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Abstract

Richard Linklater’s Before trilogy, encompassing Before Sunrise (1995), Before Sunset (2004), and Before Midnight
(2013) provide a cinematic excursion into the development of love and intimacy over the course of time. The films offer
a nuanced exploration of human connection by following the relationship of Jesse and Céline over the course of twenty
years. This examination ranges from the spontaneous spark that ignites a connection to the complications of a long-
term partnership. Authenticity and spontaneity serve as important thematic pillars throughout the trilogy, which
demonstrates how these characteristics influence the dynamics of characters and the paths their relationships take
along the way. The intention of this study is to analyze the ways in which unplanned meetings, the transformational
effect of travel, and the power of place intersect with these themes. The purpose of this research is to shed light on how
Linklater’s cinematic approach leads to an in-depth comprehension of the human condition and the enduring nature of
love. This will be accomplished by a close examination of the narrative structure, dialogue, and visual style of the films.
By analyzing the way in which the trilogy depicts love as a dynamic and ever-evolving process, the purpose of this
research is to provide an insightful investigation on the human condition, a deep appreciation of travel, and the timeless

quality of love.

Keywords: Authenticity, Richard Linklater, Spontaneity, Time, Travel.

Introduction

The cinematic exploration of truth, a concept
pondered by philosophers and artists alike, finds a
unique manifestation in Richard Linklater’s Before
trilogy. According to J. Epstein, “cinema is truth, a
story is a lie” (1). Heidegger considered that “truth
happens in the Van Gogh’s painting” (2); and G.
Deleuze and F. Guattari declared that “no art, no
sensation, was ever representational” (3). Cinema
enjoys a privileged condition due to the
intrinsically realistic characteristics of the device:
“Cinema is, due to its material device, the literal
incarnation of this unity of opposites, the union of
the passive and automatic eye of the camera with
the conscious eye of the filmmaker” (4). Richard
Linklater is a master filmmaker whose vision is
shaped not by singularity and intensity, but by
patience, curiosity, and spontaneity (5). He
emphasizes the beauty of everyday life, the endless
possibilities and questions it presents, and the
value of embracing a state of being dazed and
confused (6). The Before trilogy— comprising
Before Sunrise (1995), Before Sunset (2004), and
Before Midnight (2013) —presents a unique
and human

cinematic exploration of love

connection. Spanning two decades, the films follow

the evolving relationship between Jesse and Céline,
capturing the complexities of intimacy with a raw
authenticity that resonates deeply with audiences.
A cornerstone of the trilogy’s success lies in its
spontaneity,
authenticity. These elements, combined with the

commitment to realism, and
films’ distinctive use of location and time, create a
cinematic experience that is both profoundly
intimate and universally relatable. This research
paper examines the ways in which Linklater
employs spontaneity to construct a compelling
narrative of love and life. The films eschew
contrived plot devices in favor of improvised
dialogue and real-world locations, creating a sense
of immediacy and realism. Moreover, the trilogy’s
exploration of European cities goes beyond mere
backdrop, becoming integral to the characters’
emotional journeys and the evolution of their
relationship. By examining the interplay of these
elements - spontaneity, authenticity, and place -
this paper seeks to illuminate the Before trilogy as
a groundbreaking cinematic work that offers
profound insights into the human condition. The
term “topography” traditionally refers to the “land
forms and features themselves, or a description
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or depiction in maps” (7). However, in the context
of the Before trilogy and in this research article,
topography takes on a more expansive meaning,
encompassing not only the geographical
landscapes but also the emotional and
psychological landscapes of the characters. The
three Before films were each filmed in a distinct
European city. As aptly said, “It is the art of cinema,
come alive in a trilogy across Europe” (8). Before
Sunrise was shot in Vienna, Austria; Before Sunset
in Paris, France and Before Midnight in Messinia,
Greece. Linklater’s approach to duration in the
Before trilogy can be seen as an extension of his
previous experiments with time and narrative (9).
As he mentions, “time and narrative have always
been overlapping constants that are worthy of
exploration” (10). These experiments challenged
traditional Hollywood narratives and temporality.
By permitting the actors and audience to
experience the passage of time in sync, and then
shifting the focus towards the couple at each
decade, the narrative style of observation is
enhanced (6). Given that these films solely
comprise of dialogues between two individuals,

the continuous tracking shots are hardly
interrupted during conversations to preserve the
smoothness and authenticity. Fassbinder’s

depiction of strolling in Love is Colder than
Death (1969) fails to fully capture the sensation of
immersion in an area unlike Linklater; yet, the
technique of prolonged duration creates a
temporal space that encourages audiences to
contemplate the moral foundations of the film’s
narrative (11). In the trilogy, the spectator can
observe the bustling activity of real people going
about their everyday routines on the streets,
visible in the background of each frame. The
purpose of these “social shots” is to emphasize that
our characters are simply regular people being
seen by the audience. There is a significant amount
of life happening that goes beyond our
observations. Linklater’s heroes are not the focal
point of the universe, as they typically are in other
narrative works. There are no heroes. There are no
villains.  Individuals
circumstances in a given moment, endeavoring to
comprehend the meaning of life or the progression
of time. Chantal Akerman and Béla Tarr are both
rigorous exponents of “cine-trance,” a nebulous
filmmaking mode that pertains to the experience of
seeing their films and acknowledges the common

grappling with their
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aesthetic affinities between cinema and walking
(11). While Linklater’s approach is not centered
around developing characters that simply respond
to things and allowing those responses to shape
their identities. Instead, he prefers to have his
characters carefully analyze their surroundings
and attempt to understand them.

