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ABSTRACT

Director Wong Kar-wai has become interationally recognized
as a Hong Kong auteur. A visual poet of longing, in his collabora-
tions with editor and art director William Chang and cinematogra-
pher Chris Doyle he has created a filmic representation of an imag-
ined Hong Kong which is always afready lost, despite numerous
attempts to recapture it. From his second film Days of Being Wild
(1990) to the more recent Cannes-winning /n the Mood for Love
(1999), Wong's visual imagination is painfully meditative and evo-
cative of emotions tinged with sadness. i the Mood for Love, like
Wong's other films to date, deals with consistently examined
themes—love, longing, and loss—but the development along the
way has become much more intimate and more purely cinematic.
Beginning with its setting and time, Jn the Mood for Love is his most
autobiographical film to date.

KEY WORDS
Wong Kar-Waj Hong Kong
Chris Doyle : Wim Wenders
mood poem (EYmotion Pictures
memory repetition

Hollywood



128 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXXIII, No. 2

3

Avant-garde filmmaker Wong Kar-wai stands apart from other
Hong Kong directors in that, compared 1o others in the indusiry, he has
continually thumbed his nose at the commercially-driven aspect of
production integral to Hong Kong fitmmaking. Despite winning nu-
merous Hong Kong Film Awards and being recognized internationally,
he has not been popular in the local market. Born in Shanghai in 1958,
he came o Hong Kong with his parents at the age of five, leaving an
older brother and sister, siblings he did not see again until 1974. Com-
ing from the Mainland and speaking only Shanghainese, he faced a
difficult period of adjustment to predominantly Cantonese-speaking
Hong Kong. He and his mother spent many hours escaping into movie
theatres, an experience that evidently influenced his choice of profes-
sion. Despite Wong’s insistence that his films are not autobiographical,
all the stories he has told are about loss. Wong’s films have a medita-
tive and evocative quality about them, none more so than In the Mood
for Love (2000). The film is comparable to a pure moed poem in the
way that it recreates with love and longing Wong’s feelings of loss, in
relation to both his childhood separation from home and family and the
isolation of the Shanghbainese community i 1960s Hong Kong. These
experiences affect the film’s look, rhythm, and structure as well as its
bare plotting and characterization. This paper atternpts to analyze the
work as 2 mood poem while preserving the impressionistic feeling it
imparts.

Wong is recognized for a distinctive visual style developed i
collaboration with his cinematographer Christopher Doyle and edilor-
art director William Chang Suk-ping. From his directorial debut, As
Tears Go By (1988), through Happy Together (1997), Wong has
developed a signature style of camerawork that includes the use of
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Jjump culs, swish pans, step-printing, slow motion, and hand held shots
to communicate raw emotions of regret, pain, and confusion. Meticu-
lous attention is paid to creating atmosphere and ambience through set
design, color and textures. Doyle describes his relationship with Wong
and Chang as “complicitous” and calls the three collaborators the
“Holy Trinity.” He says Chang “comes up with wonderful things and
pushes me towards a certain imagery. [. . .] We never talk about it,
that’s the beauty of it. I don’t think it’s because we make ‘snccessful
films,” I think it’s because you know that what the other person gives is
going to be so reciprocal to your own [work]f. . .} it's like goodsex|[...]
We share” (Doyle). For In the Mood Jor Love, Wong used two camera-
men, Doyle and Mark Li Ping-bin, and Chang worked as editor and
production and costume designer.

Wong studied graphic design and began working in the film in-
dustry in the early 1980s, starting as a production assistant for 80ap
operas and drama serials at Hong Kong television station TVB. He also
wrote scripts for the production company Cinema City and received
credit for 10 screenplays. Wong estimates that during that time he
helped write as many as fifty movies in all genres and describes their
usual practice as gathering a half-dozen young screenwriters together
1o brainstorm ideas all day, with only the eldest recetving credit
(Ciment 40). This description both reveals and distorts Won g’s working
method as a director. First, the free-flow and openness of ideas as well
as the pressure-cooker atmosphere to produce remains integral to
Wong’s current practice. Secondly, however, and ironically, Wong is
notorious for his reluctance to begin a movie with a script. He may have
some dialogue, locale, or characters and situations in mind, but his
usual practice is to write the scenes just prior to shootin 2. Rather than
conceiving a theme before he begins, Wong emphasizes the pracess of
discovering the movie's content while shooting it. As Doyle describes
it, “the intention is to find the movie, and that’s the journey.” In his
seven films to'date, Wong has begun work without complete or even
partial shooting scripts. He claims that, “From the place, I can teil what
kind of person will be in that place and what they will do and what is
their relationship, and the film takes shape. [. . .) Normally, I won’t start
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from a story” (Gargan).

