Luca Horton
1700702
2500 Word Film Review

The Shawshank Redemption. (Castle Rock Entertainment, Directed by Frank Darabont, (1994).

In this film review I will analyse and explore the significant religious and cultural themes of: The Shawshank Redemption which was directed by Frank Darabont and was first released in US theatres in September 1994. To many people, including myself, the Shawshank Redemption offers the fascinating but complex story of convicted murderer Andy Dufresne (played by Tim Robbins), who was framed for the murders of his wife and her lover, a professional golf player. The story of Shawshank Redemption is one of strict control, law enforcement, manipulation, institutionalization, as well as love, hope, enduring friendship and Christian aspects of the acts of survival and redemption.  Andy, his best friend Red (played by Morgan Freeman) and the other inmates, endure hardships through the sheer brutalities of the prison throughout the whole film.
To this day, The Shawshank Redemption is held in high regard by fans and critics alike, with a total rating of 9.3/10 on IMDb.com, a 91% on rotten tomatoes, a record sale of video releases in 1995, as well as a score of 80/100 of Metacritic. The film has been globally approved for its raw storytelling on Andy’s survival and eventual escape from Shawshank prison as well as its messages and themes of hope, institutionalization and the freedom of men. Additionally, this film also embodies many religious themes in which I will explore throughout this review. I shall analyse three different religious themes seen throughout the film and analyse what biblical stories refer to the themes within Shawshank Redemption. 
The first theme that I will be exploring is the sense of strict control and legislation seen throughout the film, and how this made the inmates within Shawshank Prison feel institutionalised and somewhat scared of the outside world. (As seen with the characters of Brooks and Red). Near the beginning of the film the warden Samuel Norton (played by Bob Gunton) introduces himself to Andy and the other new inmates with the bible in hand stating to the inmates his rules within the prison and the following quote represents the character of the warden to the audience as a somewhat evangelical Christian figure when he says: 
‘I believe in two things. Discipline and the bible. Here you will receive both. Put your trust in the Lord. Your ass belongs to me. Welcome to Shawshank.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Shawshank Redemption. (Castle Rock Entertainment, Directed by Frank Darabont, (1994).] 

It is a recurring theme throughout the film that warden Norton controls and arguably manipulates the inmates of the prison. He tries to play as their God with the support of the officers including Captain Hadley (played by Clancy Brown) through sheer brutality and fear; and because of this, they become completely institutionalised and thus become scared of anything outside the walls of Shawshank and be completely fearful of release. In the film, Red states something very similar to these thoughts to Andy when he mentions escaping after his two-month time in the hole:
‘I’m telling ya, these walls are funny. First you hate 'em, then you get used to 'em. Enough time passes, you get so you depend on them.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The Shawshank Redemption. ] 

The main example of the inmates being institutionalised can be seen by the inmate Brooks (played by James Whitmore) when he threatens to murder his friend Haywood (played by William Sadler). He does this because he fears his parole and wishes to stay in prison. This is because he has lived within the walls of Shawshank prison for most of his life (over 50 years) and now as an elderly man, he fears what awaits him in the outside world as well as death. Freedom to Brooks, is an exile into a world which he feels he does not belong to. He feels alone and empty with no further purpose and so, he hangs himself in his room. Additionally, this can be supported when viewers see the new inmates being stripped naked and coated in white in the prison. Similar, to new-born babies as if the inmates are becoming different people altogether and are in no way the people they used to be on the outside. 
Subsequently, those who do not change or suffer institutional pessimism face the harshest brutality by Norton and the prison guards. This can be seen in the murder of the character ‘Fat-ass’ (played by Frank Medrano) when he is scared and snaps out into a meltdown in his cell claiming he is innocent. This results in Captain Hadley brutally beating him and so this leads to his death overnight. However, this is not the same for every character in the movie in which I will explore in the next theme. 
Warden Norton’s controlling and manipulative nature to inmates can be seen through his treatment of Andy Dufresne throughout the whole film. This can be seen by viewers when the Warden uses Andy and his knowledge on accounting to put together a manipulative scheme, by putting prison inmates to work in public projects as they are seen as cheap labour. He does this by receiving bribes from other contractors allowing them to win bids on public work. This is done whilst Norton forces Andy to launder money for him by setting up multiple fake bank accounts in numerous different banks with investments. He uses a fake identity known by the name of “Randall Stephens” so Andy and Warden Norton will not be exposed and arrested. This is due to the fact that the law would be chasing a man who does not exist and there would be no evidence against the warden to warrant his arrest. Furthermore, whenever Andy retaliates to the Warden’s somewhat omnipotence or laundering in the film, he faces harsh punishments such as facing up to two months at a time in solitary confinement.
This theme holds extreme religious significances because Warden Norton is represented as the antagonist in this film despite being the only mentioned Christian in it. The warden’s ruling brutality can be similar to how people are born into many different religious movements and organizations, such as Christianity, as they are born into these religions which is similar to how the prisoners seem to be born again into Shawshank prison against their own will. They often possess strict rules and regulations, such as in Christianity, Christians are expected to confess all their sins to God and be subservient to him. As previously mentioned, to the inmates, through their institutionalisation they all feel that they indeed belong to Warden Norton and arguably, they feel that he is their God, their judge, jury and executioner. If not God the warden could also maybe represent the Scribes and Pharisees during the time of Jesus Christ. Jesus (Andy) tries to go beyond the institutionalization of Hebrew manmade laws (Shawshank) and in return, the Pharisees plot to crucify Jesus (Andy’s escape). The following quote brings together how controlling Shawshank is similar to many religious groups:
‘You eat, when we say you eat. You shit when we say you shit, and you piss when we say you piss. You got that?’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The Shawshank Redemption.] 