Methodology

The primary data for this research consists of the
three films comprising the Before trilogy: Before
Sunrise (1995), Before Sunset (2004), and Before
Midnight (2013). This research employs a
qualitative analysis to delve into the themes of
spontaneity, authenticity, and the city within
Richard Linklater’s Before trilogy. Multiple
viewings of the films have been conducted to
ensure a comprehensive understanding of the
narrative and thematic elements employed by
Linklater. Key scenes and dialogues are
transcribed and analyzed to identify patterns and
recurring themes. The analysis draws upon
theoretical frameworks from film studies,
including Italian Neorealism, French New Wave,
and American independent cinema, to explore the
significance of spontaneity and authenticity in the
films. These theoretical concepts are applied to
interpret the films’ significance within the context
of cinematic history.

Results and Discussion
Spontaneity, Authenticity, and the City:
A Tripartite Analysis

From the inception of cinema, filmmakers have
been captivated by the idea of revealing a certain
truth within the mundane. Linklater draws clear
artistic inspiration from the techniques of Italian
Neorealism, while also infusing his own artistic
interpretation to delve into the topic in a manner
that distinguishes him as a genuine auteur (6).
Spontaneity and authenticity entered cinema with
[talian Neorealism in the aftermath of World War
II, focusing on the everyday lives of ordinary
people, often using non-professional actors and
real locations to enhance the sense of spontaneity
and realism. Bicycle Thieves (1948) by Vittorio De
Sica is a quintessential example of Neorealism. It
raises the question of whether morality can thrive
in a social system where there is little hope or
economic opportunity for the people who live with
one other. Then came along the French New Wave
which was influenced by Italian Neorealism and
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characterized by its rejection of conventional
filmmaking techniques, emphasizing
improvisation, natural lighting, and real locations.
The combination of realism, subjectivity, and
authorial commentary created a narrative
ambiguity in the sense that questions that arise in
a film are not answered in the end (12). Later on,
American independent cinema of the 1990s
continued the tradition of spontaneity and
authenticity, focusing on character-driven stories
and naturalistic performances. Films of Richard
Linklater, exemplifies spontaneity with its loose,
episodic structure and the use of real locations.

With its focus on intimate relationships, love, and
romance, Soderbergh’s film sets the stage for one
of the most significant trends in independent
filmmaking of the 1990s: the confessional comedy
which prioritizes word over action and emotion
over irony (13). Not because they lead viewers to
locations other films would not dare to go, but
rather because films like Rambling Rose (1991),
The Wedding Banquet (1993), Smoke (1995),
Walking and Talking (1997), and many more
provide an alternative to conventional Hollywood.
Instead of travelling to highly elaborate fantasy
realms, the bravery lies in seemingly remaining in
the ordinary lives of their primarily young
characters. This trajectory in cinema history
highlights the evolution of spontaneity and
authenticity, culminating in Linklater’s work. The
trilogy focuses on chance encounters, spontaneous
conversations, and the exploration of the city
without a goal-oriented desire to reach a
destination can be seen as elements of serendipity.
Mindful mobility serves as a method of conscious
experiential learning, providing novel avenues for
generating empirical material and emphasizes the
concept of encounter as a focal point (14).
Additionally, it explores the theme of authenticity
through the characters’ discussions on art,
individuality, and the rejection of modernity. The
dialogues fluctuate with a realism that conceals the
of the
genuineness of the conversation in the Before

meticulous design screenplay. The
trilogy renders it compelling. Jesse and Céline’s
appreciation of Seurat’s art and their rejection of
the modern emphasis on individuality suggest a
authenticity of
homogenization. The characters’ wandering and
examining the city allow for unexpected and

meaningful experiences to unfold, emphasizing the

desire for in a world
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importance of embracing the unexpected in life.
The Before trilogy, devoid of intricate special
effects or complex story developments, relies
significantly on its language, transforming what
may appear as a mere dialogue into an insightful
examination of existence, love, and interpersonal
connections (15). The films depend on the potency
of the scripts and the veracity of their conversation
to engage viewers with minimal action. This
audacious narrative decision proved successful, as
demonstrated by its lasting popularity and critical
praise. In Before Sunrise, Jesse (Ethan Hawke), a
young American, and Céline (Julie Delpy), a
Parisian, forge an unexpected connection during a
chance encounter on a European train. Their
conversation, marked by intellectual curiosity and
emotional vulnerability, quickly deepens into an
intimate exchange. As their train approaches
Vienna, Jesse proposes they continue their
conversation beyond the fleeting moment. He
suggests that spending the night together in the
city will prevent the gnawing doubt of a missed
opportunity from haunting Celine in the future.
From the outset of their journey in Vienna,
spontaneity becomes a central theme. Their
the city without
allows

