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The opening scene of Stanley Kubrick’s 1980 horror classic The Shining is one of the most iconic and
atmospheric sequences in cinematic history. Central to this scene is the haunting use of the
Gregorian chant Dies Irae, a medieval hymn traditionally associated with judgment and the
apocalypse. This musical choice immediately sets a tone of dread, foreboding, and supernatural
unease. But what is the precise effect of hearing the Dies Irae during this opening? How does this
chant influence viewers’ perception, emotional response, and understanding of the film’s themes?
This article explores the multifaceted impact of the Dies Irae in The Shining’s opening scene,
analyzing its historical significance, psychological effects, and its role in shaping the film’s ominous
atmosphere.

The Historical and Cultural Significance of the Dies
Irae

Origins of the Gregorian Chant
The Dies Irae is a Latin hymn that dates back to the 13th century, traditionally attributed to the
Dominican friar Thomas of Celano. It is part of the Requiem Mass, a Catholic service for the dead,
and its lyrics depict the Day of Judgment, emphasizing themes of divine wrath, mortality, and the
end of days. Its haunting melody and somber tone have made it a powerful musical motif used in
various contexts to evoke death, fate, and the apocalyptic.

Symbolism in Literature and Media
Over centuries, the Dies Irae has been incorporated into countless works of art, literature, and
music to symbolize doom, judgment, and the inevitable end. Composers like Mozart, Verdi, and
Berlioz famously included it in their compositions, often to heighten emotional intensity. Its use in
cinema, especially in horror and thriller genres, taps into its deep-rooted associations with
catastrophe and divine punishment.

The Psychological Impact of the Dies Irae in The
Shining



Creating a Sense of Dread and Unease
When viewers hear the Dies Irae during the opening of The Shining, it immediately triggers a primal
sense of fear and anticipation. The chant’s monastic, Gregorian melody—slow, somber, and
chanting—evokes a sense of the sacred intertwined with the sinister. This combination primes
viewers for a narrative that explores human depravity, supernatural forces, and inevitable doom.

Inducing a Hypnotic State
The repetitive, chant-like quality of Dies Irae has a hypnotic effect that draws viewers into a trance-
like state. This effect mirrors the film’s exploration of obsession and madness, subtly aligning the
audience’s subconscious with the creeping dread that permeates the story. The chant’s monotonous
rhythm encourages viewers to focus on the ominous atmosphere rather than just the visual
elements.

Associations with Mortality and Judgment
Because the Dies Irae is traditionally associated with death and divine judgment, its presence at the
film’s opening sets a morbid tone. It signals that the narrative will delve into themes of mortality,
guilt, and the consequences of one’s actions. This association heightens emotional stakes and
prepares the audience for the supernatural and psychological horrors to come.

Enhancing the Atmosphere and Cinematic Tension

Complementing Visuals and Sound Design
The Dies Irae’s inclusion in the opening scene works synergistically with Kubrick’s visual style. The
slow zoom-in on the snow-covered landscape, the eerie silence broken by the chant, and the subtle
sounds of the wind all contribute to an atmosphere of isolation and menace. The chant’s solemn tone
amplifies this sense of foreboding, making the environment feel suffocating and haunted.

Establishing a Thematic Framework
The use of the Dies Irae signals to viewers that the film will explore themes of judgment, evil, and
the thin boundary between the natural and supernatural worlds. It hints at the idea that the story
will confront the darker aspects of human nature and the presence of malevolent forces lurking
beneath the surface.

Influence on Audience Perception and Emotional
Response



Evoking Cultural and Religious Connotations
Many viewers subconsciously associate the Dies Irae with death, divine retribution, and the afterlife.
Its use in The Shining reinforces these associations, making the audience more receptive to the
film’s supernatural elements. It also adds a layer of cultural depth, linking the story to centuries of
religious symbolism about judgment and mortality.

Triggering a Sense of Cosmic Horror
By invoking a hymn rooted in religious tradition, Kubrick taps into a form of cosmic horror—an
understanding that there are forces beyond human comprehension and control. The chant’s
otherworldly sound emphasizes that the horrors in The Shining are not just personal or
psychological but also cosmic in scale.

Building Suspense and Anticipation
The gradual crescendo and the slow, deliberate pace of the Dies Irae build suspense. It signals that
something ominous is imminent, engaging viewers’ attention and heightening their emotional
investment from the very start of the film.

Thematic Interpretations and Symbolic Layers

Symbol of Inevitable Doom
The Dies Irae functions as a sonic symbol of the inescapable fate awaiting the characters. Its
recurring motif throughout the film underscores the idea that the characters are trapped in a cycle
of judgment and punishment, mirroring the hymn’s themes.

Contrast Between Sacred and Sinister
The sacred origins of the chant contrast sharply with its use in a horror context, creating a
dissonance that enhances the unsettling atmosphere. This juxtaposition emphasizes the film’s
exploration of the corrupting influence of evil lurking within the sacred and the mundane.

