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         He moved forward briskly to shake my hand. Above medium height, with thinning hair, wearing a striped shirt and a charcoal-coloured cardigan, Ingmar Bergman at the age of fifty gave off a restless energy. He was in the midst of rehearsing Büchner’s play Woyzeck at the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm. With his aquiline nose and hooded left eye, he allowed himself to look handsome only in rare moments of repose. The landscape of his face seemed always in a state of change, and when he turned his basilisk stare in your direction, you felt scrutinised, instantly accepted or rejected. And a thunderclap of laughter dissolved the tension, as if frivolity were the prelude to a serious conversation.

         It was January of 1969, and I was meeting Bergman for the first time. We had corresponded sporadically throughout the previous decade. My first letter from him was dated 6 June 1959: ‘I think it is much better that we meet for a personal talk next time you visit Stockholm.’ I never went, but when I published my first little pamphlet on Bergman’s work, I sent it to him in Sweden. On 9 February 1962, he wrote that he had read it ‘with the greatest pleasure’. He had, he continued, ‘just finished The Communicants [Winter Light] and have started to cut the film. In that situation I never talk about my work. I am feeling too frightened.’ Another polite letter followed on 4 September: ‘I am unfortunately just in the final part of my film The Silence and my principle is and has to be not to meet anyone during the shooting. We can perhaps meet later this coming autumn.’ By way of apology Bergman would arrange tickets for me at the theatre, and on one occasion even asked Lenn Hjortzberg, his assistant, to take me to dinner. I knew him at one remove, as it 2were, nourished by the awed, almost reverential tones of those who had spoken to me about the unquestioned ‘Master’. Bergman at that time presided like a deity over Swedish cinema, and his opinion on young directors and even industry decisions was decisive.

         Two days after our encounter in 1969, however, he invited me to dinner at Teatergrillen, the legendary restaurant adjacent to the Royal Dramatic Theatre, where he had a small table perennially reserved. From this position Bergman could observe not only other guests but also everyone who entered the main door. Occasionally, he would lean forward conspiratorially and make an acid remark about an actor he despised.

         A couple of years later we sat down for our first formal conversation, in his austere office on the top floor of the Royal Dramatic Theatre, with its upright chairs, bare walls, small truckle bed, and mineral water and glasses on a table. He talked of The Touch – ‘It’s probably the nearest of my films to reality but nevertheless a dream, full of sadness and desire.’ Did he still believe in his dictum that the theatre was his wife and the movies his mistress? ‘Forget it,’ he laughed. ‘Now I’m living in bigamy!’

         Two years later we discussed Cries and Whispers. ‘I intended at first to write something about my mother. She’s in all four of the women in the film. My feelings towards her were ambivalent. When I was little I felt she loved my brother more than she did me, and I was jealous.’

         The next time I actually met Bergman was in 1980, in Munich. He had taken refuge there after a nasty spat with the Swedish tax authorities, who in 1976 had accused him of declaring insufficient earnings. He was later exonerated, but when I interviewed him for the New York Times, he had been shooting From the Life of the Marionettes, an anguished, sombre film that reflected his mood. During a Saturday-afternoon chat at the Bavaria Studios, he maintained that ‘the cultural climate here in Munich is extremely stimulating and very varied. I miss that in Stockholm, where there 3is no life-or-death struggle in the cultural field.’ After receiving the Times piece, he commented that it was ‘an indescribable relief to at last be free of this difficult and stressful film [Marionettes], which really cost me blood, sweat, and tears’.