Wong’s atypical working methods reveal his flexibility, openness
to chance, and willingness to turn an obstacle into an opportunity. The
high-profile actors with whom he has repeatedly collaborated contrib-
ute to the developing characters and emotional climate of his films.
This recognizable cadre of actors includes (but is not limited to) Jacky
Cheung, Leslie Cheung, Maggie Cheung, Andy Lau, Tony Leung
Chiu-wai, Tony Leung Ka-faj, and Carina Lau. Wong freats these
“stars” as character actors, thus allowing them to play more subtly, and
he tries to go with whatever they give, discovering the form of the fitm
as he works. For example, Kaneshiro Takeshi, who plays the mute in
Fallen Angels, spontaneously improvised the rubdown of a butchered
pig that adds comedy to one scene. Sometimes things don't work out
at all. Wong used pop singer Faye Wong as the pixie-like fast-food
slacker in Chungking Express, but torch singer Shirley Kwan found her
lonely emigrant completely removed from the finished version of Happy
Together. In 1994, problems on lecation in Mainland China during the
shooting of Ashes of Time (which took almost two years to complete)
resulted in a two-month hiatus while the cast and crew waited for
sound equipment. During that time Wong uscd some of the assembled
actors and crew from Ashes and rapidly made Chungking Express. In
the Mood for Love, in contrast, required a 15-month shoot—the time it
took for him to “discover” the movie. For Wong, filmmaking is all
about process, and he says he {ries to make it as interesting and exciting
as possible. With Moad, he relates, “What we are looking for is the
mood of the film in the moogd of that period” (I the Mood [Press Kit]
16). . '

Certainly compared to Hollywood filmmaking, and even Hong
Kong movics, Wong’s films are low budgeted, which obviously affects
their look and feel. He prefers location shooting and often proceeds
without securing permits, working quickly and on the fly. Under such
circumstances perhaps more mistakes and accidents happen, but Wong
and crew seem to thrive in these conditions, Chance becomes an im-
portant element in the work and is even incorporated mtfo it. A camera
error, such as miscalculating the lighting, can lead to a decision to use
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the shot for moodiness rather than abandon it. In Days of Being Wild,
there were film speed problems in the scene in which the damaged
protagonist Yuddy (Lestie Cheung) walks away from his birth mother’s
estate without meeting her. In editing, step-printing was used to super-
impose the same shot to slow down Yuddy’s forlorn retreat and empha-
size his emptiness. In another example, if passers-by intrude on a shot
- and ruin that part of the scene, the editor might use a jump cut in order
to salvage the footage. When making Happy Together, the team dis-
covered that Argentina was not as they expected, so they decided to
re-create Hong Kong upside-down by shooting primarily interiors,
especially in the room of the Chinese lovers. That room’s low ceilings,
small size, and revealing mirror made hiding the lights and camera
difficult and resulted in handheld camerawork, unusual angles, and
saturated colors pushing the film stock. Likewise, for the teahousc
location in Fallen Angels Wong expected to use a lot of wide angles,
but ended up using extremely wide angles that not only pulled the
characters closer to the camera but also affected the perspective so that
they seemed farther away, creating a curious and disorienting surreal
effect. _ :

During his youth, Wong and the siblings from whom he was separat-
ed read literary classics, American and European included, and corre-
sponded about them. Still an avid reader, Wong uses literature for
inspiration and as a point of departure. Wong’s philosophical martial
arts Eastern western, dshes of Time, is adapted from Louis Cha’s The
Eagle Shooting Hero. In the novel, Ouyang Feng and Huang Yaoshi are
aging masters in their 60s. Wong filled in their backstory for the movie,
focusing primarily on Ouyang Feng. Chungking Express is indebted to
the novels and short stories of Murakami Haruki, which feature dis-
placed young and hip urbanites who are transposed from the author’s
native Japan to Wong’s Hong Kong. Happy Together was drawn from
Wong's reading of Latin American writers, specifically the Argentine
Manue! Puig. His novel The Buenos dires Affair concerns nostalgia for

‘the past and unfulfilled dreaming lovers, setting the weak against the
strong, and its title briefly served as a working title for Happy Together.
His Heartbreak Tango (begun as Boguitas pintadas, 1969, literally
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“Little Painted Lips”) reflects the disillusionment of a married woman
who romanticizes in memory her earlier life with a lover despite his
numerous affairs. Liu Yi-chang's Duidao (Intersection) inspired In the
Mood for Love. The novella tells two stories, one of an older man and
the other of a young girl, whose paths cress along Nathan Road in
Mongkok. She fantasizes about the future; he remembers the past. Both
lock at themselves in mirrors, eat at the same restaurant, witness an
accident, and hear about a gold store robbery. They end up seated next
to each other at the cinema; although each notices the other and thinks
about the other, no words are exchanged between them. Wong picks up
on (éte-béche, a term from philately pertaining to a pair of stamps
printed with one stamp inverted so that the head of one rests against the
foot of another. Like the stamps the stories intersect, and Wong seems
to have been deeply impressed by these lines from Liu’s Intersection:
“Those bygone days were something he could only look af through a
dusty window pane: something he could see, but couldn’t touch. And
everything he saw was blurred and indistinet.”

Like many other filmmakers Wong is also a music lover, and
music serves as inspiration in his work. A common practice of Wong,
Doyle, and Chang is to listen fo music, particularly at the editing stage
(which occurs during filming and in post-production). Music has set the
tone in several of his films, Chungking Express includes Faye Wong'’s
cover of the Cranberries’ “Dreams” and exploits The Mamas and The
Papas’ “California Dreaming” for symbolic purposes. In addition to its
literature, Wong is also attracted to Argentina’s tango music, and Happy
Together uses many Astor Piazzolla tangos riffs as well as tango’s
other-side-of-the-tracks history and its association with doomed lovers.
fronically, Wong took the title for In the Mood for Love from Brian
Ferry’s cover of the 1935 McHugh and Fields serenade “I'm in the
Mood for Love” included on Ferry's tribute collection As Time Goes
By, even though the song is not on the soundtrack. Wong and Doyle
happened to be listening to this music while working on the film. Wong
had planned on a title with the word “Secrets” in it for In the Mood for
Love, but upon submitting the film for the Cannes Film Festival he was
told there were too many titles with “secret” i them. Ferry’s cover
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evidently captured the emotional register Wong expresses on film,
Interestingly, Wong selected the waltz from a Seijun Suzuki film as a
reference point for In the Mood for Love, explaining, “The film should
be like a waltz, two people dancing together, slowly” (Ciment and
Niogret).

