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TEXT RESPONSE – Explication (a ‘close reading’ essay)

Donnie Darko: the Director’s Cut

How does the sequence in Donnie Darko that first introduces us to Middlesex High School, establish the film’s presentation of the protagonist’s conflict with the values of his wider society?

Richard Kelly’s surreal plot-bending film, Donnie Darko, explores many themes, immediately following Donnie’s near-death experience. One of which is the values of the Middlesex High School established in its introductory sequence. The scene begins with the camera set at a 90° angle portraying the back door of the school bus in the early morning. The graffiti-covered door swings open and Donnie jumps out, followed by two friends. The graffiti reads ‘Mongrels Rule’, which establishes a link to the mascot and portrays a sense of school pride. Donnie’s friends jump off the bus, framing Donnie, in the centre, as the camera swings round to a landscape shot as the music playing in the background sings, “Thrown off your feet”.

The camera flares and pulls back from the bus as Donnie and his friends move off towards the school grounds with the camera following them with a pan. The camera angles, distortion created by the flare and the lyrics of the song all create a feeling of confusion, replicating the experience of high school. The camera cuts to Donnie entering the school with his two ‘side-kicks’. Donnie then proceeds to walk in the direction of what the viewer presumes is his classroom. This shot frames Donnie as an individual and a leader. The camera follows the trio for a short distance and then, using a quick pan, moves to their point of view and a mid-shot of the school’s bully. 

The director films the bully in slow motion walking past Donnie and his friends, exaggerating his movements and identifying his characteristics as rebellious and mischievous. The bully sneers at the three and the camera pans to Mrs. Farmer pushed up against the wall carrying Jim Cunningham’s “Attitudinal Beliefs” with crossed arms. Her turtle-neck jumper and top-bun hair-style together with her expression, pursed lips and raised eyebrows immediately labels her as strict, pretentious and narrow-minded.  Mrs. Farmer watches suspiciously as the bully coolly walks past and then moves off herself as the camera accelerates and follows her for a short distance.

The camera’s view leaves Mrs Farmer, panning to Gretchen starring at a little mirror placed inside the door of her locker. This shot of Gretchen and the mirror links her to Donnie from a prior over shoulder shot of Donnie taking his medication the night before and later Frank talking to Donnie through the mirror. She then closes her locker and moves off as the camera slows down and follows her, leaving her as the bully enters the frame. The principal enters the hallway from a door and averts his eyes from the bully and his friend sniffing cocaine. Moving down the hallway, he taps a student on the shoulder. This action and his turning a blind eye to the drugs illustrates a friendliness towards the students and his hypocritical approach towards tolerance.

A camera flare cuts to a close up of a statue of the school’s mascot situated in an outside courtyard. The camera zooms out from the bronze bulldog and pans down to Cherita sitting at the feet of this minotaur mascot. This contrast of power and weakness portrays the school’s values of sporting ability and strength against isolated students and repressive bullying. This shot, the bullying and ineffectual headmaster, demonstrates the school’s values of aggression. 

The camera then zooms out to an establishing shot of the court yard and to Jim Cunningham and Mrs. Farmer talking, who then enthusiastically introduces Jim Cunningham to the principal joining them in the courtyard. The group then proceed to cross the courtyard where they meet Ms. Pommeroy and Mr. Monnitoff who are then introduced to Mr. Cunningham by the principal. This scene establishes the introduction of the two opposing values of the school; the critical, analytical and innovative beliefs of both Ms. Pommeroy and Mr. Monnitoff and the philosophy of fear and love and “Attitudinal Beliefs” shared by Mrs. Farmer and Jim Cunningham. The principal at this point in the movie is neutral. Mrs. Farmer avoids eye contact with Ms. Pommeroy possibility in an attempt to ignore her presences at the school and probably more because she’s threatened by Ms. Pommeroy’s teaching methods and beliefs. The teachers shake hands, Ms. Pommeroy fixes Jim Cunningham with a critical stare and then moves away with Mr. Monnitoff, allowing the principal and Mrs. Farmer to continue the tour of the school. Ms. Pommeroy exchanges a questioning look with Mr. Monnitoff and then averts her critical gaze to ‘Sparkle Motion’ as the camera pans to a shot of the five girls rehearsing the skit, filmed in slow motion. Ms. Pommeroy’s similar reaction towards Jim Cunningham and ‘Sparkle Motion’ hints to the connection of the sexual performance and the man. The movie later reveals Jim Cunningham as a pedophile.

The camera flares and cuts to Ms. Pommeroy who enters the hallway, throws something in a rubbish bin, takes a deep breathe and enters the classroom where there is another camera flare to the point of view of another student entering the same classroom. Ms. Pommeroy is now standing at the front of the classroom where the sequence is sped up to show her and other students preparing for class. The song lyrics sings “Time flies” as the camera speed returns to normal and zooms in on Ms. Pommeroy who is now sitting on her desk addressing her class, talking about a close reading. She begins to pace after reading a section of Graeme Greene’s The Destructors and asks a question to the class. Without receiving a decent answer she then asks Donnie’s opinion. The camera zooms into Donnie emphasizing the importance of his critical reply. “Destruction is a form of creation…They just wanted to see what happens when they turn the world upside down.” 

The camera cuts out to a normal long shot and Gretchen knocks and enters the classroom. After explaining the mistake with English classes and the reason for intruding, Ms. Pommeroy’s replies with “You look like you belong here,” and “Sit next to the boy who you think is the cutest.” This demonstrates Ms. Pommeroy’s role as the manipulated living, forcing a girl to move in order to create a relationship between Gretchen and Donnie.

There is symbolism used between quiet and deliberate control of Ms. Pommeroy’s English lesson and the MTV style madness of the introductory montage. While continuing with the natural beginning-of-the-day confusion contrasting against the controlled classroom teaching environment, Richard Kelly has symbolized the ineffectual and hypocritical Mrs. Farmer and the principal against the open teaching and discussion of Greene’s The Destructors that includes ideas such as “the pain of puberty”, destruction and creation. While also changing the motion of the camera, Richard Kelly has cleverly included the narrative theme of time travel.
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