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Textual Analysis: The Darjeeling Limited (2007)
Sequence Running Time: 00:56:26 – 01:01:48

fig 1. Chosen sequence opening and ending shots

The sequence I have chosen is from The Darjeeling Limited, Wes Anderson’s fifth
feature film, which he, alongside directing, also co-wrote and co-produced. It follows the
story of three American brothers who are grief-stricken by the death of their father and
decide to take a train trip in India in search of spiritual enlightenment and familial
reconciliation. I am going to analyze the extract by focusing on the filmmaker’s intentions
and how he uses cinematography, such as color and framing, editing, codes and
conventions, themes, mise-en-scene and sound to convey meaning.
The chosen sequence occurs right after a turn of events in which the brothers
attempt to rescue three drowning Indian children at the river, eventually finding
themselves welcomed into an Indian community and invited to the funeral of the child that
could not be saved. The beginning of the sequence sees the brothers making their way to
the funeral in a slow motion tracking shot, and cuts to a flashback sequence of them on
their way to their father’s funeral a year ago.
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fig 2. Thematic choice - family conflict, Stylistic choice – balanced composition

By the time of the film’s release in 2007, Anderson had already been established
as a distinguished auteur for his whimsical vision and ornate yet affecting films, most
notably Rushmore, released in 1998, and The Royal Tenenbaums, released in 2001.
Thematic choices such as loss or conflict of family, as well as stylistic choices such as
balanced compositions, domination of camera movement, bold and unconventional
editing, rich mise-en-scene, and strict adherence to color schemes, are all recognized as
trademarks of Anderson films, all of which are evident in the chosen sequence.
In an interview with The Criterion Collection, Anderson explains that the setting of
India was his motivation to write and create the film, especially as he was inspired by
Satyajit Ray and Jean Renoir’s film The River, which takes place in India. Even to viewers
who are not familiar with India, it is typical to associate the country with an exotic charm
that involves unexpectedness and chaos. This atmosphere is present throughout the film,
in the busy and populated scenes of markets and temples, the vibrant colors and
decorative designs from Indian culture, and the overall rich detail of the mise-en-scene.
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fig 3. Brothers are main focus mid-ground

In the slow motion tracking shot at the beginning of the sequence, the brothers are
the main focus in the mid-ground amidst the busy happenings in the foreground and
background as people prepare for the funeral. The slow motion bears a reflective quality,
forcing the audience to take in all the chaos in the mise-en-scene. Actor blocking is also
significant here - the brothers maintain a constant order of alignment throughout the film.
Jack, the youngest brother, played by Jason Schwartzman, is always in the middle, while
the two older brothers Francis and Peter, played by Owen Wilson and Adrien Brody, are
at either side. This reflects their dynamic and varies according to the events of the film:
when things go out of order, their positioning also goes out of order; when equilibrium is
reestablished they realign, and this sequence is no exception. As they sit in the tuk-tuk to
the Indian funeral, their order and Peter’s glance at Francis create a smooth graphic
match to the next shot of them sitting in the same order, Peter also glancing at Francis,
one year ago in a car to their father’s funeral.

fig 4. Graphic match cut from India (present) to New York (past)

It is ironic, then, that Anderson would place characters so obsessed with order in
such a chaotic place as India. Francis, played by Owen Wilson, is the oldest brother and
biggest control freak among the brothers - he brings his personal assistant on board the
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train to make daily laminated itineraries, orders food for the brothers without asking, and
insists on keeping their passports. The younger brother, Jack, played by Jason
Schwartzman, also finds a way to exhibit control through rewriting his personal
experiences into books while claiming, “the characters are all fictional”. But the most
impulsive and frantic pursuit of control that we see in the film comes from Peter, played by
Adrien Brody, in the flashback section of the sequence when he stubbornly tries to take
his father’s car to the funeral despite being late and the car malfunctioning.

