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THE(PASSION OF ANNA

Bergman
PEnELorE GILLIATT

Ingmar Bergman’s The Passion of Anna, which is a mas-
terpiece, 1s one of the most specifically modern films T have ever
seen, yet there 1s barcly a modern object 1n sight. No traffic, no
trozen food, no push-button sophisticated speech. It is the charac
ters’ phight that scems so modern. The people in the film live on an
1sland off the Swedish coast. Bergian presents their world as theo-
logically created, but the Theos is mutc about what to do next.
Blunders have the weight of heresy; idle crrors have barbarous con-
Sequences.

I am not religious, but I can see how much our atheist epoch
may have impoverished Western art by formulating no substitute
order of good and evil. The flower children are about the only
people poctic cnough to have tried. The reign of black comedy,
satanic comedy, has dimmished literature, on the whole; it is verv
easy to write about cvil, very hard to write about good and cvil.
The reason why so many rollicking antiwar films are nothing ver:
much, the reason why they offer no convincing account of the
diabolical, is that they present war as a given and uncontrolluble
condition outside any systemn of cause and effect, and thercfore
morally as banal as awful weather. They show within that conds
tion no one who makes you suppose that he and his ike might
have created it. The lack of religion in a nontheistic sense—of a
bond between a wan and his seruplo b ded Tapt oy sy
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rathc: absurd attempts to manufacture a plastic sort of heresy in-
stcad. W e have had, for instance, our glum orgics of blue films,
which 1¢ prcsent a %upremc]} comic cftort to bl"*spha,mc consider-
mg that the offort i< instantly scuttied by its own liberal arcument
that there 15 nothicz blasphemous about pornography. And in the
amoial world of our new, “liberated,” but really rather line-toeing
wacky comedies that specialize in the far-out, where nothing in the
presented world remotely works but where anything goces, one
stmply misses somewhere to put onc’s feet; it scems that there is no
floor, onlyv falling.

The Passion of Anna is Bergman’s second feature film in color.
We see Max von Sydow at the start as a withdrawn, droll-looking
hermit called Andreas Winkelman, with reddish hair and beard.
He i1s mending a roof. The sunlight comes and goes. He has few
friends. There are brief reprieves, but his soul lives mostly in the
cold. We hear that he is divorced, “in a way.” Much later, when he
is living with someonc, he has a terrified daydream about an un-
identiied woman. The image mixes up lovemaking and hospitals,
and he comes out of the daydream to say that he was thinking of
cancer. 50 did he lcave his wife when she was deathly ill? Is that a
part of his own mortal uneasc? His ex-wife’s pottery barn, where we
then scc him twirling the potter’s wheel and getting as drunk as he
can, 1s “left exactly as it always was,” except that he is now boozed
out of his mind in it. On sacrilege, he and Bergman’s film are ex-
perts.

As time goes on, Andreas gets to know two women. One of them
1s Eva (Bibi Andersson), married to a bilious architect called Elis.
She has a brief and pretty melancholy affair with Andreas. The
other i1s Anna (Liv Ullman), lame after a car accident that oc-
curred when she was driving and that killed both her child and her
husband, who was also called Andreas. Anna and the visible An-
drcas start living togcther, more or less happily. “There was violent
dissension,” she ]atf.r says of this period, “but wec never infected
each othcr with cruclty. or suspicion.”
her first marriage, and we believe every word of it for a while. In a
technically amazing monologue at a dinner party, she turns her
head swiftly to the offscreen Elis, Andreas, and Eva, and the cam-
¢ra, unlooked at, presses in on her, close up, like the stare of
CONSCICNCE, as shc talks about her marriage and about ]wmg in the

She says the same thing of
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truth.” She looks transparently honest but she s really Iying m her
tecth, for her marriage was a bad onc and she half-consciously
meant to kill the husband and cluld whose dcaths now genuinely
make her suffer so much—just as she means, later on, to try to kili
the present Andreas in the samnce accidental way.

