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POETIC REALISM IN WORLD CINEMA 2

FACTFILE:
GCE A2
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Learning Outcomes

Students should be able to:

• demonstrate knowledge and understanding 
of the term Poetic Realism and be able to 
recognise a poetic realist aesthetic in the work 
of key practitioners; 

• identify the distinctive visual style and the 
poetic realist storytelling techniques used to 

explore the common place details, activities 
and gestures of everyday life; 

• analyse and discuss the use of poetic realist 
conventions in previously unseen sequences. 

• discuss the following methods of narrative 
experimentation in contemporary and post-
classical cinema:

- spliced plot;

CASE STUDY: Wong Kar-Wai: Poetic Realism & Experimenting  
with Narrative

Course Content

Hong Kong director Wong Kar-wai is one of World 
Cinema’s most poetic visual stylists. In a series of 
hauntingly beautiful films that include Chungking 
Express, Fallen Angels, In the Mood for Love and 
2046, he has explored the themes of time, memory, 
love and loss with a fresh energy and singular vision 
that has redefined the language of cinema. 

Wong Kar-wai can be categorized as a 
contemporary auteur in full control of all aspects 
of the production of his films. Wong Kar-wai’s early 
career spanned photography, film and television. 
While a student of graphic design at Hong Kong 
Polytechnic, Wong Kar-wai was drawn to the 
photography of Henri Cartier-Bresson, Robert Frank 
and Richard Avedon. 

• Influence of the French New Wave

Wong Kar-Wai’s love of European art films and 
particularly the Nouvelle Vague (New Wave) film-
makers in France can be seen in the experimental 
style of Chungking Express which is clearly 
influenced by Jean Luc Godard’s Breathless. Like 
Godard, Wong Kar-wai made his film ‘on the run’ 
over a two month period while he was also shooting 
the bigger budget Ashes of Time. Chungking 
Express is a much more personal film made on a 
low budget without a formal script. 

Although the director is a leading figure in the Hong 
Kong New Wave of the 1990’s, Sean Redmond has 
argued that “Wong Kar-wai’s experimentalism in 
narrative form and editing techniques are in fact 



2

FACTFILE:  GCE MOVING IMAGE ARTS A2 - POETIC REALISM IN WORLD CINEMA 2

closer to the work of Jean Luc Godard and Alan 
Renais… Wong Kar-wai’s filmwork bears all the 
hallmarks of the European Art Cinema tradition.” 
(Redmond, 2004)

The kinetic visual style of Chungking Express 
constantly disrupts the flow of time. Wong Kar-wai 
employs slow motion, stretch-printing editing 
techniques, freeze-frames, jump cuts, hand-
held camera movements and canted angles to 
slow down, stop and extend time. These stylised 
techniques create a dizzying sense of dislocation, 
transforming the city into a hyper-real, transient 
space through which the character drift like lost 
souls. 

• Experimenting with Narrative

Chungking Express is built around the movement 
and passing of time. The narrative structure of is an 
example of the spliced plot. The director presents 
two entirely separate love stories presented 
successively with numerous echoes, parallels and 
connections. The two stories are joined by a freeze-
frame where one character from the first story 
bumps into a character from the second plot line.

The first story follows a solitary cop, Officer 223 
who wanders the streets of Hong Kong in the days 
after his girlfriend May has left him and encounters 
a mysterious femme fatale. The second story 
features Officer 663, another policeman who has 
also lost his girlfriend and who becomes an object 
of romantic fascination for a strange young woman, 
Faye. The two plot lines crossover at a fast food 
counter visited regularly by both cops.   

David Bordwell explains how Wong Kar-wai 
experiments with narrative structure: “Chungking 
Express focuses on boys meeting, losing, and 
getting, or not quite getting, girls. But Wong 
revivifies the formula. Instead of tightening up 
the plot, he slackens it beyond even Hong Kong’s 
episodic norm, letting a fine network of parallels 
and recurring motifs come forward.” (Bordwell, 
2000)

In an interview at the Cannes Film Festival in 2001, 
Wong Kar-wai said, “The two stories are quite 
independent. What puts them together is that they 
are both love stories. I think a lot of city people 
have a lot of emotions but sometimes they can’t 
find the people to express them to.” (Brunette, 
2005)
  
In both stories the director explores the themes of 
time, love and loss, creating a tone of romantic 

melancholy through poetic stylisation. The 
presence of time is constantly felt in the first love 
story. Repeated shots of digital clocks, significant 
deadlines, the use of freeze-frames and the expiry 
dates on the cans of pineapple all point to the 
material pressures exerted by time on the lives of 
the characters. 
 