         Two years later, on 21 March 1982, I sat on the set of Fanny and Alexander, as Bergman directed Harriet Andersson in a dream sequence. He had been hailed by the Swedes as a prodigal son and, thanks to funding from Gaumont and other European institutions, he could make what he declared to be his final film in a lavish, epic idiom. But he was – he claimed – retiring: ‘I want to stop. I want to stay on Fårö, and read the books I haven’t read, find out things I haven’t yet found out. I want to write things I haven’t written. To listen to music, and talk to my neighbours. To live together with my wife a very calm, very secure, very lazy existence, for the rest of my life.’
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         The following autumn, we enticed him to London’s National Film Theatre. He told me quite candidly that he would not talk about his own work. ‘I have just made my last film, and it lasts 3 hours 14 4minutes. It was meant to be 2 hours 45 minutes, but as it is my final production I think I can indulge myself just a little!’ He agreed to the NFT appearance only if the discussion be devoted to his mentor, Alf Sjöberg, who had just died. I concurred but figured that I could gradually switch the conversation to his own films. Sure enough, after about twenty minutes on stage, we were chatting about the early days of Ingmar’s own career, and everyone was delighted. Of course, my ruse was transparent, and Ingmar probably knew as much.

         When my first attempt at a critical biography appeared the following year in the United States, Ingmar wrote a warm and thoughtful letter of thanks: ‘I have been really impressed by this fine book, in which I encounter understanding, human warmth, and intelligence. I feel a little giddy when obliged to gaze back in time but the friendly tone of your book makes it possible to confront the vanished past.’

         In later years, we spoke only on the telephone, around noon on a Sunday if one could get through in those days. When Ingrid, his wife, passed away from cancer in 1995, I wrote him a letter of condolence, but I never heard from Ingmar again.

         Why this preamble to what I hope will serve as a more comprehensive critical biography? In the first place, Bergman’s workbooks and letters have become available since his death in 2007. Secondly, in the years following my first book on his life and work, Bergman himself wrote various books of a quasi-fictional nature on his parents and on his own childhood. He also published two volumes of memoirs (The Magic Lantern in 1987 and Images in 1990). And so what, as a young man, I accepted as gospel needed to be questioned and often modified. ‘What is Truth?’ asked jesting Pilate, and it can be argued that a novel about Bergman’s life might be more ‘truthful’ than the assembly of facts, opinions and quotations that constitutes an orthodox biography.

         In 1982, I devoted perhaps an inordinate amount of space to analysing the individual films. In the intervening four decades, however, 5a plethora of academic studies of Bergman’s cinema has appeared. So in this new book I have placed the emphasis on biography rather than redundant exegesis.

         A psychological conflict has emerged with ever more force from my research into his letters and workbooks. On the one hand, Bergman was obsessed, in a metaphysical sense, with God. On the other, he had to confront the Devil, manifested in the ‘demons’ that haunted his sleepless nights from childhood to old age. In essence, his whole life involved a clash between the emotional and the rational.

         Looking back across the sixty years since Ingmar Bergman first surged to the forefront of world cinema, one tries to grasp the essential quality that set his work apart from (and often above, and beyond) that of other film directors. At the time, one admired his understanding of the female psyche, his use of close-ups, his direction of actors and his ability to deal with metaphysical issues in cinematic terms. But perhaps his single greatest gift was that of a writer. As his workbooks now reveal, he viewed cinema in literary terms first and foremost. His characters were shaped by their monologues, and their dialogue with lovers and antagonists. He constructed each film with the skill of a great playwright. The scripts did not emerge full-blown from the head of Zeus. Each character took weeks, sometimes months, to evolve; even their names changed more often than not in the course of the writing process. 6
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            Childhood Shows the Man
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         D. H. Lawrence’s precept, ‘Never trust the teller, trust the tale’, can be applied to innumerable artists, in the sense that their work differs markedly in tone and content from their private lives. For Ingmar Bergman, however, his ‘tale’ was his life, and vice versa. He sought to put on screen or stage each and every experience he traversed, from childhood to old age.

         Many an artist gathers inspiration as it lies to hand. So Visconti, reared in ducal luxury, produced Senso and The Leopard with an authenticity that would have eluded other directors; and Fellini and Truffaut called on their knowledge of the women of the Via Veneto and the prostitutes of the Boulevard de Clichy to give vivacity to their films. Ingmar Bergman found his vision of life in his family household, channelling the rigorous discipline imposed by his parents into the icy, lacerating dialogue that would make his films so compelling.

