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Film Review: The Truman Show
Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]The following film review shall outline the narrative and plot of The Truman Show with additional reference to the key characteristics of films such as the music and camera angles. An analysis shall be made of the primary religious themes with particular reference to the work of academics, scholars in the field who contribute to the specific debate presented. 
Plot
The Truman Show is set in the island community of Seahaven where the main character Truman Burbank, is the unknowing participant of an all-day television show filmed about his life since he was adopted by a film corporation at birth. Despite living a seemingly perfect life with a job as an insurance salesman and being content with his life married to Meryl, a nurse, Truman begins to become suspicious of his surroundings and longs to move from Seahaven to Fiji in an attempt to discover more of the world that he has missed out on and peruse a former love interest. The film charts Truman’s growing suspicion and ultimate attempts to flee, showing in the final scenes the director Christof going to extraordinary lengths in an attempt to keep him on the island and uphold his fabricated worldview.
The film is directed by Peter Weir, an Australian film director known for directing many films such as Witness (1985), Dead Poets Society (1989), Fearless (1993), and of course The Truman Show.[footnoteRef:1]Peter Weir’s films have often dealt with themes of appearance and reality, for example, one of the themes which appears in The Truman Show, ‘that our view of reality is a result of the influence of outside forces’ is a theme that Weir has explored before following the screening of his first widely received film in 1974, The Cars That Ate Paris.[footnoteRef:2] Peter Weir expands on this theme within The Truman Show suggesting that the notion of reality in the film is spread through the medium of the television programme and signifies the immense power that mediums such as television can have for example ‘the power to brainwash people into beliefs’.[footnoteRef:3] Such power to brainwash people becomes clear through the complex creator, Christof whose character came to represent influences from politicians in the way that the end justifies the means (a theme which shall be explored further in this report), an artist of sorts and a James Bond villain type character whose great complexity took on a new life under actor Ed Harris.  [1:  Internet Movie Database (IMDb), ‘Peter Weir’. https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001837/ [Accessed: 11 January 2019].]  [2:  Michael. Bliss and Peter. Weir, ‘Keeping a Sense of Wonder: Interview with Peter Weir’, Film Quarterly, Vol. 53, No. 1. 1999, p. 2. [Online]. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/3697208. [Accessed: 11 January 2019].]  [3:  Michael. Bliss and Peter. Weir, p. 8. [Online]. 
] 

Christof was not only able to brainwash (albeit temporarily) Truman’s reality, but was able to extend this notion throughout the whole structure of the television show for example the actors who were embedded deep into Truman’s life (his wife), the production team (controlling the weather systems, camera angles etc.) and even manifesting itself in the manipulation of the audience who viewed The Truman Show where watching Truman became almost a way of life (arguably to the point of religiosity). 
Primary Religious Themes
A messianic Truman:
Upon analysing The Truman Show, one can discover several primary religious themes which are used in the film and can be analysed as part of this review. Firstly there is the notion of Truman Burbank as a messianic figure and a substitute in the Christian worldview for Jesus Christ coinciding with the executive producer Christof as a God-like creator figure. It is notable that the name Truman can be seen to mean “True Man” where Christof the “creator” sees Truman as his greatest creation and the pinnacle of what true creation and life should be like through his manufactured life at the hands of actors.
Truman is the central figure of the movie and of the Television Show itself and particularly in the final scenes of the movie starts to show some characteristics which begin to make Truman be seen as a Christ-like figure when analysing the movie. For example during and after the storm which is bought about by the creator Christof towards the end of the film, Christian images of the crucifixion and resurrection become prominent and Truman appears to walk on water. These religious themes which feature have an effect on the viewer's experience by elevating Truman through his break for freedom and the use of religious themes to a higher position not only in his role in the television programme but also in the viewer's minds, viewing Truman’s successful breakaway as a triumph for humankind. 
Individual autonomy and freedom
Truman’s successful breakaway also brings to the core themes of individual autonomy and freedom where ones ‘ability to break connections and defy authority’ is the option for Truman who cannot contribute to the fictional society set up by Christof and upon his gradual realisation of his reality, Truman must leave and rebel against the authority which is keeping him there.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Linda A. Mercadante, ‘The God Behind the Screen: Pleasantville and The Truman Show’, Journal of Religion and Film, Vol. 05 (2), 2001, p. 11. [Online]. Available at: https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/jrf/vol5/iss2/8/. [Accessed: 10 January 2019].] 