One of the central narrative devices of the film is 
first person voice-over. In a series of monologues, 
the male characters confess their melancholic 
feelings of disappointment in love and the failure to 
connect. They comment obsessively on time - “In 
56 hours I would fall in love with her”: “Six hours 
later she would fall in love with him.”: “Two minutes 
from now I will be 25”. 

As Sean Redmond explains, “temporal order is 
disrupted in the film through these voice-overs, and 
this is in fact compounded by the freeze-frame, 
jump-cut and stretch printing editing techniques 
which slow down, stop, slice up and extend time, 
making it seem organic, uneven and circular.” 
(Redmond, 2004)
 
• Poetic Realist Storytelling Techniques

The energy and vitality of the city is captured in 
the director’s expressive use of colour and light. 
The bright, neon lighting and expressionistic reds 
and blues of the fast-food joints and bars radiate 
energy and excitement. This contrasts starkly with 
the melancholy mood of the male characters seen 
drifting through the streets looking for love and 
human connection. 

For the mysterious woman in the blonde wig, 
sunglasses and trench coat, the director draws 
upon the noir archetype of the femme fatale. These 
visual references to American Film Noir add a 
further dimension of sadness and melancholy to 
the texture of the film. Noir characters are doomed, 
existential loners wandering the streets and back 
alleys of a dark city.   
      
The director’s manipulation of time to convey the 
emotional isolation and loneliness of his characters 
can be seen in the hauntingly beautiful shot of Cop 
633 seated at the California Bar waiting for Faye. 
He is shot in real time in the foreground, while 
behind him the crowds rush by in fast motion, a 
blur of shifting shapes. We have a sense that Cop 
633 is a man out of time, existing in a different 
dimension. According to Peter Brunette, the scene 
“seems to illustrate, in a novel visual way, the old 
theme of lonely individual isolation in the midst of 
the pulsating, anonymous crowd, without having 
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to resort to more conventional narrative means.” 
(Brunette, 2005)

Wong Kar-wai made the following commenting on 
his use of the technique. “I read something that 
said ‘in order to show change, you have to use 
things that are immortal.’ Time goes by, people 
change, but many things don’t change. Maybe I 
am so interested in time because, as a filmmaker, 
I always have so many deadlines. But despite all 
that, there’s one thing that doesn’t ever change, 
and that’s the desire people have to communicate 
with others.”  (Brunette, 2005)

Objects are also used to represent the romantic 
longing and loneliness of the characters. In the first 
love story tins of pineapples c become a symbol 
of the fragility of love and transience of human 
emotion. Cop 223 has transferred his feelings about 
May into the tins of pineapples with their expiry 
date of May 1. When the tins are thrown out, his 
love will also have been thrown away. The aching 
sense of loneliness of Cop 223 is heard in the voice-
over narration, when he rhetorically asks, “Is there 
anything in the world that doesn’t have an expiry 
date?  If memories could be canned, would they 
also have expiry dates? If so, I hope they last for 
centuries.” 

Throughout the film, water, tears and rain act 
as poetic symbols of the character’s feelings of 
loss and solitude. The broken-hearted Cop 223 is 
always running through the city because “running 
evaporates bodily fluid so there’s none left for 
tears”. The blonde femme fatale is always shown 
wearing a raincoat as she fears “it will rain.” Cop 
663 talks about his towel as weeping. When he 
finds the water overflowing through his flat, he 
feels that he is being washed away in a flood of 
sadness and remorse. These recurring references to 
water, tears and rain convey the romantic fatalism 
of the characters.  They seem resigned to a life of 
loneliness and endless searching for a perfect love 
they will never find.    
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