         He liked to calculate his age from the date of his conception, approximately mid-October 1917 and a time of great anxiety in Swedish society. Although the nation had stood neutral since the close of the nineteenth century, the cost of living had doubled during the years of the First World War, and the harvest of 1917 was catastrophic in the wake of exceptionally dry weather. Dairy produce, meat, fuel and other essentials were in short supply. Lenin’s revolution to the east would exacerbate these problems, spurring the militant left wing in Swedish politics to cry for a general strike to overcome the entrenched power of the bourgeoisie.

         When Ernst Ingmar Bergman was born on Sunday 14 July 1918 at the Academic Hospital in Uppsala, about fifty miles north of 8Stockholm, the Spanish flu was raging. This worldwide pandemic caused the death of some 50 million people, for no vaccine against such a virus existed. Ingmar had a caul over his head at birth – a sign of future success and prosperity – and he was a Sunday’s child, a token of grace in the eyes of his parents. Because his mother had been recommended to a doctor in Uppsala, Ingmar was reared in the home of his maternal grandmother there.

         Controversy surrounds these early days of Ingmar Bergman’s life. His father, Erik, was a respected pastor in the Lutheran Church, but marital fidelity proved a virtue hard to attain for the Bergman family. Ingmar’s mother, Karin, had a clandestine affair with a younger man, and Erik himself sired three children with his mistress Hedvig Sjöberg, whom he had met in Umeå. By coincidence, Hedvig was pregnant in her ninth month when Karin was about to give birth in July 1918. She signed into the hospital on 13 July, under her maiden name.

         Ingmar was born frail and with gummed-up eyes, immediately suffering from fever and diarrhoea. He was christened in emergency by his father and, according to his niece Veronica Ralston, died a few days later. Louise Tillberg, the granddaughter of Hedvig Sjöberg, developed a theory whereby Hedvig’s infant son was secretly switched at birth with Karin’s child. Karin herself did indeed languish to the point where she could not feed her new son, and a wet nurse took over while Karin was sent home to recover. Some ten days later, Ingmar – or Hedvig’s infant – was reunited with Karin.

         Veronica Ralston’s mother, Ingmar’s sister Margareta, inherited the diaries that Karin Bergman had kept in secret throughout her marriage, and Ralston notes that a number of pages have vanished for the days surrounding Ingmar’s birth. But that does not confirm what must, until further evidence emerges, remain a romantic theory. Since 2010, DNA testing has been initiated to try to resolve this mystery, but the characteristics of Ingmar’s personality are so similar to those of Erik and Karin that the notion that he was a changeling 9remains not just unproven but also unlikely. Furthermore, Hedvig Sjöberg’s son was given up for adoption and was subsequently found to be living in the United States. In Wild Strawberries, the professor’s son, Evald, mutters rhetorically, ‘Is he ever sure I’m his son?’, in a possible reference to the suspicion that Ingmar himself might have been a love child.

         While Erik Bergman was never without a position as chaplain after 1918, he and Karin suffered from financial inconvenience, if not outright poverty, in their early years of marriage. During Ingmar’s first few months, his father was busy from morning to night burying victims of the Spanish flu. Whortleberries became a staple of the family’s diet, and the Bergmans found it difficult to scrape together the ingredients for a christening cake for their new son. According to his sister Margareta (known as ‘Nitti’), young Ingmar nearly died from poor nutrition.

         In the cinemas, however, in the late summer of 1918 Chaplin’s The Pawnshop enjoyed its first run in Sweden, and at the famous Röda Kvarn theatre (where many of Bergman’s films would open), The Birth of a Nation was being presented. In the studios, Mauritz Stiller was shooting The Song of the Blood-Red Flower, and his friend and colleague Victor Sjöström directed and starred in The Sons of Ingmar. The golden age of Swedish silent cinema seemed to be at its zenith.

