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Abstract- This paper explores how Amélie (2001) by 

Jean-Pierre Jeunet and Still Life (2006) by Jia Zhangke 

use urban space to represent alienation, memory, and 

identity. These films, emerging from distinct aesthetic 

and political contexts, interrogate the emotional and 

social consequences of urban life. Drawing on Henri 

Lefebvre’s spatial theory, Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology, and Marxist urban critique, the paper 

examines how cinematic form constructs space as both 

material environment and emotional terrain. While 

Amélie imagines Paris as a whimsical space of connection 

and fantasy, Still Life depicts Fengjie as a disintegrating 

cityscape shaped by displacement and historical erasure. 

The films suggest contrasting modes of urban 

alienation—one softened by imagination and intimacy, 

the other hardened by material loss and spatial violence. 
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I.INTRODUCTION 

Urban environments are paradoxical. While cities 

bring people into proximity, they often foster 

emotional distance, anonymity, and fragmentation. 

This tension lies at the heart of two cinematic works: 

Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s Amélie and Jia Zhangke’s Still 

Life. These films provide contrasting visions of urban 

life and alienation—one set in a romanticized Paris, 

the other in a crumbling Chinese city on the verge of 

submersion. Both films use space not merely as 

backdrop but as a central medium for expressing 

memory, identity, and loss. 

This paper undertakes a comparative study of the two 

films through the lens of spatial theory. Using Henri 

Lefebvre’s tripartite model of space—perceived, 

conceived, and lived—it examines how the material, 

ideological, and emotional dimensions of space 

produce or resist alienation. The study is further 

enriched by Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of 

perception and memory, and David Harvey’s Marxist 

critique of urban modernity. Together, these 

frameworks reveal the cinematic city as a space of 

tension between the body, memory, imagination, and 

power. 

II.THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Henri Lefebvre, in The Production of Space, argues 

that space is socially produced. He identifies three 

interconnected spatial dimensions: perceived space 

(spatial practice), conceived space (representations of 

space), and lived space (representational spaces). 

Perceived space refers to the material and sensory 

environment of daily life. Conceived space involves 

maps, urban planning, and the logic of state or 

capitalist institutions. Lived space encompasses 

individual experience, memory, and imagination. 

Alienation arises when lived experience is undermined 

by imposed systems or when memory can no longer 

connect with the physical world. Merleau-Ponty’s 

Phenomenology of Perception adds an embodied 

dimension to spatial theory. He argues that space is not 

abstract but lived through the body. Through gesture, 

habit, and memory, individuals relate to their 

environments. Disruption of familiar space can result 

in disorientation and loss of identity. Memory is never 

separate from space; it resides in corners, hallways, 

staircases, and landscapes. 

David Harvey’s work on urban modernity critiques 

how capitalist systems reshape cities through 

development, gentrification, and large-scale 

infrastructural projects. Urban renewal often displaces 

communities and erodes historical memory. Under 

capitalism, space becomes a commodity, and people 
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are relocated in service of growth or profit. Harvey’s 

analysis provides insight into the structural causes of 

urban alienation, especially in contexts of rapid 

modernization, such as contemporary China. These 

theories inform the analysis of Amélie and Still Life, 

revealing how cinematic space mediates emotional 

experience and ideological power. 

Amélie and the Imagined City 

Set in the Montmartre district of Paris, Amélie 

constructs a world that blurs the line between reality 

and fantasy. The city becomes a stylized landscape 

where everyday moments gain poetic weight. Jeunet’s 

visual language—rich colour saturation, whimsical 

editing, and textured sound—transforms the urban 

environment into a subjective realm. The perceived 

space in Amélie is made up of narrow staircases, 

cobbled streets, cafes, and tiny apartments. These are 

real spaces of urban life, yet they are heightened by the 

camera’s framing. Amélie’s daily routines unfold in 

familiar yet emotionally charged environments. Her 

movement through the city—a recurring walk to work, 

visits to the market, silent rides on the metro, 

emphasizes the repetition and intimacy of everyday 

space. Despite the beauty of her surroundings, Amélie 

remains emotionally distant from those around her. 

The conceived space in the film is one of nostalgia. 

Paris is cleansed of modern complications, there is no 

visible poverty, immigration, bureaucracy, or urban 

sprawl. The city is imagined as timeless, local, and 

romantic. This imagined Paris reinforces a particular 

ideological construction: the city as a space of 

individual possibility, untroubled by history or 

politics. The film’s narration contributes to this 

mythologizing by assigning deep meaning to minor 

details. Time slows, coincidence matters, and objects 

carry emotional charge. 

Amélie’s lived space, however, is shaped by emotional 

solitude. Her childhood is marked by emotional 

neglect, and as an adult, she observes others’ lives 

from a distance. Yet it is in this lived space that 

transformation begins. She discovers a hidden box of 

childhood memorabilia in her apartment and decides 

to return it to its owner. This act initiates a series of 

anonymous interventions in others’ lives. Her kindness 

reconfigures the space around her. A photo booth 

becomes a site of mystery and romance. A street 

becomes a trail of clues. A market becomes a place of 

connection. 

The film uses dialogue sparingly but poignantly. 

Amélie reflects, “I like to look for things no one else 

catches.” This speaks to her sensitivity to unnoticed 

beauty, but also to her isolation. In another moment, 

the character Raymond Dufayel, who observes her 

closely, tells her, “So, my little Amélie, you don’t have 

bones of glass. You can take life’s knocks.” His words 

push her to risk vulnerability. The dialogue 

underscores how the transformation of lived space 

depends on emotional risk. 