The next theme that I will look at are the themes of hope and freedom of men within Shawshank and in the outside world. In a brutal and strict environment of Shawshank that viewers witness throughout the film, it appears somewhat remarkable how the protagonist of Andy Dufresne keeps his hope and freedom of mind throughout the whole film. 
Andy comes to Shawshank as an innocent man and he eventually adapts to the harsh life of prison through gaining the trust of other prisoners, the guards and the warden himself. He applies himself through the warden’s philosophies and expectations. For Andy, this consists of cleaning his clothes, shining his shoes and also handling the wardens laundered money from the public work Norton’s prisoners do, in order to be extremely wealthy in retirement. To the viewers, Andy seems to be a slave to the warden and a pushover to the other prisoners. To the viewers that have not read the novel. they would suspect that Andy was planning his escape through sheer determination and hope, that he possesses and attempts to share, with the other prisoners throughout the film. 
Andy talks about how hope and freedom in ones mind is a powerful attitude to have. However, he is constantly rebuked by Red throughout the film as he believes that hope is a dangerous aspect to have in a place like Shawshank prison. He tells Andy that he should get used to living without it as Red believes hope will get Andy nowhere. He continuously states to Andy and other prisoners that “every man has his breaking point” due to the fact that, as previously mentioned, within Shawshank, the prisoners become institutionalized and belong to the warden. Relating this to a religious sense, Andy somewhat plays as their leader/figure. Subsequently, some of Andy’s behaviour throughout the film demonstrates his free state of mind and hope that builds up to his eventual escape. 
An example of this is when the prisoners are tarmacking the prison roof. Despite threatening to throw him off the roof, Captain Hadley agrees for Andy to do his personal tax return to the IRC in return for Andy’s ‘co-workers’ to have ice cold beer on the roof. Andy smiles as the other prisoner’s drink and this can be interpreted as what life is like living on the outside; which is to do a job and get rewarded. This humanises the other prisoners with rules and regulations of the outside world.
Another example can be seen when Andy plays Mozart’s ‘The Marriage of Figaro’ through the Warden’s gramophone for all the prisoners to hear. Andy proceeds to increase the volume of the music through the speakers despite the Warden’s orders for him not to. This demonstrates Andy’s free state of mind away from the manipulative control of the Warden by helping the other prisoners, as well as himself, through a brief escape in angelic music and culture. As Red describes listening to this music as being like a ‘free man’ when he states:
‘I like to think that they were singing about something so beautiful that it can’t be expressed in words. And makes your hear ache because of it. I tell ya, those voices soared. Higher and farther than anybody in a grey place dares to dream. It was like some beautiful bird flapped into our trapped little cage and made those walls dissolve all the way. And for the briefest of moments, every last man at Shawshank felt free.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  The Shawshank Redemption.] 

