
Paul Thomas Anderson’s new movie, The Master,  is a well-craft ed fi lm whose plot contains subtle elements of 
psychology and the sense of belonging while also remaining thoroughly thought-provoking

The Master, written and directed by Paul Thomas An-
derson, feels like a fi lm released in a different age. The 
movie was shot in 65 mm fi lm and favored a gradual 
release starting in select cities instead of the standard na-
tionwide weekend release.

Set in post-World War II 1950’s America, The Mas-
ter initially follows the life of Freddie Quell, played by 
Joaquin Phoenix.  Quell is a violently unstable ex-seaman, 
drunkenly stumbling through life with sex being his top 
priority and violence being his go-to reaction.  

His life takes a strange turn when he stumbles onto a 
yacht owned by the eccentric Lancaster Dodd, played by 
Philip Seymour Hoffman.  

Dodd is the leader of a fanatical religious and pseudo-
scientifi c group where his word is holy fact, drawing 
many parallels to the real life faith of Scientology and its 
founder L. Ron Hubbard.

Thankfully, the wrath of Tom Cruise and the Church 
of Scientology will not be incurred.  The Master is not a 
mockumentary created to bash Scientology and L. Ron 
Hubbard. Instead, the fi lm uses this fabricated belief as 
a vehicle to express the motives, beliefs, and character 
development of Quell and Dodd.  

The legitimacy of Dodd’s belief in his own religion 
is called into question early on and lingers through-
out.   

Whether playing a con man or a mad man, Hoffman 
dominates the screen in the same way Dodd dominates 

his followers in the movie. 
Dodd’s logical and calculated behavior balances out 

Quell’s irrational and animalistic nature.
Phoenix skillfully portrays this role of a volatile man-

seeming to be slave to his irrational behavior.  At no point 
in the fi lm did it seem like Quell would make a self-bene-
fi cial decision based on reason.

The differences between Dodd and Quell begin to blur 
as the story progresses and similarities become evident.  
In many aspects they are two sides of the same coin, or 
better yet, share two cells in the same prison.  

Anderson creatively expresses this through selective 
dialogue and clever sets without being overt.

Perhaps the most interesting character introduced in 
the fi lm is Dodd’s wife Peggy, played by Amy Adams. 
Peggy is alluded to being even more manipulative and 
ambitious than the supposed “master,” highlighting the 
theme that everyone is subject to a master, even the mas-
ter himself.  

As with many aspects of the fi lm, Peggy’s subtle infl u-
ence of her husband is minimal, yet poignant.

The slowest portion of the fi lm consists of repetitive 
mental exercises performed by Dodd meant to build up 
Quell into something that goes against his very nature.  

While perhaps symbolizing the fruitlessness of Dodd’s 
infl uence on Quell, it does not feel worth the long, repeti-
tive scenes that block the fl ow of an otherwise well-paced 
fi lm.

The Master is not a fi lm that everyone should see.  
Aside from the graphic nudity and occasional violence, 
the movie is very lengthy and does not escalate into an 

epic conclusion with a major payoff at the end.  
Instead it has a peaceful ending for the characters and 

simply leaves the audience with an important message.  
    If these things do not seem to be detractions, then 
absolutely go see it; do not be afraid to see it multiple 
times to better understand hidden themes and character 
developments.  

Among the slew of lackluster fi lms released in Septem-
ber, The Master remains a diamond in the rough.
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Recent drama is cerebral sensation

MOVIE INFO

Joaquin Phoenix (Freddie Quell)
Philip Seymour Hoff man (Lancaster Dodd)
Amy Adams (Peggy Dodd)

Starring:

THE MASTER

Ten word review: The 
Master has a 
multi-layered plot 
driven by character 
development.


