3akapnarceKi ¢inonoriudi cryaii

YOK 81.111°42.791.43:159.9
DOI https://doi.org/10.32782/tps2663-4880/2025.40.2.18

CINEMATOGRAPHY OF HORROR: AMULTIMODAL ANALYSIS OF FEAR
IN SCREEN ADAPTATION OF STEPHEN KING’S NOVEL “THE MIST”

KIHEMATOI'PA® 7KAXIB: M}’JII)TI/IMOI[AJII)HI/Iﬁ AHAJII3 CTPAXY
HA MATEPIAJII EKPAHI3AIIII POMAHY CTIBEHA KIHI'A “THE MIST”

Smoliar A.L,
orcid.org/0009-0002-5715-3588

Master of Arts in Philology,

Lesya Ukrainka Volyn National University

This article deals with the multimodal construction of fear in horror cinema based on the analysis of Frank Darabont’s
screen adaptation of Stephen King's “The Mist”. The cinematic discourse is shown as inherently complex and multimodal,
with the horror genre presenting a unique opportunity to examine how different modes interact to engage the audience in
the process of shared meaning making. While horror films are highly popular, they remain underexamined from a multi-
modal analytical perspective. Drawing on the theoretical frameworks of multimodal discourse analysis (MMDA) and film
semiotics, particularly the works of Kress, Bateman, Metz, and Eco, this research investigates how fear is constructed
through narrative and a complex interplay of verbal, visual, and auditory signs.

The employed methodology involves sampling and contextual interpretation of key script excerpts and corresponding
film sequences. The analysis highlights the extensive use of close-ups, over-the-shoulder shots, lighting, sound design,
camera movement, and character reactions as key tools in building emotional tension. Particular attention is given to
diegetic and non-diegetic sounds, such as sirens, ambient noise, and Mark Isham’s soundtrack, which function alongside
visual cues to construct an atmosphere of uncertainty.

The research findings suggest that horror cinema employs multimodal resources to craft sensory experiences. The
analyzed film employs an array of cinematic techniques to construct fear. From reaction shots to over-the-shoulder camera
compositions, the cinematic means allow the audience to experience the fear as dynamically as possible. Additionally, the
analysis emphasizes the critical role of the soundscapes, particularly in the neoclassical song “The Host of Seraphim” by
Dead Can Dance. Overall, the film testifies to the complex nature of fear and its multimodal representation in cinematic
discourse.
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CratTio NpUCBSAYEHO BMBYEHHIO MYNBTUMOAANBHOCTI CTpaxy B XXaHPi XaxiB Ha OCHOBI aHanidy ekpaHidauii TBopy
CriseHa KiHra “The Mist”. KiHematorpadyiyHuii OMCKYpC NPEACTaBMeHO SK CKNagHy MynbTUMOAanbHy CUCTEMY, e
XaHp XaxiB nocTae iHPopMaTUBHMM PHMNO3WUTapIiEM ONst OOCMIMKEHHST B3aEMOZii Pi3HWX MOZANbHOCTEN 3 METOK 3any-
YeHHs rnsgada 40 NPoLEeCy CiflbHOrO CMUCIIOTBOPEHHS. [Tonpu BUCOKY NOMYNSIPHICTb, 3a3HAYEHWI XaHp 3anuLLaeTbes
HeJoCTaTHLO OOCNIMKEHUM 3 NOrmsagAy MynsTMModanbHoOro aHanidy. Cnuparoumch Ha TeopeTWuHi 3acagu MynbTUMO-
JanbHOro AucKypc-aHanidy Ta CeMIiOTUKM KiHO, 3okpema Ha npaui Kpecca (Kress), Bentmena (Bateman), Meua (Metz)
Ta Exo (Eco), pocnimxeHHsa po3rnsaae nobynoBy CTpaxy sk KOMMIIEKCHY B3aeMOAi0 BepbanbHuX, BidyarnbHUX i 3BYKO-
BUX kogiB. Metoponoria nepegbavae 3actocyBaHHA MeTody BuGipkM Ansa nigbopy eni3odiB i CTPYKTYPHWUX eneMeHTIB
CKPUMTIB AN NoganbLIOro aHanidy Ta KOHTEKCTyanbHYy iHTepnpeTauito KIo4voBnX parMeHTiB CLEeHapito 1 BignoBigHMX
KiHemaTorpacdiyHux enisoais.