Visually, the film reinforces this through motifs of 

observation and separation. Amélie is often shown 

behind windows, through peepholes, or at the edges of 

crowds. The barriers between her and others are 

spatially represented. However, as she begins to 

intervene, the camera moves closer, and the spaces 

become warmer, more shared. The final scenes, with 

Amélie and Nino riding through Paris on a motorbike, 

mark a reintegration of self into social and spatial life. 

Amélie proposes that alienation can be softened 

through acts of imagination and intimacy. The film 

constructs a world where personal kindness reshapes 

the emotional topography of the city. Yet this optimism 

is predicated on a romanticised urban space that 

excludes systemic problems. The film offers personal 

solutions to collective alienation. 

Still Life and the Disappearing City 

Jia Zhangke’s Still Life offers a contrasting vision of 

urban space and alienation. Set in Fengjie, a city being 

demolished and flooded as part of the Three Gorges 

Dam project, the film presents a landscape in 

transition—caught between erasure and 

modernization. The city is not stylized but decaying. 

Buildings crumble, streets vanish, and lives are 

uprooted. The perceived space in Still Life is unstable. 

Roads are submerged, homes are half-destroyed, and 

signs point to nowhere. The characters navigate 

landscapes that are literally vanishing beneath their 

feet. Han Sanming, a coal miner, arrives searching for 

his ex-wife and daughter. Shen Hong, a nurse, arrives 

to find her estranged husband. Both characters wander 

through ruins, displaced communities, and transient 

shelters. The spaces they encounter are not just 

physical but deeply haunted by absence. 
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The conceived space is shaped by state planning. The 

dam project is framed by the government as a symbol 

of progress. Conceived space here is a blueprint that 

erases history. Maps are redrawn; residents are 

relocated; old buildings are reduced to rubble. The 

narrative does not show officials, yet their decisions 

are ever-present in the landscape. The camera lingers 

on demolition sites, flooded homes, and people 

watching helplessly. The ideology of progress is 

visible in its aftermath. 

The lived space in Still Life is fractured. Memory 

cannot anchor the characters because the physical 

referents are gone. A character finds that the address 

he seeks no longer exists. Another looks for a building 

that has been flooded. This severing of memory from 

material space produces disorientation. Lived space 

becomes a site of mourning. There is no possibility of 

reconstruction, only movement through loss. 

The film’s style reinforces this alienation. Long takes, 

minimal dialogue, and ambient sound emphasize 

silence and distance. The camera often frames 

characters in vast, empty spaces. There is little music. 

Scenes unfold slowly, often with no resolution. Unlike 

Amélie, which accelerates time through montage, Still 

Life stretches time, mirroring the slow erasure of place. 

Movement through space is often aimless, defined by 

waiting and wandering. 

Dialogue in the film is sparse. When it occurs, it often 

underscores futility. Characters ask questions but 

receive no answers. A man asks a woman, “Do you 

remember me?” Her silence speaks louder than words. 

Another character is told, “That place was demolished 

last week.” These exchanges reflect the instability of 

memory and identity when space is no longer fixed. 

Unlike Amélie, Still Life offers no resolution. There is 

no romantic closure or reclaiming of space. The 

characters remain in motion, caught between past and 

future, presence and absence. The final image of a man 

walking a tightrope across ruins captures this 

suspended state. Still Life reveals alienation not as 

emotional condition but as structural reality. The film 

critiques the violence of modernization and the 

disposability of lives in service of infrastructure. Space 

here is not imagined or sentimental—it is politicized, 

contested, and disappearing. 

While both films centre on cities, their approach to 

space and alienation diverges sharply. Amélie imagines 

urban alienation as emotional disconnection, 

resolvable through personal action. Still Life presents 

alienation as material loss, linked to history, state 

power, and the erasure of place. In Amélie, the tension 

among perceived, conceived, and lived space is 

reconcilable. Amélie’s fantasy and kindness 

reconfigure her surroundings. In Still Life, the 

conceived space imposed by state planning 

overwhelms all others. There is no space left for 

personal memory or emotional continuity. 

Colour and sound also mark the difference. Amélie is 

bathed in warm reds and greens, with whimsical music 

and poetic narration. Still Life is muted, grey, and 

quiet. Its soundscape is composed of wind, demolition, 

and water. These aesthetic choices underscore the 

emotional tenor of each film, playful and hopeful in 

one, melancholic and resigned in the other. 

Movement within space also contrasts. In Amélie, the 

protagonist’s movement signals transformation. 

Walking through Paris leads to connection. In Still 

Life, movement signals loss. Walking leads to ruins or 

emptiness. The journey has no climax, only 

continuation. memory operates differently in each 

film. In Amélie, memory is a source of joy and 

motivation. Rediscovering a childhood box initiates 

healing. In Still Life, memory becomes painful. 

Looking for the past only reveals absence. Amélie 

suggests that imagination can overcome the alienating 

aspects of city life. Still Life argues that certain 

forces—modernization, displacement, state power—

produce alienation that cannot be undone by individual 

will. These differing visions speak to the cultural, 

political, and historical contexts of each film. 

III.CONCLUSION 

The cinematic city is more than a backdrop. It is a 

space where emotional, social, and political forces 

converge. Amélie and Still Life offer two contrasting 

portrayals of urban alienation—one through the lens of 

whimsy and fantasy, the other through material loss 

and historical rupture. Through the lenses of Lefebvre, 

Merleau-Ponty, and Harvey, the films reveal how 

space is produced, experienced, and contested. 
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Amélie shows that acts of kindness and imagination 

can reanimate urban life. Still Life reveals that in some 

cities, imagination is not enough—space itself is being 

erased. These films remind us that space is not neutral. 

It holds memory, shapes emotion, and reflects systems 

of power. As urban landscapes continue to change, 

these cinematic explorations remain vital, offering 

insight into what it means to live, remember, and 

belong in the modern city. 
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