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Abstract

In Woody Allen’s works, the role of gastronomy is not only marginal, as food becomes a metaphor 
for love, sex, ethnicity, and the attitude of the protagonists towards life. This paper deals with 
Allen’s moviemaking and finds links between food and relationships (including the purely physical 
ones), demonstrates how dysfunctional relationships are reflected in food, and points out that the 
desire for food corresponds to the desire for life shared by Allen’s life-affirming characters. Food 
also reveals the ethnic identity of Allen’s characters and contrasts them with Gentiles. The protago-
nists of Woody Allen’s movies also use food to become assimilated into their environment, and the 
wrong choice of food often proves that they are outsiders.   
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Even though satisfying one’s hunger represents one of the basic human physical needs 
and eating might be regarded as a rather mundane and routine activity, food and dining 
have played a distinct role in many literary works and movies, including those directed by 
Woody Allen. 

Since the beginnings of the cinema, directors have employed food in their works, either 
making it their main focus or using food symbolically to create a particular meaning and 
to communicate emotions. Anne L. Bower comments on the role of food imagery, say-
ing that “[f]ood draws us into a film’s characters, action and setting. Food is part of the 
way that, for over a century now, movies have been telling us who we are, constructing 
our economic and political aspirations; our sense of sexual, national, and ethnic identity; 
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filling our minds with ideas about love and romance, innocence and depravity, adventure, 
bravery, cruelty, hope and despair” (3).

The choice of food and the way people behave when eating provide important infor-
mation about their character. Alan Saunders believes that “we usually learn more about 
characters when they meet across the dinner table than when their bodies sweatily conjoin 
in intercourse … what goes on over meals is in itself so revealing” (5). It is not only what 
is (or is not) eaten that is important, but also where, when and with whom it is eaten. 

Food and drinks in movies can function as both comic and dramatic devices, as well 
as acting “as striking metaphors for the ‘big’ meaning-of-life questions” (Poole xi). Food 
refers to death, life and its meaning, or to one’s religion and beliefs. The characters’ atti-
tude towards life is reflected in their stance toward food – by abnegating the pleasure of 
eating, characters reject life as such. Bower summarizes all functions of food in movies, 
claiming that 

[f]ood as a stand-in for or accomplice to sex is also something we easily ‘read’ in 
films, as is a large meal as a sign of connection and communion, whether within 
a family, a religious community, a carnival, or a journey. Food, we also understand, 
can script traditional roles (the mother in the kitchen), or indicate dysfunction (food 
spoiled, badly cooked, poisoned, poorly chosen, vomited, or simply refused). Food 
can tell us about characters’ abject poverty or egregious consumption, about their 
health or dissipation. (7) 

Even though Allen’s movies are not typical “food films”,1 they feature food as an impor-
tant communicative element. Allen largely uses food as a metaphor for love and sex. In 
his essay “Love and Death and Food: Woody Allen’s Comic Use of Gastronomy,” Ronald 
D. LeBlanc focuses on Allen’s 1975 comedy Love and Death and comments on the direc-
tor’s use of food imagery, comparing him to the Russian writer Nikolai Vasilievich Gogol. 
Unlike realists, who frequently employed food to satirize contemporary bourgeois life and 
social values, Allen builds on the literary tradition of food symbolizing life and sensuality, 
and “one of the primary roles that food imagery plays …is to remind us – amid all the lofty 
philosophical speculations engendered by abstractions such as ‘love’ and ‘death’, ‘war’ 
and ‘peace’, ‘crime’ and ‘punishment’ – of immediate physical sensations and instinc-
tual urges” (LeBlanc 102). LeBlanc further perceives Allen’s cinematic persona as a sex-
starved individual and stresses the link between sex and food in Allen’s movies (103).2 

For Allen’s characters, food often serves as a prelude to intimacy or love-making, or 
accompanies it. Before kissing for the first time, Ike Davis from Manhattan (1979) and his 
new girlfriend Mary try to find something to eat. Although Ike fails to satisfy his physi-
cal hunger, he accomplishes emotional satisfaction.  In Allen’s movie Bananas (1971), 
the main protagonist Fielding Mellish and a female rebel he hardly knows first watch 
each other eat and subsequently end up having animalistic sexual intercourse.3 Similarly, 
when the protagonist of the above-mentioned movie Love and Death finally persuades his 
beloved Sonja to have sex with him, he promises to bring along the soy sauce.