Numerous critics have identified Wong’s thematic preoccupa-
tions, which include loss, memory, and desire. I the Mood Sfor Love
represents a continuation of these preoccupations. As Doyle notes,
“Everyone has one or two things to say in life. You're refining and even
learning what you want to say. You’re this close and you move on to try
to say it another way” (Doyle). Mood, then, can be understood more
deeply in relation to Wong’s other films, especially Days of Being Wild,
set in the same place and time as the more recent film. Wong doesn’t
seem to separate his movies but secs them as part of one continuing
story. He explains, “] am making a very long film, each film I make is
just like a sequence in that long film and I’m not sure what that long
film is intended to be. [. . .] T just love them all” (Accomando).

Consider that with his directorial debut in 1988, As Tears Go By,
Wong explored the conflict between love and loyalty. A riff on Martin
Scorsese’s Mean Streets (1973), the story focuses on a young punk
called Wah Ha-tan (Andy Lau) who is torn between the needs of his
girlfriend (Maggie Cheung), who wants a normal life, and his best
friend Fly (Jacky Cheung), a hapless case who can’t avoid trouble,
Despite trying, Wah is unable to break free from Kowloon gang life,
which leads to tragedy for all. In Ashes of Time Cuyang Feng loves his
brother’s fiancée and seduces her on her wedding night, then flees to
avoid future complications, only fo witness similar love triangles play
out before him. The couple from In the Mood for Love is torn between
the unexpected love that grows between them and the dictates of a
canservative society that binds them to their respective albeit adulter-
ous spouses. “You won’t leave your husband. Better that go away,”
Chow (Tony Leung Chi-wai) tells Su Li-zhen (Maggie Cheung Man-
yuk}. He confesses, “T sometimes wonder what I’d be if 1 hadn’t mar-
ried. Have you ever thought of that?” “Maybe happier?” responds Su
Li-zhen,
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Or compare 1995’s Fallen Angels with 1994’s Chungking Ex-
press. Both are structured by parallel stories, The laiter presents the
work and love lives of two beat cops; the former compares the exis-
tence of a hit man and his agent with that of a mute amateur videogra-
pher and the lovelom woman he frics to help. The hit man wants out
and his agent is secretly in love with him; the videographer breaks into
shops by night, forces passersby to be his customers, and is closest (o
his dying father who loves him but continuatly berates him. In Chung-
king Express, the cop with badge 223 (Kaneshiro Takeshi) tenderly
cleans the high heels of the unnamed drug-smuggling hired hand
(Brigitte Lin wearing a blonde wig, trench coat, and shades) just as the
mute in Fallen Angels secretly videotapes his sieeping father. Some of
the most poignant scenes in all film (which speak volumes about rela-
tionships between fathers and sons) are of the father secretly watching
what his son has shot and of the son later watching his deceased father
on tape. But their emotions are equally matched by those of the an-
guished lovers of Happy Together: one, Fai (Tony Leung Chiu-wai),
visiting Iguazu Falls, the other, Po-wing (Leslie Cheung), staring at a
souvenir revolving lamp of the falls, both alone, the only way they can
be happy together. Also in this film, a parallel story line is introduced
with the character of Chang (Chang Cheh), who is a lifeline for Fai. In
this story as well as others similar moments of pure joy appear, such as
the exhilarating ride Fai takes on a Taipei train to the upbeat cover of
the Turtles’ “Happy Together” by Danoy Chung. Likewise, in Chung-
king, the fey slacker asks cop 663, “Where do you want to go?” and he
replies, “Doesn’t matter. Wherever you want to go,” creating Wong’s
most hopeful ending. And similarly, in Angels, sheer spontaneous cn-
ergy erupts as the hit man’s agent rides on the back of a motorcycle
with the mute in that film’s conclusion. In all cases, Wong hits the same
emotional tones, exploring the feelings, expressing the nuances, and
rephrasing the idiom.

