Textual analysis Student A

Textual Analysis: The Piano
Textual Analysis: The Piano (1993)
Sequence Running Time: 01:12:41 – 01:17:41
The extract I have chosen is taken from Jane Campion’s film The
Piano and I am going to analyze it in terms of its social, geographical and
historical context and then focus on how it uses cinematography, sound,
editing, genre, mise-en-scene, symbols, narrative structure, themes and
motifs to convey meaning according to the filmmaker’s intentions, vision and
her influences.
The Piano is set in 1850s New Zealand, in a time when women had no
rights at all. They could not own property, nor hold their own money and
everything they had went to their husbands. It was quite normal for them to be
forced into marriage and they were expected to tolerate their husbands.
Additionally, women were not supposed to be sexual beings and it was
considered as a scientifically proven fact that they had no sexual desire. Any
woman that showed such tendencies was considered to be mentally insane
and had to be treated immediately.
New Zealand at the time was still uncolonized, with large amounts of
forest and a population consisting mostly of the indigenous Maori people.
There were very few white settlers, most of which were men looking for land.
This type of remote setting is a typical feature of Jane Campion’s films, for
which she frequently isolates her characters in order to break them down and
explore their psyche.
The film was released in 1993, the same year that marked the
beginning of the third wave of feminism. While Jane Campion has stated that
she does not consider herself as a feminist director, her “representation of
female characters has a feminist structure” (Fendel: 87). Self-identity was a
big part of the third wave of feminism and a lot of focus was placed on women
being represented exclusively as men saw them. Jane Campion has always
aimed to fight this in her films, stating that she wants her female characters to
be seen as more than sexual objects (Pulver). This is visible with the
1

Film teacher support material

1

Textual analysis Student A

Textual Analysis: The Piano
character of Ada in the film, and in the sequence I have chosen especially,
where we see Ada taking control of her own life. This setting and context tie
into the main themes of the film, which can all be found in this extract – love,
sex, society and women.
The sequence I have chosen to analyze begins with Ada leaving her
daughter Flora in the woods in order to go see Baines, thus beginning their
romantic and sexual relationship, and ends with her husband watching them
from outside the hut. This is a turning point not only for the plot, but also for
Ada’s character, as we see her exploring her own sexuality and for the first
time starting to become more independent. In the scene we also get a clearer
view of Stewart’s character, as he finds out about the illicit relationship and
shows his isolation and fascination with Ada. This is done in the extract mainly
through juxtaposition, cinematography and non-diegetic sound.
The beginning of the sequence marks Ada’s breakaway from her
daughter Flora. As Flora is running through the forest, cursing at her mother
for abandoning her in order to see her lover, the camera cuts to a shot of her
stepfather approaching. A feeling of apprehension immediately overwhelms
us, as we wonder if Stewart is going to find out about the affair. He asks Flora
where her mother is and, in a close-up, she screams “To hell!”. The camera
then cuts to a shot of Baines lying down in his home and, although Ada is not
there yet, we know that this is where she is headed. These two juxtaposing
shots represent the concept of hell put next to Baines, so as to say that his
relationship with Ada and the adultery they are about to commit are sin.
However, in the context of the film, Ada’s freedom and her independence
come from her sexual relationship with Baines. With this scene Campion is
criticizing the way society judges women, as Ada’s sexuality is seen as a sin
and not as something to be celebrated. What is more, the shot shows the
divide between Flora and Ada. Up until now Flora has never spoken to her
stepfather, and the first time that she does, she betrays her mother.
Regarding the cinematography, Jane Campion stated in an interview
that she is not interested in getting specific shots, but rather in “what sorts of
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sensations and feelings and subtleties that [she] can get through [the] story
and bring out through performances” (Dieckmann). This is what sets The
Piano apart from other period romance dramas. Most of the films belonging to
this genre have very intense cinematography, with wide sweeping shots and
dramatic close-ups, but Stuart Dryburgh’s cinematography is much simpler,
yet very powerful and taking full advantage of the actors’ abilities, giving the
film the “manner of a fairytale” (Canby). A clear example of this is when we
see Ada enter Baines’s hut and, not being sure what to do, starts pacing back
and forth. The camera tracks with her, mirroring her indecision, with this
movement giving her the voice she does not have and the chance to show us
her mental state. This is put in great contrast with Baines, who is shown in a
stable medium shot and is a very still and solid presence, forcing Ada to stay
(Fig. 1).