decision to explore a

predetermined  plan for genuine
interactions, unburdened by the constraints of a
premeditated agenda exhibiting the
characteristics of the fldneur. The film concludes

with poignant recollections that quietly pull at our

while

emotions as all the locations where they had
shared moments reappear on screen, now devoid
of their presence, waiting the sunrise in the city of
Vienna. It poetically concludes right where it
commenced, the railway station. Secondly, in
Before Sunset spontaneity continues to shape their
experiences in Paris, albeit with a layer of nostalgia
and regret. after their chance
encounter, Jesse, now a published author, finds
himself back in Paris for the final leg of his book
tour. His novel, This Time, is a thinly veiled account
of their one night together in Vienna. As he reads

Nine years

from his work at the iconic Shakespeare and
Company bookstore, fate intervenes. Paris has long
held a formative place in geo-spatial imaginaries of
love (16). The impromptu decision to engage in a
boat ride along the Seine River captures the
essence of unplanned moments. These instances
contribute to the authenticity of their connection
by allowing the characters to respond to the city



Abisha and Karunanithi,

and each other in a way that is unscripted and
unrehearsed. The spontaneity here was tempered
by the weight of missed opportunities and the
complexities of their separate lives, but it still
provided a space for heartfelt
reconnection. As their journey progresses to
Greece in Before Midnight, spontaneity takes on a
different dimension within the context of a long-
term relationship. Jesse and Céline navigate the
challenges of parenthood, introducing a new layer
of authenticity to their interactions. The nature of
their conversations and confrontations reflects the
unpredictable nature of life and love. Linklater’s
portrayal of spontaneous exploration and its
impact on character development invites the
spectators to reflect on the fluidity of human
relationships. However, the spontaneity that once
defined their relationship has been overshadowed
by the practicalities and responsibilities of life.
“...this room gives me the creeps; | was expecting
something quaint, like the real Greece. What the
hell are we doing here anyway? This is all too
planned, like we’re supposed to have this great
evening. There’s no room for spontaneity, it is all
gone from our lives. It's stupid and it's not
working...” (17).

This scene

genuine,

of the
transformation in Céline and Jesse’s relationship
over the years, moving from the exhilarating
spontaneity of their initial encounters to the
structured, routine-filled reality of their mature

captures the essence

relationship. This evolution from the spontaneous,
dreamlike beginnings to a more grounded, reality-
based relationship speaks to the
progression of love and the need to adapt and find
new ways to connect as life changes. This shift is
emblematic of many long-term relationships.

natural

While physical attraction initially brought them
together, it was their intellectual connection that
sustained their conversation and ultimately led
them to fall in love (18).

Geography of Desire: Topographical
Mapping of the Before Trilogy

Travel is more than just a backdrop in the Before
trilogy; it's a dynamic force that shapes the
narrative and the characters’ relationships. Travel
serves as an opportunity for introspection and
personal growth (19). Being in unfamiliar
surroundings strips away the comforts of routine,
forcing the characters to confront their deepest
thoughts and feelings. The act of exploring new

Vol 5 | Issue 4

places together creates a sense of shared
adventure and intimacy, which is essential to their
evolving relationship. The trilogy’s wuse of
topography is a powerful tool for mapping the
intricate journey of love between Jesse and Céline.
By examining the physical spaces they inhabit, the
film explores the ways in which these locations
influence their emotions, relationships, and
personal growth. The winding streets of Vienna,
the romantic charm of Paris, and the idyllic
landscapes of Greece each contribute to the unique
atmosphere of their encounters and the evolution
of their connection. The trilogy’s use of travel as a
narrative device also reflects the broader
metaphor of life as a journey. Each film represents
a different stage in their relationship, and the
locations serve as symbolic markers of their
progress. The Before trilogy, a cinematic
exploration of love and human connection,
employs topography as a powerful tool to enhance
the narrative and deepen the characters’ emotional
journey. Beyond its geographical significance,
topography in the trilogy serves as a symbolic
representation of the characters’ inner states, a
reflection of their relationships, and a catalyst for
personal growth. The trilogy’s narrative structure
mirrors the unpredictability and complexity of
real-life relationships, much like a topographical
map reflects the varied terrain of a landscape. The
trilogy’s choice of locations, Vienna, Paris, and
Greece, is deliberate and significant. Each city
carries its own historical and cultural weight,
influencing the characters’ conversations and their
understanding of their own lives. Vienna, with its
rich history and romantic atmosphere, sets the
stage for the initial spark of love between Jesse and
Céline. Paris, a city synonymous with love and art,
provides a backdrop for their reunion and
exploration of their shared past. Greece, with its
ancient myths and modern realities, offers a place
of reflection and renewal, mirroring the challenges
and complexities of their long-term relationship.
Beyond their symbolic significance, the physical
spaces in the trilogy actively shape the characters’
experiences and their emotional journeys. The
topography of the locations featured in the Before
trilogy plays a crucial role in shaping the
exploration of time, location, and emotion. The
trilogy spans two decades, capturing the evolving
relationship between Jesse and Céline. Each film
represents a different stage in their relationship,

