
 

 

 

“How does the use of the distinctively visual emphasise the ways individuals respond 

to significant aspects of life?”  

Beneath the surface of individuals lie hidden desires which ultimately shape one’s response to 

significant aspects of their life. This notion is explored in the film, “Crouching Tiger, Hidden 

Dragon” directed by Ang Lee and the poem “Kindness” composed by Sylvia Plath. Through the 

use of distinctively visual elements, both textual forms demonstrate how the hidden emotions 

and desires within individuals influence their responses towards important events in their life.  

In the film “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon”, Lee explores the ways hidden desires within the 

character of Li Mu Bai as he attempts to choose love over spiritual enlightenment as a Wudang 

warrior. These hidden desires ultimately shape the way he responds to the momentous events in 

his life. The relationship between him and Yu Shu Lien is complex as they both feel compelled to 

conceal their feelings from one another. While Li Mu Bai and Yu Shu Lien sit amongst the 

bamboo trees, the non-diegetic sound of peaceful music plays, communicating a sense of bliss 

between the two characters. A close up shot of Li Mu Bai is used as he presses Yu Shu Lien’s 

hand against his cheek, capturing his emotions of peace and happiness through his closed eyes 

and calm facial expression. This suggests it is a moment he has been longing for with Yu Shu Lien 

as he quite literally and metaphorically places his heart in her hands. This is further conveyed 

when he states “All these years and I’ve never had the courage to touch it”, highlighting that his 

love for Shu Lien is repressed. This is because of his inner devotion to the Wudang way of 

detachment. His desire to love Shu Lien is brought about in this scene shaping his affectionate 

response towards the event. However, the white wall that sits between them is a metaphor for 

the barriers among the two characters as Mu Bai is conflicted between the Wudang teachings of 

detachment along with his love for Shu Lien. Tragically, it is only when he is close to his death 

that he discovers his love for Shu Lien was more significant than his previous desire for complete 

detachment. In the final scene between Li Mu Bai and Yu Shu Lien, dark lighting and mid shots of 

Mu Bai are used as he states “I have already wasted my whole life. I wanted to tell you with my 

last breath that I have always loved you.” This demonstrates how the repressed emotions and 

loving desire for Shu Lien within Mu Bai ultimately influenced his truthful response towards Shu 

Lien as he finally admits his prolonged, hidden desire to love her. However, his reaction towards 

his death is sorrowful as these are the last of his moments with Shu Lien, evident through the 

use of dark lighting, symbolic of his regretful and poignant emotions. Hence, the use of the 

distinctively visual effectively highlights the ways in which Mu Bai’s hidden desires influence his 

responses towards significant aspects of his life.  

Moreover, throughout the film, Lee employs the distinctively visual setting of Beijing, China 

featuring traditional architecture in order to convey the wealthy lifestyle of Jen as a young, 

aristocrat as she struggles to achieve freedom; her ultimate desire. When Yu Shu Lien introduces 

the Green Destiny sword, Jen is costumed in rich, traditional clothing highlighting her high status. 

Her initial image is one of meek, humble beauty which contradicts with her interest in fighting. A 

close up shot of Jen is used, signifying her facial expression filled with eagerness coupled with 



 

 

 

her fast-paced dialogue "It must be exciting to be a warrior. To be totally free", communicating 

her enthusiasm on the topic of freedom, implying that this is her hidden desire. Her 

dissatisfaction with her noble life is seen through a mid-shot of her facing down as well as low 

volume in her voice as she states "I’m getting married soon but I haven’t lived the life I want”, 

showing that her hidden desire for freedom exists due to the rules and expectations she is 

constrained by as her duty to her upper-class family confines her with the inability to choose her 

own destiny. This ultimately shapes her unhappy response towards her marriage; an important 

event in one’s life. However, in the flashback of Jen’s phase in the desert, she eventually 

experiences the complete freedom and independence she has always longed for as she is finally 

free from the constraints and expectations of society. This explains her vigorous responses 

towards the events in this scene. Lee utilises the distinctively visual setting of a desert, symbolic 

of its endlessness and freedom in order to portray this. A low angle camera movement as well as 

an establishing shot of Jen standing at the edge of a desert cliff conveys the power and control 

she finally has over her life, highlighting her energetic reaction to this moment. Thus, through 

the use of distinctively visual elements, it is seen how Jen’s inner desire for freedom shapes the 

way she responds to significant aspects of her life. 