[MpoBedeHnt aHani3 3acBigyuvB MPO LUMPOKE BUKOPUCTaAHHS TakuxX KiHeMaTtorpagiyHux MiaxofiB sk BENUKWMIA MnaH,
Kagp «4epes nreyey, 3MiHa OCBITNEHHS, 3BYKOBUI CyMpPOBIA i PyX KaMepu SK OCHOBHMX Y CTBOPEHHI eMOLIIMHOI Hanpyru.
OcobnuBy yBary NpuAineHo LIETETUYHUM i HediereTUYHUM 3BYKaM, LU0 pasoM i3 BidyanbHUMU Mogycamu hOpMyHTb
atMmocdepy cTpaxy. Pesynsratv gocnigxeHHs NigTeepaunu, Wo KiHemartorpad XaHpy >XaxiB akTVBHO BMKOPUCTOBYE
MynbTUMoZaneHi pecypcu. lNMpoaHanisoBaHWn inbM CBIgYUTb MPO BUKOPWUCTAHHSI PiBHOMaHITHUX KiHeMaTorpadidyHmnx
3acobiB ons nobygosBu CTpaxy, WO OO3BOMSIE MMsAaYeBi NepexuBaTy 3a3HadeHy emouilo MakCUMarbHO AMHAMIYHO.
OkpeMo nigKpecntoeTLCS posib 3BYKOBOMO CynpoBoay, 3okpemMa komnoauuii “The Host of Seraphim” y BukoHaHHi Dead Can
Dance. MynsTumoganbHuin aHani3 cinbMy 4aB 3MOry 3acBigunTi NPO CKNagHy npyupogy CTpaxy Ta Noro MynsTMMoAasibHy
penpeseHTau,ito B KiHemartorpadiyHoOMy AUCKYPCi.

KniovoBi cnoBa: MynstumoganbHuii AUCKypc-aHania, KiHoguckypc, ctpax, CtiBeH KiHr, xaHp axis.

Problem setting. Cinematic discourse is a vivid Among cinematic genres, horror has experienced
example of artistic expression. Just as language uses  a notable surge in public attention. From slasher
words as signs to convey meaning, films use a variety ~ pictures to psychological thrillers, horror films have
of visual and auditory signs, i.e., images, colors, and  captured a prominent space in cinematic discourse.
camera angles, to communicate ideas and construct ~ However, despite its apparent popularity, horror
narratives. This integration allows filmmakers to  cinema remains largely underexplored in scholarly
evoke emotional responses from the audience through  literature. The identified research gap highlights the
a combination of sensory stimuli. need to approach horror films from a multimodal
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perspective. As the central concept of the horror genre,
fear is not conveyed exclusively through narrative but
rather through an array of unique cinematic modes.
The analysis of cinematic representation of fear as
a multimodal phenomenon can yield critical insights
into how horror films convey meaning. Hence, this
study aims to contribute to a deeper understanding
of the genre by approaching fear as a multimodal
cinematographic phenomenon based on the screen
adaptation of Stephen King’s psychological thriller
“The Mist”.

Recent research findings. The multimodality of
cinematic discourse has been on the radar of linguistics
and film studies, as evident in the research carried out
by Kress, Bateman, Schmidt, Krysanova, and others.
According to Kress (2011), discourse is constructed
through multiple semiotic modes, i.e., gesture,
image, sound, and writing, which work coherently
to co-construct a unified meaning-making system
[6]. As Krysanova (2020) notes, cinematic discourse
functions as a type of mediated communication that
facilitates an indirect exchange of meanings between
the recipient (viewer) and the filmmaker (sender)
through different semiotic modes [7].