Connection to the Film’s Visual Motifs
The chant’s medieval, monastic sound aligns with the film’s recurring motifs of isolation, decay, and
spiritual emptiness. It underlines the notion that the hotel and its inhabitants are haunted by forces
beyond understanding, echoing themes of spiritual desolation.

Conclusion: The Power of the Dies Irae in Shaping the



Movie’s Impact

The inclusion of the Dies Irae Gregorian chant during the opening of The Shining is a masterstroke
of cinematic storytelling. Its historical and cultural associations with death, judgment, and cosmic
horror amplify the film’s themes and create an immediate emotional impact. The chant establishes
an atmosphere of dread, draws viewers into a hypnotic state, and signals the presence of
supernatural and psychological forces at play. By invoking a piece of music deeply rooted in
religious and cultural symbolism, Kubrick enriches the narrative, making the audience acutely aware
of the impending doom and the sinister forces lurking beneath the surface.

In essence, hearing the Dies Irae during The Shining’s opening does more than set a tone—it
immerses viewers in a world where mortality, madness, and evil collide. It primes the audience for a
terrifying journey into the darkest corners of human consciousness and the supernatural, ensuring
that the film’s impact endures long after the credits roll. The haunting power of the Dies Irae
remains a testament to how music and symbolism can elevate horror, transforming a simple opening
scene into a timeless masterpiece of psychological and spiritual terror.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of hearing the Gregorian chant 'Dies
Irae' during the opening of The Shining (1980)?
The 'Dies Irae' chant symbolizes themes of judgment, death, and the supernatural, setting a
foreboding tone that reflects the film's exploration of madness and evil.

How does the use of 'Dies Irae' in the opening of The Shining
enhance the movie's atmosphere?
It creates an eerie, ominous mood that immediately signals themes of doom and spiritual torment,
immersing viewers in the film’s unsettling environment.

What is the historical or cultural significance of the 'Dies Irae'
chant in relation to The Shining?
Originally part of the Catholic Requiem Mass, 'Dies Irae' evokes themes of final judgment and
mortality, aligning with the film’s exploration of death, guilt, and inner darkness.

Does hearing 'Dies Irae' influence viewers’ perception of the
film's horror elements?
Yes, the chant amplifies feelings of dread and spiritual horror, making scenes feel more intense and
psychologically unsettling.



Is the use of Gregorian chant 'Dies Irae' common in horror
films, and why is it effective in The Shining?
Yes, it is frequently used for its haunting and sacred qualities. In The Shining, it underscores the
supernatural and psychological horror, heightening tension.

How does the musical choice of 'Dies Irae' connect to the
film's themes of madness and evil?
The chant's ominous tone and association with judgment resonate with the film’s themes of moral
decay, inner evil, and the descent into madness.

Are there particular scenes in The Shining where the 'Dies
Irae' chant is especially impactful?
While it plays during the opening, its presence throughout the film's score and sound design
reinforces the overarching themes of doom and spiritual disturbance.

What emotional response does hearing 'Dies Irae' evoke in
viewers when associated with The Shining?
It evokes feelings of fear, unease, and anticipation of impending doom, deepening the horror
experience and emotional impact.

Additional Resources
What Is The Effect Of Hearing The Gregorian Chant Dies Irae During The Opening Of The Shining
(1980)?

The opening scene of Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980) is one of the most iconic and thoroughly
analyzed sequences in horror film history. Central to its unsettling atmosphere is the haunting use of
the Gregorian chant Dies Irae. This piece of medieval liturgical music, traditionally associated with
death, judgment, and apocalyptic themes, plays a crucial role in shaping the film’s mood and
thematic depth. To understand the profound effect of hearing Dies Irae during this opening, it is
essential to examine its historical context, musical qualities, thematic resonance, and psychological
impact on viewers.

---

Historical and Cultural Significance of Dies Irae



Origins and Traditional Context
- Dies Irae is a Latin hymn originating from the 13th century, traditionally part of the Roman
Catholic Requiem Mass.
- Its lyrics describe the Day of Judgment, emphasizing themes of divine wrath, the soul’s reckoning,
and the final confrontation between good and evil.
- Musically, it is characterized by a somber, march-like rhythm and a chant motif that evokes
solemnity and gravity.

Symbolism and Associations in Western Culture
- Over centuries, Dies Irae has become synonymous with death, fate, and the apocalypse.
- It has been incorporated into numerous classical compositions (e.g., Verdi’s Requiem) and used in
popular media to evoke dread, doom, or the supernatural.
- Its chilling, repetitive melody and ominous tone have cemented it as a musical shorthand for
impending catastrophe.

---

Musical Qualities of Dies Irae and Their Impact

Melodic and Rhythmic Characteristics
- The melody is simple yet haunting, with a monophonic chant that emphasizes a sense of
universality and timelessness.
- The rhythm often mimics a march, giving it an insistent, unyielding quality that commands
attention and creates tension.