fig 5. Peter claiming his father’s car

As Matt Zoller Seitz points out in his video essay on The Darjeeling Limited,
Anderson often portrays the pitfalls of his characters through the archetype of the “control
freak” that falls victim to their self-constructed illusion that they can manage everything in
their lives just as they wish. This tendency is a defense mechanism resulting from an
earlier suffering of loss, an instance that left them helplessly out of control. In this case,
the brothers’ great loss is their father, but there are also other things out of their control
which consequently lead to their compulsive behavior, such as Francis’ accident and
near-death experience on a bike, Peter’s self-conflict about his marriage and unborn
child, Jack’s breakup with his girlfriend, and the moment in the film when the train gets
lost, which Francis responds in terror that a train cannot be lost as it is on rails, reflecting
his misconception of constant order in life.
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fig 6. Color palette, New York

The train of the film’s title, painted predominately with a vivid blue and yellow, is
also a reoccurring visual theme that helps establish color scheme, a notorious Anderson
convention. This is also present in the chosen sequence, in both the exterior and interior
of the garage in which the brothers attempt to pick up their father’s car, such as the blue
paint of the walls with hints of red and yellow, the warm interior lighting, the red car, and
more. The use of similar colors for the train and garage establishes a link between the
two.
Many have criticized the film as being overly stylized, pointing out that Anderson’s
balanced compositions and his “sense of style [are] so strong that sincerity and emotion
struggle to be heard” (McKay). But I would argue that Wes Anderson’s artistic and
aesthetically-strong style is a crucial vehicle for the film’s themes and an in-depth
audience understanding of character. After all, Wes Anderson is an auteur and this is the
style he is known for - creates his own worlds and alternate realities through aesthetic
order and attention to meticulous detail. Yet, with this prioritization on style, he still invites
the audience in to empathize with the characters the process, as Anderson is unafraid to
make the audience aware of the camera. The camera is constantly at audience level and
generous to the audience.
Furthermore, the brothers are not the only ones obsessed with order and control:
Anderson is as well; it is a stylistic choice with emotional and thematic repercussions.
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fig 7. Swing pan from left to right (from Peter, past The Mechanic to Jack)

For the majority of the film, shot durations are long, as Anderson tends to use camera
movement such as pans in place of straight cuts, making it all the more notable when the
pacing picks up at moments such as the garage scene. During this scene, the pacing of
the shots and the speed of camera movement excel along with the mood of the scene
and the brothers’ frantic behavior. This method is called tonal editing, and alongside
communicating the chaos in this scene, it succeeds in creating a sense of ridicule by
emphasizing the brothers’ hysterical and child-like behavior.
The soundscape of the sequence is very nuanced and multi-layered, ranging from
dynamic non-diegetic music to rich ambient sound to Foley sounds of the most minimal
details, such as the rustling of paper and jingling of keys. The sound never ceases but
also never gets to the point that it becomes a cacophony, and always maintains
synchronicity with what happens on screen. Beginning with non-diegetic music in the
form of the song “Strangers” by The Kinks - aside from the nostalgic tone that it evokes
and the inter-textual reference to The Beatles, its title is also relevant. It is no coincidence
that Wes Anderson chose a song named “Strangers” - this concept reflects the brothers’
relationship with self, with each other, as they haven’t interacted in a year, the world, and
the Indian community that has accepted them.
My view is that Anderson intended to create a film which delves into personal and
dark themes and subject matter in a way that he has not done before, things that are
inevitable and uncontrollable, namely death and the unpredictability of life, loss and
emotional change, and deliver them in a way that is lighthearted and digestible, through
the genre of comedy, the eccentric characters, and his playful style of filmmaking. This
sequence was chosen because it not only reveals crucial information on narrative and
character by inviting the audience into the character history through a flashback, it also
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testifies to Anderson’s expertise in breaking the rules to his advantage, and shows how
he confronts the tension between order and chaos through character and stylistic
techniques. Through style and characterizations Anderson presents a great truth about
human behavior: that the desire to control will only result in our fall.

Word Count: 1439

Important – please note:
•

•

•

This is not authentic assessment material. This work has been fabricated to enable teachers to
experiment with applying the assessment criteria. It may not fulfil all of the formal requirements
of the assessment task as outlined in the guide (including academic honesty).
The layout and format of this work has been adapted for publishing, translating and copyright
purposes. Therefore this work should not be used as an exemplar to guide students in the
creation of work for assessment.
This work will be replaced with authentic candidate work after first assessment in 2019.
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