Throughout his fitms, Wong has developed a distinctive stylistic
fitm vocabulary. German filmmaker and writer Wim Wenders, de-
seribing what he calls *(E)motion Pictures,” comes closest to express-
ing the quality of Wong’s images. He notes: “Images are fragile. Most
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of the time words don’t translate them well, and when they have carried
the image to the other side the emotion has all run out of it. Writing has
to be careful with (E)motion Pictures” (Wenders viii). Wong’s images
lead to afler-images that remain imprinted on the audience’s conscious-
ness and cannot be shaken. There’s an intimacy to them that is almost
tangible; they make you swoon, You can feel it, and it’s as close as you
can come to an act of pure cinema. /n the Mood for Love inhabits a
rarefied space, existing as a scries of painterly, classical compositions
of heartbreaking beauty that capture mood. I is a dreamy and subtle
mood piece built upon two solitary and lonely people. It laments and
mourns their sadness, fear, and vulnerability, their needs, longing, love,
and loss. Al of these feelings become ours as we travel, at a polite and
safe distance (which only grows shorter and more vibrant in memeory),
the empty hallways with walls textured by age and the deserted, rain-
slicked strects. )

Numerous critics have described the camerawork of I the Mood
for Love as “classical, stately.” The shots are disciplined, the rhythm is
langorous, and the editing is slow-paced, in opposition to the unusual
angles, foregrounding, and ficnetic editing style used in Chungking
Express and Fallen Angels. Even the slow pans of breathtaking, perma-
nent vistas and landscapes of Ashes of Time, with its long takes and
philosophizing voice-over by Ouyang Feng, do not seem as slow be-
cause they are regularly punctuated by jarring and frenetic swordfights,
thus combining slow motion brutality with rapid-fire editing, Happy
Together comes closest to the camerawork and rhythm of n the Mood
for Love with its saturated colors and interiors, but the spectacular
acrial shots of Tguazu and the tracking shots along the Chilean coast, as
well as the giddy closing Taipei scene, open up the film. Explains
Wong, “We get used to certain types of style, and people say this is
your label or your trademark. [. . .} It becomes very boring. We tried to
do something else. For this film, because Chris Doyle was away
shooting [another film], we used another cameraman. That means I
cannot be so lazy as before because in the past, I could rely on Chris for
lighting and frame. But this time I had to control everything myself.
This is a process where I can control mere of the film and the style of
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the film is more attached to content” (Kaufman),

In this film, space becomes as much of a character as the couple
and their respective abgent spouses. Despite the several families that
are ctowded into the apartments and share a communal space, empty
spaces abound. Wong uses space 1o caress and embrace the couple; it
lingers like the rising smoke from Chow’s cigarette as an emotional and
physical space. “The look is more attached to content” than in previous
films, according to Wong (Ciment and Niogret). Camerawork, mise-
en-scene (including not only the composition of objects and figures
within the frame but the spaces between), and editing create a marriage
between content and form. Says Wong, “In Chinese literature the most
important thing is the theme, what the story is about. But how to tell
the story, 1 leamed {rom [Argentine novelist Manuel] Puig and [Co-
lombian writer Gabriel Garcia] Marquez, because the form 13 some-
times very much related to the theme, and the theme can sometimes be
the form and the form can sometimes be the theme” (Alexander). This
comment shows a recognition of the complex interplay between form
and content so fully realized by this movie.

A pure mood poem would result in an amorphous incoherence; to
organize the film, Wong introduces key structural elements to provide a
framework for narrative, time, and relationships. These are also the
elements that provide the film with its distinctive look and themes. In
the Mood for Love establishes its patterns through meaningful repeti-
tions and variations on these elements. As Doyle observes, “Repetition
is a theme in life. People do get divorced and remarried, you know. It’s
the same thing in movies” (Doyle). These reappearing motifs include:

1, The Routine

There are repeated images of both Chow and Su Li-zhen at work;
the camera follows them to and from their building to work or to the
noodle stand for dinner, and the sameness of their everyday lives is
emphasized.

2. Settings and Objects

Almost all of the settings are interiors, including narrow hatlways
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and staircases, doorways and windows, and the apariment rooms the
couple inhabits; confinement, restraint, and closeness are emphasized,
Mirrors, clocks, and textured walls reappear; they are shot in close-ups,
foregrounded, or appear at angles to stand out in the scene,

3. Costumes

Su Li-zhen’s cheongsams are styled and fitted to emphasize her
curves and womanliness; she’s like a fragile vase and appears almost as
if she’s been poured into her dress. The dresses are colorful, and their
intricate patterns attract attention, There are close to 30 dress changes
with a few memorable ones reappearing at diffcrent points in the story,
Su Li-zhen's hairstyle is tight and upswept, perfectly kept without a
hair out of place. Chow’s crisp suits and ties are impeccable and hug his
body---add 1o that the Brylcreemed hair that gives him a respectable
stylishness.

4. Body language and gestures

Because of the dresses Maggie Cheung wears, her posture is erect
and poised; she’s always posing as she sits, and the sway of her hips is
apparcnt 1n her walk, especially up stairs. It’s impossible for her o be
comfortable in those dresses. Similarly, Chow’s suits are tightly fitted,
preventing free movement. Emphasis is also placed on hands, the bare
touch of shoulders, and sidelong giances, The couple is simultaneously
close and far.

