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SYNOPSIS
Like his previous features SONGS FROM THE SECOND FLOOR and YOU, THE LIVING, master Swedish director Roy Andersson takes up the theme of “being a human being” with this meticulously crafted, dreamlike black comedy. Sam and Jonathan, a pair of hapless novelty salesman, take us on a kaleidoscopic tour of the human condition in reality and fantasy, unfolding in absurdist episodes: a sing-along at a 1940s beer hall, a randy flamenco teacher, a thirsty King Charles XII of Sweden en route to battle, and a diabolical metaphor for the horrors inflicted by European colonialism. It is a journey that unveils the beauty of single moments, the pettiness of others, life’s grandeur, and the humor and tragedy hidden within us all. 

INTERVIEW WITH ROY ANDERSSON 

How are the films of THE LIVING TRILOGY united and how do they differ?
Roy Andersson: It is my conviction that any film could – and should – be watched at any time on its own terms. Within an individual film, each scene actually can be seen separately. A PIGEON has 39 scenes, and my ambition is that each can deliver an artistic experience to the audience. As a whole, THE LIVING TRILOGY attempts to challenge viewers to examine their own existence, asking them “What are we doing? Where are we headed?” It aims to generate reflection and contemplation, regarding our existence with a large slice of tragicomedy, “Lebenslust” – lust for life, and a fundamental respect for human existence.

THE LIVING TRILOGY shows mankind potentially heading towards apocalypse, but also that the outcome is in our hands. SONGS FROM THE SECOND FLOOR throbs with Millennialism, from the scene with the salesman throwing away crucifixes, symbolizing the abandonment of compassion and empathy, to the scene with the moving houses, evoking the panic of cyclical financial crises, themselves minor apocalypses. The themes of collective guilt and human vulnerability were central to that film. YOU, THE LIVING represented a daring departure into dreams, a transition that opened up an entire realm of new possibilities for me. Before, my characters would comment on their dreams. Now with A PIGEON scenes are simply dream-like, with no further explanation. A

PIGEON also teases more than the other two films, and the tone is overwhelmingly that of “Lebenslust” even if the characters are sad and struggle greatly.

What has the shift from 35mm to digital meant to the process?
R.A.: When you get older it is often hard to change your working methods, but this time that has actually not been the case. I am very positive about this change, to have shot the film digitally. I am happy to have found my way in this method, with the support of my outstanding collaborators, of course. In practice, it has meant that I can more easily rely on wide shots. Previously I was more concerned and more anxious about obtaining focus in the background. I am a fan of deep focus and depth, and with a digital camera it has become possible to accomplish overall sharpness, which I find amazing.

The abstract and painterly aesthetics of A PIGEON will be reminiscent of my previous work. Images are slightly brighter and sharper due to the use of the digital camera. In addition, I have aimed to achieve more dynamic scenes, to make the new film feel less like a series of tableaux, and to have a more distinct rhythm.

Overall, this is as good as my team and I are capable of. We have taken it to the extreme.

Painters have inspired your filmmaking, from Renaissance painters to Neue Sachlichkeit, also known as New Objectivity to Edward Hopper.
Which painters have been most important for A PIGEON?
R.A.: I would say Otto Dix and Georg Scholz – the two German artists whose artistic innovations were inspired by their experiences in World War I. Ravaged by the war, their worldview resonates in a way I feel very close to, without myself having participated in a war.

When I grew up, realism was the only thing that mattered to me. Everything else was just weird – bourgeois, in fact – but with time I have become more and more fascinated by abstract art, starting with symbolism, expressionism, and Neue Sachlichkeit. It is so much more interesting than pure naturalistic representation. Today I almost find viewing a naturalistic representation boring, whereas the personal interpretation of an abstract expression is extraordinary, with van Gogh as the master. He is able to paint three crows flying over a cornfield – and as a spectator you believe you have never seen anything like it before. It is a kind of “super-realism”, an ambition that I also have for A PIGEON, in which abstraction is condensed, purified, and simplified. Scenes should emerge as cleansed, as memories and dreams. Yes, this is no easy task: “c’est difficile d’être facile” – it is difficult to be simple, but I will try.

Bruegel the Elder is another inspiration. Amongst his Renaissance masterpieces, he painted an exquisite landscape entitled Hunters in the snow. From a snowy hilltop overlooking a small Flemish town, we see villagers skating on a frozen lake in a valley. In the foreground, three hunters and their dogs return from a hunt. Above them, perched on the naked branches of a tree, four birds curiously observe the endeavors and pursuits of the people below. Bruegel specialized in detailed landscapes populated by peasants and frequently adopted the bird’s eye view to tell a story of society and human existence. His oeuvre also contains fantastical allegories of man’s vices and follies, using flawless satire to express the tragic contradictions of being. In Hunters in the snow, the birds appear to be speculating: “What are the humans doing down there? Why are they so busy?”