The film has partly to do with the malign hold that the past cin
have. The people in it wreck the present by too much re-enacting.
‘They can’t escape. The past has a grip on thar feet, ke mud
drcams. They can’t make a move, and past behavior consumes the
possibility of present action, just as the old, unsecen Andrcas begins
so to requisition the present Andreas that there 1s a moment when
von Sydow actually goes out mnto the garden and shouts his name
to himself to call back his swallowed soul. And the two women-—
Anna, an angel-faced liar who at first seems really anxious for the
truth, and Eva, a girl who thinks hersclf shabby-natured but who
talks miscrably well of sorts of puniness that are beyond the first
one’s comprehension—actually it together like the halves of a wal-
nut. They are described as inseparables, and their personalitics flow
in and out of cach other, like the psychic exchangings of the two
women in The Silence and Persona. So do the temperaments of
every other pair in the picture, which is sexually geometne. (It
even emerges, when the architect is talking to Andreas, that Eva,
the architect’s wife, also slept with the Andreas whom Anna
killed.) There are cextraordinary close-up two-shots—again like the
ones in The Silence and Persona—in which two faces will move
across cach other in talk and sometimes slightly hide each other.
(‘The cameraman, as always, 1s Sven Nykvist.) The composition is a
little like a Picasso Cubist painting, onc face often in full front
view and one in profile; it is also entirely thcatrical—an image of
power in flux between onc person and another, like the theme of
Strindberg’s The Stronger, in which a silent woman slowly takes
over the authority from a prattler. One of the more trite questions
of modcrn art is whether one can be two different people at the
samc time, Bergman is more interested in the opposite: Can two
people melt into one? And, if so, what about the simultancous
deadly combat to remain separated? He has made, again and again,
films that are about pcople’s terror of being eaten alive spirttually
and about their mesmecrized longing to risk it, all the same. In the
old days, he often went into that notion in storics full of charades,
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~nagic shows, apparitions, and the occult. Now he does it simply.

Alma, m Hour of the Wolf, tvpically pointed out that old people
who have lived together all their lives begin to look like each other.
In Persona. in the scene when the two women are picking over
mushrcoms and their sun l:ats tip across each other, the characters
quictly hum tunes pitied against each other in contradiction of the
merging 1unage. Bergman makes films that are about girls half
formed uniil they are with other, stronger women, about men’s
abiding tcrror that the women loved in their maturity are going to
eat them up and return them to the immurement known before
birth. In this Alin, Andreas tells us that he has claustrophobia and
that he used to dream of falling down potholes.

Andreas has no perceptible job. Now and again, he writes at a
desk. 'The hero of Hour of the Wolf was a painter, the hero of
Shame a musician; like Andreas, both were not working and
seemed obscurely stalemated. People sometimes assume that be-
cause Bergman so often makes films about artists he 1s being auto-
biographical and self-important about creativity, but I think the
artists are there because they are the most natural examples of men
who work on their own and vho can easily hit rock, in a way that
moves and interests Bergman about people in general. The uni-
verse in his films is God-made, the invention of a Being who keeps
His own counsel about how to live in it, and the inmates are hard-
pressed by that silence. It rings in their ears. There are moments of
conviviality that break up the isolation. Friendship. Love (never
very erotic, and always tinctured with some dread of departure).
Great tenderness (Andreas gently looks after a puppy that some
madman loose on the island has horribly strung up by the neck
from a tree). But such warmth of the sun is fast gone, and Berg-
man’s people arc again left to cope for themselves on a loftily con-
ceived planet where they fecl perpetually humiliated. Lately, his
heroes have often spoken of that—of a humiliation that he sees as
the companion of modcrn humanity, and hard to bear. Our social
system is based on it,-he says: the law, the carrying out of sen-
tences, the kind of cducation we have, the Christian religion. An-
dreas fecls himsclf stifled and spat upon, but without an alterna-
tive. e has a police record, the punishment for minimal crimes of
rebellion. “I am a whipped cur,” he says quite proudly, rage his
only weapon. Docs he bite? We'll sce. The God whom Bergman’s
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characters now rather prefer not to believe in is implacable and
unexplanatory, much like an artist who declines to interpret his
work. 'Tis Creator will not be 1is own exegete, and there are no
footnotes. I1c remains entirely mute, without the ghost of a smile.
Meanwhile, the inhabitants of Ilis order stumble around in it
aware that there are rules, damned for breaking them, and some-
times powerfully longing to be out of the game. Evald, in Wild
Strawberries, said, “My need is to be dead. Absolutely, totally
dead.”

