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Whiplash (2014) is music based drama and Damien Chazelle's second foray in directing. The first 
film Chazelle directed was Guy and Madeline on a Park Bench (2009), however, Prior to Whiplash he was 
probably best known as the primary writer for Eugenio Mira's Grand Piano (2013). Chazelle has certainly 
shown a proclivity for including and working around music and musical themes in his work, but Whiplash 
is what truly affirms him as a resoundingly competent and talented director. Not only does Whiplash 
feature some of the best acting in recent memory, but it's paced exceptionally well and is a thematic 
masterpiece. While it does suffer from a handful of out of place and unnecessary moments, they're nothing
in comparison to Whiplash's rampant intensity, poignancy, and quality. 

Arguably, Whiplash's most notable and predominant attributes are the phenomenal performances 
of Miles Teller and J.K. Simmons. Teller plays Andrew Neiman, a first year college student enrolled at a cut-
throat music conservatory, while Simmons takes on the role of his intense and grueling band teacher 
Terence Fletcher. It's hard to make any argument against the opinion that Simmons absolutely steals the 
film, and any scene he's in is fireworks. However, his performance wouldn't be possible without how well 
Teller plays off of him. The two are perfect foils for one another; Fletcher's intense, borderline 
psychopathic personality mirrors Andrew's reserved stoicism to craft scenes that are utterly engaging. 
Admittedly, a lot of the side characters like Andrew's love interest and his father lack the necessary screen 
time to make any lasting impact on the film as characters and exist more as representations of themes. Yet,
that's not what Whiplash is ultimately about. It's about this specific relationship, the give and take between
Andrew and Fletcher that demands Andrew become great – or die trying. The two performances would be 
enough to carry the film alone, but they're backed up by a fantastic script, excellent themeing, and an 
adept pacing.

Before delving into the specifics of Whiplash's plot and pacing, it needs to be said that the third act 
is absolutely stupendous.  Without divulging any spoilers, it kept me glued to the screen and I was 
genuinely unsure how the film would proceed and end based on what had been set up prior, which is 
something I can't say for the majority of modern films. Whiplash's ending is also masterfully done. It 
doesn't linger while trying to impart a lasting message or moral, and the final shots leave you with a small 
amount of symbolism that speaks volumes about the film's self awareness and purpose. Whiplash's overall 
tempo is still fantastic, but the first and second act are slowed down by a handful of scenes that, while they
do support the film's messages and motifs, are most likely unnecessary. One scene in particular places 
Andrew at a family dinner where the dichotomy between a musical career and more grounded lifestyles is 
openly dissected. It's a well done scene, and it certainly aids in displaying Andrew's isolation, but it's 
something the audience has already gathered a few times over. There's so many wonderful shots where we
have a voyeuristic  view of Andrew practicing in near darkness in the dead of night, or laying in his 
apartment staring at posters of famous drummers. We understand Andrew and his position, and Whiplash 
does such a masterful job displaying his perspective using subtle storytelling, visuals, and imagery that it 
seems odd there would be a scene that echoes those concepts with what amounts to distracting 
exposition. While scenes like this are few and far between, they do jump up occasionally and noticeably 
slow down a film that's otherwise flawlessly paced. 

What makes Whiplash so intriguing is its thematic content. While it's overarching question, “how 
do we become great?” is a common one, Whiplash commits to that journey. While many films are just as 
concerned with what happens post-revelation or transformation (i.e. how does the protagonist resolve the
problem in the film with his or her new found strength or awareness) Whiplash is smart enough to realize 
it's irrelevant; what's pivotal is the process. The theme of sacrifice is necessary and prevalent in the film, 
represented in both the physical and the abstract. The wounds Andrew develops on his hands from 
grueling hours of practice and the his personal relationships amount to the same thing. Both are open 
sores, blockades that inhibit his ascension. He learns that to succeed, to become great, he has to leave his 
wounds open and battle through the pain, be it physical injuries or his toxic relationships. Again, none of 



these motifs are unique to Whiplash by any stretch of the imagination, but it's the film's ability to handle 
them so delicately and expertly in  such a chaotic environment that impresses. Whiplash never feels the 
need to beat you over the head with its messages, it's more than content with letting you extract your own 
conclusions based on Andrew's path and his experiences.

Few films in recent memory have connected with me like Whiplash did. It made me  want to 
achieve something, have a reason to work until my hands bled. It's in that way that Whiplash is such a 
marvel. Just like how jazz players (and non-coincidentally Andrew and Fletcher) play and fight off of one 
another in an isolated relationship, so does the film with the viewer. It makes you feel uncomfortable one 
moment by forcing you to endure Fletcher's abuse of Andrew, and only a few scenes later asks to you 
respect the band teacher – which I did. Whiplash isn't a perfect film, but the sheer juxtaposition of its loud 
and intense performances with subtle, meaningful symbolism, motifs, and morality is so impressive that 
it's without a doubt one of best dramas in recent memory. 

Score: 9.6


