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Between 51:20 and 56:20 in Jean Pierre Jeunet’s French romantic comedy film ‘Amélie’ 

(Jeunet, 2001), the film’s main character Amélie Poulain breaks into the home of her local 

greengrocer Mr. Collignon to rearrange certain items in an effort to unnerve him. This sequence 

takes place towards the middle of the film after Amélie has witnessed Collignon mistreat his 

assistant Lucien. It is a single example of her many attempts to restore her own sense of justice 

in the world, her behaviour being prompted by her personal mission to become a ‘do-gooder’. Its 

significance is rooted in its demonstration of Jeunet’s use of magical realism to develop the 

childlike fantasy of Amélie’s mind, a product of the film’s geographical and social contexts. The 

other film elements that this essay will address are cinematographer Bruno Delbonnel’s 

controlled use of palette and careful framing to give a sense of Amélie’s preference for 

confinement, and composer Yann Tiersen’s use of slow, Parisian street music to evoke the 

nostalgia of Jeunet’s idealised Paris.  

The film’s geographical context, being shot 

in Montmartre, Paris in 1997, became a source of 

substantial controversy given the portrayal of 

Montmartre as “a thoroughly sanitised version of 

the real thing...clean, tidy, free from honking cars, 

tourists, too many foreigners and other complications” (Steinberg, 2001). Jeunet digitally 

removed litter and graffiti (Ferriss, Young, 2008), as seen in this overhead wide shot of a train 

station which is devoid of grime (Fig. 1). His use of soft light and golden filters, which Erica 

Abeel describes as an “amber twilight straight out of Magritte”, create a lurid, dreamlike feel 

(Abeel, 2004). In his article ‘Amélie, pas jolie’ (Amélie, not pretty), leftist critic Serge Kaganski 

labelled Jeunet’s nostalgic vision of Paris as reprehensible given that it is cleansed of the 

diversity in sexuality and race that exists in real Paris (Kaganski, 2001). Although Kaganski 

acknowledges Jeunet’s right to style his own Paris, he argues that it is “folded on an old and 
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narrow idea of France...disconnected from any contemporary reality”. This sentiment was 

echoed by many other French critics, culminating in the film’s exclusion from the Cannes Film 

Festival despite its international success. However, it could also be argued through Andrew 

Sarris’ auteur theory that this highly cleansed view of Paris is a product of Jeunet’s idiosyncratic 

style (Studiobinder, 2018). Jeunet’s other films ‘Delicatessen’ (Jeunet & Caro, 1991) and ‘La 

cité des enfants perdus’ (Jeunet & Caro, 1995), while thematically darker than ‘Amélie’ 

(Jeunet, 2001), share a similar exploration into fantasy and childlike imagination. Highly 

controlled palettes, CGI, and voiceovers are present in all three films, creating a storybook-like 

mise en scene which reflects characters’ states of mind. It could be argued, therefore, that the 

poetic realism of Jeunet’s Paris is simply an attempt to reflect the faux Paris of Amélie’s mind. 

This is supported by Jeunet’s association with the French film movement cinéma du look, which 

“describe[s] films that emphasize visual style—or le look, as well as image, colour, and youth” 

(Oscherwitz & Higgins, 2011). 

When viewed in the social context of contemporary French culture, ‘Amélie’ (Jeunet, 

2001) can be seen as a reaction to the realism which had reemerged at the forefront of French 

cinema in the 1990s. At the time, films like ‘La Haine’ (Kassovitz, 1995) were being praised for 

their grit and strong social messages which unearthed the decay and chaos that was previously 

covered up by classic Hollywood films (Vincendeau, 2012). At a glance, ‘Amélie’ (Jeunet, 2001) 

does not share this rejection of antiquity given that its plot involves characters being given a 

final chance at love, a feature reminiscent of the Poetic Realist movement which led up to the 

Second World War (Semlyen, Freer, & Wybrew, 2016). However, upon deeper analysis, 

postmodernist devices in Jeunet’s film suggest that it may actually be a critique of this antiquity 

due to its self-awareness of its own yearning nostalgia.  

Postmodernist cinema mixes genres and subverts established cinematic rules to display 

self-awareness of its own constructed nature. It is characterised by “intertextuality, parody, 
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pastiche, homage, bricolage, simulacra, 

hyper-reality and fragmentation” (Easmin, 

2014). Many of these features are present 

in ‘Amélie’ (Jeunet, 2001) to make us 

continually aware that the title character’s 

fantastical romanticism exists only within 

her mind. This is reflected in my chosen 

sequence through Jeunet’s use of special 

effects to animate the paintings and objects 

in her room (Fig. 2 & 3). While acting on one 

level as evidence of intertextuality given the reference to Michael Sowa’s paintings, its 

primary effect is to add to the surrealist feel of the film. In this version of reality, ordinary objects 

become magical, capable of providing commentary on the film’s diegesis. This self-awareness 

is further evidenced by Jeunet’s use of direct address, seen in this close up after Amélie has 

disorganized Collignon’s home (Fig. 4). Delbonnel’s use of a wide-angle lens adds more depth 

to the frame, distorting actress Audrey Tautou’s mischievous smile “with an expression that 

includes the audience in whatever joke or feeling she is experiencing” (Essays UK, 2018). 

Furthermore, Jeunet’s mixing of genre conventions, from surrealism to animation to romance, is 

further evidence of his use of pastiche to 

cement the hybrid nature of his film. This 

partly explains its popular success given 

the wider appeal of hybrid films to a 

mainstream audience.  

