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“Be excited, be be excited... no red meat!”
Introduction

# Darren Aronofskyʼs ʻRequiem for a Dreamʼ (2001) depicts a world of reckless 
addiction, and the subsequent desperation and imprisonment which all the characters are 
faced with, following their crippling addictions- be it heroin, or disguised amphetamine diet 
pills. The narrative is constructed over three seasons, utilized in order to show the 
progressive nature of addiction, and to mark its temporal progress. Each character delves 
into the dark world of addiction; Harry (Jared Leto), Tyrone (Marlon Wayans) and Marion 
(Jennifer Connelly) are addicted to heroin, and initially hope to start a business- Tyrone in 
particular wishing to escape life on the street. Sara Goldfarb (Harryʼs mother, played by 
Ellen Burstyn) becomes addicted to amphetamine ʻuppersʼ and ʻdownersʼ,  in a desperate 
bid to lose weight and appear on television, in and of itself another form of addiction. The 
charactersʼ combined dreams and aspirations are often construed as a reference to the 
American dream- eventually portrayed by the film to be something unattainable. The 
sequence which I will be analyzing is one of the later sequences of the film, in which a 
crescendo of drama and narrative climax bring the visceral experience to a sour 



conclusion. I will be focusing on the use of cinematography, editing and sound, and how 
these elements construct meaning.

Sequence Analysis

The montage sequence opens with a white fade onto the brightly lit pier setting which is 
frequently used within the film, supposedly to symbolise the calm frame of mind the 
characters believe they inhabit while under heroinʼs euphoric influence. This is heightened 
by the set- Coney Island pier, and the general palette of the screen, which is an array of 
blue and faded tones- all signifying calmness and serenity. The fade from white hints at the 
notion of a flashback, or resuscitation. The female figure in the distance is in a red dress- 

more symbolism, but in stark contrast to the rest of the scene; the red colour in the 
distance foreshadows the dangerous feeling which permeates the rest of the scene- in 
which each characterʼs plights are revealed. The hurtling tracking shot also infers a sense 
of panic, complemented by the foley of the stifling wind, and Harryʼs running and yelling- 
his voice muffled by the wind.
As Harry approaches the woman at the end of the pier, she is gone. As he slowly backs 
away, a closeup shot of his feet shows him falling quite literally off the edge of reality- into 
a black abyss, head on into a darkly lit alley. He is barely visible through dim street lights, 
and there is a copious exaggeration of grey tones- symbolising the characterʼs fall from 
grace and into addiction. These opening seconds play with the emotions of the viewer, 
transforming the atmosphere through contrasting images of the dark grimy alley to the 
serene Coney Island pier, foreshadowing the end of the film.



The black screen left from the dramatic opening fades into the set of a hospital, and the 
face of a nurseʼs face slowly coming into focus from the shadows. Her brightly lit, healthy 
face and calm composure are juxtaposed to the heaving, shadowed face of Harry, whose 
face is distorted in anguish. 
Aronofsky highlights Harryʼs bleak existence through the use of lighting and camera work. 
Chiaroscuro lighting techniques are used to enhance this sense of despair by covering his 
face in shadows, while a slow zoom out reveals that Harry has lost his arm through 
infection, from unsanitary drug injection and delayed treatment. The outward pan 
continues, and the previously bright ward becomes visible as only shadowy and enclosed. 

Using a jump cut, Aronofsky cuts to a low angle shot of Harry and Marionʼs apartment 
steeped in shadows as she opens the door introducing a crack of bright light from the 
hallway. The crack of light in the darkened room is another signifier for hopelessness- a 
crack of light at the end of a deep tunnel. Additionally, the low dutch angle makes the dull 
room appear to tower over the audience. Marion then switches on the light and reveals the 
apartment to be squalid and decrepit. The floor is littered with papers, characterized with 
long chiaroscuro shadows which are further signifiers for hopelessness. 



Aronofsky uses the same dark palette and low angles to the same effect in the next shot, 
as lines of prisoners file down their ranks of beds - the end of Tyroneʼs story. The shot of 
his face as he sits on the bed is a grimly lit closeup, bringing the viewer into the feeling of 
despair. Throughout the sequence, the indoor lighting is cold and clinical and there is little 
warmth in the worlds that the addicts are driven to.