Christof the creator
Perhaps the most interesting religious theme that can be analysed in The Truman Show is the “God-like” character Christof and the implications that this character has on the way in which we view the film and consequently how we view God. In traditional Christian theology, God is viewed as an omnipotent (all-powerful), omniscient (all-knowing) and omnipresent (presence everywhere) creator who instils his divine plan in his world. This interpretation, of course, brings with it concerns over the validity of our free will, if our actions have already been predetermined by an all knowing, all powerful God then how much freedom do humans to make the choices they wish to make, a theme which can be explored using The Truman Show also.
Christof (of Christ), the creator is the unseen, powerful God-like figure who controls the direction of the show and who decides the fate of the shows star, Truman. It is made obvious to the viewer that Christof is in control and in many ways relishes the control which this gives him for example when Christof gives the imperative “Cue the sun!” he wants to be seen as a God to all of those around him and become the ultimate master of Truman’s destiny. Furthermore, when Christof first speaks to Truman it appears as though his voice is coming from the heavens above, displaying further religious significance of the Christof character.
Christof displays arguably his greatest struggle for ultimate power in the final scenes of the film when Truman is sailing towards freedom into the reality of the real world and Christof desperately tries to stop his greatest star and creation from fleeing. Christof ordered a great storm which although it sends Truman overboard (appearing to nearly kill him), does not deter him from his mission much to the disappointment of Christof. It is at this point that there appear to be no lengths that Christof would not go to in order to preserve his television show including nearly killing Truman as a stakeholder in the television show begs Christof in this scene “We can’t let him die in front of a live audience!” to which Christof replied that Truman was born in front of a live audience implying that this act is already morally defensible for Christof. This scene hints at the real attributes of Christof as a creator figure as someone who ‘…is a tyrant who is selfishly exploiting the freedom of a human being for his own gain…’ and it is these attributes which can be found in some criticisms of the Christian God.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Perceptions of Reality: working out faith in Jesus in the real world, ‘Theology of The Truman Show’. https://reluctantfundie.wordpress.com/2010/10/03/theology-of-the-truman-show/, [Accessed: 07 January 2019].] 

It is during this scene in particular where filming style is used to affect the viewers experience through the use of camera angles. For example, the unusual camera angles/special cameras (e.g. the camera inside the boat) which feature when Truman is in the boat fleeing the television set makes Truman’s voyage all the more realistic and together with the music encourage empathy towards him. Finally, in a last attempt to keep Truman from exiting his television show, Christof pleads ‘there’s no more truth out there than there is in the world I created for you… but in my world, there’s nothing to fear’ however to Christof’s dismay Truman displays one final act of defiance against his creator and exits the show to the utter delight of the viewers of the show.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Truman Show, dir. by Peter Weir (Paramount Pictures, 1998) [DVD].] 

Christof’s Ethics
When analysing The Truman Show, there can be a discussion about the ethics of the television show and in particular the ethics of the shows creator, Christof. For Christof, his actions can be characterised by the phrase ‘the end justifies the means’ an example of which is Christof’s treatment of the character who plays Truman’s father in the film. Truman’s father is “killed off” when he was a boy and was believed to have drowned (although, of course, this was indeed only part of the television plot and Truman’s father was alive), this action was done to instil a fear of water in Truman to ensure that he would not leave the set. Therefore, for Christof, the means of instilling a fear of water through drowning Truman’s father was justifiably for the end of keeping Truman on the set and continuing the television programme on Truman’s life increasing the happiness for the viewers.
The ethics of Christof could be comparable to the ethics of Joseph Fletcher, a proponent of Situation Ethics. One aspect of Fletcher’s six fundamental principles which says that ‘only the end justifies the means, nothing else’ meaning that when weighing up an ethical situation, one might consider the desired end, the means which that end will be delivered, the motive and finally the foreseeable consequences.[footnoteRef:7] For Fletcher, any opposition to that fundamental principle results in any action we take being meaningless and therefore for Fletcher such actions can only become virtuous in light of the end justifying the means. Although of course, Christof would take a more extreme approach to the end justifying the means than that of Joseph Fletcher there can be a comparison made about the approach that Christof takes to moral decision making.  [7:  Joseph. Fletcher, Situation Ethics: The New Morality, (London: The Westminster Press, 1966), p. 120] 

