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Unit 1 Black Swan (2010)

I. Characters

Nina Sayers (Natalie Portman): new Swan Queen
Thomas Leroy (Vincent Cassel): ballet director
Lily (Mila Kunis): ballet dancer
Erica Sayers (Barbara Hershey): Nina’s mother
Beth Macintyre (Winona Ryder): retired Swan Queen 

II. Questions for Thoughts

Read these questions first before you watch the movie. They are designed to inspire your 

thinking in the viewing process, though you don’t have to remember them all. Your group 

and classroom discussions may also be based on them. 

1. Who is Nina? What has Nina been dreaming about? What is it on Nina’s back that attracts 
her mother’s attention? 

 Lead-In

T h e f i l m B l a c k S w a n  i s  a 
psychological thri l ler directed by 
Da r ren A rono fsky and s ta r r i ng 
Natalie Portman, Vincent Cassel, and 
Mila Kunis. Its plot centers around 
a performance and production of 
Tcha ikovsky ’s ba l le t Swan Lake 
by a New York City company. The 
production requires a ballerina to 
shoulder two roles, both the innocent 
White Swan and the desirous Black 
Swan. Nina is a perfect dancer for 
the White Swan, while Li ly has a 
natural inclination toward the Black 
Swan. When the two are engaged in 
competition for the part, Nina begins 
to detect a dark side within her.  

Black Swan (2010)

Perfection

Unit 1 
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2. Who is Thomas? Why does the ballet company want to start a new season of Swan Lake? 
What is the story of Swan Lake? What sort of a soloist dancer is Thomas looking for?

3. Who is Beth? What does Nina do after seeing Beth leaving her dressing room? Why does 
she do so? 

4. What does the morning audition mean to Nina? How does she feel about the failure in her 
Odile’s coda? How does Thomas comment on her dancing?

5. What does Nina see on her way home that disturbs her so much? What does it indicate? 

6. How does Nina come to Thomas the next morning and ask for the part of Swan Queen? 
Why does Thomas force a kiss on Nina? How does Nina respond to it?

7. Why does Thomas choose Nina for the role of Swan Queen? How does Thomas view 
Nina’s response to his kiss? 

8. How does Nina’s mother celebrate her daughter’s winning of the new role? How does her 
mother respond when Nina feels reluctant to eat the big piece of cake? Why does Nina 
change to say that she loves the cake again?

9. Who is Lily? How is she different from Nina in terms of her personality and appearance? 
What does Thomas say about her dancing?  

10.  What happens to Nina’s nail while Thomas is announcing Nina as a new star to the 
guests of the company? What does Nina find when she is trying to clean the nail in the 
bathroom? Why?

11.  Why does Nina feel uneasy when meeting Lily? How does she feel when seeing Beth in 
the lobby?

12.  Why does Thomas leave Nina the assignment of touching herself at home? How does that 
relate to her role of Swan Queen? 

13.  What brings Nina to an abrupt stop at touching herself in the morning? What is Nina afraid of?

14.  What happens to Beth? What is Thomas’s attitude toward her? How does the incident 
affect Nina?

15.  In their late hour practice, how does Thomas inspire Nina through action and words? 
Does Nina think Thomas is a brilliant teacher? Why or why not? 
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16.  Nina has been feeling frustrated at not being able to perform well the Black Swan. What 
happens to Nina when she is taking a bath? What does Nina finally see in her mirror? Why 
is Nina being haunted by the dark figure of her other self?

17.  Why is Nina’s mom so concerned about Nina’s career? How would you describe the 
relationship between the mom and the daughter? 

18.  How does the evening at the night bar affect Nina? Why does Nina fantasize with Lily in 
her room? How does Nina feel about herself sexually and emotionally?

19.  In the next morning’s stage rehearsal, does Nina perform differently from previous days? 
How can you tell? Why does Nina throw away all her stuffed animals when getting home 
from the stage rehearsal? 

20.  Why does Nina feel so upset when knowing Lily is picked as her alternate? How does 
Thomas respond to Nina’s pleading at Lily as her alternate? Why does Nina see that 
Thomas is having sex with Lily? What is she actually scared of? 

21.  Why does Nina visit Beth in the hospital again? What does Nina do with Beth’s stuff? What 
does she seem to understand? What is it that makes them so much alike? What does Beth 
say about herself? Why does Nina have such hallucinations in hospital, and later at home?