Figure 1 – Baines’s still presence compared to Ada’s nervous pacing

As Baines talks about wanting Ada and not being able to have her, the
camera slowly moves in on Ada, from a medium shot to a close-up. Despite
being across the room from each other and therefore physically far away, they
are becoming emotionally close and, as the shot moves in, we see an
increase in intensity of emotion on Ada’s face. It is worth mentioning Holly
Hunter’s acting ability at this point, as she is able to show the combination of
love, anger and confusion that Ada is feeling yet still trying to repress. In this
scene the simple cinematography plays a pivotal role, with the camera being
far enough to give the actors breathing room, focusing not just on Ada’s face,
but on her entire posture, even her neck muscles. She is still very tense, but
we can see her emotions emerging and we feel them with her.
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After slapping Baines in a fit of outrage, Ada falls to the ground, and as
she falls the camera tilts and a crane shot moves smoothly down with her so
that she is at eye level the entire time. She is holding control of the shot, she
is still the main focus, and this is Jane Campion’s way of telling us that Ada is
taking control of her life, despite being literally and figuratively “down” (Fig. 2).

Figure 2 – Ada remains the primary focus of the camera

Campion’s camerawork is vital also for understanding Stewart’s mind,
as he spies on his wife Ada and his rival Baines from outside the hut. He is
placed in the corner of the porch, cut off by two walls, the composition of the
shot really showing his loneliness and isolation. This concept is taken further
when we get his point of view as he looks at them through a hole. We only
see about a third of the screen with Ada and Baines, while the rest is cut off in
black. This symbolizes not only Stewart’s isolation, but also his strong desire
for his wife and the realization that he cannot have her.
The lighting in the sequence is entirely natural and ties in with the
simplicity of the cinematography. As Baines is standing in the doorway, he is
lit by the outside light, but as Ada walks up to him her shadow falls over his
face. While it could seem of little importance in the sequence, it is very
interesting when put in context with the rest of the film. Most of the film is set
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in the forest, so the lighting is often foggy and distilled, with people seldom
casting shadows. Ada’s shadow is a rare occurrence and shows that she is
starting to have a stronger presence in her life, further symbolizing her
struggle toward independence. The lighting outside is very cool and bluish, in
line with the “eerily underwater hue” that characterizes the film (Tincknell: 23),
questioning the reality of people and their actions.
One of the most interesting choices in terms of editing is a shot of
Baines, over twenty seconds long, as he talks about wanting Ada. The
camera refuses to cut away from him and at first it seems almost selfish of
him, but then we begin to see how affected he is emotionally and we realize
that this is what Ada finds most attractive about him, his ability to show
emotions. Another important cut shows a close-up of Ada and Baines inside
the hut, kissing and sharing a very intimate moment, while Stewart is outside
with the dogs, standing on the porch. There are several tall trees in the
background, making him really seem cut off from the world and small
compared to everything else. These two shots juxtapose the ideas of
closeness and loneliness and remind the audience of the danger Ada is in.
She is living a fantasy romance inside the hut, but outside her husband is
looking, feeling alone and angry.
Most of the background tracks were recorded on location, with many
bird and wildlife sounds from the forest. As Baines is talking to Ada, the track
volume lowers, until he screams at Ada to get out and we then hear a sad bird
song in the background. The placement of this track is important because so
far the image that Baines has projected is that of a wild and hard man, but
here we finally see his emotions pouring out. Ada is really attracted to this
side of him, because while Stewart is always controlling, Baines understands
her. As Stewart approaches the hut, we hear a non-diegetic track of Ada and
Baines inside, creating dramatic irony, because he is unaware of what he is
going to find while the audience can hear it, stressing his isolation. Most of the
music composed by Michael Nyman for the film is for the piano, however,
when Baines leans in to kiss Ada, we hear a strings piece. Up until now their
relationship has been based around the piano, so this change symbolizes a
5

Film teacher support material

5

Textual analysis Student A

Textual Analysis: The Piano
new chapter in their life. String music is also traditional of romantic dramas,
again furthering the idea of a fairytale romance.
The setting in this case is an uncivilized world where society is far
away, there are no rules and people let out their animalistic nature. Campion
likes to explore this concept, how people act outside the constraints of
society, together with the theme of passion and lust. We can see this in
Stewart and his confusion concerning his feelings of lust toward his wife,
reaching the point where he spies on her with another man without
intervening. The main focus, however, is Ada’s “self-realization achieved
through a liberated eroticism” (Fox: 112) and her escape from the constraints
of her life, represented also by her clothes.
The film also explores how complicated love and the relationships we
have are. Stewart really loves Ada but is confused by her, either trying to
control her or just watching her. Ada and Baines’s relationship is romantic, yet
it blossoms from an initial situation very close to sexual blackmail.
Additionally, because the setting is very isolated and the only things that place
it contextually are the costumes and the Maori, all the themes discussed in
the film could be applied to any other time and place, undoubtedly accounting
for the film’s vast success.

Word count: 1938

Important – please note:
•

•

•

This is not authentic assessment material. This work has been fabricated to
enable teachers to experiment with applying the assessment criteria. It may not
fulfil all of the formal requirements of the assessment task as outlined in the guide
(including academic honesty).
The layout and format of this work has been adapted for publishing, translating
and copyright purposes. Therefore this work should not be used as an exemplar
to guide students in the creation of work for assessment.
This work will be replaced with authentic candidate work after first assessment in
2019.
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