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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect show-prints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon ... informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves.

New Statesman & Society
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Ingmar Bergman and his daughter Lena during the shooting of Wild Strawberries




[image: ]



CONTENTS

[image: ]


Acknowledgments

1

Sjöström and Bergman

2

A Swedish Odyssey

3

The Background, the Foreground

4

The Times, The Reputation

Notes

Credits

Bibliography


My view is, I'm the sum of everything I've read, seen, heard and experienced. I don't believe that an artist has his roots in the air. I regard myself as a little brick in a big building, dependent on what is on either side of me, under me, and behind me.

Ingmar Bergman, Bergman on Bergman
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The original poster for Wild Strawberries
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SJÖSTRÖM AND BERGMAN

Wild Strawberries brings together the dominant figure of the Swedish cinema's Golden Age and the pre-eminent figure of its second flowering. They could almost be considered the film's joint auteurs.

The Golden Age of the Swedish cinema began in 1913, lasted a decade, and was overwhelmingly the creation of two charismatic, strikingly handsome directors, Victor Sjöström (1879–1960) and Mauritz Stiller (1883–1928). They were, as actors and producers, men of the theatre and neither had much in the way of formal education. Both worked for the company that produced, distributed and exhibited their films. It had been founded in 1905 and became known as Svensk Bio in 1909. In 1919 it merged with its chief rival AB Skandia, and took the name by which it is still known, Svensk Filmindustri (SF). Sjöström and Stiller frequently worked with the same cameraman, the masterly Julius Jaenzon (1885–1961), who styled himself J. Julius, and sometimes with his brother, Henrik. Five of Sjöström's finest films and three of Stiller's were based on novels by Selma Lagerlöf, who in 1909 became the first woman (and the first Swede) to win the Nobel Prize for literature. Like Sjöström, she was a native of and devoted to the largely rural province of Värmland.

Sjöström acted in most of his own movies as well as several of Stiller's. With his large head and square thrusting jaw he was a forceful presence, and he soon became a popular star. His films dealt with social injustice, prejudice, redemption, revenge and eternal love, frequently in rural and historical settings making extensive use of natural locations, and more often than not the tone and conclusion were tragic. By the early 1920s his renown was matched only by Griffith and Chaplin, who called him 'the greatest director in the world'.1 Thus the Swedish cinema as a presence on the world scene (though not as a local industry) came to an abrupt end when Sjöström went to Hollywood in 1923, and Stiller followed him there the following year, accompanied by Greta Garbo, the star of his masterpiece, Gösta Berlings Saga (The Atonement of Gösta Berling).

Sjöström's name was changed by his Hollywood employers to Seastrom and, working in a country where he had spent several years as a child and mastered the language, he thrived, making such silent classics as He Who Gets Slapped (1924), The Scarlet Letter (1926) and The Wind (1928), the second and third of these starring Griffith's discovery, Lillian Gish. The Wind, however, possibly his greatest film, proved a box-office disaster. He directed Garbo in The Divine Woman (1929), of which no print is known to exist, and made one sound movie, A Lady in Love (1929), before returning to Sweden for good at the age of fifty. Stiller, on the other hand, did not prosper in Hollywood, putting his name to a mere three films, one of which, The Street of Sin (1928), was completed by Josef von Sternberg. He died at the age of forty-five, shortly after directing the musical Broadway on the Stockholm stage.

Sjöström directed only two further films – The Markurells of Wadköping (1930) in Sweden and Under the Red Robe (1936) in Britain – neither of them a critical or commercial success. He continued to work in the cinema as an actor and resumed the successful theatrical career that had been set aside when he went to America.

In 1942, at the age of sixty-three, Sjöström was recalled to his old company when the scholarly Carl Anders Dymling (1898–1961), as head of Sveriges Radio the equivalent figure to the BBC's Sir John Reith, was appointed Managing Director of Svensk Filmindustri. Dymling brought in Sjöström as SF's Artistic Manager and both men were to play a role in the cinematic career of Ingmar Bergman.

Born in the university town of Uppsala in 1918, Bergman grew up in Stockholm where his father, Erik Bergman, a Lutheran pastor of ferociously intimidating mien, was appointed vicar of the fashionable Hedvig Eleonora church and later, apparently through the personal intervention of the Swedish Queen Viktoria, who had heard him preach there, made chaplain of the Royal Hospital, Sofiahemmet. After graduating from Stockholm University, Bergman continued to pursue his passionate interest in the theatre and attempted to establish himself as a writer. An amateur production of a play of his was seen by Stina Bergman, head of the script department at SF, and she engaged him as a reader and adapter. The widow of the distinguished playwright and novelist Hjalmar Bergman (no relation to Ingmar), she and her husband were among Sjöström's closest friends and had accompanied him to Hollywood in 1923. This was not, however, a happy time for young Ingmar Bergman. He was making little progress as an author, had cut himself off from his overbearing parents and, despite being nearly penniless, had embarked on the first of his five marriages. Sixteen years later this first wife, Else Fisher, would be the choreographer on The Seventh Seal and would play the hero's mother as a young woman in the final flashback of Wild Strawberries.

For a couple of years, Bergman's screenplay Hets (frenzy) had been lying around the studio until there was a sudden demand for a suitable script to be directed by Alf Sjöberg as part of a programme of prestigious pictures to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the founding of SF. It is not without a certain piquancy that Bergman and Sjöström should have been brought together to celebrate a genuine Silver Jubilee and that their association should reach its peak in a fictional Golden Jubilee. In October 1943, Sjöström gave a press conference announcing SF's forthcoming project, a report of which in the Stockholm newspaper Social-Demokraten is probably the first public mention of Bergman in relation to cinema.2

Ingmar Bergman has written a screenplay, which will be put into production after the comedy His Official Fiancée. His original story is called Frenzy
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