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	SUPPLEMENTS

	· Quentin Tarantino's introduction and wrap-up


Movie Review



Those for whom the statement "that was weird and meaningless" is high aesthetic praise will love "Chungking Express." Those who prefer their art to come equipped with such old-fashioned accessories as coherence and character development will be less happy. Iconoclastic Hong Kong director Wong Kar-Wai's 1994 film is a frenetic one-way ride through The Land of Vaporous Plot, with stops along the way at Irritatingly Cute Extended Metaphor City. There's madness aplenty in this tantalizing film, but not nearly enough method in it. 

You have to give Kar-Wai, the much-parodied, arty bad boy of Hong Kong cinema, points for audacity. To his unorthodox two-stories-in-sequence structure Kar-Wai adds generous portions of Hong Kong noir, manic editing, urban angst a la Scorsese, Freudian analysis as told to Hello Kitty and possibly the worst overuse of a pop song in film history. This wild mixture sounds intriguing, but it ends up being about as nourishing as those "special milk shakes" that six-year-olds make out of beer, aspirin, peanut butter and cayenne pepper. 

The script of "Chungking Express" (which appears to have gone from conception to final form with remarkable rapidity) consists of two consecutive, supposedly mirroring stories about the strange and unhappy love lives of two Hong Kong cops. In Story A, the cop, Detective 223, having been dumped by his girlfriend, reacts in a way that would bring joy to the Pineapple Council: every day he buys a can of pineapple with an expiration date of May 1, a month to the day after his girlfriend walked out on him. If she hasn't changed her mind by that date, he vows to forget her and eat the pineapple. It's whimsical, WHIMSICAL, see?
 A light, refreshing metaphor with a fruity finish and a slight metallic aftertaste. 

Meanwhile, a mysterious woman in a blonde wig and sunglasses is running a heroin-smuggling scheme out of the fabled high-rise known as Chungking Mansions, a multicultural Tower of Babel in Hong Kong's Tsimshatsui district. The Indians she hires to move the skag double-cross her, allowing her only one day to find them before she is killed. 

#223 sadly swallows his Dole stash and hooks up with the mystery blonde in a bar. They spend one odd night together, after which she guns down her adversaries in wild urban action sequences that give Kar-Wai full opportunity to display his lush, jagged visual style, crafted from hotshot handheld camera work and dazzling editing technique. So much for Story A, and if this precis seems to end a little soon, you should have been there. 

The baton is now handed to Story B, a tale of another heartbroken cop, Detective 663, who has been dumped by his flight attendant girlfriend. Forsaking the canned-fruit therapy favored by #223, #663 embraces the more advanced approach of talking to domestic objects. "We all have moments of doubt," he intones to a large, impassive stuffed animal. "You can't just let yourself go like this," he cautions a bar of soap. 

#663's weird world soon gets even weirder, courtesy of a nutty countergirl named Faye. Possibly unhinged by her habit of constantly listening to an ear-shattering rendition of "California Dreamin'," Faye falls in love with him and begins sneaking into his apartment, rearranging the furniture, cleaning the place up and further weakening his already-shaky grasp on reality. When he finally catches her, they make a date to meet at the California Restaurant -- but zany Faye stands him up by flying off to the real California (which is what the viewer may feel like doing after being subjected to the Mommas and the Poppas' greatest hit again and again and again -- I gave up counting after five renditions). The film ends on a note of sadder but wiser promise. 

So what does it all mean? Not a whole lot. Kar-Wai's oddball writing can be amusing, even at times thought-provoking, and at its best "Chungking Express" does cast some flickering light on the offbeat side of romantic obsession. But his canned-food and stuffed animal gags are pretty much one-liners: they make a psychological point, but don't go anywhere. And the prevailing tone of whimsy becomes a treacly semi-cuteness that undercuts any claims the film has to emotional seriousness. 

In the end, since Kar-Wai never develops his characters, he's forced to rely on manic cinematography to provide meaning. In that regard, "Chungking Express" is like a hyperactive version of Alain Resnais' "Last Year at Marienbad," in which immobility is the meaning. But if Kar-Wai is somehow trying to make a connection between his film's blurred, Francis Bacon-like imagery (which wonderfully captures the speed and chaos of city life, particularly the anonymous Brownian motion of crowds) and the nature of love and memory, he left out too many steps in between. "Chungking Express" is like a sketch for a film on those themes, not the thing itself. Which is disappointing, because Kar-Wai is clearly a talent, a technically gifted, risk-taking director with a remarkable visual sense. 