1314
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reflecting the passage of time and the changes in
their emotional connection. The trilogy spans
several years, and the seasons change accordingly.
This seasonal variation affects the characters’
moods, their activities, and the overall atmosphere
of the films. For instance, the autumnal setting of
Before Sunrise creates a sense of melancholy and
longing while the vast, open spaces of Greece in
Before Midnight feels overwhelming and isolating.
The cities mirror the characters’ internal states.
Vienna’s romantic aura, Paris’s nostalgic charm,
and Greece’s intense beauty parallel the stages of
Jesse and Céline’s relationship, from initial
connection to mature complexity. The youthful
energy and romantic idealism of Before Sunrise are
mirrored in the vibrant city of Vienna. It’s a place
of new beginnings, where the characters are full of
hope and possibility. The city’s enchanting
atmosphere provides a fertile ground for their
spontaneous connection, allowing them to delve
into deep conversations without the distractions of
everyday life. Vienna’s character as a place of
dreams and possibilities is mirrored in the
characters’ own aspirations and uncertainties
about the future. Vienna’s labyrinthine streets and
atmospheric cafes mirror the characters’ own
exploration of each other. The city’s architectural
grandeur and historical significance create a sense
of enchantment and possibility, which is reflected
in the characters’ own sense of wonder and
excitement. The film’s use of long takes and
tracking shots allows viewers to experience the
city as the characters do, immersed in its sights and
sounds. The long-take is employed in film theory to
achieve a diverse array of aesthetic and
philosophical objectives.
regarding the long-take have been employed to

Opposing discourses

sort through the pursuit of realism, the pro-filmic
event mark, experiential immersion in the diegetic
environment, spectatorial  ambiguity
(20). Vienna, in essence, is more than just a setting;

and

it's an active participant in the story. The city’s
romantic aura, combined with its physical spaces,
creates a perfect environment for the blossoming
of a new love. Before Sunset takes place in a more
mature and cosmopolitan setting, reflecting the
characters’ growth and evolving relationship.
Paris, a city of love and art, provides a fitting
backdrop for their reunion and exploration of their
shared past. The city’s romantic reputation creates
a sense of expectation and nostalgia, while its
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contemporary energy represents the characters’
own evolution. The film’s use of the Seine as a
central location is particularly significant, as the
river symbolizes the flow of time and the passage
of life. The characters’ movement through the city
mirrors their own emotional journey. As they
discover new corners of Paris, they confront the
complexities of their shared history and the
challenges of their current lives. The city’s
atmosphere of both romance and reality reflects
the characters’ own conflicting desires and
emotions. The Greek setting in Before Midnight is
characterized by its intensity and beauty,
mirroring the complexities and challenges of a
long-term relationship. The juxtaposition of idyllic
landscapes with the characters’ internal struggles
creates a powerful contrast. In contrast to Vienna,
Peloponnese coast in the Southern Greece in Before
Midnight is a more mature and complex setting.
The idyllic Greek landscape, while beautiful, is
juxtaposed with the challenges and complexities of
a long-term relationship. The heat and intensity of
the Messenia summer mirror the emotional
temperature between Jesse and Celine, who are
grappling with the realities of parenthood, career,
and the passage of time. The choice of Greece as a
setting is deliberate. It's a place where ancient
myths and modern realities collide, much like the
characters’ own struggles to reconcile their past
with their present. The setting also evokes a sense
of cyclical time, suggesting that certain patterns
repeat
themselves. Geographical Topography refers to the
specific locations featured in the films, such as
Vienna, Paris, and Greece. The characters’ physical
movement through these locations, such as
walking, exploring, and traveling, contributes to

and conflicts in relationships may

the narrative and reflects their emotional journeys.
Emotional and Psychological Topography refers to
the characters’ inner worlds, their thoughts,
feelings, and memories. These internal landscapes
are often mirrored or reflected in the external
The
emotional journeys can be mapped onto the
physical spaces they inhabit. The
“topography” in the context of the Before trilogy is
not limited to geographical movement but also
extends to the mapping of emotional
psychological landscapes. This interconnectedness
enhances the depth and richness of the narrative,

landscapes they encounter. characters’

term

and
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allowing the films to explore themes of love and the
passage of time in a meaningful way.

The Answer Must be in the Attempt,
Right?

