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 In the months following its initial release in 1994, The Shawshank Redemption, an adaptation of a 

poignant novella written by legendary horror author Stephen King, was critically acclaimed as one of the 

most provocative and most outstanding films of its time.  It received seven Academy Award 

nominations and a host of other notable honors, including placement on Roger Ebert’s “Great Movies” 

list and the American Film Institute’s revised list of the best movies in the nation’s history.1  Upon closer 

inspection, the film’s enduring popularity among both industry professionals and the general public is 

somewhat surprising, given its extended length (two hours, twenty-two minutes), its relative lack of fast-

paced action or conflict, and the fact that the overwhelming majority of its plot develops within the drab, 

imposing walls of a single setting: the fictitious Shawshank Prison.  But another unusual feature—its 

elegant, intricately constructed narrative, which functions as an eerily accurate cinematic “passion 

narrative” recounting the suffering and effectual death and resurrection of wrongly convicted banker 

Andy Dufresne, may well be the key to its continued success. 

 While The Shawshank Redemption could certainly be analyzed according to the more traditional and 

rigidly defined model popularized by Syd Field and others,2 with its three distinct acts and 

chronologically spaced plot points, it seems more illuminating to supplement such an analysis with an 

examination of the film’s narrative relationship to the familiar passion stories of the Christian gospels.  

The opening sequence finds Dufresne sitting inside his car in the dead of night, watching the home in 

which his beloved wife and her lover are having a tryst.  Alone, despondent, and intoxicated, he stares at 

a small revolver cradled in his hands as he contemplates the potency of the temporary emotional 

alleviation which their deaths might bring.  Some erudite, theologically minded moviegoers may 

recognize similarities between these shots and the corresponding sequence of Mel Gibson’s controversial 

blockbuster The Passion of the Christ (2004), which also begins with its protagonist hopelessly alone, 

                                            
1 A complete list of the film’s nominations and awards may be viewed online at 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0111161/awards.   
2 A helpful diagram of Field’s three-act paradigm may be viewed online at 
http://www.cod.edu/people/faculty/pruter/film/threeact.htm.    
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shrouded in darkness, and locked in combat with the seductive power of that which seems easier in the 

moment but is ultimately damning.  This, then, is Dufresne’s Gethsemane experience (cf. Mark 14:32-42; 

Matt. 26:36-46; Luke 22:39-36)—his moment to beg that the cup of his suffering be taken from him 

before entering a time of even greater tribulation.  Interspersed between these shots are snippets from 

Dufresne’s trial, an event whose pathos is exponentially increased in light of the viewer’s growing 

certainty concerning his innocence.  Once again, we find a ready parallel in the gospels, where Jesus is 

brought before various religious and secular authorities and convicted on trumped-up charges which the 

Christian reader understands to be false (e.g., Mark 14:53-65; Matt. 26:57-68; Luke 22:63-71; John 18:19-

24).  The judge’s unfair characterization of Dufresne at his sentencing as “a particularly icy and 

remorseless man” (a moment which, in Field’s view, would serve as the “inciting incident”) is thus 

reminiscent of the high priest’s condemnation of Jesus as one guilty of blasphemy (Mark 14:64; Matt. 

26:65).   

 Following this brief exposition of Dufresne’s abandonment and trial, the narrative turns to his 

figurative death and resurrection, which account for the majority of the film.  At the time of his arrival at 

Shawshank, he is, for all intents and purposes, dead; all traces of humanity, individuality, and freedom 

have been erased.  As vindictive guard Byron Hadley brutally informs a new prisoner who impertinently 

asks about mealtimes, “You eat when we say you eat, you sh*t when we say you sh*t, and you piss when 

we say you piss.”  Dufresne, however, ultimately triumphs over this fate through his refusal to accept its 

inherent total marginalization, and through his implicit and explicit opposition to the evil prison 

authorities who so blithely and vindictively impose it.  In a critical early scene (equivalent to Field’s first 

“plot point”), he impulsively abandons his work resurfacing a prison rooftop and offers the benefits of 

his significant financial expertise to Hadley in return for only a small quantity of beer for himself and his 

compatriots, explaining that “a man, working outdoors, feels more like a man if he can have a bottle of 

suds…”  At the same time, he refers to his fellow convicts on the job as his “co-workers,” a statement 

which evokes jeers from an incredulous guard.  The film’s narrator, fellow convict Ellis “Red” Redding, 
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evocatively describes the emotional and psychological import of this act among the other convicts: “[w]e 

sat and drank with the sun on our shoulders and felt like free men.  Hell, we could have been tarring the 

roof of one of our own houses.  We were the lords of all creation.”  As the film progresses, Dufresne 

continues to cling to and assert his threatened humanity—by continually petitioning the state 

government for funds and materials to build a prison library until it can ignore him no longer; by helping 

a young inmate pass his high school equivalency exams; and, most memorably, by rebelliously playing a 

recording of Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro on the prison’s public-address system.  Redding comments, 

“I have no idea to this day what those two Italian ladies were singing about… it was like some beautiful 

bird flapped into our drab little cage and made those walls dissolve away.  And for the briefest of 

moments, every last man at Shawshank felt free.”  

 Of course, Dufresne’s dramatic resurrection is completed in the film’s final few minutes (Field’s 

Act Three), in which he escapes from Shawshank Prison, outwits the villains who have nefariously 

manipulated his monetary skills for their own illegal ends, and escapes to Mexico to begin a new life.  

This sequence includes the film’s most recognizable visual image: Dufresne rising exultantly out of the 

waste and excrement through which he has crawled to escape, and stretching his arms outward in a 

posture that, since the time of the crucifixion of an obscure itinerant prophet from Galilee, has come to 

represent sacrifice, death, reconciliation, and the hope for rebirth.  As the narrative draws to a close, 

Redding—who has experienced a resurrection of his own after fully grasping and accepting the scope of 

the terrible crime he committed as a foolish adolescent—is paroled and journeys to join his old friend, a 

final act strikingly (and somewhat ironically) comparable to Jesus’ promise to the repentant thief that 

they will ultimately be together in paradise (Luke 23:43).  Through the combination of standard plot 

elements and skillful manipulation of the familiar tripartite themes of suffering, death, and resurrection, 

the narrative structure of The Shawshank Redemption invites its viewers into a larger, timeless story which 

remains irresistibly compelling to this day, even without car chases, explosions, or the other analogous 

effects so many modern movies seem unable to do without.                                           