5. Camera shots and fades

The camera lurks, either behind something or coming around a
corner, and capfures gestures and sidelong glances as the couple is
caught in the act. The repetition of shot point of view is suggestive of
the routine of the couple’s actions and lives—the passing of time, a
change in their relationship, or the replaying of a scene for a different
outcome. “We always wanted something in front of the camera because
we wanted to create a feeling that the audience becomes one of the
neighbors,” says Wong about the camerawork. “They always observe
these two people” (Kaufman).
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6. Musical Interludes

Music is used for mood and sound; little is communicated by the
words of the dialogue between the couple. Because of the camerawork,
the audience eavesdrops. While other Wong films use voiceovers
{which sometimes serve as voice-offs, as the dialogue seems unrelated
fo the visuals at the time or out of sequence chronologicaily), this
movie has none. Instead, the musica! interludes substitute for the
missing voiceovers, from the three Latino songs sung by Nat King Cole,
to the waltz of Japanese composer Umebayashi Shigeru, to the original
Michael Galasso score, which creates a sense of pace and time, and,
when played at story’s end, expresses loss. The Latin songs have lyrics
and include standards that were popular in Hong Kong in the carly
sixties—*Quizas, Quizas, Quizas,” “Te Quiero Dijiste,” and “Aquellos
Ojos Verdes.” In the first, “Maybe, Maybe, Maybe,” the lover asks his
beloved, “when, how, and where?"" and is only given the tentative an-
swer “maybe, maybe, maybe”; he’s “in desperation.” The second, “I
Love You, You Said,” is a song of remembrance, and the singer wanis
to know if he’s loved and adored and “if you remember me/as I do you.”
The third, “Those Green Eyes,” is a song of sadness and unrequited
love: “You don’t know the sadness/That m my soul they have
left/Those green eyes/That I shall never kiss.” All three are sulfry in
tone and mood and relate to the relationship between the couple. Wong
also includes half a dozen popular Shanghainese songs, from Zhu Xue-
qing’s and Xie Huijun’s “Zhuang Tai Bao Xi” to Chit Waiping’s “Yue
Er Wan Wan Zhao Jiu Zhou,” and plays part of a radio broadcast typi-
cal of what was listened to by the community.

In the Mood for Love has only the wisp of a plot. Wong infroduces
the situation: Chow Mo-wan, a newspaper journalist, and Su Li-zhen,
(called Mrs. Chan in the English subtitles, Su being her maiden name),
a secretary for a shipping company, learn their spouses are having an
affair. Beyond that there’s little, if any, dramatic conflict. When the
couple shares the secret of their spouses’ infidelities, their intimacy
begins and the mood of shared feelings and secrets takes precedence,
courtesy of memory and desire. An elliptical narrative structure results
n an oblique telling and blurring of days, months, and years as multi-
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layered complexities arise. Once the infidelity is established, the story
scatters and disperses as ambiguities abound. A brief and desperate
coupling appears and disappears so quickly that a viewer questions
whether it even happened. Were they play-acting? Over dinner they
assume the parts of their spouses. In another scene Su Li-zhen rehear-
ses confronting her husband, Still later, Chow tells her, “T won’t see
you again,” squeezing her hand and walking away. Visibly upsef, Su
Li-zhen firmly squeezes her arm. Following a fade, Chow appears.
“Don’tcry, it's only a rehearsal,” he reassures her, “Don’t cry, this isn’t
real.” Is this a continuation of the scenc? Another occasion? And is it
about them or their spouses or both? Several scenes look as if they’re
alternate narrative threads meant to pose the question, “What if I'd
done this instead?”

Ostensibly the story begins in 1962, when numerous Shanghainese
were living in established enclaves separate from Cantonese-speaking
Hong Kongers. These are the Shanghainese that had immigrated to
Hong Kong since the 1949 revolution, believing their stay was only
temporary. The movie ends in 1966, a watershed year in many ways.
This was the year in which violent riots broke out in Hong Kong,
sparked by a proposed one-cent fare increase for the ferry between the
Kowloon peninsula and Victoria Island. These riots reflected deep-
seated discontent aimed directly at British imperialism and related to
the steady rise in the cost of living, the widening gap between the haves
and have-nots, and the abscnce of a lawful means of redress against
grievances, Simultaneously, 1966 registered shock waves from the
“Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution,” with purges of some top party
leadership and re-education for many intellectuals on the Mainltand and
fear among the Chinese who’d fled the Mainland—Dboth for themselves
and those who remained there. 1966 also marked French president
Charles de Gaulle’s official visit to Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Despite de
Gaulle’s speechifying, in which he called for U.S, withdrawal from
Vietnam and non-intervention in Asian affairs by the West, his appear-
ance served as a reminder of how France had colonized and abandoned
Indochina (just as Britain would Hong Kong).

Wong uses 1966 as a reference in several ways. Firstly, he relates
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{he dawning realization for Shanghai exiles following the advent of the
Cultural Revolution that their stay in Hong Kong would be permanent.
Secondly, he ties the 1966 exodus of many Mainlanders to the response
of Hong Kongers to the perceived Mainland threat posed by the retum
of Hong Kong to China in 1997. Many Mainland Chinese who were
able to left for other climes in 1966, just as Hong Kong denizens would
ready their passports in anticipation of 1997 after the 1984 signing of
the Sino-British Joint Agreement that sealed Hong Kong’s future. And
lastly, Wong’s allegory is both personal and political as he relates
Chow’s escape from the constrictive enclave and abandonment of Siu
Li-zhen to the political tandscape—from Chinese escaping the Mam-
tand, to France’s interference with and abandonment of Indochina and
Britain’s of Hong Kong, Hence, the movie ends with shattered dreams
for peoples, nations, and individuals.

