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DeadPoetsSociety:Masterpiece?

RogerPattimore

AsauniversityinstructoratseveraluniversitiesintheTokyoarea,

somethingquiteextraordinaryhashappenedoverthelastfouryears.In

the2011schoolyear,forthefirsttime,IshowedPeterWeir・sfilm Dead

PoetsSociety（Disney1989）aspartofthreeEnglishlanguagecourses.I

hadseenthefilmatleasttwotimesbeforemydecisiontouseitinclass.

Mymainreasonsforchoosingitwerenotmainlyassociatedwithany

particularqualityofthefilm,althoughIhadlikeditverymuch.Rather,

asateacher,theabsenceofsex,violence,andfoullanguagewerekey

factors,and,toalesserextent,thefilmiscenteredonroughlythesame

agegroupasmostofmystudents.Ihadalsoheardfromotherinstructors

thatitworkedwellasafocusforclassdiscussion.Ishowedshortsections

ofthefilmineachofseveralclasses,andstudentswereaskedtodiscuss

someoftheideasingroupsaftereachsection.

Thisiswhatsurprisedme.ThefilmtakesplaceinVermont,asmall

stateinthenortheasternUnitedStates,andissetin1959.Ithoughtthe

studentsnotonlyenjoyedthefilm,butlikeditwellbeyondmyexpecta-

tions,andnearlyallweremotivatedtotalkaboutandexpressopinions

aboutit.Sincemyfirstexperimentin2011,Ihavewatcheditatleast

twentymoretimeswithdifferentgroupsofstudents.EverytimeIhave

showedit,thestudentshavewatchedwithraptattention.Atthebegin-

ningofthefilmtheylaughed,andattheendmanyopenlyweptforNeil,

andthenweptatthetriumphofTodd.Increasingly,Ibegantowonder

whatitisaboutthisfilmthatsomovesstudents.Distantinbothtimeand

place,andneveraslickHollywoodblockbuster,whatcoulditpossibly

havetosaytoyoungJapanesestudentsin2015?Ireallyhadnoanswer
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forthis,and,wheneveronehasnoanswerforsuccessofanycreation,it

isnecessarytolookbeyondtheconventional.Also,Ifoundthatevery

timeIwatchedthefilm,InoticedsomethingneworsomethingIhadnot

considered.Wasitsomethingaboutthefilmthattranscendsconvention,

timeandplace?Whatstartedasasimplepedagogicalobservation,the

film workswellasclassroom tool,becameaninquiryintothenatureof

thisfilmanditsrelationshiptoart.

Inconsideringthetitleofthisessay,Idebatedwithmyselfandothers

whatwordorwordstouse.Iused・art・above,buttheword・art・hasquite

abroadsense.ItistoogeneralandnotpreciselywhatImeaninthe

phrase・...itsrelationshiptoart・.Ithinkitisfairtosaythatmanythings

areart,butfew aregreat.Even・greatart・doesnotquitefillthebill.

・Masterpiece・,whilefarfromperfectasthecorrectword,eliminatesmuch

confusion,andthatisthewordthatIshallusehenceforward.

Whatisamasterpiece,then?Toanswerthisquestionwemustfirst

moreclearlydistinguishartfromamasterpiece.Artcouldbedefinedas

anexpressionofhumancreativityandimagination.Painting,sculpture,

musicandwritingareforms・art・.Almostanyonecancreateartunder

thatdefinitioninanyofthosecategories,evenasmallchild.Theword

・masterpiece・hastwospecificmeanings.Itmayhavetheliteraland

probablyoriginalmeaningofbeingthedefiningworkofanartist（amas-

ter・spiece）.Oritcouldhavethebroadermeaningofsomethingthatisat

thepeakofitsclass.Muchofthediscussionhereafterleanstowardthe

secondmeaningalthoughbothapply.

Followingfrom thisdefinition,then,anotherquestionformewas

wheredoescinemafitintotheartworld?Ithinkitissafetosaythateven

thebestfilmsstillexistattheedgesofwhatisconsideredgreatart.The

mainreasonisthat,relativetootherartformssuchassculpture,theater,

painting,music,andwriting,allofwhichdatefromtheverydistantpast,

itisanewentrant.Ithasonlybeenmadepossiblebyrapidandsudden

technologicalchangesinthelast125years.Thefirstrealfilm waspro-

ducedin1888.However,ittookmuchlongerforfilm toemergeasany
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kindofartform.Asapointofreference,letussaythatoneofthevery

earlyfeaturelengthfilmsofnotewas・LesMiserables・releasedin1909,a

U.S.versionofVictorHugo・sclassicnovel.

Moreover,ifwearegoingtoincludeafilmasagenuinemasterpiece,

mustitbewhollyanoriginalwork?Itiscertainlytruethatalmostevery

majorplayandnovelhasbeenreprisedinafilmofsomesort.Astriking

examplethatillustratesthiscontradictionisFrancoZeffirelli・s1968ver-

sionofRomeoandJuliet.Inmymind,thisisthealphaandomegaversion

ofShakespeare・splay.Zeffirellinotonlystayedclosetotheoriginallan-

guageandrhythmoftheplay（althoughsomelibertiesweretaken）,but

healsocreatedbreathtakingandpainstakinglydetailedsets,chosegreat

locations,aswellasperfectlycastOliviadeHusseyandLeonardWhiting

asthe・star-crossedlovers・.Personally,whileI・dbeinterestedinseeing

GeorgeCukor・s1936version,anyversionafterZeffirelli・swouldseem

utterlysuperfluoustomeincludingBazLuhrmann・ssomewhatcritically

acclaimedvariationreleasedin1996.Anewerversionhasbeenreleased

intheUKdirectedbyCarloCarlei.Ifinditdifficulttobelievethatthis

newversionwouldbebetterinanywaythanZeffirelli・s.However,Iwill

reservejudgmentuntilIseeit.Nonetheless,despiteallthecinematic

excellenceofZeffirelli・sadaptation,itisstillShakespeare.Thebestthat

canbesaidisthatZeffirelli・seffortisacinematicmasterpiece,butnot

necessarilyhismasterpiece.ThatdistinctionmustremainwithTheBard.