Even though food often symbolizes sex and purely physical and primitive sensual 
pleasures, in Allen’s movies since the late 1970s it has been rather connected with affection 
and has also reflected the character of relationships; while spoiled dishes often symbolize 
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dysfunctional relationships, happy moments shared with loved ones are frequently accom-
panied by eating the food the characters enjoy. Allen’s persona4 no longer associates food 
only with the primary sexual urge, but perceives it as something that can create a bond 
between people and give emotional security and happiness.5

Allan Felix, the protagonist of Allen’s comedy Play It Again, Sam (first produced as a 
play in 1969 and adapted for the screen in 1972), is just one of the many examples of the 
connection between food and love. Allan recalls his ex-wife, who could not live with him 
any longer, and remembers moments from their marriage. In one flashback, Allan takes 
his wife to a fancy restaurant and, trying to impress her, orders in French. As a result, the 
couple are served dishes they did not want. The spoiled dinner only corresponds to the 
unhappy marriage of Allan Felix and his wife Nancy – two people who could not commu-
nicate with each other and expected their lives to be different. Like the waiter who failed 
to understand Allan’s imperfect French, also Nancy lacks understanding for her husband; 
she finds it difficult to find common ground, and their marriage does not satiate her hunger 
for excitement.

Allan’s relationship with Nancy is not his only failure to experience love. In order to 
recover from the divorce and find a new partner, Allan again tries to impress a girl – this 
time by his own cooking skills. However, this relationship was not meant to last either and 
the protagonist’s attempt to cook Beef Stroganoff in a pressure cooker also turns out to be 
a disaster. 

In contrast to spoiled dinners representing implausible or dysfunctional relationships, 
when Allan Felix finally meets the perfect woman for him, everything seems to be great, 
including the food. Allan and his friend Linda have a wonderful time together over a din-
ner they prepared themselves. Moreover, when Allan wakes up in the morning, after a pas-
sionate night spent with Linda, he has a strong craving for breakfast. Even though the 
love affair with the married Linda is predestined to be only temporary, the two characters 
savored every moment of it and shared the intimacy they had longed for. 

Allan Felix is not the only character whose problems with relationships are reflected 
in problems with food. Already at the beginning of his career, Woody Allen presented the 
central character of his first authorial movie Take the Money and Run (1969), Virgil Stark-
well, as a loser who is lucky enough to find a woman to love, yet their love has to overcome 
many obstacles. In the course of the movie, Virgil’s relationship with Louise develops, as 
does the food she serves to him. When the unsuccessful criminal Virgil is imprisoned and 
complains about the food in jail, his girlfriend does not hesitate and brings him home-
cooked meals – although it is in fact just a hard-boiled egg she presses through the grid 
separating her from Virgil. However, when the couple get married, their life together is 
affected by financial problems, which is illustrated by the inedible dishes Louise prepares.6   

Miles Monroe from Sleeper (1973) is another protagonist who associates intimacy with 
eating; he thinks that the object of his affection might fall in love with him or at least toler-
ate him if he manages to satisfy her primary needs and provide food for her. Unfortunately 
for him, the opposite is true and his potential partner, Luna, shows no sign of any feelings 
for Miles; even sexual intercourse seems to be highly improbable:
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Luna:  Couldn’t you get anything else?
Miles:  You think it’s easy to run when you’re holding a banana the size of a canoe?
Luna:  You didn’t get any dessert. There’s no seasoning. There’s no wine. (Sleeper)

The above-discussed Nancy from Play It Again, Sam and Luna from Sleeper are just 
two of the many women who do not love their partners or husbands and therefore are not 
able to share the intimate experience of eating and enjoying food with them. The beautiful 
Sonja from Allen’s brilliant comedy Love and Death thinks about food when cheating on 
her first husband, a herring merchant who is too preoccupied with his passion for fish, even 
on his deathbed. Her reaction to his death makes it clear that she never loved him and is 
not going to mourn either:

Doctor: The dead pass on, and life is for the living.
Sonja: I guess you’re right. Where do you wanna eat?
Second man: Let’s go to Rykoff’s.
Doctor No, no, no. Not Rykoff’s.
Second man: Why?
Doctor: I feel like meat. What do you get at Rykoff’s? You get a cheese 

sandwich.
Second man: Meat is not good for your health. I can’t believe it.
Sonja: There’s a tavern at the edge of the square. Makes a sausage that’s 

wonderful. (Love and Death)

When Sonja gets married for the second time, her marriage is more of an obligation and 
she again fails to love her husband Boris. The dinners she prepares for him are thus rather 
abstract, cold and elusive like their relationship:

Boris: Soon Sonja got more used to me. Sometimes she actually had fun. Like the 
time she baked her first soufflé.7 Money was scarce and Sonja learned to 
make wonderful dishes out of snow. 

