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Atmosphere: An Analysis of 2001: A Space Odyssey 

     Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey has been praised (albeit many years after its initial 

release) as a cinematic masterpiece that transcends the narrative. Even though there is a plot that 

keeps the story moving, it is cleverly veiled under the film’s vast amount of imagery. And 

although at times the film may seem slow to the average viewer, it provides a sense of awe that 

few science-fiction films, or films in general, have succeeded to create. By creating several 

sequences where the audience simply watches what goes on in this universe rather than 

following a standard plot or a character, 2001 creates more than a story: it creates an atmosphere. 

     Part of the reason why 2001 is seen as a visual marvel is because there is extremely little 

dialogue, and the viewer will realize this within minutes of just watching the opening “Dawn of 

Man” sequence. The apes we see living in this barren land certainly do not talk in words 

(separating this concept of apes in film from the other 1968 picture to do so, Planet of the Apes), 

and they need not to for the audience to understand their discovery of weapons and self-defense, 

as well as their fear of the monolith. It makes sense for no dialogue to occur within these scenes 

to keep with realism, but the fact that no words are spoken also prepares the audience to watch 

2001 almost as a silent movie, therefore identifying story elements in the imagery rather than in 

the dialogue. This opening sequence is a strong preparation for the image-driven film to follow 

(via the famous jump-cut to the spaceship). 

     Once the audience is finally transported into space, several minutes go by where the story 

almost comes to a halt as the audience simply watches shuttles go by, floating over planets as 

Strauss’ “Blue Danube Waltz” plays nondiegetically. Other than a brief scene that takes place 



within the ship carrying Dr. Heywood Floyd, there is not much in this sequence to follow in 

terms of story. It truly is just a series of images in space. And while it may not be progressing the 

story, it works because it establishes the universe (literally) that the film now takes place in. The 

viewer sees all these spaceships and simply has to accept it and take it all in. This is an important 

example of how 2001 may not create a very strong story, but it certainly creates a strong setting. 

     When dialogue finally occurs within Floyd’s shuttle (it could be said that it literally takes 

thousands of years for the first word in 2001 to be spoken), its sole purpose is for necessary 

exposition. Through his conversations with his friends, daughter, and Russian colleagues, we 

find out the essential details of the story: that Floyd is off to a planet where apparently an 

epidemic has broken out that he cannot discuss. This again makes 2001 seem like a silent movie: 

dialogue is only there for necessary exposition and progression of the story, similar to how silent 

cinema decades before only had intertitles for the essential lines. The dialogue therefore becomes 

very important—and it does its own fair share of helping the audience get adjusted to the 

atmosphere of the film, as Floyd calls his daughter via video and talks with her about telephones 

and space travel as if it is the norm. Today’s audience may not be impressed by this, but surely in 

1968, viewers needed to take this information in slowly, and 2001 certainly lets them do that. 

     Later on in the film, as we see Dave and Frank traveling on the “Jupiter Mission”, the pacing 

remains very slow, particularly in the scenes where there is a malfunction on the ship and Frank 

has to go out and fix it. Kubrick does not sensationalize these scenes at all: space is accurately 

silent as Frank slowly moves from one part of the ship to another. Audiences can surely get 

restless in their seats (perhaps modern audiences will be more so because many are used to the 

more intense visuals of films like 2013’s Gravity). But 2001 simply lets the camera, and the 

audience, sit and watch the action, no matter how slow. And because the pacing follows each 

action movement for movement, the audience is genuinely placed with the characters as they are 

on their mission, which is a powerful asset to the film. 



     Again, many audiences will be turned off by this if they are expecting a film more interested 

in spectacle or excitement (which possibly makes for a less realistic movie). However, many 

viewers may be satisfied by the adventurous and visually stunning ending sequence to “Jupiter 

and Beyond the Infinite”, even though it will probably be incomprehensible to most. Not even 

Kubrick and the other filmmakers involved here have given a clear answer to the meaning of the 

final moments of the film, eventually finding Dave (sort of) as a celestial being. But perhaps 

through its entirety, 2001: A Space Odyssey has been building up to an ambiguous ending about 

the universe. The viewers simply watch the worlds created, from early life to the twenty-first 

century and beyond, and take it all in. But the film suggests that there truly is something beyond 

this universe, and it is (as Floyd’s recording at the end says) “still a total mystery”. The 

ambiguous ending defines 2001 as a film not about story but about something more. 

     With 2001, Kubrick truly transcends the conventions of narrative filmmaking to create a 

sense of awe perhaps never experienced before in cinema. The lack of dialogue, the emphasis of 

imagery, the pacing that follows the characters without making a spectacle of them, and the 

ending that transcends human understanding all culminate to create one of the most unique 

motion pictures ever made. 2001 truly represents a new way of telling a story through film, and 

few other films will ever come close to its caliber. 