         Bergman’s lineage offers insights into the themes and characters in his work as a film director. On his father’s side, the Bergman family consisted of pastors and farmers back to the sixteenth century; piety, diligence and an innate conservatism were passed to each new generation. Henrik, Ingmar’s great-grandfather, was a pastor and his wife, Augusta Margareta Agrell, was the daughter of the rector of Jacob’s School in Stockholm. Ingmar’s grandfather, Axel, worked as a chemist on the island of Öland in the Baltic. He died very young, and his wife had to care alone for Erik, Ingmar’s father, who also suffered the death of his two-year-old sister, Margareta. Erik Bergman grew up in the town of Gävle, in a household composed of women: 10his mother Alma, who was stout and impoverished, teaching the piano to pupils in the community; her sister Emma (a somewhat difficult person who never married and tended to miss trains); and his mother’s mother. Forced in the manner of the times to ‘say farewell to the dead’ by bowing beside the open coffin of deceased relatives, Erik became fond of dressing up as a clergyman and pretending to be at a funeral, an experience that led him towards his life’s work.
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         Karin Åkerblom, Ingmar’s mother, was an upper-class girl from the bourgeoisie that had gradually displaced the landed class predominant in Swedish society until the nineteenth century. Her mother’s father, Dr Ernst Gottfrid Calwagen, came of pure Walloon stock (from the French-speaking part of Belgium originally) and enjoyed a reputation as a linguist and grammarian. His father in turn had been a rural dean and doctor of theology; the roots of devotion lay 11deep in Bergman’s family. Dr Calwagen’s wife, Charlotta Margareta Carsberg, was fascinated by the arts and by music in particular, and their daughter Anna (Karin’s mother) travelled, practised several languages and taught French at a school in Uppsala. She married a man twenty years older than herself, Johan Åkerblom, who built the Southern Dalarna Railroad. They made their home in Våroms, and would go for the summer weeks to the island of Smådalarö in the Stockholm archipelago. Both places were dear to the young Ingmar, and he would feature them in his films and screenplays – as was the ten-room apartment that Åkerblom purchased on Trädsgårdsgatan in Uppsala, and that would feature in Fanny and Alexander.

         Karin Åkerblom loved the piano, and also wanted to train to become a doctor. The Bergmans and the Åkerbloms were related, so while applying himself to theology at the University of Uppsala, Erik called on the family to pay his respects. He promptly fell head over heels in love with his second cousin, Karin. The ardour was not at first entirely reciprocal, but over the years the couple grew to love each other. Karin’s mother considered Erik as ‘manifestly unsuitable as a husband for her daughter’, according to Bergman’s novel, Sunday’s Children.1 She would not permit Karin to marry him until he had secured a proper job.

         The courtship proved turbulent, and Ingmar quoted from his mother’s diary: ‘I seem to remember we even put an end to our love as well as our engagement. I think a long time went by before we forgave each other. I’m not sure we ever forgave each other, wholly and fully.’ Erik was ordained, however, and soon found a post as chaplain of a small mining community, Söderhamn, outside Gävle. The young couple married on 19 September 1913 in Uppsala Cathedral, in the presence of a bevy of relatives and friends. Erik flung himself into his work without reserve, living with Karin in a primitive vicarage, an old wooden house beside a lake.2 One year later, their first child, Dag, was born, four years prior to Ingmar. The friction between the brothers persisted throughout their lives. 12Dag achieved a distinguished career as a diplomat, serving as consul in Hong Kong and as Swedish ambassador in Athens during the Colonels’ regime. Dag would torture and despise Ingmar at every opportunity. By his own admission, Dag had to be restrained from beating his younger brother to death.3 At school, the two boys were always being compared – Dag was hopeless academically, while Ingmar succeeded almost effortlessly at his studies.

         With considerable reluctance, the couple moved to Stockholm in 1920, for Erik to take up a curacy at Hedvig Eleonora Church. They rented a small apartment at Villagatan 22 in Östermalm. Hedvig Eleonora, its immense dome grown green with verdigris, was the most perfect church in Stockholm. It still stands foursquare in its own ground on the slope of Östermalm, and its bell tower includes a clock with four faces, which may be seen in both Prison, directed by Bergman in 1948, and Woman without a Face (which he scripted for Gustaf Molander).