 Sweetheart, it looks a little rare to me.
Sonja: I left it in the oven for hour and a half.
Boris: Did you? ‘Cos it looks…you know… it’s all… What’s the dessert?
Sonja: A surprise, Boris.
Boris: Yes? What?
Sonja: A nice big bowl of sleet.
Boris: Oh, sleet! My favorite! That’s wonderful. (Love and Death)

Ironically, once Sonja falls in love with her husband (which is also reflected on the no 
longer abstract food she serves to him), Boris sinks into a deep depression and is even 
considering committing suicide. 

Similarly to Boris, also the convict Virgil Starkwell from Take the Money and Run has 
to confront rather intangible dishes. As he said: “Food on a chain gang is scarce and not 
very nourishing. The men get one hot meal a day. A bowl of steam” (Take the Money and 
Run). Virgil is separated from his dear Louise, lacks love as well as satisfactory nutrition, 
and thus suffers from both emotional and physical deprivation. 
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The protagonist of Allen’s 1985 period comedy The Purple Rose of Cairo, a clumsy 
daydreaming waitress named Cecilia, also experiences problems in her marriage to the 
brutish and unfaithful Monk, who does not even hesitate to use physical violence towards 
her. When Cecilia finally decides not to tolerate her husband’s trespasses any more and 
leave him, Monk does not try to comfort his wife and repent for his previous behavior, 
but instead asks her for meatloaf. On another occasion, Monk complains about the sauce 
his wife has served to him and claims that it contains too much pepper. Problems with 
food again prove that their relationship lacks love and respect for each other; while Monk 
stresses physical nourishment, Cecilia also needs spiritual and emotional nourishment.  

In contrast to the dismal reality of her marriage, Cecilia feels a close bond to the ficti-
tious character from one of the movies she enjoys watching. Tom Baxter, a young and 
naïve explorer, even leaves the movie screen to experience real life and love with Cecilia. 
Tom takes her to fancy restaurants (the real ones as well as those on the silver screen) and 
they enjoy food (which was scarce during the period of the Great Depression, in which 
the movie is set), champagne and each other’s company. Thus Tom not only satiates her 
physical hunger but also provides the care and intimacy she hungered for.  

Apart from dysfunctional relationships and problems with love and intimacy accompa-
nied by unpalatable food, the protagonists of Woody Allen’s movies also share the pleas-
ure of eating with those they love and are loved by. When Alvy Singer, the protagonist of 
Allen’s iconic comedy Annie Hall (1977), recalls happy moments from the relationship 
with the love of his life Annie, memories of a weekend spent together in a summer house 
come back to him. In his head he plays back the scene when the two of them tried to cook 
lobsters for dinner. Even though they had difficulties catching the live shellfish, the cou-
ple are seen laughing, and the chemistry and feelings they have for each other cannot be 
denied. After their breakup, Alvy tries to recreate this particular moment with another girl. 
However, his attempt is a failure and it is obvious that no relationship between these two 
people could work and that his ex-girlfriend was too special to be replaced easily. 

Another example of the relation between food and happiness can be found in Allen’s 
movie Manhattan (1979). The central character Isaac “Ike” Davis feels happy when eat-
ing Chinese food in bed with his young girlfriend Tracy, while watching old movies on 
TV. Even though Ike leaves her and starts dating another woman, it is finally Tracy whose 
face suddenly appears to be one of the things that make his life worth living. Not surpris-
ingly, Ike recalls Tracy’s face right after one of his favorite dishes – the excellent crabs at 
Sam Wo’s. The experience of eating and love are closely connected and can bring joy and 
satisfaction to Ike’s life.

Similarly to Ike, who feels comfortable with the girl and food he likes, also the idealis-
tic movie maker Cliff Stern from Allen’s Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989) shares happy 
moments with a woman whose heart he would like to win. In this case, the food they eat is 
Indian takeaway and the movie is the old Hollywood classic Singing in the Rain. 

