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To tell you the truth I just don’t know what it is about that film that resonates so with people. But everywhere I go people who have seen it react to it fondly. And I get the same kind of dialogue about it being one of, if not the, favourite movie.

Morgan Freeman

There isn’t a day when I’m not approached about that film, approached by people who are so … thankful, who say how important that film was to them, and how many times they’ve seen it: twenty, thirty, forty times …

Tim Robbins

I’ve gotten mail from people who say ‘Gosh, your movie got me through a really bad marriage, you know, or a really bad divorce; or it got me through a really bad patch in my life or a really bad illness; or it helped me hang on when a loved one died.’

Frank Darabont
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Much of the groundwork for this book was laid by film-maker Andrew Abbott, director of the Channel Four documentary Shawshank: The Redeeming Feature. Quotations from this documentary are from interviews conducted largely by Andrew, occasionally by me, and (in the case of Frank Darabont) by David J. Schow. Quotations from Tim Robbins are from a FilmFour Viewfinder interview conducted by me. David J. Schow and Frank Darabont kindly made available an invaluable selection of production stills, which Nathan Long scanned. All stills are copyright © Castle Rock Entertainment, 1994. Production stills photographed by Michael Weinstein, except as noted.
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Prologue: A Redeeming Feature

I understand you’re a man that knows how to get things …

Andy Dufresne to Ellis Boyd ‘Red’ Redding

Unlike Red, I’m a man who doesn’t get things. And one of the things I didn’t get – at least initially – was The Shawshank Redemption. Not that I didn’t think it was a good movie, impressively constructed, with an almost anachronistically efficient sense of good storytelling. But like most of the critics who reviewed The Shawshank Redemption when it was first released in 1994, I had no sense whatsoever that it would become many people’s favourite movie; that it would be voted best film of the 1990s and fourth-best film ever by readers of Empire magazine; that it would rival The Godfather and Star Wars for the top spot of the Internet Movie Database subscribers’ poll; that it would be quoted on national television by Sarah Ferguson, the Duchess of York, who had endured tough times.

Today, The Shawshank Redemption sits alongside such perennial favourites as Casablanca and It’s a Wonderful Life in the pantheon of ‘feel-good’ cinema, an unlikely achievement for a low-key prison drama that failed to set the box office alight when it first opened, which garnered nominations rather than statuettes at the Academy Awards ceremony, and which only found its true worldwide audience on the secondary medium of home-video. So when I was asked to write and present a Channel Four documentary to accompany a screening of The Shawshank Redemption, it was toward the audience reaction that I turned my attention, convinced that there must be some reason why such an apparently innocuous film was having such a profound effect on so many disparate viewers. It was during the course of making that documentary, produced and directed by Russell Leven and Andrew Abbott respectively, that I first encountered the quasireligious interpretation of Frank Darabont’s movie which I have explored in this volume, and which may go some way toward explaining its extraordinary appeal.
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Frank Darabont and Morgan Freeman on location at Mansfield Reformatory



The Shawshank Redemption began life as a novella, one of four ‘ordinary stories’ by horror guru Stephen King, published in the 1982 anthology Different Seasons which also included The Body, filmed by Rob Reiner as Stand By Me. Originally entitled Rita Hayworth and Shawshank Redemption, this was a departure from scary fare like Carrie and The Shining which had made King a household name. Written in the aftermath of The Dead Zone, and described by its author as ‘a prison-break story in the grainy old Warner Brothers/Jimmy Cagney mold’,1 Rita Hayworth and Shawshank Redemption was a fairy tale of incarceration and emancipation in which an abused prisoner triumphs over terrible adversity by escaping into dreams of the movies – both literally and metaphorically.

Characterising himself as in, rather than of, the movie business ever since Brian De Palma’s Carrie had become a box-office hit in the 1970s, King had developed an unusually charitable policy of optioning his shorter stories to budding film students for a mere one dollar, on the condition that they weren’t screened commercially and he retained the rights. ‘Talent or lack of it rarely made any difference to me,’ explained King. ‘I was trying to pay back a little of what I had been given over the years – hours of happiness in the dark.’2 Although many of the resultant student experiments were, by King’s own admission, unworthy of more than a single viewing, Frank Darabont’s adaptation of The Woman in the Room, from the anthology Night Shift, impressed the author greatly – a film which left King ‘in slack-jawed amazement’ at its treatment of a story which ‘had been written as a kind of cry from the heart after my mother’s long losing battle with cervical cancer had finally ended’.3 Thus his interest was piqued when, many years later, Darabont approached him again regarding the feature option rights for Rita Hayworth and Shawshank Redemption.

