Amadeus (Orion Pictures, The Saul Zaentz Company. Directed by Miloš Forman, 1984)
Introduction
In this essay I aim to explore both the religious themes and biblical references displayed within Amadeus (1984). This is in order to understand the ways in which religion is expressed and interpreted through the medium of film, by studying the biblical references and religious themes within the context of media. Through utilising alluring colours, the stunning fashion of the classical era and the masterfully composed music of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Peter Shaffer was able to craft the film Amadeus, which was directed by Miloš Forman. The film was produced as an ode to Mozart, whilst utilizing the biblical story of Cain and Abel drawing from its many religious themes. Roger Ebert described the film as having “swept the Academy Awards and had a considerable popular success” (Ebert, 2002). Amadeus won a total of eight Academy Awards including those for best picture and best sound mixing. The plot focuses on a narrative story portrayed from Antonio Salieri’s (F. Murray Abraham) point of view whilst confessing to a priest through various flashbacks. The film focuses on Salieri recounting his days as a court composer in service to Emperor Joseph II (Jeffery Jones) when Mozart came into his world, disrupted his way of music and made him question the credibility of his own music. As the story unfolds Salieri slowly goes from thinking of Mozart as a renowned composer to plotting the eventual downfall, as well as the murder, of the insatiably talented and childish composer, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (Tom Hulce).
The Theme of Confession
One key theme explored from beginning to end within the film is of Confession. The beginning of the film sets out the style: Salieri is confined to a wheelchair within a hospital sitting across from Father Vogler (Richard Frank) a priest to whom he has chosen to confess his sins. The film employs the use of flashbacks showing glimpses of Salieri’s past, specifically the parts he recounts that he feels shame for, the days in which he had sinned against the church and against god. Now, the most commonly understood reason for a person to confess one’s sins within Catholicism is that “one confesses sins to God and receives forgiveness for them” (McConnell, 1969:76). To sin is to commit a crime, to commit a crime is to fill one with doubt and guilt and in order to alleviate one of such feelings a person must confess their sins to god, for “The forgiveness of sins belonged essentially to the earthly Jesus’ ministry for the kingdom of God” (O’Collins, 2003:270). It was also possible for a priest to listen on god’s behalf. By doing so, the sinner may repent their crimes and so long as they do not repeat their previous actions the burden of what they have done will be lifted from their shoulders. The confessing of sins has been an important practice of Catholicism and many “Catholic clerics frequently preached about the necessity of confessing one’s sins to a priest through the sacrament of penance” (McClain, 2013:90). It is a necessity within Catholicism to confess an individual’s sins and to do so a priest was required to be there to absolve them of their wrongdoings. It could be argued that this is reflective of Salieri and Father Vogler’s relationship during the film of Amadeus in regards to Salieri and his confession to Father Vogler about his interactions and time spent with Mozart, and the feelings and actions during this period of his life. However, at this point Salieri had already cast god and his faith aside, so why would he need to confess? It could be argued that he was attempting to free himself from his sins and in the process ask God for forgiveness. On the other hand, an alternative interpretation of the exchanges between Salieri and Father Vogler is that rather than confessing his sins in order to achieve redemption for them and to be forgiven by god, Salieri felt the need to own up to the crimes he had committed due to the guilt held within his conscience. For, as McConnell writes about confession, it is: 
a monumental circumscription to the divine nature from the human side. Confession is thus based upon the total depravity of man, which means that man is robbed of any hope or potential for making a contribution to the world. (McConnell, 1969:78).
Instead of pleading for forgiveness from god, it could be argued that Salieri is so depraved after his crimes, after losing his sanity over the 32 years after Mozart’s death, that he felt the need to confess, for there is nothing left he has to offer the world. Salieri lost in his contribution to the world of music with Mozart and then lost any hope in surpassing Mozart, the man who had already passed away but who would be talked about for years to come as an icon in the world of classical music. Therefore, this is why Salieri not only wished to confess his sin, but also why he attempted to take his own life. Salieri no longer felt as though he could contribute to life, or even to the one thing he felt he knew best, to music and to art.
