How does the film sound and score of the Shawshank Redemption (1994) support the underlying themes of freedom and incarceration?
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Image from screengrab.com
The Shawshank Redemption (1994) is a film adaptation of the Stephen king short novel of the same name. Adapted to screen and directed by Frank Darabont, cinematography by Roger Deakins and with musical score from Thomas Newman. The film stars Tim Robbins, Morgan Freeman and Bob Gunton as the principle cast of the film. “A banker convicted of uxoricide forms a friendship over a quarter century with a hardened convict, while maintaining his innocence and trying to remain hopeful through simple compassion” (IMDB). The film received positive reactions from critics and audiences but was considered a flop at the box office, only making $29 million dollars world wide on a $25 million dollar budget. Even with its poor financial returns, the film gained a cult following and is now considered one of the greatest films of all time by the general public. when In an interview during the films 30th anniversary celebrations Darabont said this when asked about the still highly regarded film. 
“On the Internet Movie Database's (IMDb) list of top 250 films, voted by regular users, it currently sits at the top above The Godfather. "And what's really bizarre is that momentum never really seems to have died out. It has just kind of continued. Which is wonderful. It's a fantastic vindication, really, for the film, isn't it," said Darabont”.
Extract from BBC interview with Frank Darabont sep 2024



In this essay I will be answering the question of “How does the film sound and score of the Shawshank Redemption (1994) support the underlying themes of freedom and incarceration?”. To do this I will be breaking down four scenes from the film, two of the scenes focus on the theme of freedom and the remaining scenes will focus on themes of incarceration. These scenes also explore the physical and mental states of freedom and incarceration, which are mostly told through the use of music. I will also be discussing how the films use of musical score, sound design and soundtracks use of subtle motifs, operatic music and full orchestra pieces all help to elevate the emotions and drive the films narrative. 


Opening scene at Shawshank prison 
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Establishing shot of Shawshank prison

in the opening scene of the film, we are shown the prisoner transport in which the protagonist, Andy Dufresne (played by Tim Robbins) arrives in. as we see the bus travel, the images are paired the low, base and somber strings played on the cello, which leaves the audience a feeling of despair. This non-diegetic musical choice directly links the audience to the emotional state of Andy as he feels distressed about his new reality. Our focus shifts from the transport vehicle and we pan up on Shawshank prison, with the films score changing from low notes on cello to the use of violins playing sharp notes to amplify the anxiety of the situation Andy finds himself in. With the cinematographer using arial shots to show the dark and brutal architecture of the prison, as well as an ocean of prisoners flocking toward the entrance for new arrivals. The score continues to use a motif of cello and violins, which creates a feeling of melancholia. As Andy steps off the transport, we hear the guards’ shouting orders at the new arrivals, the sound of their voices booming and intimidating to the people exiting the bus, we hear the sound of the chains are the prisons enter the prison walls. The inmates line the fences, banging against chain length fences, cheering and shouting at the fresh meat entering the prison. Sound design is utilized perfectly in this moment, the booming voices and banging noises are all incredibly intimidating and make the audience feel claustrophobic, much like the characters. As Andy walks across the prison’s court yard the motif switches to a more haunting and daunting piece of music as we pan upward at the cellblock walls as Andy enters stares up. This piece of music gives a sense of mystery, as an audience isn’t sure what to expect from inside the walls.  

“Darabont has purposely used the prison described by him as a “main character” as he wants to show the audience how easy it would be to lose this hope and determination.”
(Karn Dover 2017)

These details in score, sound design and visuals help to convey the themes of physical incarceration, as well helping to bring home the reality of the life in this prison. The score archives what it sets out to accomplish, it adds to the audience’s growing worry about the safety of Andy inside Shawshank walls. 

Andy plays Mozart for the inmates 
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(Opera Wire)
In this scene we focus on Andy as he sits in the warden’s office, looking through the donated books and record that the state has sent to the prison; while combing through the records he comes across a recording of “Duettino- Sull ‘aria” from Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's, “The Marriage of Figaro”. The glee of the situation is visible on Andy’s face as he beings to play the record on the warden’s personal vinyl player. This draws the attention of a guard, who promptly asks Andy what the noise may be. Andy takes it upon himself to lock out the guard and the main door to the warden’s office. Andy takes control of the intercom system and beings to play the music for the prisoners. Everyone stops dead in their tracks, and all begin to take notice of the music coming from the speakers all across the prison. Andy sits back in the warden’s chair and listens to the music; however, this moment is shortly lived as the warden and several guards arrive. They try to enforce their power over Andy, but he refuses to bend to their will. He promptly turns the music louder as the guards begin to break down the door. Red (Morgan Freeman) gives narration, claiming that the music they heard gave them a sense of freedom that they had forgotten, as well as Andy receiving time in solitary confinement for these actions. 
In this scene the sound design as well as music played cannot be understated, every detail in audio direction is fantastic. Firstly, when using the intercom system, we immediately hear feedback, this very sound draws the attention of both the prisoners and the audience as throughout the film we hear the tyrannical warden giving orders to the prisoners through the Intercom. Their expectations are subverted when the sound of opera music can be heard all over the prison. Andy uses the warden’s tool of control against him and sets the hearts and minds of the prisoners free with the one thing that the warden cannot take from them, Music. 

“It also, as expressed in the film, requires an act of listening together and sharing that experience with a group of people. As Mozart’s music plays over the speakers, Darabont lingers slightly on Andy, but cuts to numerous shots of men from around the prison, standing side by side to take in this experience. For that moment, regardless of their reasons for being in that prison, these men are humanized, the film’s reminder that regardless of their past transgressions, they remain people. Music also belongs to them also.”
(Opera Wire)
As mentioned, the moment is short lived as the warden arrives to put an end to the defiance, Andy does not allow him to take control of the situation and turns the music louder. The voice of tyranny is drowned out by classical music, this act perfectly encapsulates Andy’s character as it conveys the message of hope through the use of art and culture, which his character is often ridiculed for. 