Incinematic discourse, the term mode isunderstood
as a particular way in which meaning is conveyed
through sensory channels [2]. Otherwise stated, the
mode is a semiotic resource or a meaning-making
tool used to construct a meaningful experience for the
audience. The film discourse is based on two primary
semiotic modes — visual and auditory. The coherent
integration of both facilitates the transmission of
complex emotions, ideas, and narrative patterns.
Thus, films emerge as multimodal in the sense of
employing multiple channels of communication and
multisemiotic [8].

To further dissect the mechanisms of meaning-
making in cinema, film semiotics, particularly the
work of Christian Metz and Umberto Eco, shall be
presented as essential for elucidating how signs and
codes function within cinematic discourse. Metz
(1974) introduced the term ‘“cinematic signifier”,
where meaning emerges not through direct linguistic
substitution, but through an interplay of images,
editing, and sound [9]. His notion of the “imaginary
signifier” points to the psychological and symbolic
layers of cinematic representation. These notions
serve as critical conceptual constructs in the context
of given research, as they refer to the potential
representational ambiguity of fear (“imaginary
signifier”).

Eco (1976) categorized film into clusters of
semiotic codes, including perceptive, gestural, iconic,
musical, and editing codes [4]. These can function

individually and jointly to generate meaning. For
instance, a slow pan accompanied by a minor key
soundtrack and close-up facial expressions transmit
a sense of melancholy or suspense. As illustrated
in this example, the integration of a few semiotic
codes supports the definition of a film as a highly
structured semiotic system, where meaning is not
merely inferred from individual elements but from
their interdependent interaction.

Methodology and objectives. Multimodal
discourse analysis (MMDA) emerges as one of the
most relevant methodologic approaches to exploring
the complexity of cinematic discourse. This article
applies MMDA to uncover how language, visual
framing, and audial backgrounds interact to produce
meaning in the cinematic discourse of the film “The
Mist”. A sampling method was employed to identify
and extract appropriate script excerpts and respective
film episodes for in-depth analysis. The method of
contextual interpretation was used to examine the
interplay between verbal (script excerpts) and non-
verbal (characters’ facial expressions, camera angles,
lighting, audial backgrounds) elements in defining
fear. The key objective of the article was to identify
and explore the multimodal means used in the
cinematic discourse of “The Mist” to construct the
concept of fear.

Discussion. Horror films occupy a special place
in cinematography due to their unique capacity to
elicit intense emotional responses. While the goal of
instilling fear in the audience might seem self-evident,
achieving it presupposes activating multiple semiotic
modes. Our research focuses on the screen adaptation
of Stephen King’s psychological thriller “The Mist”
to explore how visual, auditory, and cinematic
techniques work together to engage viewers in a shared
process of constructing and experiencing fear as a
central emotion of the film. King’s corpus of literary
texts has been a prolific source of cinematographic
inspiration, as evident in their numerous screen
adaptations, including “Thinner”, “Pet Sematary”,
“Cell”, “Doctor Sleep”, “Misery”, “Secret Window”,
“The Mist”, “Firestarter”, “It”, and more. Drawing on
MMDA and methods of contextual interpretation, the
subsequent discussion uncovers how verbal, visual,
and auditory codes interact to construct fear.

The interplay of semiotic modes becomes
apparent in the film’s opening scenes. From the very
first moments, the sensation of fear is established
implicitly through ambiguity, suggestion, and sensory
tension. The initial introduction to the paranormal
activities occurring in the city since the last night’s
thunderstorm is defined by the pronoun something.
In the screenplay, the display of an unknown
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character who escapes the mist and tries to enter the
supermarket is described as follows:

People gasp. Theres a MAN staggering across
the parking lot toward the store, blood splashing
from his nose down his shirt. People press toward
the glass, watching in shock, as the man almost falls
once or twice, bursts into the store:

BLOODY NOSE

Something in the fog! Something in the fog took
John Lee! Something... [4].