The loss tangibly felt by the protagonists increases immeasurably
by the ways in which their sensibilities and characters are defined.
Characterizations of both Chow and Su Li-zhen emphasize their polite-
ness and attention to etiquette and decorum. Both are trapped by the
social conventions of a society in a particular place and time, although
the expectations and strain seem harder on the woman. They are careful
not to be seen together by the others in the apartment building and are
well aware of the gossip. Chow’s friend Ping, a gambler and woman-
- izer, is himself interested in Li-zhen, but he jokes about Chow pursuing
her. Their friendship extends to money lending and talking about
women, and Ping is the one to teil his friend about his wife’s infidelity.
Li-zhen, however, is taken aside by her landlady Mrs. Suen {Rebecca
Pan) and advised not to stay out so much and to make sure her husband
doesn’t travel so often and to spend more time with him. In the next
scene, Su Li-zhen stays in for the evening. She is framed standing at a
window, looking outward with yearning while she carries on with a
mindless conversation. A parallel shot shows Chow, remaining at work
after others have gone home, also staring out the window from his desk.
What are they thinking and feeling? Much of their presence and char-
acter is defined not by what they say or do, but by the aura surrounding
them. Tony Leung, 2 Wong regular, described the unusual difficulty of
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playing this character. “Both of us [Leung and Maggie Cheung] wanted
more. {. . .| Maybe that’s why making the movie was so exhausting and
frustrating. [. . .] I kept on stressing [that] because there was no scene
for me to express myself. [. . .] There’s a lot in this movie that people
might not notice. [...] At one point I told Kar-wai we couldn’t develop
the story if the characters were so withdrawn through the entire movie.
I told him T couldn’t move, or breathe” (Short). Each character offers
the other a breath of fresh air, so to speak, a life; each is stifled, simply
existing rather than living,

Perhaps Su Li-zhen’s comment to her boss—“You notice thin gsif
you pay attention”—and Leung’s observation ahove offer some insight
into Wong’s “(E)motion Pictures.” Wong expresses his characters’ loss
and longing through nuanced details associated with emptiness, lack,
silence, and substitution. As a journalist Chow is a man of words, but
he seems unable to talk honestly with Su Li-zhen and express his feel-
ings; she is a shipping office secretary, but she doesn’t travel (instead,
her husband does). She won’t leave her husband, but she can’t leave
with Chow either, Instead, she surreptitiously visits his room in Singa-
pore, even making love to him through his things in the room: she lies
on his bed, takes a cigareite from his pack. She inhabits him. (Similarly,
in Chungking Express, Faye Wong’s character replaces objects and
clothing in the apartment of Leung’s cop character, announcing her
presence; likewise, in Fallen Angels, Michelle Reis’ agent cleans up
after the hitman in his place, even masturbating on his bed.) All the
women reach out the best they can, trying to connect. Su Li-zhen
phones Chow at work, but she refuses to speak, while Chow, whose
remembrance structures the film, reveals his feelings only to a hole in
the wall of a ruin. Both choose the romantic fantasy of love, in which
one is never disappointed, to the actuality. Their appreciation of martial
arts fantasy serials and collaboration on writing one is telling. Just as
Fai learns to get over Po-wing and get on with his life in Happy To-
gether, so in In the Mood for Love does Su Li-zhen move on with her
life as a single parent with ber child. Fai never stops loving Po-wing,
but he chooses how he’ll fove him, the way in which they can be
“happy together,” at a distance. Similarly, Chow carries the secret of the
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loss of his wife and Su Li-zhen until he finds the right place to reveal it,
just as Fai removes the photo of his understanding friend Chang from
his family’s food stall in order to keep the memory, All the characters
experience loss, all have difficulty relating to others, and all find alter-
nate ways to fifl the empty space.

As Wong explains, “Most of the time in a love story audiences
want to concentrate on the couple. It's very indulging, you know? We
wanted to start from an ambience and show how their relationship 1s
not the only thing in the world” (Fuller 97). Those sweeping and diz-
zying emotional moments in fn the Mood for Love, the series of missed
opportunities and “almosts,” of a love that might have been, makes the
particular couple nearly superflucus. The penultimate scene, where the
couple miss each other when Chow attempts to visit his former landlord
Mr, Koo, resonates with the rest of the film, reestablishing the close-
ness yet distance between the two lovers. That the couple doesn’t meet
again seems fated, and it makes perfect sense in the world of Wong to be
so close and yet so far. From the proximity of Cop 223’s bumping
shoulders with the woman he’1l fall in love with (in Chungking Express)
to Chow’s several shoulder touches in the hallway and on the stairs of
In the Mood for Love, physical and emotional closeness are sometimes
related but often not, Unknown to Chow, we know that the now single
Su Li-zhen and her child, possibly Chow’s, live just next door. Were
they to meet again, what would they say to each other?