The capital of Austria, Vienna, has a long history of
studio productions dating back to the silent and
early sound eras. The foundation for a flourishing
film industry was built by firms like Vita Film and
Sascha-Filmindustrie between the 1930s and
1950s. Even while Vienna does not produce as
much film these days as it did in the past few
decades, the city nevertheless produces some
exceptionally good films and remarkable actors.
Vienna has been an important location in a number
of contemporary films, even before Richard
Linklater’s Before Sunrise, including, Nicolas Roeg’s
Bad Timing (1980), and John Glen's James Bond:
The Living Daylights (1987). Before Sunrise uses
the city of Vienna as a backdrop to depict the
spontaneous journey of two characters, reflecting
on the urban experience and the act of walking as
a form of personal and social exploration. The

Vol 5 | Issue 4

purpose of cinematic images of walking is to
investigate the manner in which they fulfil a
cinematic function in the representation of mental,
psychological, and physical spaces (21). The
fldneur here is reimagined as a postmodern
wanderer, engaging with the city’s architecture,
spaces, and metaphors, ultimately creating a
narrative that intertwines the physical journey
with a deeper existential inquiry. While Hollywood
films have generally avoided getting into the
concept of fldneur, which is typically linked to
urban experiences in everyday life, Before Sunrise
offers a glimpse into contemporary fldneur culture
by centering on the mundane routines of a young
couple who decided to travel incidentally in the
middle of Europe (22). The film is likened to
a Cubist rendition of falling in love, suggesting that
it presents this experience from multiple
perspectives, much like how Cubist art shows
multiple viewpoints of a subject simultaneously.
The film captures the essence of falling in love
through a series of conversations and encounters
as the characters walk around Vienna.

(A)

(B)

Figure 1: The First Meeting in the Train Scene (23). (A) Jesse Initiates the Conversation with Céline, (B)
Céline is listening to Jesse
The film the narrative structure undergoes a

significant transformation when Jesse convinces
Céline to disembark from the train. Initially, the
film employs a shot-reverse-shot technique
(Figure 1), utilizing alternating single shots of the
protagonists as they engage in conversation,
reflective of their initial uncertainty about one
their
however, Linklater subtly incorporates the back of
the listener’s head into the frame (Figure 1),
signifying a gradual shift towards more intimate
double shots. This technique foreshadows the
change in cinematographic style that occurs once
they step off the train. Wood observes that
Linklater’s extended takes—usually including a

another. As conversation progresses,

static camera or movement dictated by the actors’
actions rather than the camera—affords the actors
freedom, enabling spontaneity (24). The moment
Jesse and Céline begin exploring Vienna together,
the film transitions predominantly to double shots.
Close-ups become rare, and the wurban
environment of Vienna itself emerges as a vital
character within the narrative. This shift illustrates
the couple’s evolving relationship and growing
comfort with each other. The film occasionally
reverts to shot-reverse-shot during moments of
introspective dialogue where Jesse and Céline
explore their divergent worldviews, often leading
to respectful disagreements. The actors perform in
real time, without cuts, pauses, or accelerations,
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allowing us to join them through their experiences
as if we were their invisible travel companions. As
they discuss love, philosophy, and the passage of
time, the urban landscape becomes a silent yet
influential character in their interactions. Long
takes are inherently poetic; they meander and
undulate, progress gradually, and provide viewers

Vol 5 | Issue 4

an unexpectedly profound experience, irrespective
of the context (25). The ebb and flow of the city
seep into their dialogue, shaping the rhythm and
tone of their exchanges. As aptly expressed, “It was
simple. And that is why it was real,” encapsulates
the authenticity and simplicity embedded in their
dialogue (18).

(A)

Figure 2: In the Streets of Vienna Scene (23). (A) Céline Takes a Seat to Listen to Jesse, (B) Jesse Opens up
to Céline

fulfillment in the sense that Dewey believes

aesthetic experience is characterized (26). This is

also a highly aesthetic moment in the sense that it

is a moment of bonding with one another through

A notable instance of this occurs during a scene
where, after a tracking shot through Vienna’s
streets, Jesse takes a seat. Here (Figure 2), Jesse
exhibits vulnerability, shedding his facade of a
jaded cynic to reveal his true nature as a hopeless
romantic. In his monologue, he questions the value
of romanticism and whether a pragmatic, self-
improvement-focused approach might be more
fulfilling than the idealism that led him to Europe
and ultimately to a failed relationship. This
moment foreshadows Jesse’s
throughout the trilogy, where his fear of ending up

character arc

in a passionless marriage materializes despite his
success as a writer and the complexities of his
relationships, particularly with his teenage son
following his decision to be with Céline in Before
Sunset. Céline’s response to Jesse encapsulates the
trilogy’s core idea:

“I believe if there’s any kind of God it wouldn't be
in any of us, not you or me but just this little space
in between. If there’s any kind of magic in this
world it must be in the attempt of understanding
someone sharing something. I know, it's almost
impossible to succeed but who cares really? The
answer must be in the attempt.” (23)

This sentiment reflects the essence of their
relationship. After that, there is a pause that both
Céline and Jesse appear to take pleasure in. It is
also significant that Jesse’s gaze is telling at the end
of the interaction; with Céline’s remark, the
substance of the dialogue has run its course to