Instrumentation and Sound Design in The Shining
- Kubrick’s version employs a choral rendition, emphasizing the Gregorian chant’s stark, monastic
qualities.
- The sound is often layered with ambient noise, echoing, or subtle distortions to amplify unease.
- The combination of the chant’s monolithic sound with the film’s visuals creates a sensory
experience that is both spiritual and disturbing.

Psychological Effects of the Music
- The chant’s repetitive, ritualistic nature induces a trance-like state, heightening the viewer’s
vulnerability.
- Its associations with death and judgment evoke primal fears of mortality and the unknown.
- The music’s timeless quality suggests a connection between past, present, and future horrors,
contributing to a sense of inescapable doom.

---



Thematic Resonance in The Shining

Establishing Atmosphere and Mood
- The use of Dies Irae at the film’s outset immediately immerses viewers in an atmosphere of dread.
- It sets a tone that is both spiritual and terrifying, hinting at the supernatural and psychological
horrors to come.

Foreshadowing and Symbolism
- The chant foreshadows the film’s exploration of guilt, madness, and death.
- It symbolizes the inescapable judgment awaiting the characters and, metaphorically, the audience.
- The music’s association with the Day of Judgment aligns with the film’s themes of moral decay and
the destructive nature of unchecked power.

Connection to the Film’s Narrative and Characters
- The Dies Irae underscores the tragic fall of Jack Torrance, hinting at his moral and psychological
demise.
- It also echoes the haunted history of the Overlook Hotel, which is portrayed as a site of
supernatural judgment and evil.

---

Psychological and Emotional Impact on the Audience

Creating a Sense of Unease
- The chant’s familiarity as a piece associated with death triggers subconscious anxieties about
mortality.
- Its use in the opening sequence amplifies feelings of foreboding, setting viewers on edge from the
very beginning.

Inducing a Sense of the Uncanny
- The monastic, sacred quality of the chant juxtaposed with the violent or disturbing visuals creates
an uncanny effect.
- This dissonance between the sacred and the profane amplifies discomfort and disorientation.

Engaging the Viewer’s Primal Fears
- The Dies Irae taps into universal fears of judgment, mortality, and the unknown.



- Its rhythmic insistence mimics heartbeat or marching, evoking primal responses related to survival
and death.

---

Integration with Visuals and Narrative in The Shining

Complementing Visual Elements
- The opening scene features a slow zoom into the mountains, accompanied by the chant,
establishing a slow-building tension.
- The monochromatic palette and stark imagery are heightened by the chant’s austerity and
solemnity.

Enhancing Narrative Themes
- The music underscores the idea of an inescapable fate, aligning with the film’s themes of
predestination and madness.
- It also deepens the sense of history and ancestral guilt, linking the past to the present.

Creating a Ritualistic Atmosphere
- The chant’s ritualistic quality makes the scene feel like a sacred or cursed ritual, hinting at the
supernatural forces at play.
- This contributes to the film’s overall tone of cosmic horror and spiritual dread.

---

Contemporary and Cultural Interpretations

Critical Reception and Analysis
- Scholars and critics often cite the Dies Irae as a masterstroke in The Shining’s sound design.
- Its inclusion amplifies the film’s themes of death, judgment, and madness, making the opening
sequence a powerful example of sound and music influencing emotional response.

Influence on Horror and Film Music
- The Dies Irae has become a trope in horror cinema, frequently used to evoke dread.
- Kubrick’s use of the chant in The Shining set a precedent for integrating medieval liturgical music
into modern horror storytelling.



Cultural Significance
- The scene’s haunting use of Dies Irae has permeated popular culture, influencing other films,
television, music, and literature that explore themes of death and the supernatural.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Effect of Dies Irae in The
Shining

The effect of hearing the Dies Irae during the opening of The Shining is profound and multifaceted.
It functions as a sonic emblem of death, judgment, and cosmic horror, immediately immersing
viewers in a world where spiritual and psychological terrors intertwine. Its historical associations
lend an air of timeless dread, while its musical qualities evoke primal fears and subconscious
anxieties. When integrated with visual storytelling, the chant amplifies the film’s themes of
inescapable fate, madness, and the supernatural, creating an atmosphere that is both chilling and
immersive.

Kubrick’s masterful use of Dies Irae exemplifies how music can transcend mere background score to
become a vital narrative and emotional tool. The effect is not merely one of atmosphere but a
deliberate invocation of universal fears that resonate long after the credits roll. As a result, the
opening sequence remains a benchmark for how music, especially a piece as evocative as Dies Irae,
can fundamentally shape the viewer’s experience and understanding of horror cinema.

---

In summary: Hearing Dies Irae during the opening of The Shining engenders feelings of dread,
inevitability, and cosmic judgment. It links the film’s narrative to universal themes of mortality and
moral reckoning, while also establishing a ritualistic, haunting atmosphere that primes viewers for
the psychological and supernatural horrors ahead. This musical choice exemplifies how sound design
can be a powerful storytelling device, making the sequence unforgettable and deeply impactful.
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