In my chosen sequence, Jeunet’s postmodern critique of antiquity is exemplified through 

the contrast between Amélie’s romanticized vision of the world and its reality. Intertextuality runs 
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throughout, with references to the art of 

Renoir, the films of Truffaut, and the 

character Don Quixote. Amélie is briefly 

depicted as the vigilante ‘Zorro’, masked 

‘justiciére’ of American pulp fiction (Fig. 5). 

This reference suggests her reliance on fantasy and disguises to hide from the world. 

It also brings the ethical legitimacy of her actions to surface. Critic Isabelle Daunais argued that 

Amélie’s interference in the affairs of those around her, particularly her intrusion into Collignon’s 

home, is “morally reprehensible” and “hard to legitimise from a privacy perspective” (Daunais, 

2002). This moral ambiguity emphasises her attempts to impose her subjective justice onto the 

world, drawing others into her romanticized bubble. Jeunet uses the palette to further punctuate 

the divide between her world and ‘reality’, emphasised by the contrast between red and green. 

She is often dressed in red, a colour evoking 

the romance and love of her fantasy. 

Production designer Aline Bonetto described 

how interiors were used to reflect the nature of 

each of the characters: “for Amelie, who was 

the heart of the story...her flat must be really 

warm...a really red color...like the blood of her 

heart” (Fig. 6) and Collignon’s sadness and 

dullness reflecting the green of “boiled 

vegetables” (Fig. 7) (Knolle, 2002). Creating 

two credible visions within a single diegesis calls the inherent ‘realness’ of each vision into 

question in accordance with the postmodern concept of simulacra. Jeunet intentionally causes 

his audience to question whether the actions onscreen are reality or simply another machination 
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of Amélie’s imagination. If it is simply 

fantasy, Jeunet’s film becomes an attack on 

the whole idea of romance due to its 

artificiality, as well as stereotypes of France 

as being the beacon of this romance.  

Delbonnel’s cinematography creates a sense of Amélie’s preference for 

confinement. Her antisocial tendencies, a consequence of her sheltered upbringing, are 

demonstrated throughout the film by the stratagems she develops to avoid direct 

communication with others. Her “fear of confronting the outside world” is symbolised by her 

preference for places of confinement, from 

phone booths to photo booths 

(Vanderschelden, 2007). In my chosen 

sequence, framing confines Amélie via the 

same sentiment. In this shot in Collignon’s 

apartment, she is precisely held within the 

borders of a mirror (Fig. 8). This occurs again 

as she cuts Collignon’s shoelaces (Fig. 9), and 

as she walks into his bedroom (Fig.10). Jeunet 

also called for straight lines and careful 

symmetry (Fig. 11), which not only evokes the 

aforementioned storybook-like quality of the 

film but also a sense of Amélie’s comfort with 

structure. As the film progresses, it becomes 

clear that this structure is tailored to her 

specifically because in similar shots featuring Collignon, the absence of symmetry and straight 
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lines becomes evident (Fig. 12 & 13). 

Delbonnel’s cinematography is linked to the 

film’s social context as its heavy stylization is 

reminiscent of tradition de qualité (Tradition 

of Quality) in French poetic realism. Whether 

this is read as a postmodern parody of 

poetic realism, or a feature of Jeunet’s 

auteurism, its effect is to enhance the 

romanticized tone of ‘Amélie’ (Jeunet, 

2001).  

In my sequence, sound draws out the 

nostalgia of Jeunet’s Paris and the playful 

humour that accompanies Amélie’s fantasy. 

As Collignon wakes up, the camera glides 

into a closeup of his face, exaggerating his 

dull expression (Fig. 14). Sound designer 

Frank Mettre enhances the comical nature of 

this glide with a ‘whoosh’ sound effect, a 

technique employed multiple times 

throughout the film. The almost slapstick 

sound design emphasises the importance of 

Amélie’s moment of realization in the train 

station as she finds Nino’s post-it’s (Fig. 15 & 

16). The synergy between Delbonnel’s 

cinematography and Mettre’s sound design is 
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also present in the soundtrack composed by Yann Tiersen. When Amélie first walks into the 

apartment, the music starts slowly to capture Collignon’s lethargy. As the scene progresses and 

she rearranges more things, instruments are gradually added, allowing the music to speed up to 

parallel the energy she brings to the world around her. Additionally, Tiersen’s use of accordions 

and harpsichords are linked to the film’s geographical context as they are reminiscent of 

Parisian street music, underscoring Jeunet’s vision of a nostalgic Paris. It captures the romantic 

and happy tone of Amélie‘s world, making her vision more convincing. 

‘Amélie’ (Jeunet, 2001) was described by many as a “poetic and escapist vision of 

everyday life” (Steinberg, 2001). It generated substantial criticism for its failure to conform to the 

realist grit that was popular at the time, resulting in its exclusion from Cannes. Jeunet explained 

this as a result of French aesthetic preferences: “newspapers in Paris...hate these kinds of 

movies. They only like realistic movies…very boring, very ugly” (Jeunet, 2001). I would argue 

that this criticism is unwarranted given that Jeunet was never trying to make a realist film. 

Instead, when one applies a postmodern reading, it reveals a more sophisticated critique of the 

very antiquity that the film portrays. Its social context unveils an elevated parody of 

contemporary French culture, despite its surface level conformance to the Western world’s 

mainstream vision of a romanticized Paris. 
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