Smultronstållet (The Wild Strawberries),

a film by Ingmar Bergman (1957)

The beginning of the story

Isak Borg, an old, misanthropic doctor, lives in seclusion in an isolated house with his loyal governess. However, he accepts to be crowned honorary doctor of Lund University in the south of Sweden. The day before his aeroplane departs for the great mediaeval city, the man has a dream in which death appears in different forms. In the morning, he decides briskly to make the journey in his old car. His daughter-in-law, Marianne, asks to accompany him, and Doctor Borg accepts. While on the road, the young woman reproaches her father-in-law for his selfishness. Worse still, she declares that Ewald, the doctor’s only son, hates him as much as he respects him. Isak Borg then stops in a special place from his childhood, ‘the strawberry corner’, near the old family home. Suddenly, time seems to disappear. A new journey begins. 

Ingmar Bergman
Ingmar Bergman was born in Uppsala, in Sweden, in 1918. The son of a Lutheran pastor and a domineering mother of Walloon origin, he grew up in a family that was excessively strict. The dramatic arts fascinated the young child, who put together a little puppet theatre with his sister. After church services, he went to the cinema in secret, where he discovered the silent films of the Swedish film director Victor Sjöström, and then the talking pictures of the French cinema. Arriving in Stockholm for his studies, Bergman devoted himself entirely to the university theatre. After that, he didn’t stop working for the theatre. During the 50s, he acquired his international fame by his stage performances of Strindberg, Ibsen, Molière, Shakespeare and Tennessee Williams. In parallel, Bergman produced films of a rare richness. Between his first film Kris (Crise, 1945) and his last film (Saraband, 2003) which he shot at the age of 84, he made about fifty full-length films, many of which are major works in the history of cinema. To cite but a few: Sommarnattens Leende (Sourires d’une nuit d’été, 1955), Det Sjunde Inseglet (Le Septième sceau, 1956), Persona (1965), Skammen (La Honte, 1968), Viskeningar och Rop (Cris et chuchotements, 1973), Scener ur ett Äktenskap (Scènes de la vie conjugale, 1973), Trollflöjten (La Flûte enchantée, 1975), Das Schlangenei (L’Œuf du serpent, 1977), Herbstsonat (Sonate d’automne, 1978), Aus dem Lebender Marionetten (De la vie des marionettes, 1980), Fanny och Alexander (Fanny et Alexandre, 1982). Apart from Saraband, the sequel – filmed thirty years later, with the same actors – of Scènes de la vie conjugales, Bergman gave up cinema after Fanny et Alexandre due to the heavy disadvantages of the film industry (budgets, technology, publicity…). Bergman, a secret author, pessimistic and independent, refused to go and receive the ‘Palme des Palmes’ that the Cannes Festival awarded him in 1997, just like Sartre refused the Nobel prize for literature in 1964. 

A few words on the film
The Wild Strawberries was the first of Bergman’s testamentary films. There were many others, but this one, questioning the importance of  past life and the path that remains to be taken, conserves a form of mischief which somewhat lightens the weight of the author’s metaphysical contemplation. All the bergmanian themes are present: the difficulty of life as a couple, the hell of being married, the confrontation of selfishness, the choice of a mode of existence (which excludes, straightaway, all the others), metaphysical contemplation, the taste of life, obsession with death, the contradictions of pleasure, coming to terms with parents, the ambivalence of youth, social pomp, illusionary honors, wasted chances, dreams and, of course, time. Time that always passes…
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