In this supreme new work, Anna is the charzeter who has been
closest to death, and who is thereforc—as people are—the least
enlightening about it to anyone else. She talks of the car crash
distantly. She remembers hersclf walking away, and her child’s
head in “a funny position.” She speaks of thinking, “What a
ghastly accident,” and of wondering “why someone wasn’t coming
to help those poor people,” including herself. The alienation is
complete and rather frightening. And then we see a dream of hers,
m black and white, starting off in a boat that is like the boat in
Shame. She runs up a road, longing greatly for company and know-
ing somehow that it has gone forever. There is nowhere to go. A
woman on the road 1s hurrving; she might be someonc to befriend,
but she turns aside and says, “I've changed all the locks.” Then
Anna sees another woman, sitting dead silent with a face of stone.
Someone says that the woman’s son is going to be executed. Anna
falls on her knees in front of her and says, out of nowhere, “For-
give me. Forgive me.” One remembers then that she was at the
wheel of the car that killed her own child, and remembers having
been told that this drcam “troubled her at Easter.” The word
“Passion” in Bergman’s title is certainly theological as well as ver-
nacular. Bergman has always been one of the most Christian of
film makers, but his old and rather affected apparatus of symbolism
has now been replaced by pure human behavior, both more direct
and more truly mysterious. He is also pulling farther and farther
away from orthodoxy. There can seldom have been a Christian art-
1st who held out less hopc of an afterlife, It is as though he felt that
if pcople can already be so troubled and so barbarous when they
are in the temporal world, eternity must be unthinkable. (“For if
they do these things in a green tree, what shall be donc in the dry?”
St. Luke wrotc. Bergman makes one dredge up verses from the
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Gospels that onc didn’t know one remembered.) The un-Christian
possibility of suicide also comes up, when the four main actors
jump out of character and spcak directly to the camera about what
they think of the pecople they arc playing. Bibi Andersson says that
she thinks Eva might try to kill herself. “I hope they'l] manage to
save her,” she says, and adds that she hopes Eva will look at her
own old ego with affection. This is one of the warmths in Bergman
—his wish for pcople to extend charity to themselves. He docs
something amazing at the end of the sequence, just after Bibi An-
dersson speaks about Eva’s possibly someday becoming a teacher
and feeling blessed: on the word “blessed” Bergman changes the
exposure and floods the screen with light. There are other halcyon
seconds in the film that make you catch your breath. In the middle
of violence and carmage—sheep killed by the madman, a gentle
peasant called Johan committing suicide because he can’t bear
being accused of the outbreak of animal slaughter on the island—
Andreas and Anna suddenly look after a dying bird that threw it-
sclt with a thud against their window while they were watching war
news on 1'V. The island is racked with “physical and psychical acts
of violence™: we keep seeing the words tapped out on a typewriter,
part of a letter lefl by the first Andreas, which reveals a good deal
of prescience and also a dangerous degree of truth about the mar-
niage that his widow has coaxed herself into thinking ideal. Berg-
man now scems free of the dank respect for passivity and the glut-
tony for suftering that clung to his earlier films. We hear in this
hlm, after a stable has been set on fire, of “a horse that ran around
blazing” and “damned well wouldn’t dic.” There is another line,
spoken by Andreas, in the same spirit of admiration for mute re-
tusal to give up in extremity: “Has it ever occurred to you that the
worse off people are, the less they complain? At last, they are quite
silent.” Silence. Bergman'’s obdurate theme for many pictures now.

The Passion of Anna (called A Passion in Swedish) is a wonder-
ful piece of work, even better than The Silence and Persona. Again
and again, Bergman cffortlessly tops some amazing picce of inven-
tion. The material is complex, but everything seems simple and
lucid. The human dctails are often strange but always convinc-
ing, m a slightly shattering way. Andreas, for instance, lets out a
terrific wordless roar when he is lying alone on a bed after the
msufficient, saddened Eva has left his place to take the ferry. “It’s
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not cnough,” the roar says. “None of it’s cnough.” Andreas and
Anna don’t love each other enough; Eva is out of reach.

Eva talks hopclessly about her cynic architect husband, who is
building a culturc center in Italy. “Building a mausoleum over the
meamnglessness of Milan,” he has said earlier, at their dinner all
together. The scene scemss improvised. The actors look a little
flushed with wine and with the fire behind them. Bergman is one
of the very great directors of acting. When the commentary here
suddenly goes into the present tense and talks about Andreas as
tecling “a rush of affection for these people,” the affection is really
there—even for Elis, the alien. Eva’s husband is a pagan in Berg-
man’s world of unwilling agnostics, and a further clement in the
film’s scheme of the devouring and the devoured: Eva talks about
herself as nothmg but a small part of his sarcasm.” (When she is
alone with Anidreas, playing some rather horrible old dance music,
she suddenly says, “What is to become of us?” Of all of them, she
seems to mean.} Her husband, more buoyant, cheerfully collects
photographs of people in the midst of violent emotion, which is his
study. He arranges the pictures neatly in indexed boxes. The sub-
ject disagreeably fascinates him. “You can’t read people with any
certainty. Not even physical pain gives a reaction,” he says, show-
ing Andreas a picture of Eva looking beautiful. “She was just start-
ing a migraine,” he goes on—this eerie esthete of pain, one of the
jaded, the out-of-heart, dead from the neck up and trying to
quicken himself with snapshots of other people’s intensity.