22.  Why are the Black Swan feathers bursting out of Nina’s back? Why do both of her legs 
break? Is it a metamorphosis? If so, in what way? How would you regard this uncaged 
condition of Nina? 

23.  Why does Nina’s mom try to prevent her from going to the show? What does it mean 
when Nina says that the sweet girl is gone? 

24.  What does Thomas say to Nina in the dressing room right before the show? What happens 
when Nina is dancing the White Swan? Why does this occur?  

25.  Who is sitting in Nina’s dressing room when Nina runs back into the room, devastated? 
Why do they start to fight? Who does Nina think that she is fighting with and who does 
she see lying dead on the floor? What does this dressing room scene reveal on Nina’s 
psychological struggle and level of breakthrough? 

26.  What happens to Nina’s arms while she gets back onto the stage? Does Nina dance well 
for the part of the Black Swan? How does she make it? How does she look while getting 
off the stage and being hailed by all? Why does Nina kiss Thomas and in what way does 
she kiss him? 
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27.  Who is knocking at the door when Nina is putting on her costume of the White Swan? 
Why is Nina so shocked at seeing her? What actually happens to Nina? 

28.  What does she realize about her struggle in the past few days? 

29.  How does Nina dance the White Swan again? What does Nina say in the end? How do you 
understand the satisfying smile on her face? 

30.  What kills Nina? What makes Nina so obsessed with the role of Swan Queen? What does 
this obsession bring to Nina, perfection or destruction? 

III. Excerpts for Appreciation and Imitation

All these excerpts are carefully selected based on their language or content values. They 

all help present the theme of the movie. The title of each excerpt, chosen from the very 

excerpt itself, is its highlight. Appreciate and imitate them.

1. PERFECTION IS NOT JUST ABOUT CONTROL.

 (Thomas’ office)
Thomas: Yes, Nina?
NiNa: Do you have a minute? If now’s not a good time. I get it. 
Thomas: Now’s perfect. So?
NiNa: Uh, I just wanted to tell you that I practised the coda last night and I finished. I 

thought you should know.
Thomas: Okay, Nina, listen. Honestly, I don’t care about your technique. You should know 

that by now. 
NiNa: Yeah, but yesterday… 
Thomas: No. Anyway… I’ve already chosen Veronica, so… Sorry.
NiNa: Okay, thank you.
Thomas: That’s it? You’re not going to try and change my mind? You must have thought it 

was possible. Otherwise, what are you doing here all dolled up? 
NiNa: I came to ask for the part.
Thomas: Well. The truth is… when I look at you, all I see is the White Swan. Yes, you’re 

beautiful, fearful, fragile. Ideal casting. But the Black Swan? It’s a hard fucking job 
to dance both. 

NiNa: I can dance the Black Swan, too.
Thomas: Really? In four years, every time you dance, I see you obsess getting each and 

every move perfectly right, but I never see you lose yourself, ever. All that discipline 
for what?

NiNa: I just want to be perfect.
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Thomas: You what?
NiNa: I wanna be perfect. 
 (Thomas laughs.)
Thomas: Perfection is not just about control. It’s also about letting go. Surprise yourself so 

you can surprise the audience. Transcendence. And very few have it in them.
NiNa: I think I do have it in me.
 (Without warning, Thomas forces a kiss on her mouth. Nina bives on Thomas’s 

mouth.) 
Thomas: You bit me? I can’t… I can’t believe you bit me! (Amused)
NiNa: I’m sorry.
Thomas: Man, that’s fucking hurt!

[Note] Both Nina and Thomas consider her dance of the coda as disappointing, but they interpret the failure 

in rather different ways. Nina is only concerned about the stumbling in the audition and therefore she 

comes to assure Thomas that all she needs is more practice of the techniques. However, Thomas sees 

her obsession with technical perfection as her only barrier to real perfection because real perfection of 

art, as Thomas explains to Nina, is about one’s ability to go beyond techniques, let go of the disciplined 

self, and embrace the destructive power of the inner passion. When Nina backs off to the door, 

Thomas ventures to force a kiss on her in an attempt to see whether Nina, as she just claimed, has the 

passionate self in her. While Nina’s immediate reaction catches him in surprise, it also restores his 

confidence in her to dance the part of Black Swan.