1317

(B)

discussion. When examining the Before trilogy as a
whole, one can observe an evolution of life stages.
The first film, Before Sunrise, is an attempt at
understanding and connecting between two
strangers. The films focus on the process of
connecting and understanding each other,
suggesting that the magic lies in the process itself,
not necessarily in its success. This chance
encounter imbues the narrative with excitement
and suspense. The idea that the attempt to connect
is what truly matters reflects a broader
philosophical stance on relationships and human
interaction. Nine years later, Before Sunset revisits
Jesse and Céline, capturing the essence of
reconnection at the Shakespeare and company.
The original Shakespeare & Company bookstore,
owned by Sylvia Beach, was a frequent haunt of
James Joyce, who's Ulysses was published under its
imprint (26). Before Sunrise takes place on Blooms
day, June 16th, a date associated with Ulysses and
the original script included references to John
Huston'’s film adaptation of Joyce’s The Dead. Both
films hinge on serendipitous meetings, lending
them a sense of unpredictability and immediacy.
Jesse’s reflection during his book reading further

elaborates on this theme:



Abisha and Karunanithi,

“But my life, from my own point of view, has been
full of drama, right? And so, I thought if I could
write a book that could capture what it’s like to
really meet somebody. One of the exciting things
that’s ever happened to me is, to meet somebody
and make that connection. And if I could make that
valuable, you know, to capture that... anyway, that
was the attempt...” (27)

His attempt to capture the essence of this
connection in his book This Time mirrors Céline’s
belief in the importance of the attempt to
understand and share with another person. Their
relationship, built on moments of genuine
connection and shared understanding, emphasizes
the value of the journey rather than the
destination. The trilogy, through their evolving
interactions, showcases that the true magic and
fulfillment come from the continuous effort to
connect, understand, and share with another
person. The trilogy represents Jesse and Celine’s
attempt — and Mr. Linklater’s — to control the
flow of experience, to find meaning (28). When
Jesse first sees Céline after nine years, he utters the
phrase at the book reading “And it’s obvious to him
that time is a lie” (27). This suggests that love
and that their
connection remains strong, despite the physical

transcends time emotional
distance and the passage of years. The statement
interpreted as a philosophical
reflection on the nature of reality and the illusion

of control we have over our lives. Time, like many

can also be

other aspects of reality, may be beyond our grasp.
In his Hollywood debut, Sunrise (1927), Murnau
pioneered a new approach to camera movement,
revolutionizing the use of dolly shots and
reestablishing mobile framing as a conventional
technique (29). By experimenting with various
dollies, Murnau created innovative point-of-view
shots, allowing the camera to embody the
character’s perspective and immerse the viewer in
their gaze (21). A particularly memorable example
is the tracking shot of the male lead walking
through a marsh for a minute and a half in length.
While both directors share a commitment to
innovative camera work, their overall styles differ.
Murnau's films often have a more expressionistic
and stylized quality, while Linklater’s work tends
to be more naturalistic and grounded in reality.
The cinematography, particularly the use of tight,
narrow Viennese streets, visually reinforces this
theme. The film’s transitions from shot-reverse-

1318

Vol 5 | Issue 4

shot to medium-wide shots highlight moments of
genuine connection between Jesse and Céline,
emphasizing the importance of their shared
experiences within the city’s labyrinthine alleys.
This imagery symbolizes the “little space in
between” that Céline references, suggesting that
true understanding and connection are found
within the shared, often ephemeral moments of
their journey. Over time, directors have honed the
Steadicam’s tool,
employing it to capture the dynamic nature of

potential as a narrative
conversation and create a sense of movement and
fluidity. Linklater, in particular, has mastered the
use of the Steadicam for peripatetic dialogues,
allowing him to seamlessly blend conversation
with exploration (21). As famously said, “To stroll
is to vegetate, to fldneur is to live” (30). This
sentiment is encapsulated in Jesse and Céline when
they wander through the streets, engaging in deep
conversations and immersing themselves in the
urban landscape, they not only discover more
about each other but also reflect on their own
desires, fears, and personal growth (31).
Contrastingly, Before Midnight diverges from this
formula by presenting a narrative grounded in the
quotidian realities of Jesse and Céline’s lives
together as a couple with twin daughters, residing
in Paris. The trilogy, while centred on fervent
romance, chance, and fate, also appropriately
explores the subsequent aspects: the ordinariness
and reality of not only a romantic relationship but
ultimately a marital one (32). These themes come
a full circle in the final installment.

