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ENGLISH 3.2 Externally assessed 
4 credits

Respond critically to specified aspect(s) of studied visual or oral text(s), 
supported by evidence

Case study: In My Father’s Den
The feature film In My Father’s Den, written and directed by Brad McGann, is based on the novel by New Zealand 
author Maurice Gee.

To support your understanding, this booklet will use 
exemplars and discuss aspects of the feature film, 
In My Father’s Den. The film is a 2004 New Zealand/
UK co-production which received a 100% critical 
rating on the website ‘Rotten Tomatoes’. It features 
the familiar New Zealand themes of dark family 
secrets, small-town claustrophobia and the lure of 
the outside world by focusing on the return of Paul 
Prior (Matthew Macfadyen), a battle-weary war 
journalist, to his isolated hometown in Central Otago. 
His relationship with 16-year-old Celia Steimer (Emily 
Barclay), the daughter of his first girlfriend, is filled 
with conflict and family secrets, ultimately leading to 
tragedy.

The film gained many awards including the 
International Critics’ Award at the 2004 Toronto Film 
Festival; the Mercedes Benz Youth Jury Prize at the 
52nd San Sebastián International Film Festival in 
Spain in the same year; the Special Jury Prize at the 
Seattle International Film Festival in 2005; the Grand 
Prix at the 2005 Festival du Film Britannique de 
Dinard; and Most Promising Newcomer for Emily Barclay at the 2005 British Independent Film Awards. It 
became one of the top-10 grossing New Zealand films in 2005 and won 10 awards for acting, directing, 
soundtrack, editing and cinematography at the New Zealand Screen Awards in the same year.

In 2017, Massey University cinema expert Dr Brian McDonnell wrote the first of a series of books analysing 
film classics based on acclaimed novels, choosing In My Father’s Den to launch the series. In his carefully 
researched analysis of the film, he explores both the 1972 novel and the process by which scriptwriter/director 
Brad McGann took the book’s essence and made it his own. He considers the 2004 film to be ‘one of the 
boldest and most radical adaptations of a classic New Zealand novel ... an undisputed classic of New Zealand 
cinema’ for its intelligent, perceptive script and superb cinematography. He says the film exudes an ‘austere, 
chilly beauty’ in its sensitive portrayal of the relationship between Paul and Celia.

Director Brad McGann said of his film: ‘There’s an audience for quiet, personal films that are much more about 
people and place.’ McGann died of cancer in 2007, at a young age.
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Critical evaluation of key scenes
What is the significance of a key scene?

a coda – an ending that
provides resolution

a catalyst

a turning
point

a climactic
event

the exposition in
the opening scene

a significant
choice made

a startling
revelation

an ending linked
to a beginning

a flashback linked
to a key issue

Key scene
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Now choose one scene from your chart and focus on a particular film convention that is used effectively in the 
scene. Write a paragraph in which you evaluate how the director uses film conventions in the scene to convey 
a central idea or to develop an important character. 

An exemplar from the case-study film, In My Father’s Den, follows.

Overview of 
central idea 
and reason 
for the scene’s 
importance.

Critical commentary 
about viewer 
response with two 
examples given.

Reference is 
made to a critical 
review in support 
of the evaluation.

Key scene: Celia interviews Paul
Director Brad McGann describes Celia’s visit to interview Paul as 
one of the most important in the film, In My Father’s Den. The scene 
initiates the narrative tension in the film, as Paul realises that Celia 
is his ex-girlfriend Jackie’s daughter, thus increasing the pressure 
on Paul to remain in Rapere Junction and ultimately face his past. 
Editor Chris Plummer uses continuity editing with cutaways and 
eye-line matches to keep the viewer focused on the delicate emerging 
relationship between the two. Without any distractions, the viewer 
is able to see what the characters are looking at, such as Celia’s 
notes, involving them directly in the developing intimacy between 
the two characters. The reverse mid-shots of their dialogue also 
immerse the viewer in Celia’s sensitive questioning and how she 
is slowly inviting Paul to open up, in spite of his emotional distance. 
Paul’s possible biological relationship with Celia is subtly hinted at, 
providing the viewer with not only a relationship drama, but 
an unrelenting mystery that ramps up as the film progresses. As 
the reviewer in The Independent newspaper at the time wrote, the 
relationship between Paul and Celia is ‘pivotal’ to the film, which 
this early but key scene shows.

Focus on editing 
and specific 
techniques.

