The comparative essay – some stylistic models

An extract from an essay on the play Equus and the film Psycho:

· NB – the essay structure is explained in sidebar comments; the ‘meta-languages’ of thematic content and stylistic techniques are indicated by two different underlining fonts

3. What is similar and different about the ways in which Peter Shaffer and Alfred Hitchcock explore a struggle for independence?

Alfred Hitchcock in the film Psycho and Peter Shaffer in his stage production Equus both explore a struggle for independence. However, the two artists differ in the ways they develop this idea, particularly in their treatments of time, setting and their respective media. Conversely, both works draw on the common themes of the disturbed human psyche, offering a critical perspective on organised religion and acknowledging the compelling force of the subconscious Freudian ‘id’. The characters Norman Bates and Marion Crane in Psycho and Allan Strang and Martin Dysart of Equus all face internal struggles against their own dependencies.
 

While the works’ psychologically disturbed protagonists are obviously struggling with their sanity, all the main characters struggle to liberate themselves via differing means. Although embattled by struggles of financial, emotional, psychological and religious natures, two main aims can summarise these various elements – a fight to break free from repression and to live an ‘authentic’ existence. 

Primarily Bates and Dysart experience repression, a defence mechanism of the human psyche used to keep distressing thoughts and feelings buried in the unconscious. Norman Bates suffered from the unwanted memory of his mother’s and her lover’s murders that he committed in a state of frenzied rage. It is revealed at the end of the movie that Norman is schizophrenic, although not specifically stated. Alfred Hitchcock cleverly disguises the split throughout the entire movie, using strategic film techniques. Presented voyeuristically, the film uses camera angles that manipulate points of view in a ‘Big Brother’ style. Yet despite this appearance of a god’s eye view, we only see what Hitchcock wants us to, keeping the truth behind Norman and his mother hidden until the end. This is similar to Shaffer’s delayed revelation of the psychological motivation behind Alan Strang’s act of violence in the cathartic final act of the play, making it, as Shaffer himself said, “a whydunit rather than a whodunit”. Thus Hitchcock’s filmic manipulations of point of view correlate to the interaction of Dysart’s intimate monologues (exposing his repressed fascination with ‘religious’ freedom) with Shaffer’s ‘theatre-in-the-round’ staging of Alan Strang’s abreactions.


In Psycho’s concluding court room scene, the psychologist explains Norman’s split personality, comprised of both ‘Norman’ and his ‘Mother’. When he felt attraction to a woman, his mother’s side would become furious and take over to kill the rival of her affection. Her ‘jealousy’ is really only a mirror of Norman’s own repressed feelings towards his mother and the man who was her new partner. These deep emotions instead manifested themselves in Norman’s ‘other side’ after his mother’s death, because he could not cope with the hallowing guilt of matricide and assumed that she would feel the same way about his potential partner’s as he had towards hers. In Freudian terms, Norman is clearly still repressed by the ‘anal stage’ of Freud’s Psychosexual Development theory. This becomes evident in such ironic dialogue as, “A boy’s best friend is his mother”. Norman also frequently displays immaturity and childlike behaviour in the film, enforcing
 the theory. Hitchcock shows this metonymically through Norman eating candy like a child and when the camera shows teddies on his bed as Lila investigates his house. 

Similarly, Dysart also experiences strong feelings of religious repression in the play Equus. However unlike Hitchcock who conceals Norman’s true struggles until the end of the movie, Shaffer uses dialogue to explain Dysart’s problems. In a series of short monologues throughout the play, Dysart details his conflicting emotions, revealing feelings of being stifled in his job as a child psychiatrist and strange admiration for the fervently derailed horse murderer Alan Strang. Trapped in a marriage devoid of love and passion, Dysart looks instead to worship Ancient Greek gods with a pathetically bloodless adoration. His dealings with Alan not only expose such ‘worship’ as a mere shadow of the boy’s genuine religious experiences, but causes Dysart to see his profession as a form of sacrilege in its stripping of children’s individuality and their respective spiritual connections. 

While it is obvious that each text approaches the theme with generic differences, from Hitchcock’s powerful cinematic expression of a psychological thriller to Shaffer’s experimental blend of Greek Tragedy with the Theatre of Cruelty, contrasts can also be explored between Hitchcock’s seemingly enthusiastic endorsement of Freudian analysis and Shaffer’s far more critical portrayal of psychiatry. Either way, however, both works are undeniably powerful invocations of the universal ‘id’ deep within our minds. 



In the play Equus, Shaffer presents the reader with a strained relationship between doctor and patient, where both characters Dysart and Strang experience an internal struggle for independence. Dysart demonstrates his struggle through the hysteria of a midlife crisis and professional self-doubt. He feels as if he is policing normality through clinical psychiatric treatment in league with the magistrate and his patients’ parents. In contrast, Alan is experiencing a psychotic crisis of inverted normality, seeking self-fulfillment as he does through the secret nature worship of horses. Alan can not seem to separate himself from the chorus of horses, which ultimately leads to the horrific blinding incident. He speaks of their watchful and judgmental eyes as he attempts to be sexually active with his crush in the stables where they work, but his carnal desire is reigned in by haunting visions of his God, the horses. Shaffer uses techniques from The Theatre of Cruelty to dramatize and emphasise Alan’s struggle. The Theatre of Cruelty was known for its bleak outlook on life, nudity, distorted and disturbing images and chorus work, all of which are used in Equus, theatrical techniques which are comparable with Hitchcock’s filmic treatment of Marion’s and Norman’s struggle for independence in Psycho. 


