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The Piano

The piano is a 1992 film by Jane Campion detailing the life of a mute woman, Ada, who's only means of communication is through her piano. Ada and her daughter Flora are forced to move to colonial New Zealand because of an arranged marriage to Stewart, an emotionally stunted land owner. Stewart trades away Ada's prized piano to his neighbor, George Baines, in exchange for a large plot of land and agrees to have Ada teach Baines how to play. After a series of sexual encounters during the piano lessons, Baines returns the piano to Ada. Ada soon falls for Baines which leads to a major confrontation between the major characters in the film. The movie provides an excellent look at how important (or unimportant) can be in an individual's life. 

Music clearly has the largest impact on Ada's life. At the age of six, she willed herself to no longer speak. However, she felt that she was still able to speak through her piano playing. Ada's playing was both enchanting and haunting. In fact, the other women who resided at Stuart's estate considered Ada's playing “wrong” as it “creeped” inside of them. Apart from allowing her to communicate, Ada's playing was also means of catharsis and ridding herself of inner-demons. The scene in which she returns to the beach for the first time to play her piano, the look of pure joy on her face is one of the few times you actually see her smile throughout the movie. In another scene, Ada is found playing her piano while in still in a deep sleep; this is clearly her way of dealing with the inner turmoil caused from her tryst with Baines.

Stuart, however, clearly considers music of little importance in his life. He's much concerned with land-ownership and dealing with local natives than with making sure his new wife is comfortable in a strange country. Stuart's first brain dead move is to refuse to carry Ada's piano back to his property. Ada clearly communicates how important her piano is but Stewart still refuses. Stuart then trades Ada's piano to his neighbor Baines in exchange for a large plot of land despite Ada's protests. Stuart's reasoning is that she must make her sacrifices for the family. Stewart clearly had no concept of how important music was to his new bride. In fact, at the point when he had given the piano away, he hadn't yet heard Ada play her precious instrument. Stewart's inability to understand Ada and her love of music is clearly why she refused to be intimate with him.

George Baines, while not being a musicians, clearly valued music and understood its value in other's lives. After escorting Ada and her daughter to the beach and watching her play the piano for several hours, Baines asks Stewart to trade for a plot of land. Baines, who was likely enamored with Ada after watching her play, understood that he would be able to get to know Ada better and perhaps win her affection with the piano. Baines was also sexually aroused by Ada's playing. Baines receives harassment from the local men in the town for receiving piano lessons. Apparently music in the local community is seen as something so trite that “only a woman” would do it. The piano lessons end up being nothing more than Baines watching Ada play. Several sexual encounters occur between the two, at which point Baines feels guilty and returns the piano to Ada. Ada soon falls madly in love with Baines which ultimately leads to a confrontation where Stewart chops off Ada's right index finger with a rather large ax. 

Stewart was unable to realize the the importance of Ada's music until he was too late. He was only capable of using her dependence on music to punish her by taking her ability to play away. After he had mutilated her, Stewart allows Ada to leave New Zealand with Baines as he finally realizes that's who Ada loves. While leaving the island on a boat, Ada asks Baines to push the piano overboard, claiming that it's “spoiled.” Ada allows herself to be drug under the water with the piano, clearly believing that she is spoiled as well. Before she drowns, however, Ada frees herself from the rope that has entangled her ankle and returns to the surface. Ada and Baines are eventually married. Baines fashions a metal finger for Ada so she can play again and she gives piano. At the end of the movie, Ada begins speaking again largely because she found someone who truly loved her and understood the value of music in her life.