         Bergman’s parents were in reality decent people, if also prisoners of their class and their beliefs. His mother, just 1.58 metres in height, had a full, soft face and a Cupid’s bow mouth. She wore her extremely dark hair in a bun, and had an intense gaze that suggested her Walloon ancestry. Although some were intimidated by her striving after truth, in Ingmar’s eyes his mother remained a warm and glowing materfamilias.

         In her short book, Karin by the Sea, Margareta Bergman evoked the presence of her parents: ‘After spending half the night indulging one of her few vices – reading – and having in the second half managed to scrape together a few hours’ sleep for herself, [mother] would come stumbling in to breakfast only half awake and in a state of extreme nervous irritability, to find her freshly washed, matitudinally cheerful spouse, already hungry as a hunter, standing by the breakfast table with his gold watch in his hand.’4

         Erik Bergman was tall, well groomed and good-looking in a Scandinavian way; women always wanted to do things for him, 13particularly in his later years. He had a special passion for those screen comedies that so charmed Swedish audiences during the 1930s – frothy, inconsequential capers that diverted the mind from the impact of the Depression years. Although quite nervous and prone to insomnia, his comparative weakness vanished the instant he ascended the steps of his pulpit. His son-in-law, Paul Britten Austin, reflected that Erik ‘should have been a poet. His sermons were the best thing about him.’5
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         The couple would talk together at the dinner table in a calm, controlled, pleasant manner, but beneath this decorum Ingmar could sense the enormous tension between them, and an undeclared aggression. This stemmed in part from a basic conflict of personalities – Karin’s wilfulness posing a block to Erik’s authoritarianism. During one phase of the marriage, Karin’s repressed passion for another man – more than ten years younger than herself – made 14her even more angry and withdrawn. She described this crisis in her diaries, and Bergman developed it in Private Confessions, his novel of 1996. The clandestine affair lasted three years. ‘Help me away from myself,’ wrote her alter ego Anna, in her diary in Private Confessions. ‘Free me from this self who wants to think, wants to live, wants to love according to my own will. Obliterate, burn, annihilate this self of mine, for otherwise my lot will be only to destroy other lives and make others unhappy.’6

         Bergman’s parents ‘lived completely officially, observed if you like, as a priest and his wife. Like politicians, they had no privacy.’7 The house was always open to guests, except for Sunday evenings, which were dedicated to the family. Karin Bergman jealously guarded that single interlude of pleasure, when the children and their parents would play games together, or make models, or listen to a novel read aloud by Karin. Margareta was born in 1931, and she proved a more sympathetic sibling for Ingmar than Dag. As late as 1991, he signed handwritten letters to his sister, from ‘Your nice old brother’.

         Karin’s father felt so attached to the railway he had built that he had a villa constructed overlooking the line at Duvnäs so that he could watch the trains go by in his dotage. To this picturesque setting, the infant Ingmar was brought every summer; his friends asserted that his speech betrayed a Dalarna accent throughout his life.

         As a child, he adored the blithe summers at ‘Våroms’ (‘our place’) near Gagnef; he would sit daydreaming on a bridge near the Åkerblom house for hours on end, gazing into the water below. (Daydreaming, like rising at six o’clock each morning, was a habit he carried with him to the grave.) He also liked to sit with his grandfather, who suffered from muscular dystrophy, a condition that eventually afflicted both Erik Bergman and his elder son, Dag. Sometimes he could accompany his mother to the market in Borlänge: ‘In the afternoon we came home with a freight train that made long stops at Lännheden and Repbäcken. Oh, hot summer days with flies and rails – I’ll never forget it!’8 15
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         But the environment that left the greatest impact on the young Ingmar was his grandmother’s apartment in Uppsala. The university town has a history second to none in Scandinavia. It is frequently mentioned in the Icelandic and Norwegian sagas as being of vital significance in religious and political matters, and Adam of Bremen described Uppsala as being the centre of bloodcurdling sacrifices at certain periods of the year. A twin-towered cathedral could be seen from the two-storey house at Trädsgården 12, where Bergman spent his early years, as could the square where Sweden’s mad King Erik XIV had one of his adversaries put to death. Uppsala implanted a dramatic sense of Nordic history in Bergman, who would turn to medieval times for his backdrop to The Seventh Seal and The Virgin Spring.

