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What is the connection between a traumatized young woman, some guy on a train, a “pig 

whisperer,” an orchid vender, and a Thoreau-reading Thief? Using the consequences of a life-

altering organism, Upstream Color (2013) is a film wherein the incongruous find life-altering 

relationships to positive result or no. Writer/director Shane Carruth interrogates seemingly 

improbable connections between certain figures, objects or events by observing their 

consequence and slowly realizing their significance to one another. The title of the film is an apt 

example. The words upstream and color seem like a random pairing, holding no apparent 

relevance to one another until the film, at length, lends it significance. Our first introduction to 

Jeff (Shane Carruth) and Kris (Amy Seimetz) near the beginning of the film is situated in an 

otherwise unexplainable visual connection between shots of a male running and a female running 

juxtaposed sequentially via editing. Jeff looks like a lone morning jogger while Kris is among 

others in an organized run. The realization that they do not actually exist in the same space and 

time troubles the connection we desire to conclude; and yet a connection between the two are 

made by the viewer nonetheless. It will not be until later in the film when the two share a train 

(and the screen) a more tangible proximity will confirm what was earlier (however less 

consciously) established.  

Carruth’s Upstream Color, despite any feeling of peculiarity, does exactly what cinema, at 

its core, is meant to do: place images in a sequence that creates some kind of narrative 

coherence; sound is optional. Not that Carruth, who is credited for the original music, eschews 

sound. On the contrary, the film relies nearly as heavily on the power of auditory sensory 

perception as it does visual sensory perception. What he does do is use dialog sparingly, often in 

the background and primarily as a word puzzle fragment to collect in the pursuit of greater 

coherence.  Implementing the visual art of film to create strong inferences, Carruth eases the 
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viewer into a greater and more conscious connection with the structure of his narrative, into 

seeing how the seemingly incongruous may, in fact, harbor congruity. Barely discernible spoken 

words are kept to a minimum, spaced minutes apart, and the sequence of actions are left to find 

connections visually, e.g. Thief (Thiago Martins) to the boys, the worms from the orchid to the 

tea the boy’s drink before their demonstration of an uncanny ability to blindly mimic the other. 

Carruth does leave certain occurrences unexplainable until later (the disposal of a trash bag filled 

with a paper chain; the boy’s blind mimicry). This puzzle structure to the narrative is of import to 

the ecological consciousness of interconnectedness for which Upstream Color argues with 

increasing transparency as the film progresses.  

Carruth works hard to articulate one relationship to the other through a variety of means 

before placing them in a shot together for greater transparency. He cross-cuts sequences wherein 

movements, objects, shapes and/or sounds are repeated to form vital connections that draw 

characters and concepts together. The fictional quality of film supports most of the narrative 

devices Carruth would employ, but there are occasions when his reliance on the substantiating 

claim of visual sensory perception requires the implementation of fantasy. 

Upstream Color is very careful in its use of the fantasy mode. The film’s success depends 

upon an implication of reality. The pigs are not left to metaphor in relation to Jeff and Kris 

(among others). There are biological ties that cannot be ignored (the painstaking transference of 

the worm; the pregnancy; the shared sense of anguish and helplessness when the piglets are 

taken away). A film that would make explainable the oft obscured connections and intersections 

in life has to maintain a denial of unreality. Fantasy, as David Walters introduces it in Fantasy 

Film, may be described as the “opposite of reality” (5) or “existing beyond the horizons of 

potential action that exist within our knowable world” (19); either definition risks subverting the 
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film’s intention of realism, of potentiality. As a carefully applied mode, however, fantasy serves 

only to bolster a resonance with reality that Upstream Color is seeking to impart with its 

audience. Let’s look at a few scenes in order to further determine how and why Carruth uses 

fantasy to create an organic unity in his science fiction narrative.  

When Thief forces Kris to ingest the worms, we have only the understanding of how the 

worm-infused tea works. The worm seems to facilitate an unusual connection between people, a 

telepathic type of suggestion perhaps (the boys’ synchronized movements). This is confirmed 

when Thief tells Kris what to do and believe and she does so without question. The undeniable 

power of his suggestive capability is captured in a moment of fantasy when we are offered her 

perspective and Kris literally sees exactly what he wants her to see, that his “head is made of the 

same material as the sun.” Even as he speaks the words, a light begins to shine upon her face and 

when she turns to look at him the camera moves to capture the blinding light where Thief’s head 

would be. We may now anticipate the extremity to which Kris will follow a parasitical Thief’s 

instructions. What we may not yet anticipate is the depth of the relationship between the worm 