Proceeded with the wailing sound of a siren
going off, the unexpected entrance of a yet
unintroduced character (Fig. 1) changes the flow of
the film scenes. The chatty ambiance in the local
supermarket subsides, and people fall silent. The
shot composition shifts from a steady focus on a
wide area (the supermarket + the locals) to shaky
shots of the first victim. The siren lamenting in the
background becomes accompanied by the cries of the
characters, who dismiss the warnings to stay inside
the supermarket and try to get back home. The focus
on diegetic sound (siren + human cries) directly
engages the audience to experience the unsettling
atmosphere of the approaching danger.

The following shots are focused primarily on the
people’s facial expressions of bewilderment (Fig. 2).
In particular, Mrs. Carmody’s face occupies a central
position in a few shots, alongside her dooming
remarks about the approaching death. As highlighted
in the screenplay:

People are bewildered, confused. A few go
outside. Suddenly, a voice cries out, urgent with fear:

MRS. CARMODY

Don't go out there! It's death to go out there!...

A few people draw away from Mrs. Carmody,
avoiding her. The vibe is turning panicky, and she's
not helping things [4].

It is worth noting that the initial scenes center
exclusively around the characters’ reactions.
Reaction shots indicate characters’ expressions as
they witness something terrifying or unsettling.
These shots allow the audience to vicariously

Fig. 1. The Mist (00:12:07) [11]

Fig. 2. The Mist (00:13:22) [11]

experience the characters” fear. People’s
reactions to the unknown paranormal activities
are displayed as a sequence of shots of individual
faces (Fig. 3). The director, Frank Darabont, uses
close-ups of characters’ countenances to capture
their nuanced facial expressions. This way, the
audience is exposed to every subtle eye twitch or
sweat drop, which, in turn, intensifies the sense
of realism (Fig. 3). Additionally, close-up shots
build suspense and tension. When characters’
faces reveal the experience of shock or fear
(displayed by the wide-open eyes, open mouths,
the onset of crying, and unsettling exchange
of looks among the characters), the audience
becomes more engaged and eagerly anticipates
what might happen next.

The other framing technique extensively applied
in shooting “The Mist” is the over-the-shoulder shot
(Fig. 4.3). It allows the audience to see the scene
from a character’s perspective, immersing viewers in
the genuine atmosphere of the story. Such shots are
used predominantly in dialogue scenes to illustrate
the relationship between characters. In particular,
over-the-shoulder framing emphasizes interpersonal
tension and changes in social dynamics throughout
the narrative.

The last screenshot coincides with the
emergence of the first ominous non-diegetic film
soundtrack. Created by the renowned American
musician and film composer Mark Isham, the
audio landscape helps build and sustain emotional
tension and suspense throughout the film. The
non-diegetic background comprises eight distinct
tracks entitled “Won’t Somebody See a Lady
Home”, “Tentacles”, “Bugs”, “Mist”, “Spiders”,
“Expiation”, “The Host of Seraphim”, and “The
Vicious Blues”. The first track emerges indistinctly
when the character leaves the supermarket despite
the locals’ warnings to stay inside. The soundtrack
does not have any distinct or sharp audio patterns.
Conversely, it sets an ambiguous atmosphere of
uncertainty and unsubstantiated fear.
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Fig. 4. The Mist (00:20:49-00:21:37) [11]