2. FEEL MY TOUCH. RESPOND TO IT.

 (Thomas’ apartment)
Thomas: Please. I thought it’d be good to talk about the role. Drown this a little.
NiNa: Yeah.
Thomas: I don’t want there to be any boundaries between us.
NiNa: No, me neither.
Thomas: Good. So… You got a boyfriend? 
NiNa: No.
Thomas: And you had many in the past?
NiNa: A few. But no one serious.
Thomas: You’re not a virgin, are you?
NiNa: No.
Thomas: Wow, so there’s nothing to be embarrassed about. And you enjoy making love?
NiNa: Excuse me?
Thomas: Oh, come on, sex. Do you enjoy it? Well, we need to be able to talk about this. I got 

a little homework assignment for you. Go home and touch yourself. Live a little. Well, 
it’s late. Lots of work tomorrow. The doorman will find a cab for you.

 …
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 (Large rehearsal space)
Thomas: Okay, come here. Come, come, come. I’ll be the Prince. (They dance.) Let it go, let 

it go. Feel my touch, respond to it. Come on. (Thomas forces a kiss on Nina.) Open 
your mouth. Open your mouth. Open it. Open up. Open up. That was me seducing 
you when it needs to be the other way around.

NiNa: Please.

[Note] The dancing of the Black Swan requires Nina to cast away her controlled outer self and present 

to the audience her inner seducing sexuality. Thomas obviously believes such sexuality is hidden in 

Nina’s unconscious self which can be awakened by sexual arousal. Therefore, in the first episode, 

he’s asking Nina to touch herself so that the girl may be pushed onto the way of self-discovery. In the 

second episode, Thomas takes a step forward and uses his touch to help Nina learn to feel and respond 

to her intuition and let her unconscious self dominate the dancing as it pleases.

3. THE ONLY PERSON STANDING IN YOUR WAY IS YOU.

 (Costume shop and backstage hallway)
LiLy: Georgina, I’m Lily. Thomas sent me…
TaiLoR: Yes, we have to get you measured for the Swan Queen costumes.
NiNa: What’s she doing here?
LiLy: He made me your alternate. Look, it’s just in case.
 (Backstage Hallway)
NiNa: Thomas. Thomas. Thomas.
Thomas: Yes.
NiNa: It can’t be her. It can’t be her.
Thomas: (To others) Okay, why don’t you just go. I’ll catch up later. (To Nina) What’s going on? 
NiNa: Lily… You made her my alternate. 
Thomas: Well. There’s always an alternate. Lily is the best choice.
NiNa: No, she wants my role.
Thomas: Every dancer in the world wants your role.
NiNa: No, this is different. She is after me. She is trying to replace me.
Thomas: Nobody is after you.
NiNa: No, please believe me…
Thomas: I know it’s been a struggle. But you just had a breakthrough this morning. Tomorrow 

is yours. Just give a great performance and you won’t have to worry about Lily, or 
anybody else. Now go home and rest.

 …
 (Principal dressing room)
Thomas: Are you okay? 
NiNa: I’m fine.
Thomas: Nina. Nina.
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NiNa: What?
Thomas: I’ve already asked Lily.
NiNa: Have you announced it? After Beth, do you really need another controversy? I’m 

here, Thomas. I’m doing it.
Thomas: The only person standing in your way is you. It’s time to let it go. Lose yourself. 

 
[Note] Nina is strongly disturbed by her fear of being replaced by Lily. Lily reminds Nina of all the pressure 

she has to bear in the fierce competition for the leading role. And to make her more fearful, in her 

hallucination, Lily resembles her destructive inner self which is launching a ruthless struggle for the 

control of her body and soul. That’s why she is seeking help from Thomas to keep “Lily” out of the 

scene. Thomas knows nothing about Nina’s turmoil. To ensure a perfect premier, he is still pushing 

Nina to make a reckless abandon of her outer self so as to clear the way for the dominance of her 

inner self which can best illustrate the character of the Black Swan.