The use of this music is no accident, as the opera in which is featured “The Marriage of Figaro” has themes of love, jealousy, arrogance, humility but most importantly it explores the themes of Class and authority. This perfectly fits the scene as Andy is seen as a white-collar worker who plays this piece of music for the lower classes of the prison, this is a clear defiance of the authority the warden has, this scene in a short amount of time, perfectly encapsulates the themes of this opera and applies them to the film’s own narrative. 

The Marriage of Figaro (1778) is Synonymous with themes of class inequality and social rebellion, it drew on the political power and social imbalance rife at the time.
(State opera)
But even on a surface level view of this scene, the use of classical music does create a moment of purity, bliss and beauty for the prisoners who live in the shadow of immoral acts and corruption at the prison. The use of this music conveys the themes of hope and freedom perfectly and is one of the most memorable moments in the film. 


Brooks was here 
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(image from seethebutterfly.com)
In this scene we follow Brooks, Shawshank prison’s oldest inmate, as he is released back into society after 50 years behind bars. We see his new reality in the form of a montage, from the moment he leaves the prison until his untimely end. When Brooks first leaves the prison, he is very visibly saddened about rejoining society as he is leaving the only friends and home he has ever known behind. Brooks informs the audience through narration and later the inmates (in the form of a letter) that he struggles to connect to this new world as it is too loud and fast and directly contrasts with his previous life at Shawshank. He is deeply saddened and explains he has trouble sleeping as he has nightmares of falling. This all becomes too much for him, to the point where he even contemplates committing a crime so he can return to the life he had. He decides against this but also doesn’t feel that continuing his life outside the prison is worth the pain and confusion. As we see Brooks packing his suitcase, we know he plans to follow through with what his suicide; he carves “Brooks was here” into the beam he has tied his noose to. The scene ends with his narration coming to an end and his lifeless body swaying. 

The music in this scene is phenomenally scored by Thomas Newman, his use of a lite motif in this scene is perfect for the emotional tone. The scene begins with light piano notes and are slowly joined by violins. The music is very melancholic and perfectly captures the theme of institutionalization, as brooks might physically be free but feels more trapped by his emotional state, feeling mentally imprisoned. The score continues to build momentum as brooks feels more and more out of touch with the world, he find himself in; by doing this it builds tension and feels claustrophobic in nature, again it perfectly fits the characters mental health at the time. The music builds until the moment Brooks begins to carve his name into the Beams, at that point we hear very sporadic notes between foley of the plaster falling to his feet, and the sound of the table kicking out from underneath him as he drops. We hear the light sound of the rope being tensed before the musical score continues, this time with a overwhelming amount of sadness as one of the few kind and nurturing figures in Andy and Reds life is now gone. 
Thomas Newman perfectly encapsulates the broken nature of Brooks and informs the audience of the mental battle of the kindly old man beautifully. 



Andy’s escape from Shawshank 
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(From Medium.com)


In this iconic scene from the Shawshank Redemption (1994) we see the escape of Andy Dufresne as he is finally free after 28 years. The scene begins with Andy staring at a poster as lightning fills the room with light. The audience watches as Andy methodically packs personal belongings, banking information and evidence of the wardens own crimes into a plastic bag.  We see as Andy crawls through a tunnel he has carved out of the prison’s walls, and slowly lowers himself to the bottom of a service room full of piping. He plants himself upon a sewage pipe; he reaches for a large rock and waits for the thunder to cover any noise he makes. As the thunder cracks Andy simultaneously hits the piping, repeating until he breaks through; we see a quick shot of how small the piping is, but Andy is determined to get out of Shawshank’s walls for good. We watch as Andy pushes through human waste to reach the outside world, being covered in a metaphorical as well as physical filth from Shawshank’s residents. As Andy exits the tunnel he lands in a river, he quickly removes all of his clothing and bathes in the hard rain and lightening flashes. This can be seen as Andy being cleansed of the filth of Shawshank and symbolizing rebirth 

The scene opens with more soft piano notes, building a slight mystery as to what we are about to witness. An Ostinato begins to play, consisting of soft repeating piano notes but with occasionally added sound design, an example of this is a creaking sound as Andy looks inside the piping he has opened up. The ostinato continues but adds notes as it progresses, coming in softly, becoming louder and then fading out, this continues as Andy makes this way through the tunnel with the music becoming rhythmic and builds tension as Andy continues to make his way down the pipe. As Andy exits the pipe and into the river, the rhythmic score becomes loader and almost booming. The music shifts, keeping the constant cycle of piano notes but adds violins, trumpets are slowly added as Andy continues down the river. As Andy takes off his clothes to bathe in the rain, we hear the sound of trumpets booming, the music becomes triumphant and perfectly encapsulates Andy’s victory as well as signify his freedom. 

Final Thoughts 
In conclusion, I believe the sound design as well as the musical score of The Shawshank Redemption perfectly encapsulates the themes of both freedom and incarceration and helps to convey them effectively to the audience. As I have stated multiple times in this essay, Thomas Newman understands the films’ narrative and themes and utilizes his abilities as a composer to express the emotional aspects of the film, as well as effectively tell the narrative through soft and gentle pieces of music to the loud and exhilarating moments of the film. I believe that I have shown not only a wide range of resources to support my essay but also a widening range of knowledge of musical composition. While I believe I could have gone further into some aspects of my essay, I still believe that I have efficiently answered the essays question. 
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