ThereinisonepluspointforDeadPoetsSociety.Besidesitsconsiderable

cinematicexcellence,itisalsoanoriginalcreationofTomShulmanand

PeterWeir.However,letusleavethatdistinctionasideforthemoment.

Uptothispoint,Ihavestatedthatartisageneraltermwhichdoes

notnecessarilyimplyexcellence.Inotherwords,whileartisanattempt

tocreatesomethingpleasingormemorable,onlyarelativefew works

becomea・masterpiece・.Whatisit,then,thatdistinguishesamasterpiece

from otherkindsofart?Manywillsaythisisdifficulttoanswer,and

somemightsayitisimpossible.Otherssaywedonotknowhowtodefine

amasterpiece,butweknowonewhenwearewitnesstoit.Whilemany
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havedebatedthisissue,Ithinktherearethreeinterwovenfeaturesofa

masterpiecethatmostpeoplecanagreeon.First,andmostbasic,isthat

amasterpiecemustbeskillfullymade.Thiswouldrangefromthemerely

technicalaspects,tothedeeperstructureofthework.Second,amaster-

piecereflects.Itdoesn・ttell.Itdoesn・tlectureorexplain.Itshows.It

asksquestions,butdoesnotnecessarilyanswerthem.Itprovokesthought.

Third,andmostimportant,amasterpieceenduresthroughtime.Itisnot

momentary.Ratheritmustcontinuetoentertainandintriguethrough

severalgenerations.Thus,letusexamineDeadPoetsSocietyunderthese

criteria.

First,isDeadPoetsSocietyskillfullymade?Fromthepointofviewof

thecritics,PeterWeir,（thedirector）alreadyhadhadseveralcriticalsuc-

cessespriortothisfilm.OfspecialnotewereGallipoli（1981）,TheYearof

LivingDangerously（1982）,andWitness（1985）.Thesearefinefilms,but

none,inmyopinion,qualifyasmasterpiecesundertheabovedefinition.

LaterworkssuchasTheTrumanShow（1998）,andMasterandCommander:

TheFarSideoftheWorld（2003）deservehonorablemention,but,again,

neitherofthese,whilecertainlyamongWeir・sbest,isamasterpiece.In

myviewPeterWeir・sbestfilmisstillDeadPoetsSociety,soitisatleasta

masterpieceinthesenseofbeingtheacmeofanartist・screation.

WhileWeircertainlydeservescreditforthecriticalsuccessofthe

film,ascreenwriterwithfewcreditstohisnameandnofeaturefilmexpe-

rienceatthetime,Tom Schulman,alsodeservesequalifnotgreater

credit.ThefactisthatDeadPoetsSocietywasnominatedforfourAcad-

emyAwardsincluding・BestPicture・and・BestDirector・,butreceivedonly

one,・BestOriginalScreenPlay・,mainlySchulman・swork.Amazinglyit

washisfirstfeaturefilmscript.Evenmoreincredible,thecompetitionfor

thisparticularOscarincludedsuchexperiencedluminariesasWoody

Allen,SpikeLee,andStevenSoderbergh.Moreimportantly,sincewin-

ninganacademyawardisnotalwaysequatedwithcriticalacclaim,noris

itnecessarilyanartisticjudgment,DeadPoetsSocietyalsowontheaward

for・Best（foreign）Film・atBAFTA（UK）,・BestFilm・attheCesarAwards
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（France）,andthe・BestForeignFilm・attheDaviddiDonatelloAwards

（Italy）.Thuswecanatleastsaythatthefilmwasrecognizedasexcel-

lentlycraftedbyaninternationalgroupofpeersaroundthetimeofits

release.

Next,letusthinkaboutwhatthefilmhastosay.Whiletherehave

beenmanyglowingreviewsofDeadPoetsSociety,Ihavealsoreadpopular

reviewswhichusewordslike・manipulative・（inthesenseofbeingde-

signedtogetadesiredresponsefrom theaudience）and・predictable・.

WhileitiseasytoassumethatallormostHollywoodfilmsarecreatedto

makemoney,andthereforearemanipulativeandpredictable,Icannot

agreethatthesewordsapplytoDeadPoetsSociety.Schulmanisnomore

manipulativethan,say,Shakespearehimself,whoalwaysmanagedto

appealtomanysocio-economicclassesandintellectsinhisaudiences.

And,from directexperience,nostudentwaseverpreparedforthefinal

scenesofDeadPoetsSociety.Rather,itistheunexpectedandthefilm・s

lackofpredictabilitythatchallengeviewersrathermorethanprovide

anythrowawaysatisfaction.AmoredetailedanalysisofSchulman・sand

Weir・sskillfuldevelopmentofplotandcharacterisnecessarytoappreci-

atethefilm・scraftmanship.

First,itseemslogicaltorefertostagedramaasaverystrongfounda-

tionforthismovie.Asmostoftheactiontakesplaceinalimitednumber

ofsettings,itcouldbereprisedinamanageablenumberofstagesets.