         There were fourteen rooms in the apartment, each arranged exactly as it had been in 1890, when Anna Calwagen had come there as a bride. Bergman recalled that there were ‘lots of big rooms 16with ticking clocks, enormous carpets, and massive furniture [. . .] the combined furniture of two upper-middle-class families, pictures from Italy, palms’.9 Here his imagination flourished: ‘I used to sit under the dining table there, “listening” to the sunshine which came in through the cathedral windows.’10 On one occasion, he imagined that the statue of the Venus de Milo standing beside one of the windows began suddenly to move: ‘It was a kind of secret terror that I recognised again in Cocteau’s Blood of a Poet.’11

         About the same time, Bergman discovered the latent magic of the nursery window blind, which when drawn down became a source of strange figures: ‘No special little men or animals, or heads or faces, but something for which no words existed. In the fleeting darkness they crept out of the curtains and moved toward the green lampshade or to the table where the drinking water stood. They [. . .] disappeared only if it became really dark or quite light, or when sleep came.’12

         In 1924 Queen Victoria, the wife of King Gustav V, appointed Erik Bergman as chaplain to the Royal Hospital, Sophiahemmet. She had for many years admired the eloquence and lyrical style of his sermons. At last, the Bergmans were installed in a decent vicarage, a yellow-faced villa in the parkland belonging to the hospital, with a huge rustic kitchen on the ground floor.

         In the woods behind Sophiahemmet, Bergman recalled, ‘I played very much alone. There was a small chapel in that park, where the dead patients were brought and placed until they were taken for burial.’ He made friends with the gardener, whose duty was to take the corpses from the hospital to the mortuary. ‘I found it fascinating to go with him; it was my first contact with the human being in death; and the faces looked like those of dolls. It was scary, but also very fascinating.’ In the boiler room beneath the hospital, he watched orderlies carrying boxes full of limbs and organs removed during surgery, which were burned in the gigantic, coal-fired furnaces. ‘For a child,’ said Bergman, ‘it was traumatic – and I loved it!’ 17

         
            
[image: ]Erik Bergman and his two young sons, Dag and Ingmar. Courtesy of the Ingmar Bergman Foundation.

            

         

         Although the legend developed of his being at odds with his parents from earliest youth – a legend fostered by Bergman himself – the truth is not so harsh. He would accompany his father on bicycle excursions to churches in the Uppland district just north of the capital (evoked in Sunday’s Children).

         On these ‘festive journeys’ through the Swedish countryside, Bergman’s father taught him the names of flowers, trees and birds. ‘We spent the day in each other’s company,’ wrote Bergman in a programme note to accompany the opening of The Seventh Seal in 1957, ‘without being disturbed by the harassed world around us.’

         All three Bergman children were obliged to attend church on Sunday to hear their father preach. Religion was ‘something to get hold of, something substantial’. Dag found the sermons so boring that he and Ingmar would play a game, counting how many times their father would use the word ‘God’, with the winner earning 5 öre. ‘Ingmar cheated,’ said Dag, ‘using all kinds of synonyms for “God”.’ 18

         
            
[image: ]Ingmar and his elder brother Dag, from the Bergman family album. Courtesy of the Ingmar Bergman Foundation.

            

         

         19Saturday was quiet, for father was composing his sermon. On Sunday morning, a psalm would be read aloud, or brief prayers said, before breakfast. This immersion in religious routine would influence many of Bergman’s films, and he once asked, rhetorically, how writers could assess his work if they had not even read Luther’s shorter catechism.