Marion’s mild external struggle to escape her life was mirrored in Norman’s more severe internal struggle with his repressed desires. ‘Independence’ in the film Psycho covers the escape from any kind of dependency, whether it is emotional, physical, or financial. Marion represents American alienation with her financial insecurity, fear of police, desperate pursuit of a piece of happiness in an authentic family and the hustle and bustle of everyday capitalist life. Marion’s struggle for independence is cleverly mirrored by Norman who is the psychotic reverse of Marion. Hitchcock uses a number of images to represent the nightmarish world of psychopathic crime including the villa / 'haunted castle', the mummified mummy, stuffed juvenile toys, the knife and his mother’s clothing. Norman struggles with his psychotic case of a split personality between his mother, whom he murdered, and his self. 

Throughout the film Norman undergoes a mental struggle for psychotic independence. Hitchcock uses specific camera 
angles, movement, lighting and audio to explore Norman’s complex mind. The audience’s confrontation with splitting typographic components, diverging lines and erratic orchestral music during the opening credits foreshadows Norman’s split personality. Throughout the film Hitchcock uses awkward jump cuts accompanied by the layered melodies of Bernard Herman’s music scored with high pitched jabbing strings to represent the surface calm of Norman’s personality covering a deeply troubled psychotic mind. The lighting also complements these techniques with a combination of light and dark across Norman’s face, again reflecting his split personality. The mirror as a reflection of Norman’s disjointed personality is a recurring image that also develops the idea of voyeurism. 

The conflict between family and self as a barrier to independence is a theme explored in both texts. In Equus we see the alienated father and ‘domineering’ mother of the only son Alan, living in a lower middle class situation and in state of denial. The Strang family tries to ‘keep up appearances’ of a happy family, which is inversely reflected in the Dysarts’ family, which is childless, professional and middle class but in a similarly alienated marriage. Again this is reflected in Marion Crane’s desires for an ‘authentic’ family constrained within a secretive and socially disreputable sexual liaison. This is evident when Marion sighs her name is ‘Marie Samuels’ in Norman Bates’ motel, in a symbolic attempt to find an authentic identity. 


NB: this is not a complete essay. It also lacks a certain degree of textual evidence by direct quotation (especially from the written text – the play) that would probably make its argument more persuasive.
The importance of using meta-language to analyse the effects of stylistic techniques (especially, but not only, in films)
Here is a paragraph from an essay that analyses a key sequence in the movie Mississippi Burning in order to argue that the film implies Civil Rights in the U.S. were actually achieved by violent white men acting as maverick heroes, not by a peaceful Negro struggle of civil disobedience.
The scene of Mrs Pell’s attack is set in her lounge room interior and begins in warm lighting with the diegetic sounds of audience laughter and a light-hearted comedy act coming from the television. A low camera establishes Mrs Pell’s point of view relaxed in an armchair. With the entry of her husband followed by three large white men, the atmosphere of the scene instantly changes. As Deputy Pell grabs his wife and begins to beat and throw her around the room, hand-held shots and a rapid pan accentuate the violence. The remainder of the scene uses a montage of low angle reaction shots of the impassive male Ku Klux Klan onlookers, and off camera sounds of breaking furniture and pummelled flesh. The effect is a chilling portrayal of domestic violence perpetrated in the service of a brutal male-only secret society.  = topic sentence concludes the paragraph to summarise the overall impact of the analysed scene 

An equivalent discussion of The Lives of Others might analyse the sequence that shows Christa Maria Seiland’s two interrogations by Grubitz then Weisler, focussing on how lighting, shot composition, parallelism, costume, sound and music all contribute to its presentation of her character’s ‘sacrifice’ to the power of the State.
NB: filmic terms only used to highlight effects of techniques





Close reading proper begins by analysing the sequence step by step – here, one scene per paragraph








� This is an edited amalgam of essays submitted in 2007 by Rachel Dixon & Kerstin Jones





��Introductory paragraph rewrites the topic / question with overarching key ideas that the essay will flesh out in a logical way 


�Second paragraph sets up one of the key ideas from the introduction (struggle against repression) with a more explicit interpretation, in order to be followed by later paragraphs that will provide evidence from both texts 


�Third paragraph links BOTH texts by providing parallel examples in support of the essay’s key ideas


�Fourth paragraph expands on the implications of the argument for one of the paired texts


�Fifth paragraph repeats the process for the other text. NOTE the linking word ‘Similarly’ that joins paragraphs 4 & 5 together


�Sixth paragraph sets up a new idea for elaboration in response to the topic – how the different genres of play and film are used to explore the same psychological themes 


�Seventh paragraph fleshes out this second argument by relating one text’s narrative to its generic features – in this case, theatrical techniques – concluding with an explicit link to the second text’s similar relationship between story and style.


�Paragraphs eight & nine split the discussion of the second text in two because of its parallel focus on two key characters.


�Paragraph ten introduces the essay’s third argument – a sub-theme of “conflict between family and self” that is a secondary form of the primary theme’s “struggle for independence” – by returning to interlinked examples from BOTH texts.