Morespecifically,DeadPoetsSocietyhasmanyofthehallmarksofGreek

tragedy.WithoutknowinganythingatallaboutTomSchulman,andas

awell-educatedviewer,Iwouldhaveguessedhewasveryfamiliarwith

hisAristotle.Indeed,aftersleuthingaroundontheInternet,Ifoundhe

wasinfactaphilosophymajoratVanderbilt,andthereforeatleastintro-

ducedtoAristotle,andmostlikelyAristotle・sOutlineofTragedy（InPoet-

ics）.WhetherhewasinfluencedbyAristotleornotwhenwritingit,Dead

PoetsSocietycertainlyexhibitsmanyofthefeaturesoftragedyasAris-

totlefirstconceivedofit.Thereforeplotandcharactercanbejudgedin

thatlight.
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Theplotinvolvesagroupof16－yearoldboysattendingaprestig-

iouspreparationschool,WeltonAcademy,intheNortheasternUnited

States.Wewilltalkmoreaboutcharacterlater,butbasicallythemovie

exploreshowthegroupisinfluencedbyJohnKeating,anhonorstudent

andgraduateofWelton,andnow returningasareplacementEnglish

literatureteacherthere.

Themoviestartsinnocentlyenoughwithscenesfromthefirstdayof

thenewschoolyear（autumnintheUnitedStates）.Theschoolisaboard-

ingschool,soparentsaredroppingtheirchildrenoffwiththeusualtears

fromyoungerstudents,andrequestsfromanxiousparentstoDr.Hager,

who,despitetheappellationofDr.,appearstobenothingmorethana

beleagueredhousemaster.

Thefirstscenesofthemoviearetheentranceceremonywiththe

boysandtheirparentsinattendance.Weareimmediatelymadeawareof

long-standingtraditionsofWeltonAcademy.Theboysarewearing

business-likeblazers,ties,andgreyslacks.Bagpipersaccompanyboys

bearingtheschoolstandarddownacentralaisletothedais.Acandle

representingthe・lightofknowledge・islitandpassedalongthefirstrows

ofyoungerboys,whointurnlighttheirowncandles.Presumablythis

partoftheceremonyissymbolicofthetransferofknowledgefrom the

wisetothenotyetwise.Allinattendanceareaskedtosolemnlyrepeat

thefourpillarsofWelton・seducationalphilosophy,・tradition・,・honor・,

・excellence・,and・discipline・.Mr.Nolan,theschoolheadmaster,givesa

resoundingspeechabouttheachievementsofWeltonAcademyandits

students.WelearnthattheboysareboundfortheIvyLeagueuniversi-

tiesandthatWelton,atleastinNolan・sopinion,isthe・finestpreparatory

academyintheUnitedStates・.Superficially,then,itisallaveryimpres-

siveceremonytakingplaceatanimpressiveschool.

Astheboysandparentsleavetheceremonytogether,weareintro-

ducedtoamajorcharacter,NeilPerry,andhisfather.Mr.Perryseems

likeanyotherproudparentwithachildwhoiswillinglydoingwhatis

wanted.Forhispart,Neilactstheobedientson.Yetthereareveryearly
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indicationsthatsomethingisnotquiteright.Towardshisfather,his

speechispepperedwithformalexpressionsofobeisancesuchas・I・lldo

mybest,Sir・（5：14）,andthen・Father・asopposedto・Dad・（7：49）.Itseems

overlystiffrelativetotheaverageAmericanfamilyevenatthattime.

Aftertheceremony,theboysreturntotheirdorm roomsandthe

masksbegintobestrippedaway.Neilmeetshisnew roommate,the

ratherawkwardToddAnderson.Then,CharlieDaltonandKnoxOver-

street,whowillbecomemaincharactersinthefilm,alongwithSteven

Meeks,arrivetoindulgeinsomeclandestinesmoking.Stillthingsseem

normal,almosttoonormalonemightsay.Neilrevealsthat,atthe・sug-

gestion・ofhisfather,hehasattendedsummerschool.Theboysplan

studygroups.

ItisherethatSchulmanintroducesthefirstofseveraldramaticin-

flectionpointstobuildtension.Mr.Perrysuddenlyappearsoutside

Neil・sroom.HeentersandannouncesthatNeilmustquithisassistant

editor・spositionontheschoolnewspaper.Neilisclearlyshakenbythis

news,shakenenoughtouttersomesubdueddissentatwhichhisfather

quicklyushersNeiloutofthedormroom.Inaprivateconversationinthe

hall,Mr.Perryrevealshimselftobequiteharshandcontrolling.Hewill

notbrookevenminordisagreementfromNeiloranydeviationfromhis

ownplanforNeil.Mr.Perry・sinsiststhatNeilmustgotoHarvardand

becomeadoctor.Neildoesnotofferanysignificantresistance,respond-

ingmeeklywith・YesSir.I・msorry.・（8：32）.

Inthenextscene,Neilandhisfriendsdiscussthesituationandall

admittoaresentmentofdomineeringparents.IthinkSchulman,inthese

earlyscenes,powerfullyevokestheeternalangstofteenagersfullofde-

sires,which,forthemostpart,cannotbefulfilled.Attemptsaremetbyan

impenetrablewallofrulesandsanctionsthrownupbyadults.Moreover,

andgermanetothismovie,itisclearthatnoneoftheboysareallowedthe

・luxury・ofbeinginchargeoftheirowndestinies.Throughminoractsof

rebellionsuchasreprisingtheschool・sfourpillarsas・travesty・,・horror・,

・decadence・・excrement・（6：47）orillicitsmoking,theboysexpresstheir
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discontentprivately,butanyfurtherchallengessuchasNeil・sattemptto

discusstheschoolnewspaperdecisionaremetwithovertpressure,and

evenaggressionaswithMr.Perry.Weseeapatternemerging,andthe

schoolwillalsosavagelyrepressanyattemptstodeviatefrom school

traditionsandothersocialnorms.