The following shot in the montage focuses on two of Sara Goldfarbʼs friends, sitting in the 
clinically lit waiting room. The music begins to crescendo and the camera zooms into the 
woman, standing shocked as she sees the impoverished state Sara is in. The shot 
following is an extreme closeup revealing her face wrecked by insanity and ECT treatment. 
The use of the clinical strip lighting again saps the scene of any warmth. Aronofsky makes 
constant use of closeups to emphasize the emotions on the charactersʼ faces, in the case 
of Saraʼs friend to emphasize shock. The shots are cut loosely to the beat and crescendo 
of the epic score- Lux Aeterna- composed by Clint Mansell, performed by the Kronos 
Quartet, greatly increasing the sense of finality, and ergo hopelessness. The drawn out 
sounds of the string instruments mirror the slow outward zooms which Aronofsky makes 
use of, such as of the two friends, sitting crying together. By zooming out, the characters in 
the shot become smaller, and their surroundings come more into focus- in this case, the 
towering mental institution, and the snowy, deserted street. 



Another slow zoom out shot shows Marion curled up on the sofa, starting with an extreme 
closeup of her face, smeared in makeup - smiling and pulling out a wad of cash from her 
pocket. Again, the viewer sees the apartment, littered in papers. The aerial shot makes the 
viewer look down on her; making her appear small and insignificant amongst the piles of 
trash. The lighting in the room highlights its griminess- metaphoric for the grimy world she 
inhabits.

There is a visual match showing Tyrone in the next shot, lying on the bed in prison in a 
similar position. The lighting choices consistently cover the characters in chiaroscuro 
shadows. During Tyroneʼs slow zoom out, an image of him lying in his motherʼs arms fades 
onto the screen, semi-opaque. This strikes chords with the audience, as he originally 
intended to make his mother proud by escaping the street, and we now see him growing 
smaller within the prison. The still which floats over screen is coloured in warm, orange 
tones - an extreme contrast to the image of Tyrone lying in the bed, thus emphasizing his 
isolation and depraved state. 

The next shot is Sara lying in the mental institution- another overhead shot. The same 
harsh, clinical lighting and chiaroscuro shadow work is used to signify her deranged state, 
and the cold, unloving nature of her ward. She seems to be enclosed, or restrained, 
between two walls, a further signification of her physical and mental entrapment. Her look 
of desperation changes to a deranged smile, and it becomes clear that the audience 
suddenly begins to share her dream or hallucination. The dream itself becomes apparent 
as the recurring image of the game-show lights appear, semi-opaque, on screen. The 
lights flash, and Sara walks ʻonstageʼ wearing the red dress of her dreams- the audience 

visual match shots which parallel Marion and 
Tyrone in similarly depraved mental and 
emotional  states

semi-opaque image of Tyroneʼs mother pans 
onto the screen in a ʻKen Burnsʼ effect



falls into applause and her dream seems to have been realised- even if only within her 
own head. The bright red of her dress, and the contrasting blue flashing lights and blaring 
stage lighting all create a hectic image onscreen- an audiovisual feast. The somewhat 
jarring lighting alludes to her mental instability.

This concludes the finale of the movie, wherein Aronofsky successfully informs the 
audience of the plight of each character. The short sequence is highly effective and 
extremely rich in film language. The use of editing is particularly successful in its pacing- 
the shots are in a variety of lengths, but generally become shorter as the sequence comes 
to its end- establishing a sense of desperation. The lighting throughout the sequence 
mirrors the states that the characters are in- whether it is the cold, clinical lighting of the 
hospital ward, or the dank grimy lighting used in the prison and apartment. The colour of 
the different palettes are equally telling, in the way that Aronofsky uses colours with certain 
connotations. Light blue is used to create a feeling of calm, which is later destroyed. Brown  
(the colour of heroin) and grey tones put the scene into a state of disrepair, giving off a 
feeling of dirtiness. The use of music in the scene can simply not be ignored- the editing is 
in tune to the soundtrack, and this greatly increases its dramatic value, as the music itself - 
through use of a grand crescendo and orchestral theme. This ending sequence is 
extremely successful, mostly in creating a sense of pathos in the spectator.


