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         A film that can make you instantaneously tear up in despair and joy is rare.  Scarcer still 

is a film that deals with kidnap, rape, and imprisonment, yet still reaffirms the magic of 

childhood, the strength of love, and the good in people.  Room was released in 2015 by Irish 

director Lenny Abrahamson. His previous work includes Adam & Paul, Garage and What 

Richard Did. It is an adaptation of Emma Donoghue’s novel by the same name, which has 

distant roots in the Josef Fritzl case- A horrifying story that emerged in 2008, involving the 

incarceration of a woman for 24 years by her father. With more cases like this surfacing in 

the news and on social media, the scary nature of the modern world has never been more 

exposed. This movie therefore deals with issues that everyone is somewhat aware of- but in 

a way that is unexpected and raw.  ‘Room’ is current and interesting from a physiological 

point of view. This essay will explore how Room is both life affirming and heart breaking – 

how tremendous pain and suffering can coincide with innocence and love and ultimately 

whether one triumphs over the other. 

          Room tells the story of Ma; a 24 year old woman raising her five year son Jack, in the 

garden shed of her captor.  The four walls and the few essentials within are the entire world 

for small Jack. The people inside the T.V., the trees and the ocean are pretend, and Old Nick 

is a mean man who brings ‘Sunday Treats’.  On his fifth birthday, Ma decides to tell Jack the 

truth. A suspenseful and daring plan leads to their escape. However adjusting to the outside 

world after seven years in captivity proves harder for Ma than she could have imagined. 

While Ma is dealing with guilt, anger and depression, Jack must experience everything for 

the first time. There are two main settings, the enclosed space known as Room, and the out-

dated, yet more open, home of Ma. The first half of the film is dominated with the 

claustrophobic scenes in Room- fitted with a bed, toilet, bathtub, television, and 
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rudimentary kitchen; the only window is a skylight. Ma’s home, where they return after 

escaping, appears unchanged since her abduction- it is clean and fitted in a 70’s style. The 

movie has two definite chapters- one within Room and one without. The lighting, setting, 

and aesthetic dramatically shift, but the contrasting feelings of oppression and freedom that 

are carried from beginning to end hold the film as one. 

          The physical and metaphysical settings in Room are key to the film’s overall message 

and help define whether it is uplifting or dark. Subtle and dramatic changes in setting and 

lighting have a big impact on the outlook. ‘In every dwelling, even the richest, the first task 

of the phenomenologist is to find the original shell’ (Bachelard,1994). The walls of Room 

play one vital role; confinement-both physically and mentally. They offer no tangible 

connection with the outside world and so create a space that is disorienting in its isolation. 

The room has become a platonic representation of all rooms. It is “room”, not “the room” to 

Ma and Jack. Similarly, “chair”, “table” and “skylight” are so expressed. In her desperate 

attempt to expand Jack’s world, Ma makes this tiny space a grubby universe. Room 

commends Bachelard’s theory that the division between inside and outside is metaphysical 

and that at times they do not have the ‘sharpness of the dialects of yes and no’ (Bachelard, 

1994, p211). With no connection with the world Room becomes both inside and outside. It 

is this blurring of physical reality that makes the viewer feel uncomfortable.  Though the 

walls physically hold Ma and Jack in, it is their minds that have them truly trapped. Room, 

despite the hanging arts and crafts, cannot elevate itself from what is essentially is at its 

core. While there is love present, Room can never be more than a place of misery that 

‘juxtapose(s) in us claustrophobia and agoraphobia’ (Bachelard, 1994).  This is conveyed on 

screen though colour and lighting. The drab patterns, the faded fabrics and the mottled 



walls echo this. Ma’s attempts of creating a homely environment, though admirable, is 

fickle, they cannot compete against the overwhelming sense of desolation.  As the film 

continues however, we begin to see the space through Jack’s perspective. His naiveté of the 

situation allows Room to be a place of protection and peace too; ‘For our house is our 

corner of the world. As has been said, it is our first universe, a real cosmos in every sense of 

the world’ (Bachelard, 1994). The camera angle remains low down, giving the onlooker an 

insight into Jacks point of view while also making the space daunting (Tobman, 2015).  

When the characters move into ‘the outside world’, a shocking change in scale and lighting 

intensifies their transition. Suddenly we are met with wide shot landscapes, open plan living 

space and a blindingly white sky. While this provides the mother and son breathing space, it 

seems the feeling of being trapped lingers - because they are still holding onto Room. If 

inside and outside are as distinguishable as Being and Non-Being, (Bachelard, 1994) then it 

makes sense that they would hold onto their ‘Being’, i.e. Room, in favour of the unknown. 

Space controls much of the emotion in Room. In the beginning of the film it creates a feeling 

of intimacy and claustrophobia, but with an underlining sense of protection. Furthermore, 

when they move into reality, the setting provides opportunity to grow.  While I conclude 

that the settings and lighting creates certain atmospheres, it is the characters within the 

scenes that bring them to life and ultimately make us change our minds on the films 

outlook. 

