How does the audiovisual design in “I'm Thinking of Ending Things” contribute to exploring existential horror and the passage of time? 

“I’m Thinking of Ending Things” is an adaptation of a novel of the same name by Iain Reid, released on the 28th of August 2020, written, and directed by Kaufman, known for his cerebral and introspective narratives, adapts Iain Reid's novel into a captivating exploration of existentialism. The film's audiovisual design plays a pivotal role in conveying existential themes, the inevitable passage of time and the cruelty of ageing. (IMDB) 
The film follows Lucy played by Jessie Buckley and her boyfriend Jake played by Jesse Plemmons on a trip up to Jake’s parents' farmhouse for a dinner party. As the film goes on, we figure out; that Jesse Buckley's character who does not have one singular name and is credited as “Young Woman” is not real, but instead a fantasy coming from Jake’s mind. As such the entire film is set in the mind of the janitor, which we see regularly throughout. The film starts with him in his house in the morning, going to work, eating lunch, watching a movie and ends with him committing suicide in his truck.  
Many horror movie tropes can be found like the creepy basement, eerie voices, or the stories of the gruesome drawn-out death of the farm's sheep. However, that is not where the horror is held within the film. The film is a great exploration of existential horror, A philosophy that emphasizes the uniqueness and isolation of the individual experience in a hostile or indifferent universe, it regards human existence as unexplainable and focuses on the importance of choice and responsibility for one's actions. We find out as the film progresses, that Lucy and everything going on is taking place in the mind of an old high school janitor. 
The question of why we think and behave the way we do is followed by; how did we get this way? The concept of nature vs nurture is the idea that from infant to elder we are ever-changing and developing. Erik Eriksen proposed that there are 8 distinctive steps in this development from birth to death. From an infant's; trust vs mistrust of the world, to the integrity vs despair of the elder, summed up by the single question; is it okay to have been me? This is where we find Jake, pondering at the end of his life if it were a life well spent. Whether he has truly lived or merely existed. (London,1910) (Eriksen,1950) 
The title itself “I’m Thinking of Ending Things” takes on differing meanings as the movie goes on. Lucy says this at the start of the film when referring to a life with Jake. But as the movie progresses it can be interpreted as a desire for Jake to kill himself. In turn, the film takes place in two points, The first being Jake as an old man on his last day alive before committing suicide. The other is Jake’s imagination of himself and his ideal girlfriend. Jake in his last moments of life has nothing but his dreams of what could have been. When we first see Jake, we see him as the janitor peering out a window, which we later find out to be a common thing for Jake always looking, never taking action. Jake is a character filled with grief for the path not taken. The lead example of this is his true interaction with the girl he calls Lucy, he sees her at a party from a distance, and nothing comes of it. Unlike the story that Lucy tells and the dance at the end of the film where we see him acting on his impulses. The dance at the end demonstrates this further by showing Jake staring at Lucy at the end of a corridor, then running in from behind Jake comes his inner aspirational self, his true or other self then goes on with the girl. Shows him meeting the girl he spotted from the quiz, falling in love, getting married and ultimately falling back to reality. Jake tackles the janitor persona, with the janitor murdering his happy self, perfectly showing his inner turmoil with his past self's inability to act without the anxiety of what might go wrong if he did not. This is shown not through dialogue, but through dance and music.  
When watching the film, you realise that there is only one main theme tune used which is composed by Jay Wadley and named “Dream Ballet." The piece is used 3 times in the film; First, during the intro, second when Jake puts it on the record player and third when it plays over the dance at the end. This is quite unusual as the music is used both as a diegetic and a non-diegetic. This works well to illustrate the blurred line between reality and dream, which the title further proves. The film then acts as a dream on show, we are seeing the film in Jake’s mind's eye. The book the film is based on ends with the reader discovering that the book was a fictional diary that Jake himself wrote before killing himself. (IMDB)(Reid,2016) 
The whole film is framed within a 1.33.1 aspect ratio, this gives the film more of a retro look as if we are looking through the polaroids of Jake's ideal life. In turn, this makes the film feel more claustrophobic as if we were trapped in Jake's mind. The editing is erratic like someone's mind ping-ponging from thought to thought, sometimes shots in this film linger on what is nothing, and sometimes they quickly cut away as if Jake is trying to hide them. Paintings and family photos change, Jakes's parents appear on a dime after ages of calling out for them, and Characters move to opposite sides of the room or even disappear from cut to cut. Sounds also linger like the dog shaking to dry itself for an unnerving amount of time but then as Jake draws Lucy’s attention away the dog is not seen again. This uses camera work and sound design to realise Jakes's anxieties over what people think of him. The fact that we are seeing the film through the eyes of Jesse Buckley’s character adds to this feeling of claustrophobia, she is a character created by Jake, trying to figure out if she is real. At the dinner table scene when she is a painter she says to the father “Anything an environment makes you feel is about you, not the environment, right?”. Jakes's father argues that for a painting to be sad you would have to see somebody sad in it. We see this idea throughout, the characters being placed into locations and props, mainly the way that Lucy is injected into Jake's memories, blurring the lines between its characters. This gives the film a universal sense of dread of an indifferent universe that picks no favourites and punishes all. 
Locations are used to tell emotion through their characters. The film uses many liminal spaces and uncanny visuals to create a sense of unease which coupled with the wistful sadness of the music creates an extremely unnerving viewing experience throughout the film. These aesthetics are used to harken back to a lonely childhood, for instance; The snowy highway with blistering winds and a brand-new swing set outside an abandoned house, which is contrasted with the empty hallway of a high school filled with deafening silence.  
Also, as the film darts from memory to memory in Jake's life, we arrive at Jake's favourite childhood ice cream parlour, Jake even singing the theme tune earlier on their drive with joy. However, this memory is spoiled by external forces, the workers are replaced by the teens who were mocking him earlier in the film. This film takes place inside the head of Jake for its majority, as the film can be very inconsistent on purpose. Characters age swapping between old and young, Lucy’s accent changes as if she is quoting someone verbatim or sometimes the actor changes entirely. This reinforces the themes of parasitic power that media can hold on us as well as the existential fears of losing yourself to time and being forgotten.  
At one point Lucy peers into the shattered mirror as if it were the shattered state of Jake’s mental state. In this sense, the car acts as a transitional vessel for Jake's train of thought throughout. Many shots of the two talking in the car are obstructed by the pillars of the car which dirty the frame. The use of the ‘Tulsey Town’ theme tune changes throughout the film, just as the title does upon first viewing, shifting between a suicidal notion and a partnership ending. The song which is originally sung with glee as a core happy memory for Jake is illuminated in his windshield as he loses his sense of self as the film ends. Snow coats everything, erasing its existence, much like how Jake muddles his recollections of the past, creating a tangled web of memories. The snow's blizzarding sounds can be heard most of the film, harkening back to the idea of Jake's constant erasure of the self. 
The windscreen wipers on Jakes's car constantly tick back and forth as a clock would, adding to the themes of time passing through them, rather than them passing through time as they trudge through the snow. Underneath the scenes in the car, you can always hear two things; the car wipers and the blizzard. The snow coats everything, pushing this idea of anxiety for not accomplishing your life. This is very fitting as the last shot we see in the film fades to blue, followed by a fade into a shot of the outside of the school where Jakes's truck is coated with snow as if he were never there. The blue fade represents the calm and the serenity that Jake has found, after his dream self, wins a participation award then fades back to reality where Jake finds solace in death, accompanied by silence. 
The story of Sisyphus finds him being punished for trying to cheat death, however, he is given the chance to go back to the land of the living if he can push a boulder up a hill. Although every time he gets near to the top the boulder rolls back down to where he started. This parallels strongly with Jake; Sisyphus represents the human struggle to find purpose and meaning in a world that can often seem devoid of significance. Both Sisyphus and the characters in "I'm Thinking of Ending Things" grapple with the question of meaning in their lives. Both, have a great disregard for their bodies, which can be seen in certain shots where Jake has many physical Scars. Sisyphus's unwillingness to surrender, continuing to push the boulder uphill represents both the human struggle and his ultimate stagnation, constantly moving forward but never making progress as he inevitably ends up right back where he started. Jake’s rock in this sense would be time (or the car) Jake moving forward in time but not getting anywhere, always driving along the long never-ending road, and not seeing anything new, still living in the same house. The swing set is rusting and falling apart, the snow again being used to represent the decay and the passage of time. Tulsey Town is spoiled by the bullies who work there. By choosing not to change and choose a new path for yourself, you are effectively giving up. Jake refrains from acting due to his fear of embarrassment and anxiety. (Fry,2017, p.264-272)  
One key theme throughout the film is the influence that media has on people, Jake acknowledges this “We’re all being programmed” and movie ideas “grow in your mind replacing real ideas.” Jake always talks in quotes or anecdotes about books and essays. The dance that Lucy and Jake share at the end itself is influenced by things we see earlier in the film, a couple of dancers staying late dancing and falling as Jake does. Jakes's house is filled with paintings, books and films which are all relevant to the story that is being told. The song Jake sings at the end is “Lonely Room” from the play Oklahoma, in which a farmhand has fallen for a woman he knows that he can never get, parallelling Jake. The song aptly ends with the line “Get me a woman to call my own!” This intertextuality is used extremely well throughout the film, the film does not punish you for not knowing these references, but it does hammer home the idea that these types of references can be punishing. Punishing your true ideas. Pushing this theme of decay not only in the body but of the self. (Hammerstein,1943)  
 