From Idealism to Reality in Before Midnight
The Before trilogy is set within this historical
reality and offers a rich, comedic perspective on
the continent’s social and geopolitical landscape.
While the three films are set within a shared
European context, the distinct characteristics of
each location and the unique times in which their
respective events occur necessitate individual
analysis. Linklater’s intention was to uncover the
relational aspects of life and find the true identities
of two individuals who initially shared complete
anonymity and placing Jesse and Céline in foreign
countries was a deliberate choice made by the
director, as traveling often fosters openness to
experiences beyond one’s usual realm (33). Before
Midnight heavily references Rossellini's Journey to
Italy, which is itself loosely based on The Dead.
Interestingly, Joyce once translated Gerhart
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Hauptmann’s Vor Sonnenaufgang (Before Sunrise,
1932) and also alludes to this work in Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man. The filmmakers chose
Greece as the setting for their third film, a country
profoundly impacted by the economic crisis and
emblematic, along with Spain and Italy, of the
significant divide between Northern and Southern
Europe. Over the eighteen years since the first film,
the social landscape has transformed, and the
latest developments have further distanced it from
the already tenuous optimism of the first narrative.
Aesthetic and cultural practices are uniquely
influenced by the evolving perceptions of space
and time because they involve crafting spatial
representations and artifacts from the ongoing
flow of human experience as they consistently
mediate between the states of Being and Becoming
(34).Before Midnight catches up with them on the
cusp of middle-aged domesticity, in medias res, as
they go about the business of living (35). As the
couple explores the southern Peloponnese,
Linklater, Delpy, and Hawke craft a rich and
evocative comic space by deeply engaging with the
authentic locations and demonstrating a
remarkable alertness of their historical, social, and
cultural contexts, both past and present. The
geographical setting of Before Midnight embodies a
collection of trajectories and an ongoing series of
micro-histories that provide significant insights
into the history of modern Greece and the broader
European continent. This context may ultimately
shed light on both the aspiration for and the
challenges of achieving a pan-European project at
the dawn of the twenty-first century. Joy and
laughter are evident in a space which is made up of
a multitude of individual and communal stories,
crucially including, as will be seen, those that tell of
transnational encounters, intercultural alliances,
and mixed social groups as well as individuals (36).
Throughout the film, viewers are invited to
perceive this transnational comic space as a source
of joy, while still acknowledging its numerous
issues and contradictions. Europe was undergoing
what seemed to be an era of transformation in the
early 1990s. The social space turned comic space
in the Before trilogy is Europe. Far from a static
reality, Europe was, in the eighteen years’ interval
between the of the three films,
characterized by rapid change and fiercely
contradictory impulses and discourses, the
meeting point of a plurality of stories (36). A neo-
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realist reference subtly emerges in the backdrop of
Céline and Jesse’s rising tension in Before Midnight
(26). This time, it's a nod to Roberto Rossellini’s
Viaggio in Italia (1954), which depicts the
unraveling of a marriage in a scenic Mediterranean
setting. The transformation in their relationship
dynamics is evident: Jesse and Céline, who once
speculated on each other's thoughts, now engage
in conversations reflecting deep familiarity. Their
exchanges have evolved from philosophical
musings to discussions rooted in past mistakes,
daily struggles, and future considerations, such as
the well-being of Jesse’s son from a previous
marriage and Céline’s career prospects. These
discussions often lead to conflicts, showcasing
their ability to reconcile and maintain their bond
despite challenges. Before Midnight retains the
authenticity and naturalness that define the
trilogy. The trilogy and its dialogues offer an
insightful exploration of how to facilitate
interaction between two individuals, initially
strangers, evolving into a genuine familiarity and
closeness, both physically and emotionally (18).
The ideas, settings, and emotions encompass a
broad spectrum, yielding an engrossing film.
Rather than romanticizing the conclusion of their
story, it presents a nuanced portrayal of a mature
relationship, complete with its imperfections and
reconciliations. This approach ensures that the
film remains true to the trilogy’s core themes,
providing a realistic depiction of love’s evolution
over time. Before Midnight can be simply put as
“walking, driving and an inconclusive attempt at
sex” (28). In the course of their stroll towards the
beach, Jesse and Céline stumble upon a 13th-
century Byzantine chapel adorned with ancient
frescoes spanning the walls. The sunny, quiet
places that Céline and Jesse visit are the result of a
cacophony of voices from the past (36). Jesse
informs Céline that the chapel is dedicated to Saint
Odilia, known as the patron saint of eyesight.
Ironically, many of the figures depicted in the
frescoes have had their eyes scratched out, an act
Jesse attributes to the Turks, who allegedly defaced
the images to show disrespect. The meandering
nature of fldneur allows for the exploration of the
cities on a deeper level, revealing layers of history,
culture, and architecture. Reflecting on this scene,
Jesse draws a parallel to Japanese monks and their
practice of painting with water on hot rocks. The
ephemeral nature of this art form resonates deeply