The wholc movie is pitched very high, and made by a man
technically at the top of his powers. He catches people in fibs that
ricochet: in a tiny stinginess about pretending to have asked a tele-
phone operator what a call cost on somcone else’s phone, in a lie
about not having had an affair, in a lie that everything is fine. The
method of the film forces the characters into absolute clarity of
intention. It i1s as if they were pressed up against some invisible
wall, with the camera unremittingly on their faces. Few films can
have had so many close-ups. Instead of flashbacks, people describe
things; Bergman is loosening the traditional film links bctween
sound track and image. The moments when the actors slip out of
their parts to talk about their characters are not modish, not neo-
Godard, but brilliantly necessary. They have much the same effect
as the showing of film-stock breaking in Persona—it is as though
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the dramatic medium itsclt had for the moment snapped under
stress. Like the work of Renoir, Beckett, Buiiuel, and Satyajit Ray,
Bergman’s new film 1s religious in the sense that it restores a lost
weight to the human act, and an essential existence to its charac-
ters that 1s more signihcant than their existence in the eyes of the
people they are addressing. There 1s agonv in the material, but the
attentiveness and the talent of the film maker are altogether reviv-

ng.

Bergman at His Bleak Best

RICHARD SCHICKEL

With The Passion of Anna the art of Ingmar Bergman
reaches its pinnacle. Though it is in color, it 1s in every important
way his most austere and elliptical work. A thing of silences and
enigmas, 1t nevertheless makes very clear the tragic vision of life
that possesses its author.

Gone at last are all traces of the baroque symbolism that marked
—and often marred—his carly work. Gone, to0o, is the yearning- for
evidence of the presence of God in the world. Bergman has, 1
think, accepted His death and, indeed, seems to find that event no
longer worthy of comment. His absence is now simply one of the
terms of our existence. Darkness 1s now scttling over the island to
which Bergman has now retreated for four consecutive films, a
darkness relieved by only the blcakest of winter lights.

‘T'hat 1sland 15, of course, a psychological landscape as well as a
physical one and Bergman has gone to that stark, spare place in the
same spirit that his characters have—out of revulsion at the mean-
ingless cruelty of the world. There is no escape from it here, as The
Passion of Anna makes abundantly clear, but it is at least some-
what reduced to a manageable, noninstitutional, human scale, Or

. so they permit themselves to hope.

This time those gathered here to await the end include: the lady
of the title, who ycams for a perfect, transcendent love and prob-
ably, before the film began, accidentally-on-purpose killed her hus-
band and child for failing to providc same; a financial failure, once
jailed for forgery, who takes up with Anna mostly because she is
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there and may assuage the terrible emptiness he feels; an architect,
whose distinguished career seems a mockery to him and who takes
(and endlessly catalogues) pictures which, onc imagines, he in-
tends to be a complete record of our increasing inhumanity; his
wife, who has apparently not found cven the transitory rewards
that the others have savored in life.

Not a great deal “happens” to these people. The failure has a
roll in the sack with the architect’s wife, a year-long “relationship”
with Anna that always remains distant and cool. The architect
(possibly a surrogate for Bergman) watches; his wife simply ships
out of focus entirely. A madman, who might be any of the above
(except the failure) or none, runs loose on the island slaughterning
animals. A man who has been accused, perhaps falsely, of this
crime commits suicide. Anna tries to kill her lover, fails and drives
off, and we are left with an image of him, an image that grows
increasingly - gpa,my until it looks like yet another modern horror

-photographed off a TV screen, running first this way, then that, in
an agony of indecision. Should he follow her or not?

We do not care. It is not important. Any action will, we know,
turn out to be without resolving meaning. It will end {}Hl}’ in the
passage of more time. It is, in its quiet way, a shattering ending,
brilliant in both its economy and its clarity. Bergman has, in that
concluding sequence, as well as in the rest of the picture, stnpped
his art bare of all that is nonessential, all that i1s potentially confus-
ing, all that offers any promise of warmth. Such hope as he ofters

‘stands outside the frame of the film. Periodically, we see a clapstick

with the name of one of the actors on it, after which he or she
faces the camera and discusses (in what only seems an improvised
manner) the motives, the possible future of his or her character.
Actorlike, they entertain some optimism for them, implying art

- may be impossible without at least a shred of hope.