I also want to mention a naturalistic painter named Ilja Repin, who accomplished a remarkable painting of the Cossacks. It took him eleven years; it is an enormous work based on drafts and sketches. After 11 years he was happy with the painting. Today it is part of world heritage. Of course it sounds pretentious to aim for world heritage, but, at the same time, as an artist you have to commit and take your expression to the extreme. Unfortunately, it is very hard today with financial aspects in filmmaking and with the attitude and the recruitment of filmmakers. Businessmen have taken over the expression of cinema.

Do you find it sad that contemporary filmmakers do not take further inspiration from painting?

R.A.: I find it very depressing. That is probably why cinema today is so diluted and so uninteresting. The imagery is so scant. And that is, in turn, due to economics; there’s neither time nor money to be more rigorous. Still, I believe it is very sad that so few filmmakers are ready to nurture the visual elements of filmmaking today, even if it is expensive and time-consuming. It took me four years of full time work to complete this film.

Did you manage without cash flow from commercials?

R.A.: Yes, unlike the two previous films in THE LIVING TRILOGY, we financed A PIGEON without making commercials during the process. Even if the extra cash could have come handy at some stage, I found it satisfying to be able to focus entirely on the film.

When SONGS was released in 2000 you described your own style as a sort of “trivialism”. Is that still valid?

R.A.: Yes, I think A PIGEON is an even clearer example of what I consider “trivialism”. This refers to the trivial heightened into a more appealing experience. And that also goes for painting in general, the entire history of art is filled with trivialities because they are a part of our lives, our premises in life. I love that, and in the future I would like to become even more trivial than I was in this film. Even more so than the scenes with the Swedish king Charles XII on his way to the field in Poltava, where he unexpectedly appears in a very trivial situation, finding himself thirsty and later with the need to visit the toilet.
Is the alleged homosexuality of Charles XII emphasized in order to make this very masculine, idiosyncratic conqueror look more human?

R.A.: In Sweden, he is generally considered a true macho male and therefore a strong symbol for many right wing organizations. But now I also feel great respect towards the beauty of the scene, especially when the king suddenly feels so attached to the young bartender. I am really happy with it. Deep down, in whichever position one has in society, people are sensitive and vulnerable. Illustrating this is what I basically want to achieve with my work.

Do you believe there is an increasing lack of compassion and empathy in the world?

R.A.: Compassion is part of everyone at some point. It is my great sorrow, and the great sorrow of us all, that this element is often repressed in the name of commercialism. I am thinking of Emmanuel Levinas discussing the face of the human being and the respect for another existence, another present, which is rewarding. In one scene of my film, an old man regrets his mean and ungenerous behavior throughout his life: “That is why I have been so unhappy”, he declares to a waiter. But words are not sufficient to create full understanding and total communication – a fact that somehow explains the lack of words in the THE LIVING TRILOGY. I think that the visual portrait of the human being, both in painting and in film, tells us more than words.

I cannot explain it in another way. That is also why I like Beckett – Waiting for Godot for example; it is so trivial, laconic, with these people misunderstanding each other. Yet it is so true. My scenes are supposed to show the misunderstandings and mistakes made by people who meet but do not really connect because they feel pressed for time in their pursuit of what seems important to them.
You seem to have a special affection for salesmen – protagonists of your films are selling crucifixes, refrigerators, and as in A PIGEON, laughing gadgets. Is this a kind of self-portrait?

R.A.: In a way, it comes from my childhood, from family members selling things. But being a salesman is so universal; that is pretty much what life is about. Selling and marketing is the actual fundament of a civilized society, one could argue. I am going to convince this fund or that television broadcaster that this is interesting and important. I am a salesman myself, and we all are. We are supposed to promote ourselves, and to reach out with our things and ideas.
How did you get the idea for the two salesmen living in a flophouse?

R.A.: The hotel stems directly from my own background in Gothenburg. The place where I grew up is now a flophouse, and sadly my brother, a drug abuser for a long-time, ended up there. Therefore I know about the fates of that environment. In a wider sense, these companions are directly modeled on literature: Don Quixote and Sancho Panza; John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men; and, not to forget, from film history, Laurel and Hardy, who were also a source of inspiration for Beckett. The guys in pompous, whereas the other is not really capable; he is a little sadder and cries easily. I am very much inspired by these male double acts from cultural history.

And in their unequal relationship the two salesmen also represent a wider universe, the oppressor vs. the oppressed.