Other brief examples could include Andy’s constant letters that he sends to the Maine State Senate to get additional funds for the Shawshank library. By doing this, Andy offers better education for Shawshank through new books and records, as well as offering better chances for younger prisoners such as Tommy (played by Gil Bellows) to receive his high school diploma, in which he passes, thanks to Andy’s determinism to get him to believe in himself.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Andy’s strengths and beliefs of hope derive from his innocence and throughout the film. It is noticeable that the Warden and numerous prisoners make continuous attempts to break Andy’s hope and innocence. An example can be Andy’s continuous rapes by Boggs (played by Mark Rolston) and the sisters gang which is ended by Boggs’s severe beating by Hadley and Andy’s bravery to fight back. (As like mainstream religions, homosexuals are represented as being evil and bad). Other Examples of the warden doing this can be seen when he places Andy in solitary confinement multiple times whenever Andy goes against the Warden’s rules.  E.g. when he plays Mozart through the gramophone or when Andy mentions the Wardens laundering money. There is also the death of inmate Tommy when he is shot multiple times by Captain Hadley when telling the Warden that he can prove Andy’s innocence. As previously mentioned, these actions make the viewers believe that Andy is slowly turning to the institutional pessimism that the other prisoners possess near the end of the film and which leads to his supposed suicide by hanging in his cell, facing the same fate of Brooks. 
However, Andy’s escape of Shawshank prison through his sheer strength and hope is what I believe has the most religious significance throughout the whole film. It can be argued, that Andy represents Jesus Christ, his crucifixion and interpreted resurrection from the dead. Andy comes into Shawshank naked and coated in white, similar to a new-born baby, and throughout the film he represents a man of hope, freedom and intellect that no other prisoner within Shawshank possesses due to their institutionalization by the Warden. Finally, Andy’s escape can represent a new birth. His cell is found to be empty which could symbolise Jesus’ empty tomb. He escapes through a hole in the wall through his cell poster of a female pin-up of the time, symbolising his escape through a woman’s womb. He crawls through 500 yards of sewage which could be a metaphor for the 19 years of brutality and mental torture that Andy has faced in Shawshank. He carries a flashlight which could be seen as his hope/divine light, guiding him to his deserved freedom, and ends in Andy coming out, headfirst into clean water and becoming a free man. This possibly symbolises Jesus’ resurrection but could also be symbolisms for baptism and/or a new beginning.
Through his escape, Andy is born again and takes the persona of “Randall Stephens” a fictional person, viewers believe the Warden would assume in his retirement. Additionally, at the end of the film, Andy enters the bank wearing the Wardens shoes instead of his own. This could symbolise that Andy is now the beholder of greater power than that of the Warden’s and he now holds the Warden’s account books. This should have been the Warden’s fate not Andy’s. The warden, in committing suicide, when he is exposed for the murder of Tommy and the laundering of money that Andy controlled turns the film on its head as good triumphs over corruption. Additionally, just before his death when the Warden reads Andy’s message in the bible, he locates his rock hammer within the book of Exodus. This could symbolise the Israelites’ escape from the slavery of the Pharaohs through the deadly 10 plagues (including death) and the leadership of Moses who is represented as Andy in the film. The following quote shows a similar example of how Andy can represent a revolutionary figure like Moses:
‘I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. 8 So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey’ (Ex. 3: 7-9)
 Andy takes the position of God away from the Warden and delivers his fate through his suicide and exposure; whilst offering salvation to the other prisoners, including Red in finding the box in Buxton Maine leading to his purpose in helping Andy’s dream in Zihuantanejo. As the Warden states to Andy through his bible earlier in the film: “Salvation lays within”.
Therefore, I can confirm that these themes of hope and freedom of the outside world does indeed hold incredible religious significance throughout the film mainly through the protagonist of Andy Dufresne. Further interpretations can be represented through ideas taken from Chapter II of Roger Lloyd’s: ‘Revolutionary Religion’. Andy is a character that holds his free will and determinism before anything else despite the torment he has to go through during his time in prison. He represents a figure holding many religious similarities, that goes against the expected norms of Shawshank and the Warden. He has an objective of escaping and being born again in which he keeps throughout the entire film, and grants the other institutionalized prisoners of Shawshank tastes of education, music, culture and hope of something beyond parole in the outside world; which can be expressed through Red in which I will now explore in the next theme.
‘It comes down to a simple choice, really. Get busy livin’ or get busy dying.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  The Shawshank Redemption.] 

The last theme I will briefly explore is the theme of redemption as the title suggests in which I believe that it is the character of Red to whom this theme mainly associates to throughout the whole film. This can be seen by viewers during his three parole rehabilitation reviews at the start, middle and end of the film. He is rejected in his first two rehabilitation reviews despite making the claims that he has been rehabilitated but is however, finally approved in his third and final hearing. He transforms throughout the film from being an institutionalized man fearful of release, to a man with a believed purpose of something beyond the walls of Shawshank, which is expressed through Andy’s escape. This is shown in his third parole rehabilitation where he seems to speak more as a free man rather than an institutionalized one. He does not care if he lives or dies, as long as Andy is safe. Red can look forward to the future with the same hope Andy possesses through the film; which is what his redemption ultimately is. This can relate to the biblical story of “Doubting Thomas” due to the fact like Red’s doubtfulness of Andy; the disciple Thomas is also doubtful of Jesus’ return after his crucifixion and does not come to believing until Jesus lets him physically touch his wounds. 
‘Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe. Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!” Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you believed.”’ (John 20: 27-29)
I view Shawshank Redemption as a Christian parable; as a battle between what it means to be innocent, like how Andy is represented, and guilty like how Red is represented. Furthermore, the role of religion in this film is determined by how one lives their life in accordance to their religion. This is by how their religion makes them feel trapped, fearful and/or institutionalized due to a fearful leader/practice that is associated to it, or if religion makes one a free man of any strict legislations or brutalities. 
To conclude, ‘The Shawshank Redemption’ is a film primarily based on virtues of hope, equality, friendship and free will represented through a beautiful Christian film. This demonstrates through biblical parables what it takes to be a good and free man, through sheer survival and ultimately, redemption. 
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