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Losing Something in Translation
[FILMS INFOCUS

By Andrew bams

HESERPENT'S EGG -mm
- oduced by Dino De

written by ingmar E

Laurentils. Released by Pammmnt Pictures,

A NIGHT FULL OF RAIN. pirected

and written by Lina Wertmuller, Produced by Gil
Shiva. Released by Viarmer &-otben o

Ingmar Bergman and Lina Wertmullerh'

have come a cropper with their latest
films, and, by an interesting coincidence,
both efforts have been rendered in English
rather than in the customary Swedish and

ing of the ‘zanguage barrier raises the old

question of whether art-house deities are

actually corrupted by attempting, to com-
or-are

municate in the English language
simply exposed. Back in the bad old days
when foreign’ artists were lured to Hol-

lvwood by filthy lucre, it was fashionable to

sav that Hollywood had *‘ruined” them.

Hence, the very
ments in Asherica of Ernst Lubitsch, F. W..-

Murnau, . Fritz Lang, Max Ophuls, Jean"
Renoir, and many others were given unde-
servedly short shrift. For their part, de- |

fenders of the American cinema have
that foreign films are overrited

simply because their dialogue does not

have to pass muster-in a strange tongue.

Actually, peopie merely listen to American
movies as if they were illustrated radio-

scripts but they really look at foreign films,
and can thus rhapsodize over the ‘‘visu-
als,” marred every so slightly by discreet
subtitles at the bottom of the frame. There
is also the familiar snobbery of the exotic,
the esoteric, and the unknown, a snobbery
clinically designated in New York as the
Russxan Tea Room syndrome.

For most of my critical career I have

tried to steer a middle course between
Hollywood xenophobia and New York

xenOphnlia I have liked many foreign flims

t 1 have always left 2 margin in my
cﬂtiques for further research. As much as|
admire. and revere Kenji Mizoguchl's

4

ivelv. This disastrous break-

| more than it did most

considerable achieve-

. .
&
r

Ugetsu, I can never write as authorita-
tively about it and all its cultural compo-
nents as I can about Orson Welles's The

Magnificent Ambersons. This does not stop

me from reviewing Mizoguchi or  other
foreign directors, but it does prevent me
from allowing my relative familiarity with.
American cuiture to breed contempt for

American movies.

As far as Bergmém and Wertmuller are
concerned, I would say that the former has
less to prove in English, or any other

language, than the latter. Bergman al-
ready made the jump into English with The

Touch, a movie that impressed me much
people. Language
was not the big pmblem there, since what
most people couldn’t seem to stomach was
'Elliott Gould’s presumptuousness in join-
'ing Bergman’s Swedish stock company and
proceeding to manhandle the emuisite Bibi
Andermon. What chutzpah! . -

By contrast, the casting of The Ser'pent"
' Egg should not, in and of itself, have caused
any insurmountable problems. David Car-
radine has the right “look’ with which to
relate to Liv Ullmann, part:cularly in the
alienated world of 1923 Berlin in which
Nazism is being hatched out of
‘paranoia, decadence, inflatiorn, and blgot-l-

ry. What seems to have pgone wrong,

instead, is’ Bergman'’s very oblique strate-

gy in dealing with the curremly fashionable

' subject of embryonic evil culmmatiﬁg in
Hitler and the. Holocaust.
‘temptation to be entertmningly decadent, .
The Serpent’s Egg is one of the. least
sensual Be

seems content to reduce the Weiimar atrio-

sphere to scattered signs and portents
without fleshing them out, and this seems
doubly strange when one recalls the sub-

poverty. “the foreground so strongly

every

| ﬁlm, eveil with Liv |
‘Ullmann doing the Dietrich Blue Angel bit |
with garters and gaucherie, Bergman -

lime ﬂeshmess of The Night of the Clowns
and The Silence. |

It may be that Bergman cannot relate
either to his characters or to their supposed
milieu simply because he is too preoccu-
pied with his own problems of dislocation
and readjustment. His very abstract, sty- -
lized narrative full of mazes and shock -
tableaux may refer as much to a director’s
troubles with the tax authorities as to a
society's torment. The odd mixture of
Franz Kafka and FritZ Lang in the scenario
does not seem to correspond to Bergman's
greatest strengths as an artist. Only in an
early sequence in which a suicide is re-
vealed by an opening door does Bergman
reveal his genius in rendering the most
desperate feelings in the most eloquent
images. For the rest, he seems to wander in
a daze among his " incoherent and
unresolved characters, He seems particu-
larly tentative about the Jewish question,

" dropping all sorts of heavy hints but always

pulling back before the temptation of ba-

| nality becomes irresistible. Bergman has

abandoned the island of ‘his mind only to
sink into the wasteland of history. Up to
now his characters have always occupied
and so clearly
that the sketchy outlines of the soclal
background r:ould be understood as hallu-
cinatorv impressions.,In The Serpent’s
Egg, the characters are thrust into the
‘background of an unfocused nightmare, the
design of which is rhore mmplicated than
compelhng - .. ST -




