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The Farewell
(Lulu Wang, China/US, 2019), PG)
Component: 2

Core study areas: 
 • The key elements of film form and the 

contexts of film

Additional study areas: 
 • Representation of people and ideas

Rationale for study: The Farewell is a bilingual 
film (English and Mandarin) based upon the real-life 
experiences of director Lulu Wang. It deals with the 
issues of identity and focuses on, in Wang’s words, 
difficulties in “straddling two cultures”.

STARTING POINTS – Useful 
sequences and timings:

• Opening sequence.

• Comparing the sequences when the 
bird visits Billi (Awkwafina) in her 
US apartment and Chinese hotel room 
(6:05 and 44:50) – the ‘bird’ has 
migrated. The bird motif is visited 
again in the last shot of the film.

• Billi surrounded by her New York 
friends at a party but unhappy due 
to learning of Nai Nai’s illness. 
(13:05)

• Billi and Nai Nai practice tai chi 
(reflected in the final scene with 
Billi in NYC). (25:08)

• Family visit to the grave of Billi’s 
Grandfather. (55:33)

• The doctor talks to Billi (in Eng-
lish) about the custom of withhold-
ing Nei Nei’s diagnosis – ‘it’s a 
good lie’. (46:25)

• Slow motion shot of all the family 
post-wedding – Billi leading as she 
is now complicit in the lie to Nai 
Nai. (1:23:55)

CORE STUDY AREAS 1 – STARTING 
POINTS: Key elements of film form 
(micro features)
Cinematography

 • The camera is predominantly static in the film, 
along with slow-paced editing, creating an 
observational feel to the film as events unfold 
slowly. Panning in the wedding sequences reflect 
the drinking. The use of slow-motion shots both 
before, during and after the wedding create a 
sense of foreboding; the family (and audience) 
are aware the event marks the end of the trip, the 
family will return home and Nai Nai’s death is 
imminent.

Mise-en-scène

       
Image by Landmark Media / Alamy Stock Photo

 • The film deliberately avoids a traditional and 
stereotypical iconography of China as there 
is a lack of historical architecture, traditional 
clothing, mega-structures, modern wealth, etc. 
Instead, the scenes of Changchun mirror the 
images we see of New York City. There is a 
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sense of realism. Juxtaposition is often used 
visually to highlight the tensions of the narrative 
(e.g. Billi crying and recounting her loss of 
connection to China in a room decorated with 
pink and purple balloons).

Editing

 • The telephone calls between Billi and Nai Nai 
at the start of the film cut between America and 
China, showing the difference between the lives 
of the characters, although the dialogue portrays 
an intimacy and closeness. 

Sound

 • The Lie is a musical motif, the melancholic 
refrain helps the audience to recognise Nai 
Nai’s diagnosis is not good. It is also used in a 
montage of shots of Billi in New York grappling 
with the news. The use of an aeroplane engine 
with an announcer in Mandarin that runs parallel 
to shots of the airport moves the action from 
America to China without extended exposition.

CORE STUDY AREAS 2 – STARTING 
POINTS
Social

 • Billi is uncomfortable with the family 
withholding the information that Nai Nai’s 
cancer is terminal. This further demonstrates the 
tension between Western values and Chinese 
traditions. Both Hao Hao (Billi’s cousin) and 
Billi struggle to maintain the façade in front 
of their grandmother, representing the shift in 
generations, whether from America or Japan.

Cultural

 • Billi’s father and uncle represent the exodus 
of Chinese citizens in previous decades, both 
having left to raise families in the US and 
Japan. Nai Nai leads the family in fulfilling 
cultural expectations regarding the wedding (e.g. 
negotiating and organising the wedding venue 
and photos) and how to mourn (Grandfather’s 
grave and rituals).

Political

 • Some references to the reason for Haiyan 
and Lu Jian’s migration to the US (e.g. the 
rationing of eggs anecdote) and the family 

debate about the differences between China and 
America, represent the bigger issues of cultural 
domination and the emergence of China as the 
leading world economy.

Institutional 

 • Lulu Wang first told of her experiences on radio 
programme This American Life. The role of 
Little Nei Nei’s sister was played by Wang’s 
real-life great-aunt. 

ADDITIONAL STUDY AREA: 
Representation

 • Representations of place – both New York and 
Changchun are shown as modern metropolises. 
There is a cack of glamour in New York scenes 
(graffiti, laundromat, etc.) to emphasise that this 
is an ‘ordinary’ story.

