LIV ULLMANN: FACE TO FACE

The Passion of Anna
(En passion)

A contemporary review

The implacable silence of God has been a central theme of Bergman’s films
for the last fourteen years; and if man, as Bergman shows him, is made in
God’s image, this is reflected not in his spiritual and creative aspirations but in
his incommunicability, his inability to provide his fellow humans with the
reassurances (in the form of steadfast love or unequivocal moral laws) that
might enable them to transcend their lack of purpose. Isolated, man is
tormented by feelings of emptiness and guilt, while in his attempts to sustain
relationships of trust or affection with others, these feelings — since each
human life provides an unbearable mirror image of every other — are intensified
to the point where they engender ‘terrible mental disorders, and physical and
psychical acts of violence’. These words from the letter Andreas finds in
Anna’s handbag apply with equal force to every relationship in the film.

That isolation and emptiness are the laws of the universe is established
effortlessly in the opening shots of the film (only the second that Bergman has
made in colour), as Sven Nykvist’s exquisite camera work reflects the
meaningless, amorphous beauty of the island landscape. Though the only
character in the film not given to philosophical formulation, Andreas in his
initial retreat is close to Anna’s ideal of ‘living in the truth’. But it is a truth
unbearable to him (as we see in the early scene where, paralytically drunk, he
wanders through the snowy woods shouting his own name), equally
unbearable to those who encounter it and mistake its silence for strength; the
complacently cynical Elis who picks him for a confidant; Eva, seeking
momentary respite in his arms from her restless search for a purpose; and
most of all, Anna, with her starry-eyed lies of an idyllic marriage that she
attempts to recreate with him. All their relationships are lies and compounded
by more lies (Andreas lies to Anna about his affair with Eva, Elis’ worldly
composure conceals a jealousy about Eva’s infidelity), yet they persist in
scrutinising one another eavesdropping, spying, searching for clues-as if
beneath the lies they might discover a truth that could provide the basis for a
fresh start.

Similarly Bergman scrutinises his characters, using close-ups more
relentlessly than in his previous films, interrupting his barren narrative for
obviously scripted interviews with his actors about the roles they play,
scanning with equal attention their faces as actors and as characters. Only to
deny that the camera can be a source of revelation. Elis collects photographs
of the human face and demonstrates that ‘the camera cannot reach into the
human soul’ by showing Andreas a serenely smiling picture of Eva, taken as
she was starting a migraine. Similarly, the claustrophobic camerawork in

The Passion of Anna compels the audience to participate in the protagonists’
elusive quest for certainty. We witness their acts (even, sometimes, their
dreams) without ever entirely grasping their motivations; and the denouement
seems less conclusive and provides less relief than in any of Bergman’s earlier
films.



Direct allusions to earlier works occur (in the names Vergerus and Winkelman,
or the nightmare that links Anna to the Liv Ullmann character in The Shame)
and their themes survive, particularly those of private guilt, public injustice and
the impossibility of changing either. Immediately after Johan has explained
that no one can protect him from his persecutors and Anna and Andreas have
watched a Vietnam newsreel on TV, Andreas kills a wounded bird because it
is ‘too badly injured to survive’. An obvious symbol for the two main
characters, except that each of them resists the other’s attempts to put him
out of his misery. Instead they prefer to remain in the spiritual wasteland
between life and death, mirror images of their creator who continues — even
while asserting the powerlessness of art to modify them — to make art from
contemporary neuroses and to scrutinise the infinite varieties of human
suffering.

Jan Dawson, Monthly Film Bulletin, September 1970
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