries
curated by Stellaand thus suggeststhe magnitude of therolefood playsin
shapingthelivesof the characters. Did oguesdeivered by the' diplomat’ cook,
Stella, arerepletewith food innuendos. The simplegrammatica error by one
of thecharactersinthefilm, by addressing Stellaasdiplomat cook instead of
adiplomat’scook, provesto beanironic prolepsisintentionaly deployed by
Mehta. At thevery beginning of thefilm, eponymous Stellaforeshadows her
ingeniousschemeswhile speaking over aphonecdl: “ek murgajaarahahai to
dusraaabhi rahaha” (Cooking with Sella 00:01:12-00:01:14) whichsmply
trandatesto“ although onefool (diplomat) isleaving, another iscoming too.”
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Diplomacy stepsinto the housewiththearrival of Canadian Embassy
Diplomat, MayaChopra, ‘ diplomat’ husband, Michadl, andtheir infant, Zara.
Stdlatakesthem through the house, primarily focused onintroducing Mayato
her assumed placeinthe house asshe says, “ Thisisyour kitchen, Madam”
(Cooking with Stella00:05:02-00:05:04). Stella’s hesitant reaction to the
revelation of thetruth about Michael being the house-husband portraysher as
agtereotypica product of patriarchy. Floyd, in hisinfluential paper “ Coming
out of theKitchen: Texts, Contextsand Debates,” stressesthiscenturies-old
assignment of traditiona rolesof women. “ Thekitchen hasbeenvery decisively
argued to be marked out asazone of feminine subjection, wherewomen must
manage aceasel essroutine of work to the sati sfaction of peoplefurther up the
domestic, socia and political hierarchy.” (Floyd 62)

MayaChopra, aconfident young diplomat, ismostly occupied with her
officework guilt-free. Her engrossment in her work isreflected in one of the
sceneswhere Michael and Mayaare sitting at atable, but both seemon a
different page altogether. While Michagl cannot hel p but stop discussing his
culinary experimentswith Stella, M aya speaksthe language of bureaucracy,
sharing her office experiences. Maya, with her little presence on the screen,
leavesastrongimpact on the audience asacareer-driven, god-oriented woman
with dreamsand passion. Dreamsemerge as one of the prominent themes of
themovie. Michael and Stella, too, have dreamswhich they dedicatedly chase
after. Michadl dreamsto learn authentic South Indianfood, and to achievethis
dream, herequests Stellato be hisguru. Stella, on the other hand, dreams of
her own housein Keralawhichisrevea ed at theend of thefilm.

M ehtahas portrayed the character of Stellathrough akaleidoscopic
lens. From being acaretaker to acook, from ateacher to atreachery plotter,
from adevoteeto adiplomat; she can evidently be declared ajuggler. The
intentional useof theterm juggler to multitasker isused in consideration of her
risk-taking abilities, which aid her in making extraincome beyond her sdary.
Stellaperformstheroleof adomestic cook, literally and representationaly,
immaculately. Elaborating onthe construction of social and persona identity,
Wolfson and Garciashare how personal identities are shaped through our
experiencesas cooksinone of their papers. A similar ideapromul gated by
Livertinhiswork articulateshow “ A cook’ sinnovative experiencesinthe
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kitchen might strengthen her identification asacreativeperson or arisk taker.”
(Livert 67) Sela sdynamic character asaconvincingly passionate cook and
responsible caretaker, aswell asadly swiper and diligent planner of the
kidnapping and systematic thievery in thehouse, along with other workersin
thehouse, justifiesher risk-taking abilitiesas per Livert'sstatements. Thus,
shecan belabelled asasmooth liar and adeft thief.

David Livert pointsout, “ From thelate nineteenth century, animportant
strand within femini st theory and activism favoured akitchenlesshouse; the
kitchen was perceived to bethe seat of women’soppression” (Livert 61-62).
Mehta, in her movie, however, reversesthe patriarchy where Stellathrivesin
her kitchen. She plansand strategizesnot only menusfor lunch and dinner, but
adsoexcdsat pilferingimported winesand groceries. Most of Sdla sbusiness
operatesfrom the kitchen and the pantry. It is Stella sterritory, and she has
her own golden ruleswhich everyonewho entersher domain must abideby. It
isevident inthe scenewhere she prohibitsMichael from entering thekitchen
with shoes on, “ Sorry, Sir, no shoesin my kitchen.” (Cooking with Stella
00:10:54-00:10:57)

Stelld skitchen then performsasacontact zone', aspacewhere Stella
and Michael meet, not asemployer and theemployed but rather asaguru and
chela. It becomes piousasaclassroom that isunconventiona on many levels.
Stdla skitchen functionsnot only asades gnated space provided for cooking,
but the kitchen becomesthe microcosm of the housethat reflectsthe authorial
shiftstaking place. Dilip Mehta s observant direction helpsthe viewersto
experiencethekitchen asaspacethat iswell encapsul ated by TashaChoma
Sampson and Tosha Sampson-Chomain their paper titled “Come, Dine at
my Table: The Enactment of Safe Spacesin the Cookbooksof MayaAngelou,”
“Thekitchen bearsamultiplicity of functions. Inadditionto aspacefor creating
art, it servesasalocation for feeding, aswell asasitefor theimpartati on of
surviva skillsandingtructioninthewaysof life.” (Sampson and Choma109)
Stellaemerges asaconfident teacher inadomain where she could have been
aninvisible hel per inthe house. Thispromotion from acook to ateacherisa
result of strategised cognitive behaviour. Mehta employs the concept of
commensdlity in her movie, where Michael and Stellaare seen sharing atable
for thefirst time. The performance of eating together showcasesthe building
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trust, mutual understanding and respect, and a budding compani onship that
Michael and Stellaforminthe absence of Maya.She gainshistrust asacook
and asakind-hearted guru who isteaching him cookery without any fees.
When offered 2.5 dollars per session by Michael, Stelladeniesit, saying,
“money corrupting everything.” (00:16:54-00:16:56) Thisincident foreshadows
Sella sgreed, which corruptsher conscience so much that shereadily conspires
tokidnap herself andgotojail aswell.