Envy as One of the Seven Deadly Sins
Moving forward from this, another key religious theme that is present within Amadeus is that of envy, the focal point being on Salieri, slowly succumbing to envy, known as one of the seven deadly sins from religions such as Christianity and Catholicism. Envy itself is considered “a complex emotion involving bitter resentment, destructive rage, and a self-pitying sense of deprivation” (Lincoln, 2014:324). Even understood as an emotion that “invades the very stuff of human life” (Slack, 1985:52). These feelings would, within Christianity eventually lead to the downfall of man, into sin and the arms of the devil, for as Bloomfield has written it, “the deadly sins are those which inevitably lead to damnation and the death of the soul” (Bloomfield, 1967:43). To understand Salieri’s envious nature, we must come to understand where it first began. In the beginning of the film we see a young and innocent Salieri praying to God to let him celebrate his glory through the power of music, but also attempting to strike a deal by offering God his “chastity, industry, humility, every hour of my life” (Amadeus, 1984). Salieri, whilst praying to god also attempted to bargain with God and by offering himself up to God, he wished to be made famous and for his work to become immortalised within the industry. After his father passed away, he took that as a sign and went straight to work successfully as a composer. However, as soon as Mozart appeared within the court and showed off his effortless genius, Salieri could not help but begin to compare himself to Mozart and his work. This is where the envious nature of Salieri began, and his eventual downfall into sin. Salieri, after witnessing both Mozart’s childish behaviour and his masterful craftsmanship as a composer found himself unworthy when compared to the works Mozart would produce. This in turn creates a build-up of resentment, injustice and anger towards god and Mozart, why would god betray him so and make someone like Mozart, who would be considered a sinner with his playboy actions and unruly childish behaviour a masterful composer when Salieri who prayed and pleaded with God to give him all the gifts Mozart has to celebrate God’s glory? It was this pivotal moment that would lead to Salieri’s descent from god, for him to fall from grace as Lucifer is believed to have fallen from grace within the bible ‘How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn!’ (Isa. 14:12). The contrast made in the film between Salieri and the devil hinges upon his envy and the sins that follow for as it has been translated by Rachel Stone from the book, Alcuin’s De Virtutibus et Vitiis Liber, “He who envies is like the devil” (Stone, 2015). By falling to envy Salieri casts off God and begins the slow demise for Mozart as envy is boundless in its repercussions as James has written, ‘For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind.’ (Jas. 3:16). The portrayal of envy within Amadeus through Salieri’s character is one of great importance in understanding the importance of living without sin in religious practice. It emphasises pre-existing knowledge that the sin of envy will bring nothing but destruction and unhappiness in it is wake and that it is imperative for people to realise how blessed by God not only those around them are but also, they themselves. Because Salieri was blinded by envy over Mozart’s abilities, he was unable to see the gifts god had already given him. Salieri was already a well-established composer working alongside Emperor Joseph II, he had many students both past and present that he had taught successfully how to read and write music and to play the piano, those who were grateful to him for offering blessings of charity to students that could not always afford his teachings. Yet envy, the sin cast a fog over his eyes blinding him from these truths leading him to push Mozart all the way to his untimely demise leading him onto the path of a sinner for the only thought that would plague his mind thereon was “your defeat is my success” (Amadeus, 1984). And so, Amadeus presents to us the temptation of falling to envy, of swiftly revelling in one’s deeper, darker more sinister emotions and that walking along this path of sin is one that will only lead to destruction and ultimately, death.
Cain and Abel to Salieri and Mozart
Moving forward with the theme of envy, it is possible to argue that the relationship and story between Salieri and Mozart is reflective of the biblical story of Cain and Abel, in the old testament and to an extent is an allegory of the latter. For there have been many adaptations, screenplays, scripts and other forms of media that have drawn from the story of Cain and Abel, for the “theme soon ceased being a localized theme, and acquired mobility, even universality” (Quinones, 1991:41). The story of Cain and Abel, the myth within the old testament of the holy bible emphasises its focus on Cain whom is jealous of Abel’s praise and acceptance from God of his produce. And from feeling envious and anger towards Abel ends up murdering him becoming the first man in the world to murder somebody (Gen. 4:3 – 15). In light of this God responded to this act of violence by making Cain unable to be killed by another, unable to till the land and having to walk the earth living with the sin of what he had done to his younger brother for the rest of his life. In reflection of this Robbins wrote about Amadeus that “It is a film about God and human self-confrontation raised to a mythic level” (Robbins, 2016:2). The Cain and Abel myth is a story built upon the themes of envy, one of the seven deadly sins previously discussed within this essay, rage, murder and finally despair and guilt, all of which run rampant through Salieri during the film Amadeus. Allowing these themes to remain present even in more modern media, such as Amadeus when compared to the holy bible’s scriptures, provides a chance for the themes within both stories to be given life and relevance within a modern-day setting allowing others to learn the themes behind both stories and how not to commit the same mistakes. For as Robbins has said
The symbolic language of this film richly evokes the themes of sibling rivalry, of jealousy, of envy, of the tragedy of differentiation, of violence, of election, of the arbitrariness of preference and mystery that run throughout the Cain and Abel myth. (Robbins, 2016:17).
And allowing these themes to continue on gives a chance for people to learn about the base beliefs and values of Christianity an important task for Christians and other religions as well for “a primary task of the church is to make it possible for the gospel to be heard in our time” (Arthur, 1993:56). By allowing stories from the bible, like the story of Cain and Abel to have its themes drawn from and adapted into stage productions and films just like Amadeus it gives new life to religious themes giving a chance for listeners and watchers to take on those same values and beliefs Christians ring true to this day.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the film Amadeus clearly manages to portray highly emotive themes of envy, anger, despair and love alongside its masterful composition soundtrack. However, whether the focus is emphasised on the feelings inadequacy that consume Salieri or whether the focus is shifted towards his feelings of envy and rage, over his betrayal of faith and God is one that comes down to the perspective of the viewer. Regardless of what each viewer takes from the film, it can be said that to this day Amadeus masterfully continues to draw in its fanbase crafting a shocking narrative through brilliant scenery and stunning actors. For one of the most key elements that keep drawing people in to Amadeus is its intertwining mixture between filmography and music, how it cleverly creates a peaceful serenity with Mozart’s Serenade No. 10, creating a calm yet tranquil feeling amongst the audience. Or even the ambience crafted through the playing of the Requiem, which only enhanced the tearful emotions during the burial scene of Mozart’s corpse outside the Vienna’s city walls, with rain pouring down in the scene as though God himself was crying over the loss of one of his many children on earth. The film masterfully mixes filmography, music and production value to not only emphasis religious themes but to also bring a new twist to the previously understood story of Cain and Abel from the holy bible. As the years go on Amadeus only continues to emphasis its standing within the cinematic world, as a masterpiece of production.
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