For Darabont, who had by now racked up screen credits on such second-rate horror fare as the 1980s’ remake of The Blob and the sequel to the remake of The Fly (and who, according to close friend David Schow, was now apparently facing the possibility of making his directorial feature debut with a ‘Chucky-type’ shocker4), Rita Hayworth and Shawshank Redemption offered the possibility of moving more toward the work of Frank Capra, whose films he loved. As Darabont explains in Shawshank: The Redeeming Feature:

I grew up with Norman Rockwell and Frank Capra, and there’s a part of me that’s completely captivated by those kinds of storytellers who would tell those kinds of ‘tall tales’. Some of the best ‘tall tales’ I’ve ever heard came from Capra – Mr Smith Goes to Washington, for example, is nothing if not a tall tale. It’s a Wonderful Life is even taller. So I’ve always described The Shawshank Redemption not as a prison movie but as a ‘tall tale’.

In his introduction to Darabont’s published screenplay for The Shawshank Redemption, King remembers that he first thought it read like the kind of work that no film-maker could reasonably expect to get made: low on action; heavy on characterisation; and featuring ‘Hoary old devices that should not work – Morgan Freeman’s ubiquitous voice-overs, for instance’.5 Yet by the time pre-production began in January 1993, the general consensus (shared by King) was that this was an unusually accomplished script, a ‘hot property’ which was now attracting the attention of A-list stars such as Nic Cage and Tom Cruise. Encouraging too was the support of Castle Rock, whose existence had been founded on the unlikely success of Stand By Me, and who King later credited with rescuing ‘my film-associated reputation from the scrap-heap’.6
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A heritage of horror: Darabont and King



Released in theatres in 1994, Shawshank initially garnered little public attention, despite some glowing reviews and widespread high-brow acclaim. Indeed in its initial release period, the movie recouped only $18 million of its $35 million investment; this at a time when blockbusters were regularly taking upward of $100 million. Not even seven Oscar nominations could help it compete with the success of films like Speed, Pulp Fiction or Forrest Gump, which were then setting the standard for hit box-office status, and in whose shadow Shawshank seemed utterly dwarfed. As Morgan Freeman would later admit:

I don’t know what happened to it when it came out. I remember someone asking me on the night of the Academy Awards why I thought The Shawshank Redemption had done very poorly at the box office, while Dumb & Dumber, which opened the same season, had done very well. Because whereas Shawshank had got pretty good reviews, Dumb & Dumber had been thoroughly and relentlessly trashed by critics.7
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Frank Darabont lines up a shot



More unexpected than its box-office failure, however, was the unprecedented resurrection which The Shawshank Redemption would subsequently enjoy on video, where it bucked all marketing trends and predictions to become one of the top-renting tapes of 1995. According to Brian Jamieson of Warner Home Video, the film actually shipped 320,000 units on rental video in the US, an unusually strong showing which was ‘kinda out of whack’ with its poor box-office results. And it was on video that Shawshank began to win its most ardent fans, watched and loved in the privacy of the home (rather than the public arena of the movie theatre) and then recommended through word of mouth to a growing army of fans. Founder and Managing Director of the Internet Movie Database Col Needham reports that nearly one million voters have contributed to their poll which now places the film alongside The Godfather and Star Wars as the best of all time, and suggests that a majority of those who voted for Shawshank almost certainly saw it on video. Even more unusual is the profound impact which the film seems to have had on some viewers, particularly those who see it as a modern allegory for personal and spiritual salvation. As David Bruce, from the exotically named website HollywoodJesus.com, observes: ‘It’s an example of film as therapy. Shawshank Redemption gives you hope: you can go on; you can go forward.’ But although the film may seem on one level to suggest a primarily religious ‘redemption’, it is also, as we shall see, an exemplary escape fantasy which allows for a whole range of ‘exits’ from the horrors of confinement or repression; playing with models of revolutionary transformation, making an almost Nietzschean leap ‘beyond good and evil’, and celebrating the consummate escape machine of cinema itself. Outlandish claims perhaps, but claims which seem peculiarly borne out by the hundreds of personal testimonies now posted on the Internet, proclaiming the weirdly healing properties of The Shawshank Redemption. Prison drama, political tract, modern gospel or cinematic fantasy? Salvation, as Warden Norton says, lies within.
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