Moreover, Sylvia Plath employs a range of imagery in her poem “Kindness” in order to create 

distinctive images within the reader as they visualise two female figures who hold differing 

perspectives about the role of women. The hidden desire of the persona, to have herself as well 

as other women unchained from societal expectations and be able to live a genuine life, shape 

her frustrated response towards her environment; an important aspect of one’s life. Throughout 

the poem, kindness is personified as an older woman, identified as ‘Dame Kindness’, who is 

characterised to be fake and materialistic as she conforms to society’s expectations of a woman. 

This is seen through visceral imagery created through enjambment in “The blue and red jewels 

of her rings smoke/In the windows, the mirrors/ Are filling with smiles.” The dominance of 

Kindness’ omnipresent smiles reflect the fake smiles that belong to a significant number of 

women who have accepted and conformed to society’s ideals of the importance of the outer 

appearance of women. This is further seen in the image of Dame Kindness ‘Sweetly picking up 

pieces!’. This artificial and pretentious act similarly suggests that through society’s ideals, 

outward appearances are important for a woman. This corresponds to Jen Yu, who is initially 

presented as a delicate and precious character in “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon”. This 

charming appearance is forced upon her as an aristocratic woman, similarly conveying the 

importance of outer appearances of women in society. However, this appearance is fake as it is 

not what Jen desires and contradicts with her deep interested in fighting. The use of exclamation 

communicates the persona’s sense of frustration as she observes the actions of this woman who 

continues to follow the ways of society. Thus, the persona’s desire for freedom from societal 

expectations creates her irritated response towards her environment in which she observes. In 

addition, the persona begins to speak about genuine aspects of life, asserting her preference for 

authenticity. This is portrayed through visual and auditory imagery in “What is so real as the cry 

of a child?”. The use of a rhetorical question communicates that the persona starts to think 



 

 

 

about aspects of life that are just as ‘real’ and genuine as the ‘cry of a child.’ Seen through the 

use of the distinctively visual, this ultimately highlights the differing perspectives on the role of a 

woman as the older female figure conforms to the ways of society while the younger figure, the 

persona, disregards social expectations and desires the genuine aspects of life.  

Furthermore, the persona in “Kindness” carries the hidden desire to live life through genuine 

human experiences. This desire shapes her honest response towards her realisations of what is 

authentic and real in her life. For the persona, it is poetry that is the most genuine human 

experience. This is vividly communicated through the shocking metaphor “The blood jet is 

poetry/ There is not stopping it”. Poetry is visualised as a spurting of blood, indicating that 

sacrifices must be made for art. This intensity concerning one’s passion can be connected with 

Jen’s passion for Wudang and her desire to pursure this artistic form of fighting at any cost due 

to the freedom it offers her. In the final scene of the film, symbolism is used as Jen leaves her 

comb behind. By doing so, she leaves behind the restrictions placed on her gender but must also 

let go of and sacrifice her relationship with Lo. This also conveys that sacrifices must be made for 

art and individual desires. Therefore, through the hidden desires of both Jen and the persona, 

they correspondingly react with honesty and sincerity towards the genuine aspects of life that 

each individual truly desires.  

In conclusion, the hidden natures that lie within individuals shape and influence the way they 

respond to the major events in their life. This is demonstrated through the distinctively visual in 

Ang Lee’s film, “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon” where the characters of Li Mu Bai and Jen Yu 

suppress their feelings and desires which essentially shape the way they react to certain events 

in their life. This notion is also conveyed in Sylvia Plath’s poem “Kindness” as she reveals the 

differing perspectives on the role of a woman in society, conveying the hidden desire of the 

persona and how it shapes her views on the world around her.    

 


