
 
How does Rachel Perkins use cinematic conventions in Radiance to explore the 
relationships between characters? 
 

 
The word “radiance” means a warm and cheerful brightness, which is what the movie evokes in the 
viewers at the end of the film. Through the use of a variety of cinematic conventions, Perkins 
explores the relationships between the main characters, and broadens to explore the ideas and 
concerns of sisterhood. The optimistic ending, with the reconciliation of the sisters, leaves the 
viewers with a feeling of positivity. 
 
The use of colloquial language, revealed through the dialogue between sisters, demonstrates the 
characters’ thoughts and personal relationships they have with one another. After the funeral, Nona 
creates a comedic effect by asking if no “RSPCAs” have been sent out, since nobody went to the 
funeral. Her wrong use of technical terms dramatizes the differences between the culture of North 
Queensland and the high culture of London. Except for the Priest’s eulogy during the funeral, the 
language is informal. This is a realistic portrayal of how sisters communicate, thus the audience can 
connect more with this informality. The language is also used to remind the viewers of the setting of 
this film- Northern Queensland, and the national identities of the main characters. Characters, 
especially Nona, use Australian vernacular, such as “mate”. Since the target audience of Radiance 
is Australians, the use of familiar words and phrases will cause the viewers to be able to relate to 
them and therefore pay attention to the plot and reflect on how it affects them as Australians. The 
film also includes swearing. Near the beginning of the film, Mae hurls harsh vulgarities at Henry. It is 
evident to the viewers that she hates men, because of how they have treated her mother. However, 
at the end, she accepts them and changes from a harsh to a softer woman. Moreover, a lot of 
questions are asked in the film. Nona asks short questions in which Mae replies with simple and 
straight forward answers, which suggests Mae’s impatience with Nona’s inexperience and 
ignorance. 
 
The use of familiar ideas such as family secrets and lies build towards the climax of the film, as they 
have a significant impact on the identities of the sisters. While Cressy and Mae have had a negative 
experience with their mother and even call her a “witch”, Nona still sees goodness within her mother, 
as can be seen when she wants to scatter her mother’s ashes into the sea. She also dubs her 
father, whom she dreams of sleeping with, as “The Black Prince”, and uses this against her sisters 
in a teasing and taunting way. The viewer’s realise that she looks at her father physically rather than 
as a father figure, which in turn emphasises her crudeness and inappropriateness. Upon Nona 
talking about “The Black Prince”, Cressy finally snaps, screaming at Nona that she is dirty. Until 
then, Cressy has always been the calmest of the three sisters, therefore, the viewers do not see 
Cressy’s anger throughout the film as evident as it is in this monologue. This lends the reader to 
comprehend that as a young girl, Cressy was deeply affected by the man that has raped her and 
her mother who has betrayed her by allowing for that act. The revelation of this secret causes 
Nona’s world to be turned upside-down, as her perfect image of her father and mother is crushed. 
Initially, Nona refuses to accept her true identity as the daughter of Cressy. However, Nona snaps 
back from fantasizing about “The Black Prince” to reality, which leads to a change in her thinking 
and therefore accepting her true identity. Therefore, the secret that Cressy has hidden ultimately 
changed her relationship with Nona. 
 
Perkins uses fire as a motif for a variety of reasons. The use of fire as a symbol has many 
connotations within the film. Its first objective is to introduce the racial identity of the characters. The 
flicker of the light on the matchstick gives way to the imagery of light and darkness, where darkness 
represents Cressy, Mae and Nona, who are all Indigenous Australians. Light refers to the White 
men. Ironically, the ones who represent light are the ones who have destroyed the women. They 
are superior in gender and race in that context, and take advantage of the women by raping them. 
Conversely, light can also represent to the Japanese nationality of Madama Butterfly. There are  
  



many references to the Japanese nationality. Nora Island, their mother's ancestral home, is 
becoming a Japanese tourist site. Nona even “had a Japanese lover once.” The use of fire also 
lends the viewer to comprehend the complex feelings the characters have for one another. The 
motif is used right at the start of the movie, and serves to show Mae’s anger and desire for revenge. 
Mae opens the play by flicking matches at a chair. She is bitter that her mum hated her and treated 
her cruelly. In Radiance, fire most prominently symbolises the destruction of the past. The house is 
a prison to the characters, and they are entrapped within the walls of the past. Only by removing 
elements of the past can the sisters move forward. Therefore, fire also provides them with a fresh 
beginning. During the dramatic scene of the burning of the house, Cressy relishes in the sight and 
heat of the fire. Fire destroys, yet fire also restores. The fire allows the prisoned sisters to break free 
from their mother, and the brightness of this scene coincides with the illumination of truth and the 
presence of hope afterwards. 
 