and Kris. Here, we see how Carruth cannot always place two things he would otherwise have 

associated in a shot together. The worm-Kris relationship is depicted in a juxtaposition of 

inside/outside shots.  Using fantasy’s imaginative capabilities and not the mediation of some 

medical equipment, we are shown Kris’ insides where the worm is writhing. In the next shot, 

viewing Kris from the outside, we see her writhing in a similar fashion. We recall the boy’s 

synchronicity from earlier. Pairing a parasite with synchronous movement we begin to register a 

symbiosis at work. This symbiotic relationship carries over with the worm’s transplant to what 

becomes her pig counterpart. In order for any inkling of this relationship to carry over, it is vital 

that these visual and conceptual connections be established before the transplant is performed by 
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The Sampler (Andrew Sensenig). Therefore, fantasy, however understated, becomes an incisive 

tool and the only really plausible intervention in the fictional narrative. 

Quoting Michael Fleming and Roger Manvell in Framing Monsters, Joshua David Bellin 

talks about how “Reality and fantasy as two forms of experience can be subtly, almost 

indistinguishably, interwoven” (138). Bellin is looking at how the interweaving of the real and 

unreal in films can allow “unreal figures, actions, and events [to] assume the vivid appearance of 

the real” (138). Carruth’s science fiction film exemplifies this kind of subtle grafting of the 

unreal into the reality he is purporting. The transplant pig is released into a large pen to walk 

amongst other pigs. Kris moves through her house, passing silent figures facing away from her, 

to finally arrive at a sink to run the tap. Realization dawns that she passed people who should not 

be there in her house. She wakes in her car in a median somewhere. The sequence in which she 

moves through her house does not read as fantasy without its position between the pigs in the 

pen and her waking in her car. The positionality alerts the viewer of the improbability that the 

figures were actually in her house and that the sequence was just a dream. The placement of the 

sequence also introduces a notion that each pig has a human counterpart. In reality, Kris is not 

the only victim. 

Grasping the extent to which the pig and the human counterpart are connected to each other 

as well as with other victims of the same is crucial to the success of the narrative. Carruth must 

sometimes move to solidify the reality of the pig/human situation by violating time and space in 

order to visually confirm (actualize) the relationships. The Sampler begins to quietly and 

impossibly appear in scene with the human counterpart to the pig he has extended a “listening” 

hand toward. At this point in the film, we have already noted how the closer the proximity the 

greater the awareness most often through juxtaposing shots; the proximate shots also creating 
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greater awareness of an interconnectedness between character, actions, or events. The Sampler 

stands close to and/or extends his hand toward a pig; we cut to a person elsewhere; we cut back 

to The Sampler. In succession, an ambulance light flickers across The Sampler’s face while in 

the pig pen; the ambulance is at a man’s (Frank Mosley) house elsewhere; the Sampler appears 

on screen with the man. The film eventually brings The Sampler into Jeff’s office space where 

he has (as yet inexplicably) set up three chairs in order to dine alone. The Sampler enters and 

sits, soon followed by Kris. She sits and looks directly at The Sampler in violation of what we 

thought we have come to understand: he always remains unseen by the human counterpart. 

Disturbed, he stands and moves away only to have Kris follow him. He slides against the wall 

grasping his chest as she stands over him. We shift to the pig farm where their positions are 

identical. The growing notion that the connection made through the pigs with The Sampler holds 

some reciprocity is realized; he was not sampling with impunity. Carruth uses this same fantasy 

sequence to transition us from Kris and Jeff just discovering The Sampler, his recording studio 

and published arrangements to trapping and confronting him in the next minute. We are literally 

transported from Jeff and Kris’ home to the liminal (Jeff’s office) to The Sampler’s residence, 

visually cementing their relationship by collapsing the spaces between, something Upstream 

Color progressively does throughout the film by juxtaposing shots/images, removing the 

obfuscations of space and time in order to place them in more immediate proximity. 

In Carruth’s hands, fantasy functions as a mode that emerges organically from within the 

structure of his science fiction film and contributes to its overall coherence. His subtle 

introduction of fantasy into the fictional assumes a quality of the real and the steady and precise 

increase in its use is easily understood as a vehicle in which Carruth might translate the invisible 

yet knowable quality of a figure, object or event in relationship with another (and the viewer). 
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Fantasy helps facilitate the seemingly incongruous (inside/outside; here/there; then/now, etc.) 

into a vital realization of the very real interconnectedness at work in the world of Upstream 

Color, and, with all likelihood, at work in the world of the viewer. 
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