Much more than a doomed love story, In the Mood for Love is
about remembering. Wong Kar-wai immerses himself in the nostalgia
he has for the Shanghainese community he experienced when he came
to Hong Kong with his parents at age five. As “(E)motion Pictures,”
these moments now exist outside the limits of time, and Wong is able to
preserve a time and place already seen and already gone; not unlike
Hong Kong itself. The once crown colony performed a modern day
economic miracle beginning in the 1960s and today boasts more mil-
lionaires and billionaires per square kilometer than anywhere else in
the world. Besides the return of Hong Kong to China and the possible
loss of a way of life, there is also Hong Kong's love affair with the new.
Buildings vanish practically overnight and new ones are consfructed
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over the ruins. As such, Hong Kong’s impermanence forms the basis
for the belief Wong possessed from childhood, that the Shanghainese
community was simply a temporary way station and that there was no
need to develop a sense of belonging in a place like Hong Kong, Ack-
bar Abbas writes about the difficulty of truly seeing Hong Kong as it
constantly remakes itself, having already disappeared; he notes “the
changing cultural space of the city” and its “cultural self-invention of
the Hong Kong subject in a cultural space of disappearance” (4). Ironi-
cally, most of In the Mood for Love was shot in Bangkek, and the
apartments were rcereated on a sound stage. The area Wong remembers
has long been built over. The film is Wong’s mood poem for a lost time
and a way of life that appears in its moment of disappearance, disap-
pearing in its representation as a love story. The various slippages in
the love story, articulated through repetitions of shots, scenes, and
clothes, suggest the elusiveness of that time and place as Wong tries to
hold onto it; the long and numerous fades, the slow-motion sway of Su
Li-zhen’s hips, and the careful and slow movements of Chow’s hands
elegantly lighting a cigarette expose Wong’s approximation of slowing
down, if not reversing, time. “That era had passed. Nothing that be-
longed to it exists anymore,” a title reminds the viewer at the film’s
sudden shift to 1966 scenes. Wong fills the void by recalling Yuddy’s
words in Days of Being Wild: “What’s to be remembered, I’d always
remember.” “Is it basically a love story about these two characters?”
Wong asks. “Finally I think it’s more than that. It’s about the end of a
period” (Rayns 14). The original Chinese title, The Age of Flowers,
alludes not only to the concept of a woman in her prime, but to the
Shanghainese Hong Kong period as Wong perceives it through mem-
ary.

“I wanted to create the environment and the period by details,”
Wong says (In the Mood [Press Kit] 16). And the early 1960s marked
the beginning of three decades of economic growth that would turn the
British colony into one of the world’s capitalist showcases. But its
people faced severe housing shortages, so families rented out rooms in
apartments. It was not unusua! for families to share space for eating and
socializing, and Wong vividly captures the spatial relations of human
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interaction and the camaraderie between the Shanghainese. With
Chang’s assistance he meticulously recreates the street comer and
noodle stand, the taxicab in which Chow and Suride, and their clothes
and hairstyles. Scenes in the cab, for example, are reminiscent of the
gay lovers in Happy Together, and Wong came close to duplicating the
shots and body language with these lovers. Bowever, the model of this
cab and its logos are appropriate for the era and place. The actors con-
tribute to the way people walked and talked, and their behavior. The
music and radio programs, as well as the movies, magazines, and food
dishes, add to the cultural atmosphere. Food references also suggest
time passing as seasonal vegetables for the preparation of various
specific dishes are noted by the Amah. The Shanghainese prided them-
selves on their cultural refinement, and they are set apart from Hong
Kongers not only by language but by their presumed sophistication and
cosmopolitanism. Wong relates, “At first I thought, ‘This film is about
food.” T kept asking myself if that was all—maybe this film is about
marriage, or is it a love story? But in the end, thought, ‘This film is
about a certain period in Hong Kong which I know, but which deesn’t
exist anymore™ (In the Mood [Press Kit] 15). The sense of place and
time is center stage in the movie as a character and the select atmos-
phere is almost palpable, but ifs residue has a curious effect. By recre-
ating the specifics there is also a sense of transcending time and place,
of unjversal themes and emotions, of loss and remembrance.

In the Mood for Love attempts to realistically recreate 1960s
Hong Kong and in a sense is counterpart to Days of Being Wild, which
imaginatively recreates the same seiting. Wong forces the comparison
by having Maggie Cheung’s character use the same name in both films,
and she could very well be the same woman ten years later (just as the
characterization of Brigitte Lin’s character could be Faye Wong's ten
years later in Chungking Express). Also, Rebecca Pan, as Yuddy's
stepmother in Days of Being Wild, is recast as Su Li-zhen’s landlady,
Mrs. Suen, in In the Mood of Love. She gives Li-zhen motherly advice
when gossip is spreading about the couple. And Leung Chiu-wai ap-
peared briefly at the end of the earlier film as a gambler getting ready to
go out for the evening. An immaculate dresser, he concludes his toilette
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and pockets his cigareties and lighter. (The appearance of this character
out of nowhere set up a sequel for Wong but puzzled critics and viewers
as much as the conclusion of In the Mood for Love.) The literal transla-
tion of the Chinese title of Days of Being Wild is The True Story of Ah
Fei, named for its main character, Ah Fei (called Yuddy). Both titles
have important ramifications, The “wild days” describe Wong’s im-
pression of 1960s Hong Kong as he imagines it. And Yuddy, who lives
the “wild days,” is a rudderless womanizer, symbolized by the bird his
voice-over interior narrative describes: “I've heard on earth there’s a
kind of bird without legs that can only fly and fly and sleep in the wind
when i’s tired. The bird lands only once in its life. That’s when it dies.”
It’s a story the character has heard and is not unlike the unfolding siory
the viewer sees and feels. The Chinese title announces the movie’s
veracity as well as its focus. Ah Fei, the name of the protagonist, puns
upon the Cantonese verb fei, “to fly,” as Curtis Tsui notes (101). It also
alludes to 1960s youth rebellion, alienation, and modernism, as indi-
cated by the expression familiarly meaning “carefree youth.”