Truman’s triumph 
Similarly, the view that Truman’s exit from the television show is a moment of triumph for the human spirit could be viewed as a reaction against the Christian God, rather than the reaction of hate against Christof himself. Deane- Peter Baker comments on this during his journal article centred on The Truman Show and original sin where he argues that the response from the viewer of the film reflects more their attitude towards God, rather than their dislike of the character Christof. For Baker, it’s a logical extension that if we do not express hate towards the character of Christof for the way he has acted towards Truman then it must be our contempt for the very notion of God which makes the viewer respond in triumph to Truman leaving the show. Baker explains that we hate the ‘…idea of a being who has created all the world around us and who controls that world’ which is an idea which embodies the criticisms of humans free-will, whether this can truly exist under the reign of an all-powerful God.[footnoteRef:8] It is argued that even by replacing Christof’s character with a loving, caring God-like figure, the viewer would still view the controlling of Truman’s world as a perverse exploitation of ones right to freedom.  [8:  Deane-Peter. Baker, ‘Transcendental Arguments, The Truman Show and  Original Sin’, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa, Issue No.113, 2002, p. 106. [Online]. Available at: https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/213352373/fulltextPDF/B76EA2A029994587PQ/1?accountid=130472 [Accessed: 09 January 2019].] 

The Truman Show and Original Sin
Further religious themes which can be explained through The Truman Show is the Christian doctrine of “the fall”. The idea of our innate human nature somehow being flawed due to Adam and Eve’s disobedience to God which results in a fundamental shift in human nature. For example, humans become sinful and mortal beings who often turn away from God and sin against him. In The Truman Show, Truman can be shown as a character who shows gradual disobedience to his “creator”. This starts through his constant quizzing of the nature of his world (e.g. why is he seeing the same pattern repeating in his life day to day, same characters greeting him etc.) and gradually escalates from Truman longing to move to Fiji to experience a new life to Truman’s eventual grasp  for freedom in the final scenes of the film. 
External factors in The Truman Show
Music in The Truman Show
The use of music is an integral part of any film and Peter Weir can be seen to use the music of several well-known composers such a Phillip Glass, Burkhard Dallwitz and Mozart to great effect in The Truman Show particularly in the climactic scenes. During the climax of The Truman Show, where Truman is afforded the opportunity to speak to the show’s creator, Christof, the music composed by a relatively unknown Wojciech Kilar is featured which is unlike the music which features in the other parts of the film, highlighting the significance of the scene. The music featured during this final scene is from a piece entitled Requiem Father Kolbe which is part of suite from a film and can be described as typically minimalist (a compositional style which focuses on the simplistic elements of music e.g. rhythms, patterns and repetition which can bring about an almost hypnotic effect) ‘…but is much slower and stylistically different from the minimalistic music of Glass and Dallwitz…’[footnoteRef:9] The rather more simplistic music encourages the viewer to take particular notice to the characters and the plot which is advanced in the climactic scenes, displaying a level of genius maturity from Peter Weir in his selection of music as a faster, more familiar or polyphonic (involving many sounds/voices) piece of music may have distracted the viewer in the climax, taking away from the effect that Truman’s triumphant exit has on the viewer. [9: Erik. Heine, ‘Musical Rebirth in Fearless and The Truman Show’, Journal of Religion and Film, Vol. 18, Issue No. 1 , Article 47, 2014, p. 28. [Online]. Available at: https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/jrf/vol18/iss1/47. [Accessed: 08 January 2019].] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, The Truman Show is a film which explores issues which are deep in the core of the human spirit and allows the viewer to wrestle with these ideas through the revelations in which the main character, Truman Burbank experiences throughout the film. It is a film which claims the defiant triumph of the human spirit when breaking free from the factors which control our lives and limits our freedom. Furthermore, as can be found throughout the analysis above, there are various primary religious motifs which are displayed throughout the film and can be explored in detail. Specific religious motifs can be drawn from the two main characters in the film namely Truman Burbank and Christof. 
Truman Burbank can be seen as the messianic figure, whose reality is being actively controlled through the tyrannical creator, Christof which ultimately ends in Truman seeking freedom from his fictional reality in the climax of the movie which shows specifically Christian themes such as the crucifixion and resurrection. Such motifs (whether explicitly stated in the film or analysed by taking the symbolism of the plot or other factors in to consideration) have an effect on the way in which the film is viewed and allow the viewer to make comparisons which may reflect for instance their own experience and reaction to a controlling, creator God. Ultimately, The Truman Show is a film of utter brilliance from the expertise of Peter Weir and through the main characters played by Jim Carrey (as Truman) and Ed Harris (Christof) these characters take on a new level of significance and fulfilling the sublime narrative of individual triumph for all those who view the film.
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