Havingestablishedthismoodintheaction,enterMr.JohnKeating.

Keating,withhisunusualteachingstyle,teacheshisstudentsthepassion

ofpoetryandliteratureand,intheprocess,encouragestheboystoex-

ploretheirownpassions.IndeedKeating・sfirstlessonistoillustratethe

meaningof・carpediem・or・seizetheday・.Possiblyhismotivationisto

show thewellspringofmuchWesternpoetry（amongwhichwemust

includeShakespeare）,especiallythatwrittenbythosewholivedpassion-

ately.InfactthefirstpoethereferstoisByron.・・OhCaptain,mycap-

tain...・Whoknowswherethatcomesfrom?・heasksduringhisfirstles-

son（12：38）.Histeachingtacticsrangefrom havingtheboysrip

woodenlywrittenintroductorypagesfrom theirtextbookstohaving

themstandonhisdeskto・seetheworlddifferently・,anactthatwillbe-

comesignificantattheendofthemovie.

McAllister,theLatinteacherandself-described・realist・,engages

Keatinginafriendlydiscussiononhisunorthodoxmethodsofteaching.

McAllistercautionsKeatingthathisteachingwillleadtodisappointment

whenthestudentsrealizethattheycannotallbeartists.Keatingripostes

thatheistryingtocreatefreethinkers.Theirdiscussionendswitha

tellingandpropheticexchangeoflinesofpoetry:

McAllister:・Show metheheartunfetteredbyfoolishdreamsand

I・llshowyouahappyman.・

JohnKeating:・Butonlyintheirdreamscanmenbetrulyfree.

・Twasalwaysthus,andalwaysthuswillbe.・

McAllister:Tennyson?

JohnKeating:No,Keating.

（27：42）
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Apparently,Keating・slessonsarejustwhatthestudentswanttohear.

Keatingoverwhelminglysucceedsinconqueringtheboys・distastefor

poetryprobablyengenderedinpreviousEnglishliteratureclassestradi-

tionallytaught.Moreover,itistheoverarchingimplicationsofwhat

Keatingdoesandsaystheyretain.・Seizetheday・becomesoneoftheir

mottosreachingbeyondtheclassroom andpoetryandnow adriving

forceintheplot.Whatevertheintendedpurposeofhisteaching,someof

thestudents（themaincharacters）withoutbeingexplicitlyencouraged

tobyKeating,begintoactwithanewsenseoflicense.Theresult,for

whichKeatingmusttakeatleastpartialresponsibility,istonearlytear

WeltonAcademyapart.

TheDeadPoetsSociety,thenameofthesecretsocietyformedby

boys,isalsokeytoplotdevelopment.Curiousabouttheirnewteacher,

theboysfindtheannualfromKeating・sgraduatingyearandseeanenig-

maticreferencetotheDeadPoetsSociety.Furtherconsumedwithcurios-

ity,theypursueKeatingandfinallyappeartowheedletheinformation

outofhim.Atfirst,whenNeilasks,・What・stheDeadPoetsSociety?・,

Keatingresponds,・Idoubtwhetherthepresentadministrationwouldlook

tofavorablyuponthat・（29：12）.Also,asNeilpressesfurther,Keating

replies,・Gentlemen,canyoukeepasecret?・Itisdifficulttoimaginehow

anyboyofthatagecouldresistthetemptationtoreincarnateasecret

society,orforthatmatterevenkeepitsecret.Arguably,thisiswhat

Keatingintendedallalong.

WhileKeatingmaybelieveparticipationintheDeadPoetsSociety

willencouragealoveofpoetryorfreethinking,whathestartsamongthe

boysendsbadly.Notonlydoeshepartlycontributetoanimpossible

situationforNeil,buthealsoendsupatoddswithMr.Nolanwhoisvery

intentonpleasingtheparentsbyensuringthattheirsonswillgotoone

oftheIvyLeagueuniversities.Nolanbelievesthatthewaytodothisis

togivestudentsaverytraditionaleducation（includingLatin,forexam-

ple）inconjunctionwithverystrictrulesforconductwhileenrolledat

Welton.
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Inanycase,atomeofpoetrysignedbyKeatingwithinstructionsfor

usemysteriouslyappearsinoneofNeil・sdeskdrawers.Again,wecan

hardlyabsolveKeatingfrom blameintheensuingtragedythattakes

place.ThefirstmeetingoftheDeadPoetsSocietyisheld.Neilreads

poemsmarkedbyKeating,andotherstudentsrecitetheirownpoems.

Fromtheendofthatmeetingseveralcharactersdrawontheexhilarating

experiencetoactontheirowndesires.

Forexample,KnoxOverstreet,asomewhatcomiccharacter,isinvited

todinewiththeDanburyswholiveneartheschool.Theyarefamily

friends.Apparently,Mr.DanburyisalsoagraduateofWelton,andnow

asuccessfullawyer（andprobablyamajordonortoWelton）.Themeet-

ingisencouragedbyWeltonAcademyasevidencedbythefactthatDr.