The way Woody Allen makes use of food imagery is to a large extent influenced by 
his protagonists’ identity; characters’ ethnicity is represented by the food they consume, 
and food becomes a synecdoche for the Jewish and the Gentile worlds, marking the clash 
between them. 

Particular foodstuffs symbolize the Jewish identity, while others are labeled as non-
kosher and therefore forbidden. Allen contrasts foodstuffs like corned beef, pastrami, rye 
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bread, chicken or chicken soup – which comply with kashrut (a set of biblical dietary 
restrictions) and are traditionally associated with Jewishness8 – with the typically non-
Jewish pork, ham, Wonder Bread, mayonnaise, or shellfish.9 Particularly pork and ham 
function as symbols of the non-Jewish world. By breaking dietary rules, Allen’s characters 
try to abandon traditions, assimilate and thus avoid being ostracized by the non-Jewish 
majority, or to climb the social ladder. 

Allen also presents the typical dominant, manipulative and over-caring Jewish mother 
determined to feed her children with far more than they can possibly eat. As the Jewish 
culture stresses the importance of the family, family dinners are occasions for important 
matters to be discussed by as many relatives as possible, and Allen makes use of such fam-
ily events and rituals to contrast Jews with Gentiles.

It is not uncommon for Allen to characterize relationships by means of food and simul-
taneously to use gastronomy to contrast people’s cultural identities. The 1989 project by 
three famous American directors (Scorsese, Coppola, and Allen) called New York Stories 
featured a middle-aged Jewish New York lawyer Sheldon Mills (who changed his name 
from the Jewish Millstein) who is constantly criticized and embarrassed by Sadie, his 
stereotypical Jewish mother. When Sadie mysteriously disappears during a magic show, 
Sheldon is at first relieved to have freed himself from her constant attention. However, 
when his mother appears as a huge head in the sky above Manhattan, he seeks the help of 
a female psychic called Treva, whom he gradually becomes close to. Contrary to previous 
dinners with his overcritical mother and his shiksa fiancée Lisa, the dinner Treva prepares 
for Sheldon is a pleasant and intimate experience and represents a turning point in his life. 

Even though they represent different generations, both Sheldon’s mother and Treva are 
typical Jewish women for whom food means love, communion, and security. According to 
Marnie Winston-Macauley, the author of the book Yiddishe Mamas: The Truth About the 
Jewish Mother, the Jewish community uses food to express love for those who are close to 
them, and the Jewish woman is determined to feed at least somebody (19). During dinner 
with Sheldon and Lisa, Sadie repeatedly instructed her son to eat (“have bread and butter”, 
“eat your dessert”). When Treva sees Sheldon for the first time, she immediately offers him 
food, as he looks too thin to her. 

As Sheldon seems to be confined to his apartment by the fact that his mother is ruining 
his life and telling embarrassing stories about him to strangers, Treva offers to make dinner 
for him. By choosing chicken, Treva demonstrates that she (unlike Sheldon) is true to her 
Jewish identity. Sheldon’s reaction to Treva’s offer again refers to the tense relationship he 
had with his mother, which is reflected on the quality of the food she served to him: “Great. 
My favorite. Boiled chicken. It’s my mother’s specialty. Of course, she manages to render 
the bird completely devoid of any flavor. It’s a culinary miracle” (New York Stories). 

Like Sadie would do, also Treva tries to make Sheldon eat as much as he can:

Treva: Have some more. You only had a drumstick.
 Sheldon: I’m full. I’ve eaten…
Treva: You didn’t have any potato pancakes at all.
Sheldon: I had two of those and I had two three pieces of chicken.
Treva: You still look thin to me.
Sheldon: No, I’m fine.
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Treva: You know what, take some of this home with you. I’ll wrap it up. That way 
you won’t have to leave your apartment. I know how it embarrasses you. 
(New York Stories)

Even though Sheldon enjoyed both the food and Treva’s company, it is only the chicken 
drumstick dripping with juices which he unwraps at home that makes him become fully 
aware of his love for this woman. Sheldon at last realizes that, no matter how hard he tried 
to deny his Jewishness, he cannot get rid of it. Unlike his unsupportive shiksa fiancée, 
Treva (who shares the same background as him) understands his needs and represents an 
ideal woman for him. Therefore, the home-cooked chicken not only becomes a symbol of 
caring and affection but also helps Sheldon reconcile himself with his ethnicity.