 
Food and animals are used throughout the film to further express themes of decay; not only to the melting ice cream but to the story that Jake tells early in the film, in which his father forgets about the pigs that they own, and they die of starvation left for the maggots to feed on their corpse. “There are three deaths. The first is when the body ceases to function. The second is when the body is consigned to the grave. The third is that moment, sometime in the future when your name is spoken for the last time.” In this aspect Jake has already died in this third degree, we see in the flashbacks taking place later in his life that his father has no interest in him and openly ignores him in front of Lucy he feels this neglect and a parallel with the pig, Jake is the pig. (David M. Eagleman,2009) 
 
To conclude, the film provides a thought-provoking and haunting journey into the depths of existential dread and the struggle to find meaning and connection in an indifferent universe. The way it uses other media like Oklahoma to amplify the narrative adds greatly to this theme of decay within an individual. The way the film breaks the fourth wall works on two levels; one when Lucy talks to the camera directly it's like she's talking to Jake in a self-deprecating sense. The other is if Jake is showing us himself unfiltered similar to the book where it turns out in the end to be a journal, this is Jake's story, and he wants to be heard. 
Through its sound design and visual aesthetics, it tells both a deeply personal story and a deeply universal story. The existential fear of growing old, being forgotten and time passing you by are expertly framed through this personal story, with heaps of hidden details that add texture to its themes. The film benefits from a second or third viewing, where you truly begin to understand the true meaning behind the film and in true Kaufman style, it requires some homework. 
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