Hager（thehousemaster）iscommissionedtochaufeurKnoxtothe

Danburyresidence.ThereKnoxmeetsalocalgirl,Chris,whoisthegirl-

friendofsonChetDanbury.ChetandChrisattendthesamepublicschool

andChetisthefootballteam captain.Chrisisacheerleader.Knoxis

immediatelysmittenwithChristhoughtheoddsofKnoxdatingChris

wouldseem tobeinsurmountable.Yet,inspiredbyKeating・sideaof

・carpediem・,andeggedonbyhisclassmates,Knoxbeginsaratherdaring

（somemightsayByronic）courtshipofChris.Eventhoughheisbeaten

upbyChet,wemayassumehiseffortsaresuccessfulatleastasfaras

Schulman・splottakesus.

Manyofmystudentsfoundthisthreadofthemoviesomewhat

unsatisfying. Following thedramaticeventssurrounding Neiland

Keating,theKnox/Chrisstorylinejustdisappears.Ontheotherhand,it

strikesmeasausefulsub-plot,sinceitillustratesapatternofaction

Schulmanfeltwasnecessary.From Keating・steachingsandfrom their

secretsociety,theboysdrawstrengthtorealizethegoalsoftheirpassion.

IdonotassignanygreatsignificanceotherthanthattotheKnox/Chris

sub-plot,butneitherdoIfinditaplotflaw.Inreallifefriendsandfamily

enterourlivesatvariouspointsaswellasrecede.ForSchulman,the

Knox/Chrisstoryhadserveditspurposewhichiswhyitisdissolved.
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Iwasnottroubledbytheinconclusivenessofthisparticularplotthread.

AnotherlesserbutimportantcharacterisCharlieDalton,later・Nu-

wanda・.Charlieisclearlytheresultofwealthyparentswithenough

moneytocedetheresponsibilityofraisingtheirwaywardsontoWelton

Academy.Heismostlikelydisillusionedbyhisparents・rejection.He

givestheimpressionofbeingprivate-schoolsavvyandfullyawareofall

thehypocrisyimplicitintheuppercrustprivateschoolsystem.Assuch,

hewholeheartedly,evenifmisguidedly,embracesthemissionofThe

DeadPoetsSociety,whichheinterpretstobeplayingpranksonthe

schooladministration.Hesecretlyinsertsaneditorialintheschoolnews-

paperrecommendingthatgirlsbeallowedtoenroll.Unfortunatelyhe

signsit・DeadPoetsSociety・whichsetsoffthefirstoftwowitchhuntsfor

members.Nolan,quiteincharacter,completelyoverreactsandcallsa

schoolassemblytocommencethesweepformembers.Theassemblyis

abruptlyhaltedwhen,improbably,aphoneringsclosetoCharlie.The

assemblyfallscompletelysilentasCharlieanswers.Hethenannouncesto

Mr.Nolanthatthecallisforhim andthecallerisGod.Thus,Charlie

intentionallycookshisowngoose.

Achildishprank,yes,butCharlieisgivenquiteaspankingbyNolan

withascary-lookingdeviceresemblingacanoepaddleandofsimilarsize.

Despitethepunishment,Charlietakescompleteresponsibilityforboth

pranks,anddoesnotgiveupthenamesoftheDeadPoetSocietymem-

bers.Heexhibitsthiskindoffibertotheend.WhenNolanconvenesa

kangaroocourttopinNeil・sdeathonKeating,Charlieistheonlystudent

tokeepsecretthemembers・names.Heisexpelledforhiseffort.Itisa

Pyrrhicvictory,sincealltheotherstudentssuccumbtotheintensepres-

sureto・hang・Keating.But,itisavictorynevertheless.Mystudents

certainlyexpressedthatopinionalso.

BasedontheusualHollywoodpractices,itwouldbenaturaltoas-

sumethatthismovieisaboutJohnKeating（whichiswhatDisney

wanted）.ThiswouldbeafairpreconceptionconsideringthatKeating

wasplayedbythealreadywell-establishedRobinWilliams（TheWorld
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AccordingtoGarp1982,GoodMorningVietnam1987）.RobinWilliamswas

certainlytalentedenoughtoplayamuchlargerroleorevenmakemore

oftheKeatingrolethanhedid.SeanLeonard（Neil）,19atthetimeof

shooting,andEthanHawke（Todd）18,werejusttooyoungtohaveany

significantcreditsorexperienceandwereevenconsideredliabilitiesto

themovie・ssuccessbyDisneymuckety-mucks.Itisofgreatcreditthat

Williamschosenottostealtheshow,orthatPeterWeirchosenottolet

him.

Asitturnedout,whileIfeelthattheKeatingcharacterworksasa

tragicfigureinmanyways,hischaracterislesswellfleshedoutthanthe

otherleadingcharacterswhoareallstudents.Weknowthathegradu-

atedfromWeltonwithhonorsalthoughitseems,touseCharlie・sword,he

himselfwasa・hellraiser・.HetaughtforseveralyearsinEnglandatan-

otherprestigiouspreparatoryacademy.Weknow thatheleftalover

behindonreturningtotheUnitedStates.Beyondthat,weknowlittle

exceptthroughhisunusualteachingstyleandtheactionshetakesinthe

movie.

Intermsofmotivation,itisdifficulttotellifheisawareofhow

gravelyheischallengingthereceivedwisdomofWelton.Heseemsgenu-

inelysurprisedwhenNolanconfrontshim abouthisunusualteaching

styleafterCharlie・stelephonestunt.Evenifheisaware,itisnotclear

why.Mostimportantly,wedon・tknowwhyhereturnedtoWeltoninthe

firstplace.Iconsiderthesepointstobeminormistakesofcharacterde-

velopmentaswellasplotdevelopment.Itcouldperhapsbeexplained,as

opposedtoexcused,bythefactthattheoriginalideaforKeatingwas

somewhatdifferent.Keatingwassupposedtodieofleukemiaattheend

themovieaccordingtotheDisneyplan.Thiswouldhavenotonlyput

Keatingatthecenteroftheplot,butalsoprovidedmoremotivationfor

Keatingtodowhathedoes.However,Weirwantedthemovietofocuson

thestudents.WhiletheKeatingcharacterisnotcomplete,themovie

wouldseemtobebetterfortheleukemiadeletion.