         The sanctimonious Dag recalled that his younger brother knew how to ingratiate himself with his father by asking him questions about angels and heaven. However, Bergman loathed confession as he would an allergy. He disliked the trappings and dogma that went in train with Swedish Lutheranism, and found his father’s fortnightly sermons in the hospital chapel an interminable ordeal. Immediately afterwards, coffee was served for the elderly nursing ‘sisters’ who lived at home in the Sophiahemmet park. The boys had to be present but escaped as soon as possible because there were matinee performances at the cinemas in Stockholm on Sunday.

         Although it was certainly not without its lighter moments, Bergman’s childhood was clouded by a terrible fear of punishment and humiliation. Being the elder brother, Dag may have been punished more severely than Ingmar – after a beating from his father, Dag would seek out his mother, who bathed his back and buttocks where the weals flushed red – but Ingmar was made to suffer considerably. When he had wet his bed (and incontinence proved a regular affliction), he was forced to wear a red skirt throughout the day, in front of the family. ‘I was always babbling out excuses, asking forgiveness right, left, and centre. I felt unspeakably humiliated.’13

         The most notorious incident of Ingmar’s childhood, when he was locked in a closet, has been embellished and distorted over the years. A picture has emerged of Ingmar’s father imprisoning him in a closet on several occasions as a form of vindictive punishment. In fact, it was Ingmar’s beloved grandmother, who had come from Uppsala to care for the children, who shut him in a wardrobe in the nursery. Ingmar shouted with shock and anger, and Margareta 20rushed away searching for the key to the white closet. She was back in a few moments, but in that interval Ingmar had torn the hem of his mother’s dress with his teeth. In Hour of the Wolf, Johan Borg tells his wife of such a traumatic experience and how he was afraid that a ‘little man’ lurking in the dark would gnaw his feet.

         In an interview for Swedish television in 1981 (which Ingmar himself managed to have suppressed at the time), Dag Bergman claimed that ‘Ingmar was a little angel at school, loved by everyone.’ He maintained that he, not his younger sibling, was the model for the high-school student played by Alf Kjellin in Frenzy. ‘Ingmar was without doubt our father’s favourite child, and I was Dad’s whipping boy.’ In The Magic Lantern, which appeared a few years later in Sweden, Bergman wrote of Dag: ‘He was ruthless, selfish, humorous, always ingratiating with Father despite his hatred, always tied to Mother despite his exhausting conflicts and his attempts to free himself.’14 Late in his life, Dag showed his brother an 800-page autobiography he had written, and Ingmar arranged for it to be transcribed. However, no trace of the text exists in the Bergman Foundation archives.

         The Bergman children inherited a bulky Victorian doll’s house. Spurred by his sister Margareta and her friend Lillian, who was virtually adopted by the family, Ingmar – or ‘Putte’ (‘little chap’), as he was called – began to develop an incipient love of theatre. In 1930 he saw Alf Sjöberg’s production of the Swedish fairy tale Big Klas and Little Klas at the Royal Dramatic Theatre, and this inspired him to build his own puppet playhouse in the nursery. He created a revolving stage, moving scenery and an elaborate lighting system. The stage was formed by turning a large white table upside down, and Ingmar’s mother was prevailed on to make a curtain.

         One of the first fantasies that Ingmar and Margareta presented was called When the Ice Troll Melts. Gramophone records were used to establish a mood, the scenery was carefully sketched, and brother and sister had endless discussions as to which dolls should be assigned to each role. 21
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         At ten years of age, Ingmar started accompanying his brother to screenings at the Östermalm Grammar School. They were mostly documentaries, nature films and features edited for children’s consumption. But the addiction was beginning. If his father remained uninterested in Ingmar’s love of films, he fostered it indirectly by showing lantern slides on themes such as the Holy Land in the congregation room of Hedvig Eleonora Church. Ingmar was allowed to sit among the parishioners, watch the show and listen to Pastor Bergman’s discourses.

