CMS 2100

Introduction to Film/Bonner


The Piano (Jane Campion, 1993; 118 minutes)

Producer: Jan Chapman

Screenplay: Jane Campion

Editor: Veronika Jenet

Cinematographer: Stuart Dryburgh

Original Music: Michael Nyman

Production Design: Andrew McAlpine

Costumes: Janet Patterson

Abstract (adapted from IMDB.com):

It is the mid-nineteenth century. Ada is a mute who has a young daughter, Flora. In an arranged marriage she leaves her native Scotland accompanied by her daughter and her beloved piano. Life in the rugged forests of New Zealand's South Island is not all she may have imagined and nor is her relationship with her new husband Stewart. She suffers torment and loss when Stewart sells her piano to a neighbor, Baines. Ada learns from Baines that she may earn back her piano by giving him piano lessons, but only with certain other conditions attached. At first Ada despises Baines but slowly their relationship is transformed, and this propels them into a dire situation. 

OR:

This is one of my all-time favorite films. It combines masterful scripting, cinematography, performances, and musical score into a disturbing, erotic, and ultimately uplifting piece. The movie's heroine, wonderfully portrayed by Holly Hunter, is mute (symbolic of the fact that she has no say in her own life), with her daughter (the astonishing Anna Paquin) and her piano as her personal obsessions. Her conscripted husband, coldly played by Sam Neill, is trying to win her heart and her desire in all the wrong ways, while his crude tribal neighbor, sensually played by Harvey Keitel, understands her needs and ultimately wins her attention physically, intellectually, and romantically. The film's message and its delivery are extraordinarily powerful, the cinematic technique is rich ... the sequence shot with Hunter, Paquin, Keitel and the piano on the beach is one of the best pieces of work I've ever seen. Lasting impact.

Cast:

Ada McGrath (Holly Hunter) 

George Baines (Harvey Keitel)

Alisdair Stewart (Sam Neill)

Flora McGrath (Anna Paquin)

Aunt Morag (Kerry Walker)

Nessie (Geneviève Lemon)

Hira (Tungia Baker)

Reverend (Ian Mune)

Chief Nihe (Te Whatanui Skipwith) 

Questions for Discussion:

1.  Consider the elements of this film's form. What motifs, parallelisms, and contrasts do you find established among the characters, settings, props, etc.?

2.  What do you interpret as the explicit, implicit, and symptomatic meanings for The Piano? Give some examples from the film to support your points.

3.  How does Campion construct the mise-en-scène of The Piano? How does her use of setting, props, lighting, costume, actor performance/blocking, and color help convey meaning?

4.  The Piano features a range of shot angles, focus depths, speeds of motion, camera/optical movements, and framing distances. Note the film’s overall patterns (motifs) for each. How do the camerawork choices in each example shape the meanings of their respective images?
5.  Is the overall pattern of camerawork for The Piano generally static or generally mobile? Based on your observations, discuss an example from the film that you think best illustrates its overall pattern of camera movement and one example from the film that you think best illustrates an expressive use of shot scale (framing distance). Explain how your two chosen examples create meanings, define characters/settings, etc. Be sure to use as many film terms as possible as you describe your examples.
Camerawork & Cinematography terms

Mobile Framing
    Static/stationary camera
    Panning
    Tilting
    Tracking (or Dollying)
    Craning
POV shot
Hand-held
Perspective Relations: Focal Length of Lens & Focus Depth
    Normal (Renaissance perspective)
    Wide-angle
    Telephoto
    Zoom (Optical Movement)
    Shallow focus
    Selective focus
    Deep focus
    Gregg Toland
    Racking focus
Duration
   Long take
   Jean Renoir
Photographic Qualities: Film Stock
    Film speed
    Overexpose, underexpose
    Filters
    Tinting
Photographic Qualities: Speed of Motion
    Slow-motion
    Fast-motion
    Time-lapse
    Freeze-frame
    Pixillation

Special Effects 

Superimposition
Miniatures/models
Composite shot (or "Process shot"/"Process work")
    Rear Projection
    Matte shot (or "Matte work")
        Stationary matte
        Traveling matte
    Digital composite shot
        "Blue screen"
        CGI (Computer Generated Imagery) 