Another character, Ike Davis from Manhattan, goes through two relationships that are 
dissimilar to each other, and the food he eats with either of his partners differs too. When 
he takes out his girlfriend Mary, Ike prefers foodstuffs like seafood with a bottle of wine, 
while the teenage Tracy is invited to a pizza parlor or a soda fountain where she sips her 
milkshake, looking fragile and innocent. 

Ike subconsciously knows that his affair with the intellectual but emotionally inse-
cure and promiscuous Mary is inappropriate. The food they eat on their date seems to be 
“grown-up”, gourmet, and definitely non-kosher. On the other hand, the affectionate and 
emotionally innocent Tracy orders a much simpler pizza topped with everything she likes. 
While Ike prefers his pizza pie to be plain, Tracy simply follows her taste and asks for 
anchovies, sausage, mushrooms and peppers. Ike’s young lover enjoys life as much as she 
enjoys her food, and her spontaneity and disregard for what other people might think of her 
are something Ike is incapable of. As he remarks, the only thing missing on her rich pizza 
was coconut (Manhattan).

The forbidden shellfish Ike orders on his date with Mary also functions as a metaphor 
for a “non-kosher” relationship. Allen’s Jewish male protagonists tend to be attracted to 
non-Jewish women, thus breaking the traditions of their ethnic group. Moreover, Allen’s 
male characters often even adopt some of the eating habits of their partners and consume 
foodstuffs that are not compatible with kashrut. Similarly to Ike Davis, the already-dis-
cussed Alvy Singer from Annie Hall eats lobsters with his shiksa girlfriend Annie, and the 
amateur inventor Andrew Hobbs from A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy (1982) charac-
terizes his extramarital relationship by saying that he “went out with her once … and had a 
couple of lobsters… that’s it!” (A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy). According to Nathan 
Abrams, “Lobsters are the symbols of insatiable sexual attraction; they symbolize love 
affairs, as opposed to the more humdrum foods of marriage” (95). Seafood equals forbid-
den passion and denial of one’s ethnic heritage.

Apart from shellfish, Allen also uses pork as a symbol of everything that is non-Jewish. 
Like lobsters, eating pork signals the characters’ wish to change their identity and break 
away from the burden of traditions. In Allen’s 1987 movie Radio Days, the Jewish father 
of the protagonist is seduced into eating pork (as well as seafood) by his communist neigh-
bors. By accepting this food, the father also repudiates his religious beliefs and accepts 
his neighbors’ ideology. Similarly to the Jewish man converted to communism, the hypo-
chondriac TV producer Mickey Sachs from Hannah and Her Sisters resorts to Christianity 
when trying to find answers to his questions and give his life some meaning. Even though 
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he does not eat exactly pork, Mickey is determined to do everything correctly and even 
adapts his diet to the new lifestyle he is about to start – apart from Christian religious sym-
bols he buys also Wonder bread and a jar of Hellmann’s mayonnaise.

When in the course of their relationship Alvy Singer from Annie Hall agrees to visit 
Annie’s traditional goy family in Chippewa Falls, he also tries to conform to the environ-
ment and not to stress his ethnicity. Therefore, despite being Jewish, Alvy not only eats 
ham but even praises its taste, calling it “dynamite”. Although he tries hard, Alvy still 
remains an outsider particularly for Annie’s anti-Semitic grandmother, who even pictures 
him as a Hasidic Jew, including the traditional clothes, headwear and peyes.

Allen frequently uses families to demonstrate the ethnic identity of his characters and 
Jewish family dinners serve as tropes for love and communion. In Annie Hall, the Easter 
dinner with the Halls is compared to dinners of the Singer family. The non-Jewish Halls 
abide by good table manners, practice small talk and their portions of food are much 
smaller, compared to the Singers. Alvy’s family are loud, all of them talk at once, discuss 
seemingly inappropriate topics like human diseases and they do not even hesitate to share 
the food that is on their plates. Despite being less sophisticated than their non-Jewish 
counterparts, the Singers are presented as loving people with strong family ties and enjoy-
ing life (Annie Hall).