Details of film 
genre given 
with director’s 
purpose implied, 
showing insight.
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Activity 6: Characterisation
Characterisation is the process by which a character is developed. The director works very deliberately to create 
characters with psychological depth, ensuring viewers engage fully with them. Choose the major character in your film 
and one central idea from the film, using your visual text journal and multiple viewings to complete the chart following.

An exemplar chart from the case-study film has been done as a guide.

Characterisation

Name of character: Paul Prior

Film technique Viewer response

In the opening sequence: acute angles (camera is 
tilted) of Paul as he stands in the entry of the church 
where his father’s funeral is being held.

The distorted angles indicate Paul does not fit in – 
he’s an outsider returning after some time. Viewers 
are intrigued and kept immersed in the mystery as 
it unfolds.

High-angle long shots of Paul walking along the 
river (we later discover this is where his mother 
committed suicide).

Increases our sympathy as he appears powerless 
and vulnerable, especially in the isolated setting.

Slow zoom when Paul talks about the war photo of 
the girl later killed in Grozny in the interview scene.

Intensifies the event and our sympathy; also 
indicates the event has loomed large in his life and 
affects his behaviour.

Dialogue: Paul is very guarded when talking about 
Grozny. Celia prompts: ‘So then what?’ Paul: ‘I think 
your batteries are running flat.’

Paul’s evasiveness creates tension and drama for 
the viewer.

Scenes of Paul in the bath show him surrounded by 
cold, blue light and are shot using murky white light 
sources.

Emphasise the lack of warmth and comfort in his 
life, as well as his emotional turmoil and pain – the 
viewer is drawn into his bleak world.

The river as a visual motif: flashbacks to Paul’s 
mother’s wading into the river; the scene in which 
Celia meets Paul at the river; Paul’s confrontation 
with Andrew (his brother) at the river, and the 
discovery of Celia’s body in the river are all symbolic 
of Paul’s tragic journey into the past.

The river symbolises time and how all that was 
important to Paul in the past has been swept away 
as the past catches up with the present.

Continuity editing: this technique is used to focus on 
character development in the key scene when Celia 
interviews Paul. The editing is almost invisible; for 
example, in the close-up shot which cuts smoothly 
from Celia, writing notes, to a long shot of Paul’s 
progress across the room as he moves away from her.

The editing subtly reveals that Paul is still reluctant 
to open up to Celia, so he moves across the room. 
This movement away from her is symbolic of the 
way in which he is distancing himself from his 
growing knowledge that she is Jackie’s daughter –
and possibly also his.
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Characterisation: My film study

Name of character: 

 

Film technique Viewer response
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Preparing for the assessment
What is the assessment format?
You are required to write an essay response. You should aim to write between 500 and 600 words. You are 
advised to spend 60 minutes answering the question.

Your essay must include:
• an introduction, stating clearly the focus and scope of your argument in relation to the instruction: Discuss 

the extent to which you agree with the chosen statement. Respond critically to the statement by making a close 
analysis of the text(s).

• a range of appropriate points and explanation, supported by accurate and relevant evidence, including an 
analysis of the film techniques used

• body paragraphs
• a reasoned conclusion.

You must demonstrate your ability to use and control the conventions of academic writing, such as accurate grammar, 
spelling and punctuation.

Examiner’s Report
Each year, a report is written assessing the quality of student responses. This report offers useful guidance about what 
to do and what not to do. Read the summary below. Highlight any points which might be helpful advice for you.

Summary of the Examiner’s comments following the 2015 examination
• Most candidates had a sound knowledge of their chosen texts and could supply supporting evidence for 

their analysis. However, they struggled to apply their knowledge and understanding to the statement in 
the examination question.

• Candidates must aim to write fluently about the film they have studied using critical thinking, rather than 
using learnt paragraph starters or mere description. Those candidates who read critical commentaries and 
reviews of the film they had studied were more successful in discussing their personal view in relation to 
both the statement in the exam question, and the studied film.

• Many candidates could write paragraphs based on techniques used by the director, but were unable to 
evaluate the statement in the examination question to show to what extent they agreed or disagreed with 
it. Candidates need to argue a case by applying the statement to their evaluation of the film from their own 
point of view.

• It is best if references to the director’s film techniques are carefully selected to suit the statement. The 
references need to be woven into the paragraph to support the argument.

• Candidates are encouraged to focus on a single visual text, as there is no requirement to write about two 
or more texts. Those who wrote on more than one text often repeated material.

• Very long essays were often filled with repeated material or went off the point. Effective essays were 
logical and focused clearly on the statement, but did not use extra space or pages.

• Candidates should aim to write clearly and legibly, as well as use language conventions accurately.

Based on information from: nzqa.govt.nz