The characters are constructed according to the costumes they are wearing. The assorted 
costumes of each character immerse the viewers in a world where three sisters are completely 
unalike. This is also reflected in the fact that they have different fathers. In the beginning, Cressy 
returns from London wearing a stylish expensive-looking dress. Her fame and luxurious life due to a 
Madama Butterfly production has caused her to become distant to her sisters. On the other hand, 
Nona dresses provocatively, choosing to wears a black party dress for her own mother’s funeral. 
The viewer is thus aware of her naivety. Nona believes as long as she dresses according to what 
“Mum” would have liked, she is being respectful to her.  Her remark that “no pain is plain” offers a 
stark contrast to Mae’s personality. At the funeral, Mae wears an old-fashioned black dress, which 
implies her common sense and plainness. In the film, she is also seen wearing her mother’s 
wedding dress, which reflects Mae’s desire to get married. Furthermore, Nona believes the 
attractiveness of her appearance is essential. The scene where Cressy helps Nona to put on her 
makeup highlights Nona’s constant need for concealment. She does not have a strong sense of 
identity. It is also a foreshadowing, as Cressy has concealed a huge secret from Nona. However, in 
the end, the sisters undergo a change in their costumes. Cressy sheds her beautiful dress and ends 
up wearing her mother’s blue sundress, which shows that she has discarded her icy and distant 
image and has learnt to be warm to her family. Cressy and Mae put on Nona’s outrageously-
coloured wigs, and this evokes a sense of radiant optimism. The three women have experienced a 
great ordeal and are finally reconciled. They have taken on new identities and are preparing to head 
off up the highway to somewhere better. 
 
The music choices and sound effects develop the mood of the film, and serve to reveal the 
emotional states of the characters. During the funeral, Cressy flatly rejects the priest's request to 
lead the hymn even though she is an opera singer. The dull adaptation of "Amazing Grace" played 
on the organ represents the lack of grief felt by the small Church community present at the funeral, 
consisting of the priest, the organ player and the sisters. Except for Nona, who was wailing 
throughout the funeral, none of the others had any regard for her death. The use of operatic 
structure is also allowed for through the intertextual references to Madama Butterfly and the 
parallels that can be drawn between its story and Radiance. Opera is intentionally used to convey 
the intensity of the emotions and the dramatic actions in this film. It exposes the emotional states of 
the characters. The tragedy of Madama Butterfly echoes what Cressy has gone through- she has 
been pregnant and feels repressed as a mother, as Nona has always known her as an older sister. 
In both cases, the mother faces the threat of being split apart from her child. Cressy's choice of 
being an opera singer is therefore symbolic of her dramatic past. Before the scene of the burning 
house, as the sisters throw kerosene around, Cressy comments, "this is so operatic", and puts 
Madam Butterfly on the stereo. The opera music accompanies the destruction, which results in a 
melodramatic, over-the top scene. The thunderous music aims to reveal Cressy’s fury and 
exasperation as she tries to break free from her past.  
 
While Radiance is a film that discusses dark themes such as rape and explores the relationships 
between Indigenous women and White men, it is a film that is richly textured and coloured. The 
ending of the film is shot with rich, warm tones. The opera music changes to a catchy song, 'My  
  



Island Home', which is sung by an Aboriginal band. The song continues until the end of the film as 
they drive away, and endeavours to leave the viewer’s feeling uplifted and optimistic for what is to 
come for the sisters. Radiance is therefore essentially a story about three sisters, completely 
different in personalities, reuniting as in their search for love and identity. 