Inanycase,probablylongbeforetheendofthemovie,andcertainly
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byaftertheplay,theaudiencecanguessthatKeatingisgoingtotakethe

fallforwhateverhappens.Heisunabletoseethatheisthewrongteacher

atthewrongtimeandplaceandthat,Ibelieve,countsasakindoftragic

hubris.AfterNeil・ssuicide,Nolan,attherequestofMr.Perry,declareshe

willmakeafullinvestigationintoNeil・sdeath.However,thesecret

agendaistomakeKeatingthescapegoatandabsolvetheschoolofany

responsibility.TheDeadPoetsSocietyisalsoconsideredtobeacontrib-

utingfactor.Cameron,abidingbytheschool・shonorcode,willinglydis-

closestheirnames.TheneachmemberoftheDeadPoetsisforcedintoan

intimidatingmeeting,parentspresent,inwhichtheyareasked,some

mightsaycompelled,tosignastatementincriminatingKeating.

Somecriticsdescribethismovieas・aninspirationalteachermovie.・

IndeedmanyofmystudentssaidtheywouldliketohaveKeatingasa

teacher.YetIcontendthatthisisnotthemain・raisond・etre・forthisfilm.

Othermovies,suchasStandandDeliver（1988）andFreedom Writers

（2007）aresimplestoriesofexcellentteachersworkingunderdifficult

situations.Keatingmayhavebeenaninspirationalteacher.However,in

thismovie・splot,weknow nothingofhismotivationandthepositive

resultsofhisteachingaren・tcompletelyclear.Wedoknow whathis

teachingsleadtointhismovie:anearlyinevitableconfrontationwiththe

schoolresultinginhistermination;indirectlythedeathofoneitsstu-

dents;and,ofcourse,theexpulsionofCharliecouldbeattributedinpart

toKeatingaswell.

Neilismuchmoreacentralcharacterofthefilm.Thwartedinhis

planstocontinueasnewspaperassistanteditor,hedecidestoauditionfor

alocalrenditionofAMidsummerNight・sDreaminthenearbytown.Next

plotinflection.Ifhegetsthepart,accordingtoschoolrules,hewillneed

toseekhisfather・spermissiontojointhecast.Heisoverjoyedtofindhe

hasbeenawardedthepartofPuck.However,Neiloptstoforgetheneces-

saryletterratherthandiscussitwithhisfather.Likeallstudentsofthat

age,Neilisnotquiteassneakyasheneedstobe.Mr.Perrysoonfindsout

from themotherofanotherstudentintheplaythatNeilisindeeda
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memberofthecast.AnastyaltercationoccurswhenNeilreturnstohis

dormroomfromrehearsal,andhisangryfatheristhere.Predictably,Neil

isunabletomountanyeffectiveverbalopposition,andMr.Perryorders

Neiltowithdraw from theplay.Neilappearstoaccedetohisfather・s

wish,butlaterheconsultswithKeatingonhispredicament.Inthiscase

KeatinggivestherightadvicethatNeilmusttalktohisfather.Thenext

day,KeatingasksNeilifhetalkedtohisfather,andNeilsayshedid.In

fact,hedidnot.

TheaudiencemaynowbeawarethatNeil・sfateisdrawingquickly

nearer.Withouttalkingwithhisfather,andlyingeventoKeatingthathe

did,Neilappearsintheplay.Again,Neilisnotnearlysneakyenough.

ThesuspiciousMr.Perryappearsattheplay,and,evenafterNeil・sbril-

liantperformance,hisoppositiontoNeil・sactingisundiminished.He

unceremoniouslyhaulsNeiloutofthetheater.Later,atthePerryhome,

Mr.PerryhasalsopreemptivelyremovedNeilfromWeltonandenrolled

himinamilitaryacademy.

IthinkwhatfollowsisSchulman・sstrokeofgenius.Neil,whohas

rebelledagainsthisfather,now findshimselfinwhatheconsidersan

intolerablesituation.Hehasreachedthebottom throughhisinaction,

andthebottom isfrom whencetragiccharactersemergetotakeaction.

Nowhehasonlyalimitednumberofresponses,andonlyoneinhismind.

We,includingsomejadedcriticsofthefilm,havetorememberwhatit

wasliketobe16or17andhowevenfairlyminorsetbacksseemedlikethe

endoftheworld.Neil・searlieractions,whichmerelyservedtocircum-

ventthetyrannyofbothhisfatherandhisschool,haveledtothecruelest

repressionimaginable.Ratherthanrealizinghisdream,orevenbeing

allowedtostayatWelton,henowfacesthemuchmoretightlycontrolled

environmentofamilitaryacademy.Thiswouldbenominorsetbackfor

anyteenager,letaloneoneassensitiveasNeil.・Butfather,that・stenmore

years.That・salifetime,・hecries,hisvoicenearlybreaking（1：40：33）.

