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Aniara

Daniel Helsing

Aniara. Dir. Pella Kågerman and Hugo Lilja. Meta Film Stockholm, 2018.

IN the Swedish science fiction movie Aniara, an unnamed organization or corporation 
is evacuating people from Earth in large spaceships. Images of chaotic weather in the 
opening sequence make it clear that Earth is becoming uninhabitable due to environmental 
destruction. During a routine evacuation to Mars, the ship Aniara is forced to veer away 
from space debris to avoid collisions. A fire erupts in the engine, however, and to prevent the 
ship from being destroyed, the crew ejects the ship’s fuel. Aniara begins to drift off course. 
The captain Chefone (portrayed by Arvin Kananian) tries to keep wide-spread panic at bay 
by claiming that Aniara will eventually be able to get back on course, but as time goes by it 
becomes apparent that there is no chance of returning to Earth or reaching Mars.

Aniara is based on the Swedish poet and Nobel laureate Harry Martinson’s epic poem 
Aniara: En revy om människan i tid och rum (1956) (translated into English as Aniara: A 
Review of Man in Time and Space in 1963 and Aniara: An Epic Science Fiction Poem in 1999). 
In the poem, Martinson wanted to ponder questions about the significance of human life 
in the space age as well as to warn against the consequences of environmental destruction. 
These themes permeate the movie too.

The plot centers around the lives of the passengers as they adjust to life onboard 
Aniara. The protagonist (portrayed by Emelie Jonsson) is the nameless “Mimarobe.” She 
is in charge of the “Mima,” a kind of AI system that is able to induce vivid images and the 
sensation of being back on Earth by tapping into people’s memories. Eventually, however, 
the cruelty of humanity overwhelms the Mima: she (the Mima is gendered) self-destructs. 
Rather than evoking the ruthless logic of the AI system Hal in 2001: A Space Odyssey 
(1968), the Mima functions as a kind of conscience whose self-destruction marks the moral 
bankruptcy of humanity and the over-abundance of suffering caused by humans. One of 
the last things the Mima says is: “There is protection from nearly everything, but there is no 
protection from mankind.” The passengers, who have come to rely on the comfort that the 
Mima has provided, become apathetic and disoriented and start forming cults. Chefone, 
meanwhile, uses violence to keep people in line.

The actions and emotional life of the Mimarobe form the primary focus of Aniara. 
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And in contrast to both the fascist tendencies of Chefone and the self-destruction of the 
Mima, the Mimarobe displays an admirable form of emotional resilience. Even though she 
is nervous at times and does experience panic, she learns how to deal with her emotions. 
She cares about the well-being of others and wants to make the best of the situation in 
which the they find themselves. She becomes romantically involved with the female pilot 
Isagel (portrayed by Bianca Cruzeiro), who bears them a child. However, on the sixth year 
of the voyage Isagel kills the child and commits suicide. This seems to be too much for the 
Mimarobe to bear. Four years later—the movie omits the years in between—she is portrayed 
as being depressed and apathetic.

On the 24th year, labeled “The Sarcophagus” on a title card, Aniara is in a state of 
disarray. A group of emaciated people are sitting in a dimly lit and dust-filled room. One of 
them is praying to God. The scene ends without resolution, and the next title card lets the 
viewer know that 5,981,407 years have now passed. The ship, dark and lifeless, drifts toward 
an Earth-like planet in the Lyra constellation.

As should be evident, it would be difficult to argue that Aniara is an uplifting story. 
Its refusal to end on a triumphant note, however, is refreshing. It rejects the kinds male 
heroism, technological solutions, and happy endings present in such movies as Interstellar 
(2014) and The Martian (2015). It is closer to science fiction movies of the more reflective 
kind that explore emotional complexity and interpersonal relationships, such as Solaris 
(1972) and Arrival (2016).

The directors’ choice of making the Mimarobe female puts Aniara in a tradition 
of science fiction movies with female protagonists—for example Alien (1979), Contact 
(1997), Arrival, and Annihilation (2018)—and is a welcome addition to the genre. This 
is an innovation with respect to Martinson’s poem. This choice also changes the primary 
couple of the movie into a same-sex couple. What makes Aniara especially progressive in 
this regard is that the movie does not comment on the fact. The love story is portrayed as a 
love story, period, not as a same-sex love story. 

Aniara’s focus on relationships, group dynamics, and the emotional effects of 
environmental destruction, isolation, and aimlessness makes it a movie worth exploring 
both academically and pedagogically. It poses deep and serious questions about our present 
and future predicament in a world marked by climate change, but it does not present any 
easy answers. Even though Chefone and others attempt to bring Aniara back on course, 
those attempts do not comprise the movie’s main narrative thread. Instead of making the 
quest to find a solution to the predicament the focus of the movie, Aniara emphasizes the 
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importance of love and companionship in dealing with harsh realities. And instead of letting 
the plot turn on whether everything is ok in the end, Aniara encourages us to focus on the 
present and our immediate environment. These narrative strengths, in combination with 
Aniara’s meditative storytelling and visual beauty, make it one of the best science fiction 
movies of recent years.
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