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Sequence Analysis - consider, analyse and describe the ways in which meaning is made and conveyed in this particular sequence and articulate how this may relate to wider patterns and themes in the film as a whole


Sequence beginning 45:50


Mckibben T. (2005)[footnoteRef:1] argues that Gus Van Sant’s ‘Elephant’ “does the remarkable thing of refusing to foster moral or emotional alignments”. Indeed this is a telling summary of a film that leaves the audience with no real intellectual insight into why things unfold in the way that they do. Elephant isn’t actually about the media or bullying or homosexuality, it is to do with the spontaneity of violence, its unpredictability. Van Sant allows the narrative to flow somewhat robotically. It is unconventional in which way Van Sant leaves the characters, the setting and the mise-en-scene unmediated - yet it is arousing to see how we as spectators are left with a perception to reflect, without having any preconceived points of view foisted upon us. Again, coming back to this idea of there being “no sense of moral alignment”, often enough it feels as if we are merely just watching a video game. [1:  Muratova’s, K. (2015). Sublime Anarchy in Gus Van Sant’s Elephant. Dialogue, (75).
] 


During the ‘piano scene’, we witness the character of Alex through a Medium Close-Up shot whilst he plays a tune on the piano, namely a slowed down version of the instantly recognisable ‘Für Elise’. The low angle composition places us at the focal point of the sequence. Not only do we see Alex’s expressionless face, but we also get to see his technically competent piano playing; the way in which his fingers articulate each note with such great care and precision - almost as if he were a veteran pianist. He continues to play the piano masterfully for 38 seconds. In these 38 seconds it is as if we forget who the real Alex is. We possess the knowledge of dramatic irony that obviously allows us to know his true colours (as a cold blooded killer), but as he continues playing, and as the hypnotic sound of ‘Für Elise’ slowly transcends from the diagetic score into seeming like its apart of the non-diagetic score, we seem to get lost in the awe of it all. There is a sudden ambivalence as for a moment at least, we forget about ‘the cold-blooded killer’ Alex, and pay homage to Alex ‘the young gifted pianist’. We are bought back to reality however, when his literal partner in crime Eric bangs brashly on the window above, to which the camera, Alex and (we) the spectators quickly glimpse above to see.

After the camera establishes the shadowy figure of Eric from the inside of the house/window, it starts to pan. The function of this pan angle is integral as to the effectiveness of the whole scene. Its ambiguity allows for both a wider depth of field in how we view the scene, but also it adds another breadth in how we perceive and understand the scene. At first sight it reveals the average teenage boys bedroom. The perfect box-like framing and alignment of the room complements the decelerated speed of the pan; we see what Van Sant wishes us to see – from the numerous sports trophies that Alex holds, to the dark patch of room that segregates this from his disturbingly artistic canvas graffiti and drawings. Although we only see a glimpse of the art, we can notice that all the pieces seem aggressively executed (splattered paint, eerie colours of Black, Red and Dirty Yellow), which signifies overtones of pent up aggression and reflects Alex’s inner struggles. The perpetual pan builds up like a crescendo into a catharsis of revelation, alleviating any pre-conceived ideas that the spectator may have about Alex ‘The cold blooded killer’. All the indicators are there for us to see but nevertheless Van Sant again ensures the way we view the film is left unmediated. We see Alex’s messy bed and all of his domestic items including the Camo sidebag that he carries his weapons in later, crammed into one corner of the room. The normality of his bedroom in particular is so innocently plain, that it is reminiscent of our own. We can begin to see ourselves in Alex almost. Isn’t he just an epitome of the rashly misguided teenager that we all once were? 