Inhismindsuicideseemsliketheonlyoptionandthatisthecoursehe

takes.
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KnowingthefateofNeil,asIdonow,itisalwayswithatwingeof

painthatIwatchmystudents・reactionstothesefinalscenes.Tothevery

lastminute,theyhopethatNeilwilltalkwithhisfatherandthatNeil・s

fatherwillsoftenhisposition.Weir・sfinalhighcameraangleonNeil

collapsedinanarmchairvividlyportraystheabsolutedefeatinallhis

body.Icanseethatthestudentsnowsuspectonlysecondsbeforethe

tragedythathopehasbeensnatchedaway.Yet,whenweknowtheend-

ing,welookbackandthink,・Howcouldithaveendedanydifferently?・

IwouldliketoreturntoAristotle・sconceptionoftragedy,andmore

specificallytoShakespeare.WatchingNeil・stormentisverymuchlike

watchingHamlet・s.Sonofanassassinatedfatherlivingwiththeassassin

－stepfather,HamletdoeswanttokillClaudiusandrevengehisfather・s

murder.Yetthereasonablelife-preservingcourseofactionwouldbeto

acceptthesituationasis.Equallyclearly,Neilwouldbebettertocon-

fronthisfatherandconquerMr.Perry・snarrowmindedandself-centered

obsessionwithNeilbeingadoctor.However,theconsequencesofthese

actionsareunacceptableaccordingtothecharacterofeachprotagonist.

BothHamletandNeilaresensitive,thoughtfulpeople,butalsoindecisive

andthusfindthemselvesatwarwiththemselvesandcircumstances.For

Neil,thepoliticcoursewouldbetoaccepthisfather・splan,whichis,after

all,notcompletelywithoutmerit.Thepassionatecourseistopursuehis

actingnomatterhowrecklessitmayseem tohisfather.Everyperson

whowatchesHamletmustcherishthehopethatHamletwillresolvethe

conflictbetweenreasonandpassion.WemayalsosaythisaboutNeil

whomwehopewillresolvethefrustratingconflictwithhisfather.After

Neil・sgreatperformanceasPuck,thestubbornresistanceofhisfatheris

stillnotovercome.Itisthenwemustknowthereisnogoodresolutionto

thisproblem.

Drama,especiallytragedy,derivesfrom thefactthattheaudience

knowsmorethananyonecharacter,andwecanseethepossibleout-

comesofanyonecharacter・sactionwhereashe/shecannot.Whilethe

circumstancesmayseemtoindicateonecourseofactiontotheaudience,
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thecharactermustactnotonlyaccordingtothecircumstancessetoutby

theplaywright,butalsotohis/herownpersonalityalsoestablishedby

theplaywright.IfthereisonecommoncharacterflawinHamletandNeil,

itisindecisioncausedbyfearoftheconsequences,andthusfailuretoact

decisivelyuntilthebottomhasbeenreached.Thatisthetextbookdefini-

tionoftragichubris.

Interestingly,severalstudentscommentedthatNeiltriumphed.Cer-

tainly,Weir・simagerysupportsthisconclusion.Inthefinalscenesbefore

hisdeath,Neilstripsdown,donsPuck・smockcrown,andattheopen

windowbearshisbodytothefullelementsofaNortheastwinterstorm.

Seeminglyitishislasteffortto・suckthemarrowoutoflife・,asKeating

hastaughthim,beforetakinghisownlife.Again,Neil・sagonyissynony-

mouswithHamlet・s.Bothtriumph,butattheultimateprice.AtleastI

thinkitisatestamenttoSchulman・sgiftthatmultipleinterpretationscan

beattributedtothefateofNeil.Tomethatisatruemarkofcraftsman-

ship.

ToddAndersoniscertainlythemostenigmaticcharacterandargua-

blythecentralcharacterofthefilm.Heenterstheschoolwiththefine

reputationofhisbrothertoliveupto,ataskwhichheappearslittlepre-

paredtodo.Heisawkwardandtendstostutter.Hetriestowithdraw

from theactivitiesofotherstudents.Todd,atNeil・surging,agreesto

attendtheDeadPoetsSocietyfirstmeetingonlyafterhesayshewillonly

dosoprovidedhedoesnothavetosayanything.Todd・sparentsseemto

beoblivioustothespecificneedsofTodd.Theysendhimtheexactsame

birthdaygiftasthepreviousyear.Moreimportantly,theexpectationthat

hewillbethecookiecutterversionofhisbrotherseemslikelytorepress

Toddifunchecked.Itisonlythroughtheexceptionalfriendshipand

kindnessofNeilthatToddbeginstoemergefrom theshell.Keatingis

alsoofgreatimportance.HehelpsTodddiscoverhisrealtalent,poetry.

Towardstheendofthemovie,whentheyboysarepreparingtoattend

Neil・splay,Toddseemstohaveintegratedwellintotheschool.

ToddismostaffectedbythedeathofNeil.Moreover,whenhefinds
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outthatKeatingistheintendedscapegoatintheinvestigationofNeil・s

death,Toddisthemostoffendedbytheinjusticeofit.Hetrulyhas

grown.Nevertheless,Toddcavesintotheintensepressureoftheschool

andhisparentstoimplicateKeating.Yetunlikesomeoftheotherboys,

heiswrackedwithremorse.

IntheendNeilisdead,Keatingisout,andourstudentprotagonists

arebeatenbackintotheirmolds.DeadPoetsSocietyisnotwithouthope,

however,andPeterWeirhasonemoresurpriseforus.Inthefinalscenes,

NolantakesoverKeating・sclassandtriestoreturnittothedullnessso

standardatWelton.UnfortunatelyforNolan,replacingKeatingwillnot

bequitesoeasyashethinks.Forexamplethestudentshavenointroduc-

tionpagestotheirpoetrytextasthesehavebeenrippedout.Wealsofind

thatKeatingskippedaroundalot,sowheretostartbecomesanexasper-

atingproblemforthedoctrinaireNolan.Worse,Keatingarrivestopick

uphisthings,andNolangrudginglygrantsaccesstotheclassroom.

