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Mood Music: An Analysis of In the Mood for Love 

     Wong Kar-Wei’s In the Mood for Love is recognized widely for its offsetting 

cinematography. Throughout the film, the composition of the frame, the atmospheric colors, and 

what you do not see rather than what you do see, create a feeling of secrecy for the main 

characters from the rest of the world. The audience can never make out the spouses of the two 

main characters—their voices are heard and their figures are shown, but their faces are never 

clearly revealed. And in many scenes, the main characters are framed so that conversations they 

had with others not only break the rules of conventional camerawork, but also force the audience 

to put the pieces together of what happens to their relationship over time. However, if viewers 

were to try to do this solely by studying the cinematography, it may leave them very confused. 

     So instead of using conventional cinematography to portray the growing relationship between 

Chow and Chan, Kar-Wei does it another way: through music. By using recurring pieces of 

music throughout the ninety-eight-minute film, several of them performed by the same 

musicians, the audience witnesses the two main characters become more and more attracted to 

one another through sound rather than sight. Many people may leave the film with certain 

compositions furiously stuck in their heads, but those pieces of music may always be associated 

with the chemistry of the two lead characters because of their recurrence. 

     The main theme used throughout In the Mood for Love is a dark waltz performed by a violin 

and a small string ensemble. Composer Shigeru Umebayashi originally wrote the music for 

another film, an independent Japanese film from 1991 called Yumeji, but Kar-Wei borrows the 

music here as well and lists Umebayashi as a composer alongside Michael Galasso. This theme 



music, known as “Yumeji’s Theme”, though a short segment, is used nine times throughout the 

film. The first few times we hear the music, it is shortly after Chow and Chan have moved in to 

the new apartment building with their spouses. We watch (in slow motion) the two characters 

passing each other and giving a friendly smile as they walk by each other in and out of the 

apartment halls and in the nearby town as they go to buy food. 

     But in another scene later on, when Chow invites Chan out to dinner while both their spouses 

are away on business, we hear another piece of recurring music: Nat King Cole songs. Three of 

Cole’s recordings in Spanish are also used throughout the film, which not only fits the time 

period of the early 1960’s, but also provides a lighter, more innocent soundtrack (at first) to what 

will slowly become a not-so-innocent relationship. As Chow and Chan start talking about each 

other’s spouses (on more than one occasion), Cole’s love song “Aquellos Ojos Verdes” is heard 

in the background, which not only soothes the scene musically but also foreshadows what is to 

come in this relationship—Cole sings about a lover he longs for but ultimately will never kiss. 

     And as the film progresses, it starts to seem that way. “Yumeji’s Theme” is used in several 

other scenes, such as when Chow is at his office one night, alone and smoking a cigarette, with 

Chan on his mind, and in another scene where Chow actually visits Chan in her room. Kar-Wei 

never reveals any sexual relations between the two explicitly, but through the use of, among 

other things, the recurring haunting violin music, the audience is able to read the signs. The last 

scene (excluding the end credits) that the theme is heard in is a scene where Chow and Chan are 

walking down the street, aware of the gossip about them going around the apartment building, 

and aware that Chan’s husband will soon return from abroad. They both know that they will have 

to say goodbye, probably forever. And as Chow holds Chan in his arms, the music plays and not 

only reveals the physical desire the two have for each other, but perhaps also the desire to love 

beyond the physical. 



     Later on in the film, as Chow is about to leave for Singapore to start a new job and a new life, 

another Nat King Cole song in Spanish is heard, this one not as innocent as “Aquellos Ojos 

Verdes”. As Chow stares out his apartment door, wishing Chan could go with him, we hear Cole 

singing “Quizás, Quizás, Quizás”, a love song about a lover waiting for his beloved to answer 

whether or not she really loves him, as she only tells him: “perhaps, perhaps, perhaps”. Again, 

this music fits the time period, but it also externalizes Chow’s doubt and his desire for Chan to 

leave with him. 

     This, of course, does not happen, as years pass with Chow and Chan never seeing each other 

again. And the film closes with Chow going to the Angkor Wat in Cambodia, whispering a secret 

into a hole in the stone wall and leaving. There is slow camera movement across the site, towards 

the hole into which Chow whispered his secret. But accompanying the slow visuals is not the 

same violin music as we have heard throughout the film. At a similar key and time signature as 

“Yumeji’s Theme”, this music is not all that different, but it provides a slight contrast. This 

music, Galasso’s “Angkor Wat Theme”, is not an accompanied violin solo but a stronger string 

quartet, including the lower, deeper sounds of a cello or bass. As the film closes, with a title card 

reading “that era has passed”, the music has great significance. Instead of just the limited violin 

music that has for so long accompanied Chow and his relationship, we now are surrounded by a 

quartet of equally moving parts, parts that make up a much deeper, richer sound. 

     As the film closes, this relationship has passed, and a new song is being sung (except, of 

course, for the end credits). Interpreted in this way, In the Mood for Love provides at least a little 

closure for the ill-fated love that we have witnessed. If Kar-Wei wants to indeed externalize the 

relationship of the lead characters through sound as well as visuals, the choices of music make 

for a great discussion.  