 • The casting of rapper, actor and comedian 
Awkwafina in leading role of Billi.

 • Representation of women – the film is about 
the relationships between the women in the film 
(mother / daughter / granddaughter / sister). Lu 
Jian’s lack of emotion contrasts to Billi who is 
emotional. 
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KEY SEQUENCE ANALYSIS:

Opening Sequence (0:0:56 – 0:05:12)

 • Text on screen ‘Based on an actual lie’ 
subverts expectations from the ‘biopic’ 
genre – audience aware they will be seeing 
something different.

 • Sound bridge of Mandarin voice jars with 
static image of utopian image of China.

 • The title is represented in both English and 
Mandarin – merged and super-imposed.

 • Cuts between Billi walking through New 
York and Nai Nai in hospital in Changchun – 
both hear ambient sounds that cause concern 
(sirens/hospital tannoy).

 • Musical refrain is used in place of dialogue as 
Little Nai Nai (Nai Nai’s sister) is told of the 
outcome of the scan – through performance 
and musical tone and pace of shots we 
understand that the diagnosis is not good, 
despite the news being delivered as ‘benign 
shadows’.

 • Sound bridge used to link the characters 
and setting (China) to the house and voice 
(America).

Billi’s Hotel (0:22:37 – 0:25:20)

 • Hotel manager is apologising for the lack of 
elevator.

 • Camera static and looking down at the vast 
steps whilst the characters converse.

 • Hotel worker’s questions portray the vision 
of America as ‘better’ – we learn of Billi’s 
idea of difference as well as her occasional 
struggles with language (‘cousin…tang di’).

 • Billi maintains the lie with the work, saying 
she is visiting for a ‘wedding’.

 • Colour palette, pace and mise-en-scene all 
portray a subdued tone.

 

Family Dinner (0:39:05 – 0:43:00)

 • Family are positioned sitting around a round 
table with food slowly revolving throughout. 

 • Initial shots from the outside show a unified 
family, starting the meal with a toast.

 • However, mid-shots positioned from within 
the table show the family in fractions, groups 
of 3, as they reveal polarised views about 
which is ‘better’ (Chinese economy versus 
American education, etc).

 • Billi and her family reject the notion of 
money being paramount (American Dream).

 • Identity and nationality are questioned 
(passports and nationality).

 • YuPing’s citicisms of the views of Chinese 
immigrants (‘moon is rounder’) is contrasted 
with LuJian’s snide comments (‘roast duck is 
still delicious’).

Wedding Sequence (1:18:10 – 1:22:00)

 • Camera placed centrally within the round 
table that the family are sat at – mirrors earlier 
filming of tense family dinner. This time the 
fast-paced panning and soundtrack help to 
create an upbeat scene.

 • As the drinking game progresses the camera 
spins/pans faster and the faces become blurred 
and out of focus.

 • The soundtrack then switches to an operatic 
track with the slow motion replacing the fast 
panning. The action then matching the sound.

 • Hao Hao is crying uncontrollably in an 
uncomfortable close-up, the wedding singer 
continuing in the background. 

 • Scene ends with a family portrait – Billi exits 
to stop her grandmother discovering her true 
diagnosis. She is now complicit in the lie.
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Final Sequence (1:28:30 – 1:32:53)

 • The camera tracks through the street at the 
level of the car – we are exiting in the same 
way as Billi. Come Healing plays as the 
family embark on their journey.

 • Shots of the area that replaced Nai Nai’s 
original home and shots of the high-rise 
buildings mirror the arrival of Billi in 
Changchun and reflect the change over time.

 • Final long shot of Nai Nai shows her alone 
and vulnerable within her surroundings.

 • Lu Jian crying – this is significant due to 
earlier scene about displays of emotion.

 • Final long shot of Billi in New York – she is 
set apart from those around her.

 • Her performance changes – she stands straight 
and smiles before crying out (like the tai chi 
style exercises she did with her grandmother 
earlier in the film).

 • Sound bridges from this shot to the tree 
outside Nai Nai’s apartment. The echo of 
Billi’s cry is so loud it startles the birds from 
the trees. Billi is forever connected to her 
grandmother and her birthland. 

 • Final image of real-life Nai Nai still going 
strong 6 years later ends the film on an 
optimistic note.


