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Hearing Horror Stories:
Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining and Sound in the Cinema
There are but a few artistic platforms that engage its addressee as vividly or creatively as film. Of course, painting and photography entices the viewer through his vision, that entanglement of color, light, and shadow to form a meaningful whole. The sculptor attempts to captivate his audience through the tactile sense, creating landscapes and surfaces to be felt, touched, and gripped. In a way, the filmic medium is an attempt to go beyond these traditional art forms and mix an engagement of the senses into singular products. One of the more effective modes that the cinema employs to captivate its viewers is their sense of sound – their ears and aural capacity. Most viewers may believe and get a certain impression that the objects and events they view on screen naturally produce the sound they hear while viewing a film, but they also often overlook the fact that the sound track is constructed separately from the image-product of the film itself (Bordwell and Thompson, 264). The fact that the sound of a particular film is independent of the image makes it an effective and flexible element of the medium, equal to or sometimes more valuable than mise-en-scène, cinematography, or editing. As such, a closer look at the importance of sound in the filmic medium – specifically within the genres of horror and science fiction – may prove essential in understanding cinema as an art form. In so doing, an analysis of sound technique in particular films within these categories must be conducted, if one is ever to appreciate the power of the often-overlooked aural aspect of cinema.


The semiotic film theorist Christian Metz once described the relegation of sound below that of the image in the cinematic medium as primarily due to a “primitive substantialism” rooted in our culture – one that distinguishes between visual qualities as substantial, and aural qualities as merely adjectival (Metz 313). And yet, some genres and films within them pay greater importance to the aural aspect of the medium rather than the visual one. For one, the horror film’s effectiveness as a genre often involves the creative and effective use of sound and sonic phenomena along with striking imagery. This is true of films such as Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980). Much like its predecessor, Kubrick’s horror masterpiece uses the aural aspect of the cinematic medium to great effect, achieving the ultimate goal of manipulating its audience’s primal reactions to fear. In a way, a masterwork such as The Shining comes as no surprise given the talents of one such as Stanley Kubrick – even a quick filmography of the auteur allows the scholar to grasp the genius of the man. From Spartacus, to 2001: A Space Odyssey, Kubrick has often been considered a master of the medium, conquering a diverse range of genres during his time. The Shining is his contribution to the horror genre. The bare plot of the film concerns the descent into madness of the writer Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson), in the Overlook Hotel. Strange supernatural phenomena and his son’s psychic abilities lead Torrance into the climactic attempt to murder his wife and child, before finally succumbing to his death in a harsh snowstorm.

Music in The Shining

The Shining’s use of cinematic sound mainly involves the utilization of music within the scenes in the film. It is well documented that the music that Stanley Kubrick utilized in the film is pre-composed – that is, the music for the film was created before the principal shooting and editing phase. Going by this description alone, one may already imagine the immense difficulty that may have permeated The Shining’s musical production. Behind this feat was music editor Gordon Stainforth, with whom Kubrick collaborated closely, and whose main role in the film was to match the musical passages which Kubrick had selected, with the cut of the film (Barham 137). The main pieces that were utilized were from Bela Bartok’s “Music for Strings” (1936), Krzysztof Penderecki’s “The Awakening of Jacob” (1974), “Utrenja” (1960/1970), and “De Natura Sonoris”, and Gyorgy Ligeti’s “Lontano” (1967). It is important to note that all of these pieces were modernist and avant-garde in nature – not to mention obscure during the time the film was released – a perfect complement to Kubrick’s employment of music to project psychological horror throughout the film. 

A good scene to analyze in this regard is when Danny, Jack’s son, rides along the hotel’s lonesome halls, followed by a now-iconic steadicam long take. Danny then rounds a corner and sees what the viewer assumes to be two murdered sisters from the hotel’s past occupants. The scene uses Pendeecki’s “De Natura Sonoris” – carefully synchronized with the image on-screen – to amplify the macabre terror that the viewer feels as he sees the bloodied bodies of the sisters intercut with close-up shots of Danny’s horrified face. If one listens closely, Penderecki’s score contains attacks or “scalic passages” which Stainforth had carefully synchronized with rapid cutaways to shots of the sisters’ bloodied corpses. The result is not unlike that of Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho: an aural stimulus that proceeds to heighten the viewer’s anxiety and fear. The Shining’s musical score, thus, becomes a psychophysical phenomenon that the film employs in exchange for the normal responses to fear, such as rapid heart rate, dilated pupils, and profuse perspiration. 
Sound, Acting, and the Mise en Scene

The intersection of filmic sound and the mise en scene almost always involve the quality of the film’s actors: they can manipulate their filmic elements within each scene through the sonic elements that they create. In the present analysis, of particular importance is the tonal and aural qualities of Jack Nicholson’s vocalizations. Mario Falsetto observes Nicholson’s performance, thus: “The film creates much of its meaning through the presentation of Jack (both Torrance and Nicholson) and his interaction with the camera, other actors and the space around him”. 


Throughout the film, Nicholson ensures that the viewers are exposed to the duality of Jack Torrance’s character – a concerned father, and a murderous maniac intent on killing his own son. In between these two sides of Torrance’s characters is the distinct modulation of his vocal qualities. In an earlier scene, when he is visited by his wife for a breakfast in bed, Jack’s voice is still modulated and calm. However, in his slow descent into madness, the viewer becomes exposed to Jack’s new voice qualities. Gabrielle Ringuet notes that: 

“…[A]s opposed to the responsible and trustworthy character seen at the beginning of the film, these new voice qualities change our perception of Jack Torrence, establishing him as a manipulative, threatening, and unstable character”.

Jack is also distinguished from Wendy through their respective voices, as the latter is perceived to be inferior and constantly frightened through her high-pitched voice. Coupled with her acting, facial expression, and non-verbal communication cues, Shelly Duvall is as effective as the distraught housewife as Jack Nicholson is effective as the murderous husband. This interplay of acting and cinematic sound is critical in understanding The Shining’s effectiveness as a horror film, as it emphasizes the characters’ locations within the narrative, as well as through the filmic medium and into the audience’s sympathies.


In The Shining, Stanley Kubrick has crafted a film that utilizes the power of the aural medium to great effect, either through its use of the musical score as a psychosocial stimuli, or through the usage of mise en scene – in particular, acting – to create aural stimuli that the film uses to characterize its major elements. Such a technique is characteristic of an effective and efficient director, showing why Stanley Kubrick is so often hailed as one of the greatest filmmakers of all time. 
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