4. SHE IS GONE. 

 (Nina’s bedroom)
ERiCa: You were scratching all night.
NiNa: Where is my clock?
ERiCa: Don’t worry about that.
NiNa: What time is it? The show is tonight, I have to…
ERiCa: No, no, no, no. Don’t worry. I called the theater and I told them you aren’t feeling well.
NiNa: I have to go!
ERiCa: No. No, you don’t. 
NiNa: Let go of me.
ERiCa: You are staying here until you feel better.
 (Looking for the doorknob)
NiNa: Where is it?
ERiCa: This role is destroying you.
NiNa: Move. Move!
ERiCa: Nina…!
NiNa: Move.
ERiCa: What happened to my sweet girl?
NiNa: She is gone!
ERiCa: Nina! Oh, Nina! No, please. You’re not well!
NiNa: Let go of me!
ERiCa: You can’t handle this.
NiNa: I can’t? I’m the Swan Queen. You’re the one who never left the corps.

[Note] For all the time Nina is learning to let go of her self-control, and here is the moment when her sweet, 

fragile and disciplined conscious self is finally gone, overpowered by the aggressive, determined and 

ruthless unconscious self.
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5. I WAS PERFECT. 

 (Stage)
Thomas: Can you hear them? They love you. My little princess, I always knew you had it in 

you. Come on. Let’s take you out.
LiLy: (Gasps)
Thomas: (Follow Lily’s gaze and discovers the spot of blood) Go get some help. Go get some 

help. What did you do? What did you do?
NiNa: I felt it.
Thomas: What?
NiNa: I felt perfect… I was perfect…

[Note] Nina’s dancing of the Black Swan is hailed by all as perfect and the joy takes hold of both Thomas 

and Nina herself. Thomas is joyful because he succeeds in bringing out the best of Nina and 

transforming her into the perfect Swan Queen. This last moment is also brilliant for Nina because 

this is the moment she lets loose of her unconscious self and presents on the stage as a perfect integrity 

of her self. She feels perfect because for this time in her life she is living her ideal of perfection.

IV. Articles for Understanding the Themes

These articles are probing into issues at a deeper level and from different angles. You 

may keep an open, critical and questioning attitude while reading them and develop your 

own way of thinking.

Nina’s Tragedy—Illusive1 Perfectionism

At first sight, it seems that Nina ultimately realized her artistically perfect performance on 
the stage with her ego pushed to its extreme. It is magnificent and her death is by no means 
a sad ending. However, her last monologue still echoes in my head. “I felt perfect… I was 
perfect…” Ironically, I suddenly felt a thorough sorrow as if I underwent a huge circle only 
to go back to the base point and as if all her sufferings burnt into ashes only to achieve an 
illusive perfection. She is a tragic character even though she successfully dragged out her long-
repressed Black Swan and finally let it soar to great freedom. Where is perfection? There is 
no perfection at all. You must appreciate the imperfect self, imperfect art as well as imperfect  
life.

On one hand, compulsive2 pursuit for perfection has been constraining Nina to be fragile, 
fearful and virginal. To uphold the utmost 
perfection is what all her efforts resort 
to even though the perfection that Nina 
adores is just a self-discipline which is 
shaped by her mother. Her smothering3 

1 illusive: adj. 错觉的
2 compulsive: adj. 强迫性的
3 smother: v. 抑制
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guard and supervision infiltrate1 all aspects of Nina’s life, controlling her super ego. Interestingly, 
some reviews suppose that her mother does not really exist but is merely a symbol of Nina’s 
self-restraint. Whatever, overwhelming protection and restraint, whether they are from a real 
mother or an illusive obsession2, oppressed her and overpowered her ego for a relevant long 
period, making a technically proficient but emotionally wizened3 ballerina. As an artist, it is the 
origin of Nina’s tragedy. 

On the other hand, Nina herself drastically aspires to the artistic perfection on the stage 
as a ballerina. It is another presage of 
her tragedy. In this play, the White Swan 
is exquisite, virginal, and pure while the 
Black Swan dark, mystical, and indulgent. 
In order to be the Swan Queen, Nina 
had to be all of these characters and 
must force herself to release the trapped 
demons into her world. In this period, all her pressure and dread come from her ego—natural 
and substantial desire for a perfect grand peak on the stage. She enforces herself or even 
squeezes herself to learn to set free her moral discipline and enjoy the psychoactive4 comfort 
that the “lost” brought to her. It is a fight with her obstinate5 super ego which eventually results 
her world coming apart. Every time she attempts to step into a world of indulgence she would 
regain her dread by an illusion. It is not Thomas, not Lily or even not her mother who drives her 
to the edge of dissociation but only Nina herself. 