R.A.: Yes, it is becoming more and more evident. Today I spoke with my cinematographer, István Borbás, about this prevalent problem, about a society with less and less solidarity. Nowadays you are expected to think only about yourself, to increase your own profit by cracking down on other people. I dare not think about the terrible consequences of this behavior. It is a disaster, an alienation that will make young people lose faith entirely. I hate humiliation, to see other people being humiliated and to be humiliated myself. In a way all my films are about humiliation. I have a working class background and have seen how relatives humiliate themselves before their superiors, an exaggerated respect for authority, which makes them unable to speak up, only to be left with a feeling of guilt. I have experienced it all my life, and I have decided to fight against it.
And did you succeed in this fight?
R.A.: Yes, in the sense that I am not like my grandparents, not the slightest bit afraid of the ruling classes. But I will live with that humiliation all my life and with hatred towards authority. That is also the main reason for my recurring caricatures of monarchs. It is a way of blaspheming against the history of the ruling class.

In A PIGEON there is also a rigorously arranged scene where a terrible crime is put into a fictitious historical context. It is almost a provocation in its combination of cruelty and beauty. I am referring to the extermination scene near the end of the film. British colonialists are forcing slaves into a copper cylinder, and slow, beautiful music evolves from the victims’ last cries.

As an artist it is important, even necessary, to shake up preconceptions, to stir, to add to the feeling of guilt in the world. We are still supposed to feel ashamed. I have had this scene in mind for 50 years, and there is also a wide range of historical references in it. I am very happy to have managed it without obsequiousness or sentimentality. In A PIGEON, there are a number of scenes of this kind. At least I have tried to create great tension between the banal and the essential, the comic and the tragic, but even the tragic scenes contain energy and humor. I envision A PIGEON as comical from beginning to end, emotional and uplifting. But from time to time, the audience will also witness outbreaks of terror. The range between humor and horror will be profound.

THE LIVING TRILOGY has now come to its end. Is this also the last film to be expected from Roy Andersson?

R.A.: No, actually I am already working on a new film. It is going to be even wilder, with even more charm and appeal. A PIGEON has this too, but the next one is going to take the wildness even further. But I will never abandon the probable and possible. My filmmaking has to be attached to a certain practicality, a kind of stylized realism.

Will you continue your style that includes wide compositions and static camera, composed in one take?

R.A.: Yes, this way of working allows me to locate the characters in the universe that surrounds them instead of isolating them. I cannot even watch films that cut consistently to speed up the story. I am committed to these visual values, creating the space for a more open, more democratic composition. There is a French sociologist, Loïc Wacquant, a student of Bourdieu, whom I sometimes quote. When he returned to France after a time as a guest professor in the US, he described what he found as an American phenomenon: “hostility against clear thinking”. Conversely I consider the composition of my work to favor clear thinking. Everything is there, fully lit. Together with my collaborators I am trying to contest “hostility against clear thinking”.
Interview conducted by Jon Asp, film critic
THE HUMAN BEING AND THE ROOM 
In our daily life we seldom reflect deeply on the rooms and the space around us, whether we observe or are being observed – occupied as we are by our everyday tasks and thoughts. But when it comes to depicting a human being and his existence we are reminded of the importance of space. It describes his fate and his fortune, his situation in life.

I use the word “room” in the wider Swedish sense of the word, meaning personal space, which also signifies that a room may exist outdoors as well as inside. We cannot escape our own room. To a certain extent it is possible to choose which room to exist within or to shape it according to our own preferences. This space follows us around and reveals our ambitions. More often than not, though, we find ourselves in a room over which we have not had the slightest bit of control. We seldom end up in a space purely by our own free will.

Our environment, our “room”, reveals our place in society and in history. It reveals the conditions of our life, our existence. It is the result of a historical process, whereby the influence of our own free will is of less importance than we would like to think.

Within photography, painting, and installation art, the understanding of space has always been evident, and it is also here where a crossing of disciplines has taken place. Filmmaking, by contrast, has long since abandoned space for the benefit of a non-historical, pseudo-social narcissism. It is not without reason that filmmaking is still associated with the notion of a “dream factory”. Space defines man and reveals the values and conditions behind the dreams that we have. Space speaks the truth. We do not always see it or hear it, and this is even less so, by tradition, in the movies.
· Roy Andersson
DESCRIPTION OF CHARACTERS

“If there is a thread between the characters, it would be their vulnerability; they are all very exposed in everyday life. Even the king is vulnerable, though, by constitution, he is only responsible to God, creating total submissiveness around him. Many of the characters are also afraid of losing face, which of course does not mean they are able to avoid it.”

- Roy Andersson

SAM AND JONATHAN 

These travelling salesmen of novelty items have formed a friendship of opposites, both living in a flophouse reminiscent of a social institution.