The couple from In the Mood for Love, however, is anything but
rebellions or carefree. Older and more mature than the characters of
Days of Being Wild, they could possibly be the adult versions of the
earlier film’s characters. Other imagined characters in Days of Being
Wild, are, like Yuddy, alienated from their milieu. The beat cop Tide
{Andy Lau) wants to leave for sea but is responsible for caring for his
ailing mother; Su Li-zhen contrasts her circumstances with those of her
soon-to-be married sister who will return to Macau; Zeb (Jacky
Cheung), Yuddy’s childhood pal, doesn’t “match” the much-admired
car Yuddy leaves him; and Leung Fung-ying (also called Mimi and
Lulu, and played by Carina Lau) sees the place as “nothing to write
home about.” While Yuddy is characterized by restlessness and activity,
these others are tied to routine and repetition. Tide’s rounds as a beat
cop are predictable and circular. Su Li-zhen’s job at a sports stadium,
whether she is stacking Coke bottle crates or selling tickets behind the
window, is routine. The meaninglessness of {he quotidian is established
through these characters’ lives and relations, but Wong rips apart the
structures confirmed by the everyday in order to reveal the emotional
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effects underneath. Days of Being Wild, then, is a story of misconnec-
tions and the longing that results. Su Li-zhen loves Yuddy, Tide desires
Li-zhen, Fung-ying wants Yuddy, and Zeb pines for Fung-ying. Itis a
narrative of almosts and if-onlys to be lamented, endemic to a pariicu-
lar place but identifiable as universal feelings of yearning, ache, and
desire for a past wholeness that never existed.

In The Zoo Story, American playwright Edward Albee writes,
“It’s one of those things a person has to do; sometimes a person has to
go a very long distance out of his way to come back a short distance
correctly.” Just as Wong is intoxicated by a time and place from his
early childhood, Chow is drunk on love and loss. “The past is some-
thing he could see but not touch. [. . .] He remembers those vanished
years, {. . .] dusty pain. [. . .] blurred and indistinct” titles tell us near
film’s end. Those lines could be taken from the martial arts serial on
which the couple collaborated. Chow’s {and Wong’s) position reflects
Ouyang Feng’s words in Ashes of Tine: "] once heard someone say if
you have to lose something, the best way to keep it is to keep it in your
memory.” In retrospect, Chow remembers Su Li-zhen even though she
is not there—indeed, more vividly because she is not there. Her presence
1s dictated by her absence; he compensates for his loss by keeping her
with him in his memory. Several reviewers, even those who appreciate
the film, have noticed its abrupt ending. Certainly it might have seemed
natural to end the story after the missed opportunity of the couple re-
uniting when Chow revisits the apartments.

But Wong carrics us to Angkor Wat, the early twelfth-century
Hindu sacred site dedicated to Vishnu. The secular palaces of kings
there have all disappeared; the sandstone remains of the temples and
religious monuments still stand. Sculptures and friezes depicting gods
and goddesses like Rama and Siva, set alongside events of daily life
such as the march of the Khmer army or rice gathering and consump-
{ion, put in perspective duty, human desires, needs, and nner life,
Wong Kar-wai calls it “a museum of jealousy, passion and love,” ad-
ding his contemporary story to the annals of history (Ciment and
Niogret), The camera registers not only a geographical change but also
a spatial one as the field of vision opens up across the vast complex of
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open ground and crumbling, ancient architecture. Another sense of
place is suggested, beyond time and the concerns of man because of its
holiness, and also distant from the couple’s story. A serene place,
indifferent to paltry concems of the everyday, it provides the emotional
distance Chow nceds to reveal his secret. The looming architectural
friezes serve as silent wiinesses, along with a lone mork, to his confes-
sion. Time heals, and his secret love and loss can be told as he tearfully
whispers into a hole in a wall, just as Leung Chiu-wai, earlier playing a
wounded lover in Happy Together, sobs into a tape recorder whose
message will be released at Ushuaia at the end of the world. The natural
sounds of birds and insects in the Angkor Wat scene connect if to the
natural environment of rock, water and wind at Ushuaia, and both are
far removed from Hong Kong. “In the old days, if someone had a sceret
they didn’t want to share, they found a mountain, carved a hole in a tree,
whispered it, and would leave the secret there forever,” Chow tells Ping,
but denies having secrets himself. When he speaks, he lies. The Angkor
Wat scene is crucial as we see, still at a distance, but don’t hear, his
revelation.

In the Mood for Love is a gloriously sad romance and love affair
without the affair. Through the couple, it poses the big questions: What
is love? What is intimacy? What does it mean to be close to someone?
How do lovers find each other? Why do they leave one another? For
Wong, there are questions too, questions also curiously posed by Wim
Wenders, addressing Germany’s past in Wings of Desire: “Why am |
me and not you? Why am [ here and not there? Where did time begin
and where docs space end?” These questions have been carried by
Wong, the Shanghai exile, the outsider little boy, for a lifetime. Wong’s
characters, confined by their culture and their time, cannot spcak, but
Chow’s whispers into that hole are almost a spiritual revelation, just as
Wong Kar-wai’s quiet and evocative film, as close to an act of pure
¢inema as onc may ever encounter, intimately resonates with love,
longing, and loss. Rather than whisper into holes and stuff them with
moss, he is making a movic.
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