As a thorough perfectionist, Nina’s ending is doomed to be destructive. Thomas has said: 
“Perfection is not just about control. It’s also about letting go.” However, life is not just about 
perfection. It might be a White Swan or a Black Swan but all in all we should let it be. No 
repression but also no trailing. Perceive the silent exclaim from your ego and embrace it just 
when it’s time.

Comprehension questions
1. How does the author regard Nina’s perfection? 
2. What is said about Nina’s mother’s smothering guard and supervision?
3. Why is the artistic perfection on the stage another presage of Nina’s tragedy? 

The Meaning of Perfection in Black Swan

In the end of the movie Black Swan , as Nina lay wounded on the floor, she stared up at the 
stage lights, whispering “I felt perfect… I was perfect…” The director, Darren Aronofsky spared 
no effort to inquire the philosophic meaning of “perfection” throughout the movie.

Movie critics have given different definitions to “perfection” in Black Swan. Some critics 
describe the plot of the movie as Nina’s transformation from the innocent White Swan to the 
sensual Black Swan. Therefore, Nina approached to perfection when she broke through the 
fearful, fragile self and successfully played the role of Black Swan. Other critics consider that 

1 infiltrate: v. 渗入
2 obsession: n. 痴迷
3 wizened: adj. 枯萎的，干瘪的
4 psychoactive: adj. 影响心灵的
5 obstinate: adj. 固执的
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Nina combined both the White Swan and the Black Swan in herself at the last act of the dance. 
After Nina had suffered physically as well as mentally, perfection was accomplished in the 
form of a mixture of White and Black. While this paper defines “perfection” as the ability to 
consciously and freely switch between the White Swan and the Black Swan. 

The famous psychologist Freud1 separated personality into 3 levels: id2, ego3 and superego4. 
In Freud’s theory, every individual in the society lives in suppression, and all evil desires are just 
temporarily hidden; id and superego fight against each other constantly, making compromise 
with ego. However, this doesn’t last long as the balance will soon be broken, thus the individual 
will fall into fight again. 

Here we can roughly compare “id” to the sensual Black Swan and the “superego” to 
the graceful White Swan. According to Freud, white and black are two integral parts of 
human beings, and they accompany each other since we were born and until we die. The 
metamorphosis5 of Nina isn’t simply from pure white to jet-black. In fact, the director hinted that 
Nina had different sides at the very beginning of the movie: Nina sat in front of a huge mirror, 
and her figure reflected on the mirror when she recalled her dream last night. The monologue 
looked like she was talking to another person—the other self. Nina was a mixture of both the 
Black Swan and the White Swan from beginning to end. It is just the White Swan prevailed at 
first, and the Black Swan struggled to make a breakthrough. 

Some critics believe that it was the bite that made the artistic director Thomas realize the 
explosive force in Nina’s body. We don’t quite agree. When Nina dolled up and came to him to 
ask for the part, it seemed that Thomas had been waiting for her. Thomas was such a brilliant 
and talented artistic director that he had known for a long time that Nina was perfect for the 
White Swan and she had the potential to be the Black Swan too. The only question was “when.” 
So he kissed Nina to see the reaction of her. Actually, the bite was more out of the conservative 
side of Nina, rather than her resistant and fighting spirit. But Thomas grasped this chance and 
chose Nina to be the Swan Queen, hoping that the sensual side of Nina could be stirred up.

Although Nina was a mixture of the White and Black Swan, the two opposite parts 
weren’t half and half, neither did they get along well with each other. One had to prevail6. 
In the previous 28 years, it was the White Swan prevailed. As the new season of Swan Lake 
started, Nina began to get more in touch with her sensual side in order to perform the perfect 
Black Swan. But Nina didn’t do it deliberately at first. She hadn’t had the clear consciousness 
about her dark side. She just followed 
her ins t inct . Such ins t inct wi thout 
consciousness was dangerous because it 
was apt7 to extreme and destruction. So, 
when the hallucination8 came that Lily 
intended to play the Black Swan for her, 
she lost her mind and killed the imaginary 
Lily. Back to stage, Nina danced the Black 
Swan passionately and sensually. Growing 
black feathers, her arms became black 

