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The film Europa, directed by Lars von Trier, is both visually stimulating and artistically provocative.  Trier attains these qualities in the film by combining several cinematic techniques to achieve his desired effect, which was to cause the audience to suspend their belief and think they are in a dream-like state.  The techniques Trier employed included music, color, and dialogue, however two other techniques proved to be the primary vehicles for communicating the director’s vision, camera movement, and lighting.


Europa is a complex film, which treats numerous themes such as love, nationalism, loneliness, indifference, and, most importantly, loyalty.  The story follows the main character, Leopold Kessler on a journey of himself.  Trier’s choice of using the dream-state was critical to convey his message of loyalty in the film because a dream is an ambiguous state between consciousness and unconsciousness; like not choosing a loyalty is an ambiguous state (you are lost because you hold to no beliefs).  The choice to focus on a dream-like state is important for other reasons, such as the feeling that must have existed in Germany after the war of disbelief, they didn’t want to believe they lost and yet they were faced with the reality of an invading army – they too were caught in a dream-like state.  Therefore, Trier’s choice to focus on creating a dream-like quality for the film was important to tell the story; and because Trier’s medium was cinema, the cinematic techniques he employed become equally important to establishing his vision and communicating the story.


The first primary cinematic technique Trier employed to create a dream-like state was the unique use of camera movement in the film.  There are three types of camera movement specifically, which were important, crane shots, tracking shots, and panning shots.  Because, in a dream, a person is not limited in their movement, the film must also exhibit the same character in the views it presents to the audience.  An example of Trier’s use of the crane shot is when the camera is tracking Kessler over the walls (as if they weren’t extended to the ceiling) of the Hartmann’s Frankfort Villa when he is searching for Katarina and finds her brother shot-to-death by the Werewolves.  Another example of a crane shot is in the bombed-out church where Leo goes to find Kate and the camera comes flies from above the church to track Leo walking down the aisle.  The crane shot is important because it gives the audience the sense of unhindered movement and vision, which the audience would experience in a dream.


The second type of camera movement used by Trier to create a dream-like vision for the film is the tracking shot.  In many instances, we follow the train, knowing the train is moving, but the train stays the same distance (and is therefore the same size) from the lens giving us a surreal feeling of movement while not moving; a feeling and view common in a dream.  Tracking is specifically used when the camera tracks along the trains windows in many scenes and when we see the front of the train emerging from the tunnel.


The third type of camera movement is panning.  Here Trier uses the camera’s horizontal freedom to scan a scene during a shot from character-to-character while each has their turn in dialogue.  Panning is specifically seen during Leo’s first dinner with the Hartmanns when the camera moves around the table.  This type of shot gives the audience the feeling of watching a whole scene intact, as we do with a dream (our vision seems wider – almost infinitely so sometimes).  All three of these types of camera movement are important to give the audience the impression of a dream, because the camera is free to give the audience more freedom in movement, like they have in a dream, but not in real-life.


The second primary component to Trier’s bag-of-cinematic-tricks is the use of lighting in the film to both heighten the mood, focus and defocus certain elements in the shot, and overall create a surreal atmosphere in the film.  The most striking example of Trier’s use of light is during a crowd shot; whenever the audience sees a crowd of people there is simply a high-diffuse-sidelight on them, just enough to distinguish the crowd, but not individuals within it.  This element was very provocative because as soon as I saw it, I noticed that Trier wanted the audience to feel this black mass of humanity, not a crowd of individuals.  The director uses this element throughout the film, when Kessler is asking for a job on the turntable, behind him are just a bunch of outlines of moving bodies, the train coming into the station, the boy standing at the fence (the crowd behind him is defocused), Kessler moving through the train, and many others.


Trier also used light to sharply focus our attention on elements of the shot.  The clearest examples of this would be when we are following the lantern through the train, and again following the lantern through the attic.  Also (the most interesting), when the family disembarks from the train in Wolstadt, the light is tightly focused on the mother holding the crying child, the rest of the family is barely profiled by a high-light is another example of Trier’s use of light to focus.


The last element of light in the film is the actual angle of the light.  In the beginning of the movie, the light is almost a direct sidelight, sometimes to the extent to where we would lose the actor’s far-side eye in the darkness.  As the movie progresses however, the light begins to soften, and becomes ambient, to the point of washing out Katarina’s face while she is undressing.  From that point on in the film, the light again begins to regress into a strong sidelight, almost as if during the love making scene the audience has the clearest vision of the film, and all the rest of the film is a glimpse in the shadow.


In a dream, sometimes we see one element focused tightly, and at other times, we only see a partial glimpse of an element.  Trier recreates this very well with his use of the light to focus, as well as his use of light to influence our view of the shot thought the light angles.  These two elements combined to create a dream-like, surreal, mood to the film, which tends to validate the director’s choice in lighting to support his visual goal of a dream.


Trier’s use of the dream as a metaphor to Leo’s lack of stance and simulation of the feeling in post-war Germany is an exciting and complex cinematic experience.  Moreover, his use of camera movement and lighting significantly assists in the audience’s ability to suspend their reality and join the dream.  The director uses these elements, not only to their maximum benefit, but also consistently and effectively as shown through the given examples.  It is good to see when an artist understands their medium well enough to leverage the properties of that medium to their maximum effectiveness to give the audience an enjoyable and provocative experience.
