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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 (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 captures her ... 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:

Holly Hunter: Ada McGrath

Harvey Keitel: George Baines

Sam Neill: Alisdair Stewart

Anna Paquin: Flora McGrath

Kerry Walker: Aunt Morag

Geneviève Lemon: Nessie

Tungia Baker: Hira

Ian Mune: Reverend

Te Whatanui Skipwith: Chief Nihe

Questions for Discussion:

1.  Campion’s subtly expressive use of visual elements in her films is often more meaningful than the overt dialog. How does she employ the film’s setting, props, lighting, costume, acting/blocking, and color help convey meaning—and particularly feminist meaning—in The Piano? Are there moments that these visual cues work more to undermine than support feminist messages? Give examples.

2.  How are femininity and masculinity constructed in The Piano? There are several different types of each. Give some examples from the film, and explain how your examples illustrate constructed femininity and masculinity.

3.  We've talked this semester about patriarchal language, women's voices, and silence. Consider how you think The Piano uses silence, music, etc. Does the film undermine Ada’s voice? Does it try to create an alternative (even feminist?) language? Is it successful? Why or why not? Give examples from the film to support your arguments.

4.  How does The Piano compare to other artworks we’ve studied for our course this term? Find parallels and contrasts in the themes and artistic styles of works by O’Keeffe, Walker, Angelou, Rich, Larsen, Spielberg, others…
