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Michelangelo Antonioni (1912 – 2007)

• Italian film director, 
screenwriter, editor and 
short story writer

• Died on the same day as 
Ingmar Bergman 

• Started film life in the Neo-
Realism school in Italy

• Rosselini, De Sica, Early 
Fellini, etc.

• Opened up “Modern 
Cinema” with Fellini and 
others.
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Periods 

• Early (1942-1955) mostly neo-realism but on his way out . . . 
• International Recognition (1955 – 1975)

• Introduces radical new style: broken narrative, sequences and tableaux
• Subject matter: existentialist, alienation of man in the modern world
• Best known for his "Trilogy on modernity and its discontents"

• L’Avventura (1960)
• La Notte (1961)
• L'Eclisse (1962)

• Blowup (1966) based on a short story by Julio Cortazar (Argentine)
• Zabriskie Point (1970) a portrait of counterculture in the US (late 1960s)
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More . . . Later Career (1975 – 2007)

• The Mystery of Overwald (1980) based on Cocteau's play 
L'Aigle à deux têtes (The Eagle with Two Heads).

• Identification of a Woman (1982)
• Beyond the Clouds (1995) collaborated with Wim Wenders but 

removed most of his shots
• Antonioni, Soderbergh, Kar Wai Wong each directed one short film 

in Eros (2004).
• "Il Filo Pericoloso Delle Cose " ("The Dangerous Thread of Things")
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Jack Nicholson (1937 - )

• Starred in many unknown films up to 1969
• Chance put him in Easy Rider (1969) which won 

him an Oscar (nomination)
• Five Easy Pieces (1970) established the “Jack 

Nicholson” stereotype.
• Many other films made him the star of Holywood:

• Carnal Knowledge (1971)
• Chinatown (1974)
• One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975)

• Profession Reporter (1975) . . . . 
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Maria Schneider (1952 – 2011)
• French actress initially many unknown films
• Known for two major international successes . . . . 
• Bertolucci’s The Last Tango in Pari s with Marlon Brando (1972)
• Antonioni’s The Passenger 

with Nicholson (1975)
• She died of cancer 

after leading a turbulent life 
screwed up by her 
fame in Last Tango
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The Intellectual Side of Antonioni

• The TRILOGY came out in the very early 60s
• This was the time of the Existentialism and Albert Camus Cult
• The Trilogy dealt with existential themes

• Alienation of man
• Loss of identity
• The meaningless of life 
• The void between a human being and the universe
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Antonioni . . . 

• He managed to convey such themes 
• Via narrative
• Via photography
• Via time sequencing

• This resulted in films which are . . . . 
• Slow / simplistic on narrative
• Large on open spaces
• Short on actor interaction and verbal expression

• The Passenger can be considered a continuation of the TRILOGY 
with cinematic differences
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Profession Reporter (1975) = The Passenger

• The crisis is that of identity – even when replaced by someone 
else’s

• The crisis is also the meaning of life – expressed very early by 
David Locke’s rejection of his “important” profession

• These themes are similar to those of the TRILOGY 

• BUT Antonioni uses those themes with a completely different, highly 
dynamic and elaborate cinematic approach.
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Cinematically, Antonioni “Opposes” the Trilogy

• The film is intensely “narrative”
• Every scene has a story
• There are stories within stories (the execution, the blind man, etc.)
• Plot and roles interact in an elaborate way

• Antonioni plays with compact SPACE instead of open space as in 
the TRILOGY

• Just count the different “perspective points” of his camera
• Just count the different “types of space” in the film: rooms, hotels, roads, 

stairs, etc.
• The number of cities visited: African city (??), London, Munich, Barcelona, 

etc.
• Let us talk about the last 9 minute shot
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And . . . 

• References are dynamic
• Most shots have a corresponding response sometime else
• (Look at the way Nicholson is shown “flying” over the bay . . . Schneider 

does it later on in the car)

• Early statement of the problem . . . . Almost immediate
• Almost impossible to predict what will happen
• With the Trilogy, it takes most of the film to lay the “issue” clearly
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The Characters

• The main character (David Locke) is a combination of two
• They look the same
• Schneider reminds Nicholson that he has to continue with the dreams of 

Robertson . . .

• Nicholson’s dialog is down to earth, problem solving and anxious
• (It is amazing how he is made to look like Peter Fonda in Easy 

Rider , a film he starred in and got an Oscar nomination for.)
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“The Girl”

• Schneider does not have a name in the film
• She does not seem to have an identity
• She is “absent” - - - we know nothing about her
• (In commentaries by screenwriter and Nicholson, 

she is always referred to as “the girl”)
• She talks in strange sentences, like 

a GREEK CHORUS in a tragic play
• Her role keeps changing: reader in London, then in Munich, guide, 

collector of suitcase, lover, driver, wife (next bedroom)
• She moves out of the film as easily as she moved in . . . . 





16 /  18 

Politically, the Film is “Naïve”

• It is not meant to be political BUT
• Antonioni takes a “Eurocentric” view 
• Remember, this was 1975 and Edward Said’s Orientalism had not 

come out yet, to remind the Europeans of their faulty perspectives
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Stereotyped View of the Third World . . . 

• Bad guys and good guys (but there are not many of those
• Governmental and Anti-Governmental
• All of them lie and are not to be trusted
• They dream of white women: the quick lascivious look at the white 

jogger (at the very end)
• Violent (otherwise, why the extensive Execution “documentary”?)

• But then, the film’s core subject is not political . . . . 
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