The Singers and the Halls are not the only two families Woody Allen presents (and 
contrasts) in his movies. In Hannah and Her Sisters (1986), one of the female protagonists 
named Lee takes part in a Thanksgiving dinner full of warmth and care for each other 
where tasty home-made food is served. After coming back home, Lee is confronted with 
the reality of her love life represented by her pessimistic and bitter partner Frederick who 
refuses to take anything to eat. Even though Frederick loves her, he is unable to show his 
emotions and experience happiness. By refusing food, Frederick also rejects the pleasures 
life can offer. Allen contrasts the security Lee experiences with her relatives with the com-
plicated and no longer satisfying relationship with Frederick. 

Thanksgiving dinners create a framework for the whole story of Hannah and Her Sis-
ters. The host of these dinners is Hannah, a successful actress as well as an exemplary 
mother and wife, whose cooking is admired by all the guests. Hannah is assisted by her 
younger sister Holly, an aspiring actress who keeps auditioning for parts without being 
cast. Meanwhile, Holly and her friend make their living running a catering company. For 
Holly, food seems to be a way out of her situation and an opportunity to make her life 
organized. Even though the individual family members have their problems and flaws and 
are sometimes difficult to deal with, the traditional turkey Hannah serves becomes a sym-
bol of solidarity and tolerance towards each other. The lives of the protagonists are full of 
trials and tribulations and many things change in a year, but the annual dinners give them 
the opportunity to meet the people they enjoy being with.

In Allen’s 1989 movie Crimes and Misdemeanors, the occasion for a large Jewish fam-
ily to meet is the Seder dinner. The feast gives the individual family members not only the 
opportunity to keep traditions but also to strengthen family ties by sharing opinions and 
discussing important and serious matters. Presided over by the deeply religious father, the 
whole party discusses morality and guilt, the existence of God, and tries to discover the 
reason for all the suffering Jews have been exposed to.
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In Allen’s first attempt at a non-comic movie, Interiors (1978), two variations of the 
same non-Jewish family are presented. The main characters of Interiors are three adult 
sisters, Renata, Joey and Flynn, whose parents separate and later on divorce. Soon after 
the official break-up, the father Arthur remarries, thus providing his daughters with a new 
stepmother, who is the opposite of his ex-wife. Scenes from the past reveal that when 
the original family met at the breakfast table, the atmosphere was rather sterile and was 
marked by the absence of any closeness between the family members. All the characters 
can be seen eating their breakfast in an orderly fashion. Under the influence of the sophis-
ticated yet emotionally cold interior designer mother, the life of the whole family was well 
organized and there was no scope for warmth and emotions.

Unlike the meals with the mother Eve, the dinner with Arthur’s new Jewish fiancée 
Pearl is louder and more emotional. Pearl is a very lively, pleasure-seeking person wear-
ing a flamboyant red dress, whose appetite for food corresponds to her love of life. When 
subjected to the scornful eye of Arthur’s daughters, Pearl expresses her fondness for steaks 
(she loves sirloin – charcoaled and blood-rare), heavy sauces and rich desserts, and does 
not hesitate to have a second helping of what is on the table. She is not ashamed to admit 
that she preferred Greek cuisine and particularly lamb to the country’s grand architecture 
and ancient temples. The once quiet Arthur, who lived in the shadow of his dominating 
wife, seems to have come alive again and gets carried away by Pearl’s unrestrained energy. 
Pearl disregards any objections and encourages him to eat anything he feels like having:

Pearl: Would you like some more gravy?… What do you worry about? It’s deli-
cious. Try it…

Arthur: I’d love another piece of cheesecake but…
Pearl: Then have it. What do you worry about? You’ll live to be a hundred if you 

give up all the things they make you want to. (Interiors)

The life-affirming new stepmother automatically adopts her partner’s family and tries 
to come closer with them. For her, kissing and showing one’s emotions are natural. Even 
though she was not given a warm welcome by female family members, Pearl tries to 
establish a friendly atmosphere and serves frankfurters and meat balls. As a typical Jewish 
woman and mother, she hopes that food will have the power to build rapport and might 
even unite the rather dysfunctional family.  