In his director's statement, Kar-Wai, whose earlier films include "Ashes of Time" and "Days of Being Wild," writes "I made 'Chungking Express' in less than three months' time. . . At times, I felt I had become a film student again and the experience was immensely refreshing and enlightening." With its cavalier formalism, throwaway plot, silly genre quoting and unjustified air of breezy self-confidence, "Chungking Express" certainly feels like a student work -- even, with its undeniably hip style, a refreshing one. But anyone who finds enlightenment here has a very generous soul indeed. 

Ebert Rating: ***     
By Roger Ebert / Mar 15, 1996
At UCLA last summer, Quentin Tarantino introduced a screening of "ChungkingExpress'' and confessed that while watching it on video, "I just startedcrying.'' He cried not because the movie was sad, he said, but because "I'mjust so happy to love a movie this much.'' I didn't have to take out my handkerchief a single time during the film, and I didn't love it nearly as much as he did, but I know what he meant: This is the kind of movie you'll relate to if you love film itself, rather than its surface aspects such as story and stars. It's not a movie for casual audiences, and it may not reveal all its secrets the first time through, but it announces Wong Kar-Wai, its Hong Kong-based director, as a filmmaker in the tradition of Jean-Luc Godard.

He is concerned more with the materials of a story than with the story itself, and he demonstrates that by telling two stories, somewhat similar, that have no obvious connection. He sets the stories in the Hong Kong world off ast-food restaurants, shopping malls, nightclubs, concrete plazas and pop culture (one of his heroines wears a blond wig and dark glasses, and the other seems addicted to "California Dream?in''' by the Mamas and the Papas). His visuals rhythmically switch between ordinary film, video and pixilated images,often in slow motion, as if the very lives of his characters threaten to disintegrate into the raw materials of media.

If you are attentive to the style, if you think about what Wong is doing,"Chungking Express'' works. If you're trying to follow the plot, you may feel frustrated. As the film opens, we meet a policeman named He Qiwu (Takeshi Kaneshiro), who wanders the nighttime city, lonely and depressed, pining after a girl who has left him. He gives himself 30 days to find another girl, and uses the expiration dates on cans of pineapple as a way of doing a countdown. A new woman walks into his life: the woman in the wig (Brigitte Chin-Hsia Lin), who is involved in drug deals.

We expect their relationship to develop in conventional crime movie ways, but instead, the film switches stories, introducing a new couple. The first cop hangs out at a fast-food bar, where he notices an attractive waitress (FayeWang), but she has eyes only for another cop who frequents the same restaurant (Tony Chiu-Wai Leung). He scarcely notices her, but she gets the keys to his apartment, and moves in when he isn't there -- cleaning, redecorating, even changing the labels on his canned food.

Both of these stories, about disconnections, loneliness and being alone in the vast city, are photographed in the style of a music video, crossed with a little Godard (signs, slogans, pop music) and some Cassavetes (improvised dialogue and situations). What happens to the character is not really the point; the movie is about their journeys, not their destinations. There is the possibility that they have all been driven to desperation, if not the edge of madness, by the artificial lives they lead, in which all authentic experience seems at one remove.

Tarantino loved this movie so much, indeed, that he signed a deal with Miramax to start his own releasing company, and his first two pick-up deals are "Chungking Express'' and another Wong Kar-Wai film. There's a lot of interesting Hong Kong films right now, but it centers more on commercially oriented figures like John Woo and Jackie Chan. Wong is more of an art director, playing with the medium itself, taking fractured elements of criss-crossing stories and running them through the blender of pop culture.

When Godard was hot, in the 1960s and early 1970s, there was an audience for this style, but in those days, there were still film societies and repertory theaters to build and nourish such audiences. Many of today's younger filmgoers, fed only by the narrow selections at video stores, are not as curious or knowledgeable and may simply be puzzled by "Chungking Express'' instead of challenged. It needs to be said, in any event, that a film like this is largely a cerebral experience: You enjoy it because of what you know about film, not because of what it knows about life.

In any case, Tarantino may weep again when he sees the box-office figures. 

Box Office Information
Gross
$600,200 (USA)
SGD 167,000 (Singapore)

Movie Trivia 
· This film was shot, edited and released while Kar Wai Wong was on hiatus from the shooting of his epic Dung che sai duk (1994).

