LIV ULLMANN: FACE TO FACE

The Emigrants
(Utvandrarna)

+ pre-recorded intro by Sarah Lutton, season programmer

Lots of films purport to show us what the past was like. Jan Troell’s magnum
opus invites us to live there, so all-encompassing is its investment in the lives
of its brave souls, who leave 1840s Sweden to make a fresh start in
Minnesota’s wide-open territory.

Around a fifth of Sweden’s entire population emigrated to North America in
the second half of the 19th century, and this exodus became a significant
element in the national psyche. It was Vilnelm Moberg’s four-novel saga

The Emigrants, published between 1949-59, that subsequently delivered the
definitive account of this migratory odyssey and was read by almost the entire
nation, inevitably prompting much talk of a film adaptation.

Not, however, from the famously outspoken Moberg himself, who was having
none of it, until he saw Troell’s extraordinary debut feature Here Is Your Life, a
168-minute coming-of-age story set in the first quarter of the 20th century,
drawn from the writings of Nobel laureate Eyvind Johnson. Here, obviously,
was just the man for the job, and soon producer Svensk Filmindustri, known
to international viewers for Ingmar Bergman'’s prolific output, was embarking
on the most expensive project in its history. With an expectant nation filled
with anticipation, producers worrying about the budget and a revered author
with ideas of his own, one can only imagine the pressure on the
thirtysomething filmmaker, who after breaking down the four books into two
features, The Emigrants and The New Land, set out on a yearlong shoot. It
helped, though, that Moberg, with his journalist’s eye for credible detail, had
not only created indelible characters in the central couple — pragmatic,
ambitious farmer Karl-Oskar and his loving, God-fearing spouse Kristina — but
had also laid out a narrative with a strong through-line from barren rural
Sweden to the privations of a long sea journey and further unexpected
challenges in seemingly idyllic Minnesota.

Troell then allows us to experience all of this in a manner that seems
unencumbered by the familiar button-pushing mechanics of celluloid story-
spinning, registering instead a direct, almost unfiltered response to the events
shaping these lives — work, hardship, the land, faith, birth, self-respect,
companionship and mortality. Much of this is due to his specific working
methods, as he was also his own cinematographer and camera operator,
trusting in his superb cast — Liv Ullmann regards this as the pinnacle of her
career, Bergman notwithstanding — to find their own emotional reality in the
moment, and backing himself to be there with his camera to capture it.

In an engaging interview, Ullmann says it was like working with a dancer, so
mercurial was Troell’s response to each take; and the fact that they were
never sure exactly what he was shooting kept the performers alert through
every scene. Whether it’s the sheer toll of digging boulders out of the ground
or guiding a recalcitrant ox through a windy forest path, the kinetic elation of a
simple backyard swing, the whys and wherefores of building a log cabin or



the sunlight falling on the couple’s blond-haired young family, Troell’s camera
is simply alive to everything, sometimes peering over shoulders, sometimes
still to reflect the power of these remote landscapes on either side of the
Atlantic.

The handheld work might remind some viewers of the way the early Dogme
films caused a stir merely by reminding us of the very essentials of cinema, yet
with Troell there’s none of the associated self-conscious theorising. He simply
gets on with it — if he needs a long-held static shot he’ll lock it down, and even
shoot the bustle of crowd scenes with two or three cameras if required. It’s a
style that’s undeniably spontaneous and arguably more immediately
expressive than the formal modesty of an Ermanno Olmi or Ken Loach,
though at the same time very much in service of the material, never aiming for
the painterly effect of the exquisitely mounted tableaux of, say, Kubrick’s
Barry Lyndon.

It would be wrong, though, to suggest that Troell’'s method was simply to
record, however sensitively, what was happening in front of him, since that
would be to lose sight of the values shaping his formal choices. For a project
that started production in 1969, and was released in Sweden in two parts
across 1971 and 1972, its ethos is leftwards-leaning but more humanist than
anything else, above all offering its characters the dignity of their own beliefs,
whether reactionary or progressive. Certainly, the hierarchical oppression of
the Swedish society the emigrants leave behind is revealed by the peasants
having to learn by heart the seven layers of authority above them, from
monarch down to local landowner.

However, for a film that decries the oppression enforced by the Swedish
church, it’s also largely respectful towards individual faith, with Ullmann’s
steadfast Christianity contrasting strongly with husband Max Von Sydow’s
equally resilient sense of agnostic self-determination. At some distance from
the sort of roles they played for Bergman, here they create one of cinema’s
most affecting portraits of a marriage, a union built to last because passing
differences matter less than a deep, underlying friendship.

This emotional intimacy Is not only a tribute to both actors’ ability to inhabit
the lives of 19thcentury farming folk, it also highlights Troell’s strengths as his
own editor — ready to stay on a shot that bit longer if a performer is truly in the
zone, yet prepared to cut briskly away from the most heated dramatic
moments in a way that increases their momentary potency. Only Steven
Soderbergh in recent years has put on such a multi-hyphenate display,
though the gentle 84-year-old Troell remains the soul of modesty.

His films, then, must speak for themselves, and they do so to allow audiences
outside Sweden to luxuriate in their full majesty. Those coming to them for the
first time will surely feel, like the settlers on screen, the frisson of discovering a
far-off and wholly captivating new landscape.

Trevor Johnston, Sight & Sound, November 2016
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