As business is tough, they find themselves constantly quarrelling. Whereas Sam is the stronger of the two, often inconsiderate towards his companion, Jonathan is very fragile and more sensitive to the travails of daily life. Sam and Jonathan are at the center of the story, bearing witness to other characters’ experiences.

THE FLAMENCO TEACHER 

Roy Andersson: “I think it was important to make the Flamenco teacher a female character, as women can also commit sexual abuse, although if it is not really abuse in this case. For me the scene is above all about desire. My aim was to show how far people can take their desire even in public.”

CHARLES XII OF SWEDEN 

The young and uncompromising Swedish king (1697-1718), posthumously called the “last of the Vikings”, finds himself in trivial situations on his way to and from Poltava, Russia. It is an unusual portrait and a new take on the conqueror, presenting a more sensitive and universal side to the monarch.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKER 

Roy Andersson was born in 1943 in Gothenburg, Sweden. In 1969, he graduated from the Swedish Film School, and his first feature, A SWEDISH LOVE STORY, won four prizes at the Berlin Film Festival in 1970. GILIAP, his second film, was presented at the Directors’ Fortnight at Cannes in 1976. In 1975, he started a pioneering career as a commercials director, earning a total of eight Golden Lions at Cannes. In 1981, he founded Studio 24 in Stockholm in order to freely produce and make his films. This is also where he developed his unique filmmaking style. After SOMETHING HAPPENED (1987) and WORLD OF GLORY (1991), two shorts that earned the most prestigious awards (a.o. Clermont-Ferrand), he shot SONGS FROM THE SECOND FLOOR in his studio and won the Special Jury Prize at the 2000 Cannes Film Festival. As the first chapter in THE LIVING TRILOGY, SONGS FROM THE SECOND FLOOR was followed in 2007 by YOU, THE LIVING, which was also screened in Cannes. The films cemented his personal style characterized by stationary shots and meticulously conceived tableaux, absurdist comedy as well and an essential humanity. In 2009, Roy Andersson was distinguished by an exhibition at The Museum of Modern Art, New York, presenting not only his integral filmmaking oeuvre but also several of his commercials. A PIGEON SAT ON A BRANCH REFLECTING ON EXISTENCE his 5th feature film, is the final chapter in the THE LIVING TRILOGY, which has been 15 years in the making.
FILMOGRAPHY:
A PIGEON SAT ON A BRANCH REFLECTING ON EXISTENCE (2014)

YOU, THE LIVING (2007)

SONGS FROM THE SECOND FLOOR (2000)

WORLD OF GLORY (1991, short)

SOMETHING HAPPENED (1987, short)

GILIAP (1975)

A SWEDISH LOVE STORY (1970)

ABOUT THE CAST
HOLGER ANDERSSON – Jonathan 
Holger Andersson (born in Eskilstuna, 1953) is a Swedish artist and Renaissance man. Holger studied graphic design at Konstfack art school from 1974 to 1976. His latest exhibition was a retrospective at Walla Scen in 2011. Holger has appeared in commercials, a TV series, and a documentary film, but he has also had other odd jobs, including working as newspaper carrier. Holger had a minor role in Roy Andersson’s YOU, THE LIVING (2007).

NILS WESTBLOM – Sam 
Nils Westblom (born in Stockholm, 1949) used to work as an assistant at a rehab clinic. Nils has a background as a sailor and a handyman. He had a minor role in Roy Andersson’s YOU, THE LIVING (2007). In 2009 he appeared in a commercial by Andersson for Aftonbladet.
CREDITS

Cast

Holger Andersson - Jonathan

Nils Westblom - Sam
Charlotta Larsson - Limping Lotta

Viktor Gyllenberg - King Carl XII

Lotti Törnros - The Flamenco Teacher

Jonas Gerholm - The Lonely Colonel

Ola Stensson - The Captain/Barber

Oscar Salomonsson - The Dancer

Roger Olsen Likvern - Caretaker

Crew

Director and Scriptwriter: Roy Andersson

Cinematographers: István Borbás, Gergely Pálos

Music: Traditional

Production Design: Ulf Jonsson, Julia Tegström, Nicklas Nilsson,

Sandra Parment, Isabel Sjöstrand

Coordination and continuity: Jane Ljung

Costume: Julia Tegström

Make-up and Hair: Linda Sandberg

Sound: Robert Hefter FSS

Sound Mixer: Robert Hefter FSS, Owe Svensson FSS

Editing: Alexandra Strauss

Casting: Sophia Frykstam, Zora Rux, Katja Wik, Stig-Åke

Nilsson, Andrea Eckerbom
49 west 27th street     7th floor     new york, ny 10001     

tel 212 924 6701     fax 212 924 6742 

www.magpictures.com

8
2

[image: image1.png]