· The film was shot in 23 days.

· The title is an amalgamation of two "landmarks" in Hong Kong. 1) Chungking Mansions, a drug-filled, rundown hostel populated by Indians, Pakistanis and Nepalese. 2) Midnight Express, a Indian fastfood store in Lan Kwai Fong, a major bar district populated by foreign yuppies (Tony Leung vists California, a bar located directly across the street from it).

> 

· Cop 663's apartment is in fact the apartment of Christopher Doyle.

· Originally, there was going to be three parts to the film. The third part instead became Wong Kar-Wai's "Fallen Angels" film.

· Although the film says it's "introducing" Faye Wong, her first film role was actually in "Beyond's Diary".

· Wong Kar-Wai modeled Brigitte Lin's character after Gena Rowlands in John Cassavetes's "Gloria", and actress Greta Garbo.

Alternate Versions
US version expands the scenes where The Blonde prepares for smuggling trip and later searches for smugglers. It also includes a kidnapping of an Indian girl which does not appear in the Hong Kong version. Sequence with Qiwu loitering outside girlfriend's window occurs earlier in US print. Indian music plays during smugglers arrival at airport in US print, in Hong Kong version the title theme plays. Song 'Dreams' sung by Faye Wong is at a different place in US version.
Movie Connections
Referenced in
Harald (1997)
Chinese Box (1997)
On na ma dut lin na (1998)
Cascadeur (1998)
Besieged (1998)
Fa yeung nin wa (2000)
Fabuleux destin d'Amélie Poulain, Le (2001)
Sepet (2004)

References
A Clockwork Orange (1971)
Midnight Express (1978)
Gloria (1980)

Featured in
Zhen xin hua (1999)
Orientations: Chris Doyle - Stirred But Not Shaken (2000)

Followed by
Duo luo tian shi (1995)

Movie Soundtrack

  "Dream Person"
by Faye Wong
(cover of "Dreams" by The Cranberries)

  "Know Oneself and Each Other"
by Faye Wong
(cover of "Bluebeard" by The Cocteau Twins)

  "California Dreamin'"
by The Mamas and the Papas

  "Things In Life"
by Dennis Brown

  "What a Difference a Day Makes"
by Dinah Washington

  "Baroque"
by Michael Galasso
Full Cast and Crew

Directed by

Kar Wai Wong
 


Writing credits (in alphabetical order)

Kar Wai Wong
 


Cast (in credits order) complete, awaiting verification

Brigitte Lin
.... 
Woman in blonde wig (as Ching-hsia Lin)

Tony Leung Chiu Wai
.... 
Cop 633

Faye Wong
.... 
Faye

Takeshi Kaneshiro
.... 
He Zhiwu, Cop 223

Valerie Chow
.... 
Air Hostess

Chen Jinquan
.... 
Manager of 'Midnight Express'

Lee-na Kwan
.... 
Richard (as Guan Lina)

Huang Zhiming
.... 
Man

Liang Zhen
.... 
The 2nd May

Zuo Songshen
.... 
Man

Produced by

Pui-wah Chan
.... 
executive producer

Yi-kan Chan
.... 
producer

Original Music by

Frankie Chan
 


Roel A. García
 


Dolores O'Riordan
 
(song "Dreams")

Non-Original Music by

John Phillips
 
(song "California Dreaming") (uncredited)

Michelle Phillips
 
(song "California Dreaming") (uncredited)

Cinematography by

Christopher Doyle
 


Wai Keung Lau
 


Film Editing by

William Chang
 


Kit-Wai Kai
 


Chi-Leung Kwong
 


Production Design by
William Chang
 


Art Direction by

Qiu Weiming
 


Costume Design by

William Chang
 


Makeup Department

Lee-na Kwan
.... 
makeup artist (as Guan Lina)

Zhenglin Li
.... 
hair stylist

Yuhao Wu
.... 
hair stylist

Production Management

Jacky Pang
.... 
production supervisor

Second Unit Director or Assistant Director

Zeng Shaoting
.... 
assistant director

Jiang Yuecheng
.... 
assistant director

Special Effects by

Deng Weijue
.... 
special effects

Ding Yunda
.... 
special effects

Visual Effects by

Cheng Xiaolong
.... 
visual effects

Other crew

Faye Wong
.... 
singer: "Know Oneself And Each Other" and "Dream Person"
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