Pearl is also just one of the many characters whose attitudes towards life and food cor-
respond. Also in the already discussed movie Love and Death, gastronomy does not only 
serve as a metaphor for love and sex, but is also linked with death. As Allen told Robert 
Benayoun, he even considered calling his movie Love, Food and Death or Love, Death 
and Food (162). The protagonist of Annie Hall summarizes his attitude towards life by 
means of a joke: “There’s an old joke – um… two elderly women are at a Catskill moun-
tain resort, and one of ’em says, ‘Boy, the food at this place is really terrible.’ The other 
one says, ‘Yeah, I know; and such small portions.’ Well, that’s essentially how I feel about 
life - full of loneliness, and misery, and suffering, and unhappiness, and it’s all over much 
too quickly” (Annie Hall). By accepting food, Allen’s characters demonstrate their denial 
of death and affirmation of life. In the face of death, food provides pleasure and enables 
the characters to go on living.   
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The central characters of Woody Allen’s movies often share the intimate experience 
with food in the privacy of their own homes or surrounded by their family. However, when 
Allen lets his protagonists dine out, the restaurants they visit also frequently reflect not 
only their character but also their ethnicity. As has already been stated, Ike Davis from 
Manhattan takes his two girlfriends to different kinds of restaurants. The place which most 
corresponds to Isaac’s character is probably the Russian tearoom he visits with his little 
son during an afternoon of male bonding. However, by choosing this place, Isaac seems 
to ignore the fact that his son is too young for it and would prefer a different sort of food:

Willie: Why can’t we have frankfurters?
Ike: Because this is a Russian tearoom. I mean, you wanna have a blintz or 

something? Frankfurter gives you cancer. (Manhattan)

Even though Ike tries to be a good father and spend time with his son, he obviously has 
problems connecting with the boy and their relationship is limited to scheduled afternoon 
visits in compliance with the divorce settlement.

Another character, the anhedonic Alvy Singer from Annie Hall, has to suppress his 
contempt for Los Angeles and the social decay it represents for him, and meets his young 
and free-spirited ex-girlfriend in a healthy food restaurant she likes. In another movie, 
Broadway Danny Rose (1984), the traditional Carnegie Deli, where retired comedians 
recall their colleague, the unsuccessful Jewish booking agent Danny Rose, corresponds to 
the character of this man. Like the place itself, also Danny is consistent, old-fashioned and 
traditional, believing in values like honesty, loyalty and guilt which often make him look 
like a failure to people around him. 

Apart from choosing an unsuitable place to dine, the protagonists of Woody Allen’s 
movies also frequently order the wrong kind of food (either inappropriate or non-kosher) 
and thus prove to be outsiders in a particular environment. On his “mission” to bring his 
ex-partner Annie back to his home town New York, Alvy Singer from Annie Hall visits 
Los Angeles and a fashionable outdoor restaurant. The place itself is too trendy, airy and 
relaxed for Alvy to cope with. Moreover, when trying to assimilate, Alvy asks for alfalfa 
sprouts and mashed yeasts. His order makes it even clearer that Alvy does not fit into such 
an environment. On the other hand, Annie has fully adopted the new lifestyle represented 
by the city of Los Angeles, including its super-healthy cuisine. Nevertheless, before mov-
ing to L.A., Annie’s choice of food for a change revealed her Midwestern origin; on their 
first date, Alvy ordered the typical New York-style Jewish corned beef10 while, contrary to 
the usual way of serving pastrami, Annie asked for it to come on white bread with may-
onnaise, tomato and lettuce.11 Similarly to Alvy Singer, also Fielding Mellish, the central 
character of Allen’s movie Bananas, finds himself in an environment not typical of him 
when he is captured by rebels trying to overthrow the dictator of San Marcos. In the rebel 
camp, Mellish asks for a grapefruit, poached eggs, toast and coffee and gets the same 
disgusting-looking mash all the other rebels eat. Fielding Mellish is a typical antihero who 
struggled to find his place in his own society and is suddenly confronted with the lifestyle 
of a rebel. Surprisingly, the new environment seems to be more suitable for him, as Mellish 
not only assimilates with the rebels but later also becomes the new leader of the country. 
The breakthrough comes when Mellish is given the task to go and get some food for the 
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starving rebels. In accord with Allen’s type of humor, Mellish approaches his mission with 
responsibility and wins the respect and liking of his comrades in arms.12

While Alvy Singer seems to be an outsider in a different part of his own country and 
Fielding Mellish experiences his cultural shock in a fictitious “banana republic”, Miles 
Monroe from Sleeper has to come to terms with the world of the future. Monroe, the owner 
of the Happy Carrot Health Food Restaurant, underwent minor surgery which did not turn 
out well, and he wakes up in the future. After being defrosted, he asks for breakfast con-
sisting of wheat germ, organic honey and tiger’s milk, all of these being substances that 
“some years ago were felt to contain life-preserving properties” (Sleeper). To Monroe’s 
big surprise, the deep fat, steaks, cream pies, hot fudge or even cigarettes that his genera-
tion considered to be extremely dangerous and unhealthy have been proved to be exactly 
the opposite. Even though all his friends ate organic rice, they are dead now and Monroe 
has to deal with a world so different from what he knew in the old days. According to 
Miles Monroe, the future world is worse than the California of his time and he is shocked 
to come across oversized vegetables and chickens bigger than him. 