1 Freud: 弗洛伊德（1856—1939），奥地利神经学

家、精神病医学家、精神分析创始人
2 id: n. 本能冲动
3 ego: n. 自我
4 superego: n. 超自我
5 metamorphosis: n. 变形
6 prevail: v. 占优势
7 be apt: adj. 倾向于
8 hallucination: n. 幻觉
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wings as she finally lost herself and transformed into the Black Swan. 
However, that’s not the ending of the movie. As Nina went back to her dressing room, she 

found out that Lily hadn’t been killed. She was relieved and her eyes turned clear and peaceful 
again. After being taken over by the Black Swan temporarily, Nina calmed down and switched to 
the White Swan again. For this time, Nina had the realization of her change rather than out of 
instinct.

When Nina lay on the floor at the end of the movie, whispering “I felt perfect…” she must 
have meant both of her performances: the 100 percent White Swan and the 100 percent Black 
Swan, and the most amazing experience to freely switch from one to another.

Comprehension questions
1. What is the definition of perfection by the author? 
2. How does the author analyze the Black Swan and the White Swan according to Freud’s id and 

superego?
3. In Nina the White Swan prevailed at first. How did she transform herself into a Black Swan? 

V. Research Activities

Movies are the window of cultures and the thesaurus of idiomatic language expressions. 

For this course, watching high-quality movies is not a purpose but a means. The textbook 

as a whole aims to guide students toward a better command of English language in real life, 

a deepened understanding of English-speaking cultures, and competence in intellectual 

discussions. To this end, some pre-class, in-class and post-class activities are carefully 

designed. You must follow the procedures listed below and play an active part in these 

activities. 

Pre-class activities
a. First read the Lead-In and go over the Questions for Thoughts before you watch the movie.

b. Watch the movie at least once; if you don’t quite understand or still have some questions, 
watch it again. Pick up 5 expressions from the movie. Prepare 3 to 5 questions of your own 
and review the Questions for Thoughts to get ready for the group and class discussions.

c. Every 4 students form a group. After watching the movie, each group holds discussions 
in aspects of the movie such as its background, themes, conflicts and performances. You 
should also read articles provided in the text and discuss them. All the discussions should be 
conducted in English.

d. Each student in one group chooses one aspect of the movie (background, themes, conflicts 
or performances) and focuses on it by doing independent research. Make full use of the 
library and the Internet service. Then summarize your findings and thoughts in your 
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presentation paper. You need to rotate your choosing aspect each time. 

in-class activities
a. You are expected to present your research results to the whole class, but keep in mind that it 

doesn’t mean all the information concerning background, themes, conflicts or performances 
in that particular movie (whichever aspect you dig into) should be recounted. Try to focus on 
2 or 3 key points.

b. You may present individually (3 minutes for each individual presentation) or collectively in 
a group (such as a play, a TV show, a classroom discussion, a debate, an interview, etc. 
12 minutes for each group presentation). In a group presentation the 4 aspects should be 
integrated. 

c. Your presentation should include both factual information and your own opinions or 
comments. It should be convincing, complete, logical and original; information copied directly 
from the Internet or books is forbidden. 

d. Your language should be fluent and accurate. When you are on the stage, you must show the 
good manner of a speaker. Your presentation is evaluated in terms of idea, logic, coherence 
and unity. After the presentation you should answer questions raised by fellow students or 
the teacher. These questions may come from the Questions for Thoughts or not.

Post-class activities
a. Hand in your presentation paper together with the 5 expressions you have picked up and 3 to 

5 questions you have prepared. The overall evaluation of a student is based on these written 
materials, research, and presentation in class.

b. Familiarize yourself with Excerpts for Appreciation and Imitation. Read them aloud and try to 
memorize your favorite parts.

Four basic aspects of the movie

Note: These 4 aspects, however, can never be clear-cut; they are often interrelated.

Background:  historical background, social background, the novel on which the movie is 
based, the author of the novel, production of the movie, etc.

Themes:  the main ideas that the movie intends to convey to the audience.
Conflicts:  conflicts within oneself, conflicts with others, conflicts with the society, 

conflicts between events, conflicts of ideas, etc.
Performances:  actor, actress, director, playwright, song, music, Academy Awards, etc.
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