Keatingcollectsafewbooksandpapers.Suddenly,asKeatingisaboutto

leave,Todd,nolongerabletorestrainhimself,jumpstohisfeetandblurts

howtheywereallforcedtosigntheaffidavitaboutKeating・sconduct.

ToddistoldtositdownbyNolan,butnosoonerisheseatedthanhe

standsuponhisdeskandcallstoKeating・OhCaptain,myCaptain・.Not

allbutmanyoftheboysgraduallyjoinhim inamovingtributeto

Keating・steachingandideas.AmongtherubbleofWelton,Fortinbras

hasarrived.

Noanalysisofamoviewouldbecompletewithoutafinalwordabout

thecinematographyandsetting.Ofnotearethebirdscenes（9：49�10：

06）inwhichweseebeautifulflocksofbirdsswirlingenmasse.Against

thefallcolorsofVermont,thisiscertainlyabreathtakingspectacle.How-

ever,theyseemtoberespondingtoWelton・ssonorousschoolbellinthe

background.Isthistheresultofarandom shotbyacameramanand

accidentaladditionofschoolbellsbyaFoleyartist?Ithinknot.The

schoolbellrepresentstheschoolandthebirdstheexpectedconformityof

thestudentsofWelton.Anotherseeminglyrandomsceneistherowing
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scene（44：46）.Yetisit?Someofourboys,CameronandKnox,areap-

parentlymembersoftheteam andMr.Nolaniseitherthecoxorcoach.

Rowingiscertainlyafeatureofmanyprestigiousschoolssupposedly

designedtobuildschoolandteamspirit.Also,itrequiresthatrowersdo

exactlythesamethingatthesametimeunderthedirectionofacox.

Again,theimageofconformityisreinforced.Theschoolitselfisanim-

posingfortress-likestructurecommunicatingallthepowerandprestige

possible.Thisisinstarkcontrasttowherethe・rebellion・beginsinthe

DeadPoetsSociety・sdankanddirtycave.

Awriterorpractitionerofthefineartswithenergyandgeniusmay

bewhollyresponsibleforhis/herownworkanditssuccess.Thisisnot

trueoffilm whichisadistinctlycollaborativeeffort.Itisevenunlike

mountingaplaybecauseofthemanymoreoptionsoflocation,technical/

specialeffects,andactorstochoosefrom.Moreover,therearesomany

moresupportpeopleinvolved.Indeed,itispracticallyamiraclethatany

decentmoviegetsmadeatall.Itisararetreat,then,whentherightpeo-

plecometogetherwiththesamemotivationtomakesomethingreally

fine.

Inspiteoftheseoddsagainstit,DeadPoetsSocietymeetsmanyofthe

criteriaofbeingamasterpiece.Ibelieveitdoestotoday・saudienceswhat

theGreektragediansandShakespearedidtoaudiencessomanyhundreds

andthousandsofyearsago.Theplotseemsjustrighttome.Thereis

interiorlogictoeveryscene.Atthelevelofcinematography,settings

matchandelaborateontheaction.Mostimportantly,Idonotseeevi-

denceofSchulmanorWeirtellinguswhattothinkorgivingaudiences

aneasilyaccessibleending.Theendingistragic,butalsohopefulasa

goodtragedyshouldbe.

Finally,isitamasterpiece?ItisnotthebestmovieIhaveeverseen,

butverynearthetopofthelist.ItismostcertainlythebestmovieIhave

seenbasedonanoriginalscreenplay.Assuch,Ithinkitmeetstwoofthe

criteriaIlaidoutintheintroduction.First,itiswellmadeandsimply

worksoneverylevel.Thestoryandplotflow,andthecharactersarewell
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conceivedandwell-portrayed.Thecinematographyisappropriateand

engaging.Second,itreflectsonmanyimportantissuessuchaslove,sui-

cide,youth,parents,education,andevenhumanexistence.Whyarewe

here?Mostimportantly,itchallengesuswithadramaticquestionthat

datesbacktoantiquity,・Towhatdegreearewecreaturesofreasonorof

passion?・Thisthemewillneverdisappearasamainforceindrama,of

thatIamsure.

However,itisthethirdquestion,・Isitenduring?・thatislesscertain.

Itsurelyhasmanyofthefeaturesofothertragediesthathaveendured

fromgenerationtogeneration.Also,itspeakstopeople（mystudentsfor

example）widelyseparatedintime,culture,andplace.Ihavewitnessed

that20timesormore.However,ifIamasked,・Willpeoplestillbewatch-

ingthismovie100or200yearsfromnow?・I・dhavetosayIreallydonot

know.Mychiefconcernwouldbethatitwilljustdisappearamongthe

everincreasingnumbersoflessworthy・blockbusters・.Also,inmyown

research,Ifailedtofindmuchscholarlyresearchonthisfilmoranyother.

Themovieworldsimplylacksanacademicpresencefarenoughremoved

fromthefilmcenterstomakeindependentandinformedjudgments.All

Iamwillingtoventurenowis,regardlessofthelongoddsofanymovie

beingstillwatchedinthedistantfuture,Ibelievepeoplewillcontinueto

watchandenjoythisfilmforsometime.Isitamasterpiece?Icanonly

saythatperhaps,butperhapsitistooearlytotell.

（TESOL,イギリス・フランス文学／市ケ谷リベラルアーツセンター兼任講師）
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