Maybe so. In any case, this art is of the highest order. The con-
trolled brilliance of Bergmman’s favorite actors—Max von Sydow,
Liv Ullmann, Bibi Andersson—must be mentioned. So must the
psychological depth with which they—and Bergman—invest these
people. They are never abstractions. They are, God help us, our
brethren. To spend a couple of hours with them 1s to be in the
presence of genius at its ripest, most mature moment. We may
leave The Passion of Anna morc dubious than ever about man’s
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fate, but we leave with our faith in the possibilitics of screcn art—
much tested in recent months—miraculously restored.

ZABRISKIE POINT

ARTHUR SCHLESINGER, JR.

In his last three films, Michelangelo Antonioni has been
preoccupied with the violation of personality by technology in in-
dustnal society. His attitude toward tcchnology has been somewhat
equivocal: While his mind has stressed the threat to individuality,
his eye has discovered beauty in the new industrial structures. This
inner ambivalence, no doubt, accounts for the diversity of solutions
he has suggested to the conflict between man and the machine.

Thus in Red Desert, a much underrated movie, the setting was
Italy and, in the end, the intrusion of technology was evaded by
inducing in his heroine a mood of lyrical resignation. The birds of
Ravenna, we werc told in the concluding shot, could survive the
contaminated ycllow smoke of the factories by learning how to fly
through it—a lesson for humans. In Blow-Up, the setting was Eng-
land. Here technology was transcended by making the hero a
photographer, i.e., a technologist himself but in a marginal tech-
nology; the machine became his instrument rather than his master,
and in a marginal land survival was possible. In Zabriskie Point, the
setting is America where technological socicty is horribly trium-
phant. Here, as Antonioni appears to see it, technology cannot be
evaded or transcended. It can only be destroyed.

The film opens with a meeting of student radicals in Los Angeles
planning a demonstration. There is trouble with the police; the
students go on strike; a cop is killed. The boy who drew his gun to
kill the policeman escapes, steals a plane, and lands near Death
Valley, California, where he mecets a young seeretary who has tem-
porarily abandonced her job in scarch of spiritual salvation in the
desert. They make love at Zabriskic Point. The boy takes the plane
back; policemen waiting at the airfield shoot him down. The girl,
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going on to rejoin her employer (and lover?) at a business confer-
ence 1n a luxurious, overstocked desert house, hears the news. Dev-
astated, she drives away; then looks back and in her mind sees the
housc and its goods cxploding into flames, again and again and
again,

Like other directors making their first American films, Antonioni
is fascinated by the iconography of the American scene and per-
ceives a sinister loveliness in the American landscape. But his bril-
hant visual feeling for American images is dominatcd and used by
his fear of American impulses. His vision of America is of a land of
nightmare. Nature, though beautiful, is dead, “A heap of broken
images, where the sun beats,/And the dead tree gives no shel-
ter. . . .” Everyone living is a victim or a monster. Even little chil-
dren are so deformed by the corrupt society that, when nine-year-
old kids encounter the heroine, their first thought is rape.

Symbolism has always been Antonioni’s weakness. This time it is
his disaster. It.may be all right, for example, to blow up the desert
mansion as a metaphor for revolution; repeating the explosion
eight or ten times may even add to its emotional force. But the
sight of the artifacts of American capitalism, including canned
goods, suspended in the air for long momnients of arrested motion
drives the point home a little too simplistically. The spell is broken;
one whispers to one’s neighbor, “This is the film that should have
been called Blow-Up.” Then, believe it or not, Antonioni follows

~ the explosion by showing the sun on the horizon. The dawn of a

new day, perhaps? This is back to agitprop.

His use of billboards to provide “ironic” underlining of the ac-
tion 1s equally heavy-handed. When the cops attack the students,
Antonioni gives us a sign on a college building: “Liberal Arts.”
Atter the shooting, the hero sees a placard advertising a mortuary;
when he is hungry, he is assailed by food billboards; when he is try-
ing to escape, United Air Lines tells him, “Let’s get away from it all.”

As anger has eroded Antonioni’s subtlety, it has also eroded his
originality. The scene when a plane buzzes a person in an empty
field was better done by Alfred Hitchcock in North by Northwest.
It was faintly plausible in Easy Rider that two Southerners might
gun down a couple. of gentle hippics on a lonely country road. But,
when Antonioni repeats the scene in Zabriskie Point, it is a good
deal less plausible. Here policemen, under the eyes of the prcss,
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