        Jack initially appears like any other young boy- Wide eyed and rosy cheeked. The way 

he thinks and moves and the way he loves and trusts are all that of an innocent young child. 

He is the sole source of goodness in the picture. He has a way of affecting both the people 

and the space around him. His liveliness and bubbliness has a way of simultaneously making 



Room bigger while also making it feel claustrophobic. His personality is explosive and 

adventurous- he jumps from surface to surface, his imagination creating things too vast for 

the small chamber. As the author Bachelard writes in The Poetics of Space- ‘imagination 

augments the values of life’. He transports himself into situations that come directly from 

his own head, with no interference or influence from the outside world.  Sigmund Freud 

argued that ‘*The child] takes his play very seriously and he expends large amounts of 

emotion on it. The opposite of play is not what is serious but what is real’ (1906). From this 

it can be proposed that play is Jack’s strategy of escaping the confinement and isolation. We 

also see a desire for further human contact with his personification of the furniture. While it 

may appear that jack has outgrown the space, it could also be argued that it has nurtured it; 

‘The house shelters day-dreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to 

dream in peace’ (Bachelard, 1994). 

      Ma is depicted throughout most of the film as manically depressed. Her only human 

interaction in the last seven years has been with her kidnapper and her son. Her eyes 

appear wild and her face dead. Every movement is either a struggle or an act, put on for 

Jack’s sake. 

 “People who are rapidly sexually traumatized sort of leave their bodies, and their mind is 
somewhere else to deal with it,” says Dr. Tina J. Walch, director of ambulatory services at 
Zucker Hillside Hospital in New Hyde Park, New York (2007). That kind of escapist strategy is 
a good one in the moment, but over time, it can do terrible harm. “They may be suffering 
depression and anxiety or some PTSD and dissociative disorder depending on if there was 
severe sexual trauma.” 

She looks mal-nourished, but clean- perhaps her last attempts at staying dignified. Although 

the history of kidnap is not a new occurrence, the systematic attempt to understand the 

effects on the victim and the family is. Furthermore, due to the nature of rehabilitation in 

cases like Ma’s, for ethical and practical reasons, the database on the follow-up of hostages 



is modest. The research that is available is imperative in the study of Ma as a victim and 

survivor.  According of psychologists reactions include dissociation, emotional numbness or 

withdrawal and irritability (Klein, 2009).  Ma’s irritability surfaces in Room when she lashes 

out at Jack. Her withdrawal from reality, depression and sense of hopelessness results in an 

inability to control her emotions. Her relationship with Old Nick is interesting as it cannot be 

classified under Stockholm syndrome like so many cases of long-term captivity do.  She 

relies on Old Nick for food and supplies, and accepts her abuse with ‘learned helplessness’; 

she believes nothing she does can change her situation (Alexander, 2009). However, Jack 

prevents her from truly surrendering to and sympathising with him. Her maternal instinct to 

protect him keeps her fighting. She moves from being an image of hopelessness to one of 

defiance. Again we see what it means to be a mother, and this lingers with the viewer. 

‘Nothing that concerns intimacy can be shut in’ (Bachelard, 1994).  

      It is argued that the soundtrack in Room is responsible for the creation of the two polar 

opposite moods. Music has huge control over the emotions in Room- it emphasizes the 

torment of Ma in Room with long, drawn out violin notes, the shock and awe of Jack when 

he sees the sky for the first time, and the love between mother and son as they attempt to 

rebuild their lives. Even the absence of music says a lot and adds poignancy, such as the 

when Jack discovers the mouse. The soundtrack, by Stephen Rennicks, works in perfect 

harmony with beauty of Jack and love Ma has for him. Simple and inspiring it exonerates 

certain moments from pain and suffering. Jack’s narration provides huge relief in the first 

half of the film. His innocent voice rings above the horror and reaffirms our wonder of 

childhood. It throws an almost radiant quality over the space.  Furthermore the thundering 

noises from Old Nick makes reference to fairy tale of Jack and the Beanstalk; belittling the 



threat of Nick while also dramatizing it. The heightened breathing and heat-beat sounds 

bring us closer to the intense drama. The score is second only to the characters in creating a 

beautiful and life affirming motion picture- it brings the performances of Brie Larson (Ma) 

and Jake Trembley (Jack) to life, subtly amplifying the beauty, wonder, love and strength as 

they learn to live outside of Room. 

      It is the contrast between Ma’s tremendous pain and resentment with Jack’s innocence 

and wonder that results in a film that can both reaffirm our faith in humanity and crush it all 

at once. Despite the moments of intense despair, I concur that Room is a heartrending film 

that also demonstrates the perseverance of love and the personal strength. Room does not 

attempt to depict kidnap as a thing of fairy tales, nor does it shy away from the damages, 

both long and short term, of such an ordeal.  Room does indeed stay with the spectator long 

after viewing, but I concur that it is the good qualities rather than the bad that linger, due to 

their enduring and luminous nature. Through setting, lighting, character and music, this film 

manages a degree of optimism in the most unpromising circumstance. 
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