Abisha and Karunanithi,

with Jesse, as it underscores the idea that the
essence of creation lies not in the final product but
in the process itself—a concept rooted in
impermanence and philosophical depth. This
theme of valuing the journey over the destination
permeates throughout the trilogy. Linklater’s
cinematic opus exemplifies the potency of
conversation in narrative construction. His
proficiency is apparent in the fluidity of Jesse and
Céline’s dialogues, which create an authentic
atmosphere that allows spectators to feel like
clandestine observers of a genuine interaction.
Before Midnight seems more closely aligned with
Jesse than Céline. For instance, when they fight and
Céline storms out of the hotel room the camera
stays with Jesse, not Céline. The spectators don't
see Céline’s emotional turmoil. Instead, we are
invited to take up Jesse’s perspective in a series of
point-of-view shots. The final half-hour, during
which the relationship faces challenges, does not
seek to dismantle the couple. Instead, it embraces
the relationship’s complexity and ambiguity,
effectively capturing love in its duration. The
ending presents a fresh start, highlighting the
couple’s capacity to perpetually reset their story,
blending the eternal promise of a happy ending
with the fervor of their initial meeting throughout
the narrative’s course. Maybe Before Midnight is
the closest thing to what life is (37). The Before
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trilogy unfolds as a series of psycho-geographic
journeys, with the characters traversing
landscapes that serve as both backdrops and
emotional mirrors. From the fleeting vistas of a
train journey to the timeless allure of the Seine and
the ancient echoes of Greece, these settings
underscore the passage of time and the
complexities of human connection. However, this
lyrical exploration of place and emotion abruptly
shifts in Before Midnight with a jarring
confrontation in a sterile hotel room. The film’s
final act is a stark departure from the previous
films’ fluid movements, as the characters’ carefully
constructed facade of harmony shatters into a
tempestuous display of conflict. Towards the end
of the movie, a conflict arises resulting in a series
of arguments. However, the manner in which they
manage their conflict is commendable and
essential for the preservation of the relationship as
this approach deepens intimacy and compels both
parties to discuss the root of their anger and the
source of their pain, which leads to mutual support
and understanding and the resolution of the issue
(38). In a sense, it conveys to the audience that
disagreements can be advantageous and, in certain
instances, even essential for the purpose of
fostering a deeper understanding of our partners
and solidifying our relationships.

Figure 3: The Ending Scene (17)

The final scene of Before Midnight is a delicate
balance of conflict and reconciliation. After a
tumultuous argument in their hotel room, Jesse
and Celine find themselves on a café overlooking
the sea (Figure 3). The scene is marked by a playful
and somewhat surreal dynamic. Jesse adopts the
persona of Céline’s future self, claiming to be a time
traveler sent to offer advice. Initially, Céline is
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resistant, but she gradually engages with the
playful banter. This light-hearted exchange serves
as a temporary respite from their earlier conflict. It
allows them to re-establish a connection, albeit a
playful one, and offers a glimmer of hope for their
relationship. The film concludes with Céline’s
response to Jesse’s time-traveling act, “Well, it
must have been one hell of a night we’re about to
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have” (17). It suggests a potential for renewed
passion and intimacy between the characters. The
film'’s ending, while ambiguous, suggests a
tentative reconciliation. It’s recognition that their
relationship is far from perfect, but it's also a
testament to their enduring connection. It is
evident when Jesse says, “If you want true love,
then this is it. This is real life. It's not perfect, but
it's real” (17). This final film eschews the
spontaneous thrills of the previous films, focusing
instead on the complexities of sustained intimacy
and daily life. The trilogy’s conclusion, with Jesse’s
attempt to reconcile with Céline through poetry,
reiterates the central message: the value lies in the
continuous attempt to understand and connect.

Conclusion

Richard Linklater’s Before trilogy stands as a
testament to the power of cinema to capture the
complexities of human experience. By prioritizing
authenticity, spontaneity, and the exploration of
ordinary life, the films offer a refreshing departure
from conventional romantic narratives. The
trilogy’s emphasis on dialogue and character
development, coupled with its use of real-world
locations, creates a sense of intimacy and realism
that resonates deeply with audiences. Through
careful examination, this research has illuminated
the ways in which Linklater’s cinematic approach
contributes to a unique understanding of love,
time, and place. The research highlights the
importance of both geographical and emotional
topography in the movie as this approach
underscores Linklater’s capacity to utilize physical
environments to enrich the narrative and intensify
the characters’ emotional trajectories. This study
provides a detailed examination of Linklater’s
filmmaking technique in the Before trilogy,
emphasising the importance of emotional
cartography, and the director’s dedication to
realism and authenticity. This research enhances
the discourse surrounding Linklater’s unique style
and his capacity to produce profoundly relevant
and emotionally compelling films. The research
explores how the trilogy’s exploration of European
cities - Vienna, Austria; Paris, France and
Peloponnese, Greece - reveals how these urban
landscapes serve as both backdrops and active
participants in the characters’ emotional journeys.
Linklater creates a cinematic world that feels both
intimately personal and universally relatable.
Furthermore, the research primarily focuses on
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the textual analysis of the films, with limited
exploration of audience reception and
interpretation. A more comprehensive study could
incorporate audience surveys or focus groups to
gain insights into how viewers experience and
interpret the films. Future research could also
explore the potential impact of gender and cultural
background on audience interpretations of the
trilogy.
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