“A sly, slithery sound makes him stop dead in tracks. David turns, heart hammering in his chest, gaze
He stands frozen, eyes wide, listening. Only  sweeping the darkness toward the huge roll-up door.
silence now... The sound comes again, louder now, from the other
Theres the sound again: something sliiiding  side...” [4]
veerrrryy slooowwly in the darkness behind him. In the above-mentioned sequence of shots
Then silence. supported by the respective script descriptions
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(Fig. 4), the director utilizes dim light, visual and
auditory juxtaposition, and sound-silence contrasts to
introduce the paranormal creatures to the audience.
The use of alliteration in the script (“sly, slithery
sound”, “something sliiiding veerrrryy slooowwly”)
creates an auditory sense of the eerie. Admittedly,
it is illustrated on the screen by the corresponding
slithering sounds. The soundscape evokes the
assumption that something is lurking in the darkness,
which immediately establishes an atmosphere of
suspense. In these scenes (Fig. 4), the protagonist,
David, stops abruptly upon hearing the sound, and
the subsequent silence creates tension as the character
and the audience await the potential emergence
of yet unidentified creates. The sporadic sounds
followed by silence amplify the tension. The silence
creates a void that leaves both the character and the
audience anticipating the next sound. The character’s
frozen stance and wide eyes visually depict the
experience of fear. The protagonist’s gaze sweeping
the darkness and the focus on the huge roll-up door
draw the audience’s attention to potential sources of
threat. The visual emphasis enhances the feeling of
impending hazard. It is also worth noting that the
gradual increase in the sound volume contributes to
escalating the atmosphere.

In the close-ups of the characters’ expressions and
reactions to the sources of potential danger (Fig. 5),
the director uses a strong contrast between light and
shadow. The initial darkness and the sudden flood of

light create a stark visual shift that underscores the
characters’ vulnerability. Despite the light-darkness
contrasts, the film is focused predominantly on the
low-key lighting that helps preserve an ominous and
foreboding ambiance. Dimly lit areas with pockets
of brightness increase tension, whereas flashlights
as light sources define a limited field of vision that
intensifies characters’ isolation.

The dark color palette dominates throughout
the second half of the film. It is worth pointing out
that intense yelling further intensifies the state of
chaos and shared experience of fear. As people
shout uncontrollably, their frantic actions amplify
the tension. Furthermore, the integration of visual
commotion (people running away) and auditory
overload (the crowd’s screams, glass breaking) leads
to a sensory overload that overwhelms the characters
and the audience.

Particular attention should be paid to the selection
of soundtracks accompanying the last film scenes.
Upon exiting the supermarket, five characters
become exposed to the threats hidden in the mist. At
the same time, they use the only chance to escape
their destiny. The neoclassical dark wave style music
that gradually enters the soundscape of the scene
emphasizes the contradiction between unprecedented
danger and dubious salvation. The song “The Host
of Seraphim” by Dead Can Dance is haunting and
ethereal in its melodic nature, fitting in with the
tone and atmosphere of the film. The selected piece

Fig. 5. The Mist (00:24:30-00:31:00) [11]
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creates a melancholic ambiance that aligns with the
film’s concepts of fear, despair, and the unknown.
Hence, the screen adaptation of Stephen King’s
psychological horror novel “The Mist” employs
a masterful blend of cinematic techniques to
construct a world steeped in fear and uncertainty.
As the narrative develops, the spotlight turns to the
characters’ reactions, and the film employs reaction
shots to capture their expressions of bewilderment,
fear, and despair. Such close-ups unveil the
characters’ emotional experiences and build tension.
Additionally, the extensive use of over-the-shoulder
shots allows the audience to witness the unfolding
events from the characters’ perspectives. Notably, the
role of the soundscape is no less pivotal, particularly
in the neoclassical song “The Host of Seraphim” by
Dead Can Dance. The melancholic qualities of the
music piece serve as a powerful emotional anchor
that intensifies the climax of the narrative. Therefore,
the film testifies to the role of visual and auditory

storytelling in depicting the peculiarities of the horror
genre.

Conclusions. The presented analysis exemplifies
how cinematic discourse operates through an
interplay of semiotic resources, including lighting,
color palettes, camera angles, diegetic and non-
diegetic sound, and character movement, to evoke
emotional responses and reinforce the conventions
of the genre. The application of MMDA allows
for exploring how visual and auditory modes
converge to shape a coherent narrative of horror.
For instance, the film’s recurring use of dim,
color-drained imagery, accompanied by ambient
dissonant sounds, contributes to an atmosphere
of uncertainty and dread. This aligns with Kress’s
notion of meaning-making as distributed across
multiple modes. In this way, “The Mist” becomes a
site where multimodal elements intersect, offering
a rich case study for the integrated analysis of
cinematic discourse.
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