As the camera completes the first pan, it tracks back to an over the shoulder shot of Alex from behind. We cannot see any of his face, only his effortless piano once again, and as the upbeat notes of the song now come into play we see Eric interlude into the frame, praising and greeting Alex before going straight onto the bed and reaching for the laptop. Alex, too deeply engrossed in his own world doesn’t even acknowledge Eric. Like Alex, we are made to take little notice of Eric, as it is still Alex that is at the heart of this scene. The camera pans for a second time, continuing at a slower pace until it cuts before it reaches halfway. If it was not already clear enough in the first pan, the second pan works to really emphasise the intertextually embedded social commentary that Van Sant employs. 

Alex is aligned with two things that starkly contrast one another – artistic ingenuity and gun crime. The amalgamation of street graffiti with fine art through the phrase ‘Arte’ on the canvas on the wall instigates this split personality perhaps. The wider meaning of this in a social context could be that no matter what norms and values individuals are conditioned in society to have, no matter how different the upbringing of individuals may be, it isn’t sufficient to just use this pretext as a scapegoat for horrendous acts of crime like the Columbine High School massacre. 

Having argued about some of the intended effects of the film, and some of the societal issues that it raises, I now wish to fully reiterate the significance of the use of the tune ‘Für Elise’ and of Alex playing Beethoven and Mozart on the piano. Garry J.P. (2005)[footnoteRef:2] describes classical music as “a sign of cultivation, the best Western Civilisation has to offer” yet it is notable to see the way in which its use in this scene “cultivates” both Eric and Alex, as well as the audience. The music changes and intensifies as Eric plays the video game, which could signify yet another one of Van Sant’s social commentaries in that violence in video games simulates violence in real life (hypodermic needle theory), but this isn’t the major element of its use. The way in which the diagetic score is used to translate both Eric and Alex’s mentality to us is crucial. Eric’s dejected demeanour and how he is so immersed in the game sums up his temperament – A mindless teenager mindlessly killing people, something that the piano’s ‘Glissando’ key glide encompasses at the perfect moment. The way in which the tune works for Alex on the other hand, is much more refined then this. For both characters and us as, it represents the sorrowful notion that this (death) is just the way it is. It paints the picture of routine killing being just that – routine, and the visual realism of this happening in the game makes the feeling that much more bleaker, and makes us passive to it. [2:  Garry III, J. P. (2005). Elephant. An ordinary high school movie. Except that it’s not. Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary Media, 47.

] 


Although my aforementioned point about Eric’s dejected demeanour could be said to be the same for Alex, I will argue that this isn’t fully the case with him yet for the simple fact it is him that is engaged in the playing of the piano. Undoubtedly it is them both that pursue a ‘mindless’ killing spree by the end of the film, Alex even telling Eric to try and take pleasure from it, to  “have a good time” like he would whilst playing a video game, but arguably there is a deeper seated poignancy that we get from Alex’s demeanour that we just don’t get from Eric’s. Just as the critic Yang M. (2014)[footnoteRef:3] affirms, “Alex’s relationship to the two pieces serves as a metaphor for the awkward stage in life he occupies: he is bored by ‘Fur Elise’, a piece often assigned to children yet he is not ready to tackle the challenging adult world of the ‘Moonlight’”. The latter is insinuated through the abrupt mashing of keys in frustration, as well as showing of the middle finger up to the notes. [3:  Yang, M. (2014). Planet Beethoven: Classical Music at the Turn of the Millennium. Wesleyan University Press.
] 


This piano scene is instrumental as to the effectiveness of the film as a whole. Yang, p. 19. suggests the use of ‘Für Elise’ “denotes innocence, although its corruption by other musics anticipates the loss of that very innocence”. Van Sant’s perceptive use of the cyclical pan shot in this scene along with the music makes us feel as we are trapped in Alex’s mind. It permeates the austere nature of life to us as an audience, imaginably the same austere nature that Alex has been succumb to. The ambiguity in the innumerable ways we can read this scene is what makes it so brilliant. 








Word count including footnotes and endnotes (excluding titles): 1522
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FILMOGRAPHY:

[bookmark: _GoBack]Elephant  (Gus Van Sant, HBO, USA, 2003).
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