Stellacooks, prays, and steal swithout any remorse. Itisironic how she
abides by rules and principles, yet she profits from whatever and every
opportunity shegets. Sheistraditional in her approach and believesinthe
socid hierarchy. Throughout thefilm, Stelladiplomatically throwsphraseswhich
shecalsgoldenrulesof servants. “servefirg, eat last” (00:11:22-00:11:25),
“never hirenew servants. They arevery dangerous. Middleof thenight they
enterand...,” (00:33:24-00:33:30) “never call master by name.” (00:48:13-
00:48:15) Mehtacreatesjuxtaposing imageriesin particular framesof thefilm
aludingtothepersistent paradoxical character of Stella. In one of the scenes,
Stellacan be seeninthemiddleof the confession at Churchwhen shereceives
acall regarding thenext pilfering order comprising“ Aunty JemimaSyrup (1),
Spaghetti sauce (3), Canadian Beer (12).”

Food and hunger have been dealt with figuratively inthefilminvarious
contexts. Michadl, at oneinstance, while speakingto Maya, comparesStdla’s
inadequate diet to theirs, intending to warn of theimpending dangersof hunger,
ashesays, “With hunger comesanger and resentment.” (00:17:06-00:17:08)
Itisconspicuousthat Michael isprojecting hisown unfulfilled hunger tobea
chef again. On the contrary, Stella seems quite content as her hunger is
temporarily satiated through minor thievery. Every spacerelated tofood
becomesground for Stella sprofit-making. Beit thekitchen, pantry, grocery
markets, or supermarkets. She steal snot spontaneoudy but Strategically. Asa
member of thelower socia strata, Stellabelievesitisher right to steal; her
way tores st classbarriers. Referring to the pantry, shedeclaresto Tannu, the
nanny, “yesab hamarahal, vaisetoinkahai, lekinmai kehti hu hamarabhi hai”
(00:41:33-00:41:40) whichtrand atesto“ Thisisall ours, althoughitistheirs,
but | say itisourstoo.” Shefurther compareshersdlf to Robinhood and assumes
theresponsihility to takefrom therich and distribute it among the poor. Even
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at theend of themovie, sheiscompared to Martin Luther King. Whenwe see
Sdla snetworking— from thelaundrymantotheflorist to Tannu, dl involved
inthievery, fromMarxist lens, asense of empathy isevoked for such* classof
labourers, who live only solong asthey find work,” (Marx and Engels 227)
From her perspective, she diplomatically conspiresand schemesto achieve
her dreamsand secureher future. Sheiseventudly jalled. Thejudge sstatement
towardsthe end of themoviesumsup theintention of thestory: “ It istruethat
inthejudiciary thereisno penalty for dreaming, but for kidnapping there
certainly is.” (01:31:06-01:31:14) However, Stellahad to pay apenalty for
her dream, her threeyearsof life, tofinally get her ownhomeinKerala

Conclusion

Cookingwith Sellaby Dilip Mehtaand DeepaM ehtaisacommon taletold
inanuncommonway. Stella, despitebeing amere servant at Canadian Embassy
House, comesacrossasastrong character with her ownideol ogies, confidence
andrisk-taking faculties. Stella sperformative presencein thediplomat’ shouse
asacook, caretaker, and teacher facilitates her thievery effortlessly while
maintaining her image of agood Chrigtianinfront of Mayaand Michael. The
efficient persuasion through good food becomes Stella’s chief tactic. Food
servesasthecentral motif inthemovie. Whiletherich recipesadd coloursto
theframesinthefilm, cultura representation throughfoodisaso conveyedto
theaudience by adding the affective e ements of steaming lentils, the process
of frying garlic and spicesfor flavour (Chhaukin North India), and Sella’s
individua style of marinating thefish. The centralisation of food becomesthe
intersecting point, upholding thelives of most of the charactersin thefilm,
directly and indirectly. Since Stellaisthe cook, she dominantly controlsthe
kitchen and the house, thusmarking the authoria shift. Thisresearch article
has successfully analysed the movie Cooking with Sellafrom afeminist as
well as a capitalist approach, where Stella emerges as areal diplomat,
bargaining, and negotiating at every opportunity. From small commissions
profited through flower bouquets, laundry, and groceries, to stealing silver
knives, cufflinks, earrings, to kidnapping her own self, Stellaprovestobea
diplomatic servant who servesddicaciesby day and stedlsat night tofulfil her
dreams.
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Notes

1. Contact Zone Theory isgivenby Mary Louise Prattin her article® Art of
Contact Zone Theory” in which she establishes a cultural spacein
discourseswhere* cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other,
often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as
colonialism, davery, or their aftermathsasthey arelived out in many
partsof theworld today.” (Pratt 34)
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