Gastronomic metaphors are obviously very common in the works of Woody Allen who, 
like many authors before him, uses food particularly as a symbol of love and sensuality. 
The protagonists of Allen’s movies try to satisfy their physical as well as emotional hun-
ger, and associate food with intimacy. Problems with relationships are reflected in inedible 
dishes and dinners gone awry, while happy moments are invariably accompanied by the 
pleasures of the table. Allen’s characters who incline to enjoying food also have a posi-
tive attitude to life and all the enjoyment it can offer to humans. In Allen’s works food 
symbolizes the ethnicity of his characters and sets them apart from the non-Jewish society. 
By eating foodstuffs that are forbidden to their ethnic group, the Jewish protagonists try 
to assimilate and break free from the traditions they feel to be bound by. When the pro-
tagonists of Allen’s movies find themselves in unfamiliar settings, their choice of food 
frequently exposes them as outsiders.

Notes
1  The term “food film” is hard to define and rather subjective. Nevertheless, in such films food 

is instrumental and their story is centered on the process of preparing or eating food.
2  Another author who deals with the relation between food and sensuality in Woody Allen’s 

work is for example Richard A. Blake, the author of the book Woody Allen: Profane and Sacred 
(1995). 

3  As LeBlanc claims, this scene was a tribute to the erotic dining scene from Tony Richardson’s 
1963 movie Tom Jones (103). 

4 The typical Allen persona (usually the central character of Allen’s works) is a middle-aged 
Jewish male longing to find love and intimacy, terrified by his mortality, and trying to discover the 
meaning of life. Typical protagonists of Woody Allen’s works struggle to come to terms with their 
personal and ethnic identity and try to find out the truth about the existence of God. 
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5 In his 1943 paper called “A Theory of Human Motivation” the American psychologist Abra-
ham Harold Maslow defined his hierarchy of five basic human needs which form an imaginary 
pyramid. According to Maslow, an individual primarily strives to satisfy his or her physical needs 
including breathing, eating, drinking or sex. Once physical needs have been at least to some extent 
satisfied, people instinctively desire for emotional satisfaction and want to be loved, respected and 
finally struggle to achieve self-actualization. Satisfying physical needs was the ultimate goal for 
many protagonists of Woody Allen’s early comedies, while since the late 1970s the Allen persona 
has not only desired sexual gratification but also struggled to experience love. 

6 Louise serves her husband burned toast and fries meat without even taking it out of the original 
packaging.

7 The soufflé was actually so hard and heavy that it had to be carried by two people and subse-
quently broke the table it had been placed on. 

8 Nevertheless, the two most traditional and authentic Jewish dishes, gefilte fish and matzo, do 
not appear in Allen’s movies at all. 

9 According to the Torah, Jews are allowed to eat only those aquatic animals that have fins and 
scales. Therefore, all shellfish is regarded as non-kosher. 

10 In New York, the traditionally Jewish corned beef is usually served on rye bread with mustard 
or some dressing and garnished with a pickle, sauerkraut or Swiss cheese.

11 Pastrami is similar to corned beef and is also typical of New York. It is also typically served on 
rye bread and may be accompanied by pickles, coleslaw or sauerkraut and seasoned with mustard 
or Russian dressing. The west coast (Los Angeles) variation of this dish comes with a French roll.

12 Fielding Mellish returns to the camp with 1,000 grilled cheese sandwiches, 300 tuna fish sand-
wiches and 200 sandwiches with bacon. His order of food was even more specific, as he asked for 
490 of the sandwiches to come on rye, 110 on whole wheat bread, 300 on white bread, and 1 on a 
roll. He even ordered coleslaw for 900 men and mayonnaise on the side. Apart from food, Mellish 
brought to the camp 700 regular coffees, 500 Cokes and 1,000 Seven-Ups.
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