         Before long, Ingmar became a confirmed film buff. Theatre held the dominant place among his interests, but the capacity for creating illusionary effects, for gripping an audience by the scruff of the neck, was common to both arts. Film had fascinated him ever since he had been taken to see Black Beauty, with its vivid fire sequence, at the age of six. He was so excited by the experience that he stayed in bed with a temperature for three days. 22

         There were matinees every Saturday, the first at one o’clock, the second at three. Admission was 25 öre when Ingmar started attending, but that increased to 35 öre, which was more than Ingmar’s allowance. He soon found that his father’s small change was kept in his coat pocket in the study, and the necessary coins were filched. His grandmother liked films and used to accompany him to the Castle cinema in Nedre Slottsgatan. ‘She was in every way my best friend,’ said Bergman.

         One of Ingmar’s earliest ambitions was to be a projectionist, like the man at the Castle cinema. He regarded him as someone who ascended to heaven every evening. The projectionist sometimes let the boy join him in the booth, but his effusive cuddling in due course discouraged Ingmar.

         Then, circa 1928, a munificent aunt sent Dag a movie projector as a Christmas present. On Boxing Day, Ingmar swapped his army of around a hundred lead soldiers for the precious contraption. ‘Dag beat me hollow in every war afterwards,’ recalled Bergman, ‘but I’d got the projector anyway.’15 It was a rickety apparatus with a chimney and a lamp and a band of film that circulated continuously. Soon Ingmar was assembling his own films from lengths of material that he purchased by the metre from a local photography store. The first subject he bought was called Frau Holle, even though the ‘Frau’ herself did not appear. A girl in national costume was seen asleep in a meadow. She awoke, stretched, pirouetted and then exited right – again, and again, ad infinitum, as long as the projector handle was turned. Three metres of paradise.

         Learning to splice film marked a critical stage. Ingmar devised plots to suit the montage of various strips that he joined to one another and wound on a primitive film spool he had built out of Meccano. Pocket money was hoarded whenever possible until an even larger projector could be purchased. From there, it was but a step to the essential acquisition of a box camera. ‘[I] then made a cinema out of cardboard with a screen, on which I glued up the 23photos I’d taken. I made a whole series of feature films and ran them through on that screen and made believe it was a cinema.’16 Although he sold off his collection of films before he went to university, he reconstructed one of them to form the farce watched by the young lovers in Prison.
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         Ingmar visited the cinema whenever he could, sometimes several evenings in succession. Monster movies, such as The Mummy, were among his favourites, and the 1931 version of Frankenstein proved a memorable experience. In 1935 or 1936 he saw Gustav Machatý’s Ecstasy, which stunned him. ‘And then of course there was that naked woman one saw suddenly, and that was beautiful and disturbing.’ He was overwhelmed by Victor Sjöström’s The Phantom Carriage – ‘Certain sequences and images have left an indelible impression,’ he told Gösta Werner.17

         His sense of wonder at the sleight of hand of cinema was enhanced by a visit to the ‘film town’ at Råsunda, in the suburbs of Stockholm, around 1930. His father had christened the son of the doctor, Vilhelm Bryde, and, in lieu of payment, Erik Bergman suggested that his son be allowed to visit Råsunda, where Bryde worked. ‘It was … like entering heaven,’ recalled Bergman. These were the studios where Victor Sjöström and Mauritz Stiller had made films. The word ‘Filmstaden’ was printed in large, illuminated letters on an arched sign, just like the huge sign looming above Los Angeles. The rows of terracotta-red buildings seemed like a repository of magic, 24the factory from which movies emerged full-blown as if by some wondrous alchemy. Bergman always responded to the sights, smells and sounds of the studios: ‘For me,’ he wrote in the 1950s, ‘[filmmaking] is a dreadfully exacting work, a broken back, tired eyes, the smell of make-up, sweat, arc lights, eternal tension, and waiting, a continuous struggle between choice and necessity, vision and reality, ambition and shiftlessness.’

         Music, too, was a prime element of Bergman’s youth. His father played the piano, and many family friends were adept on violin and cello. There were those who sang, and chamber music gatherings were frequent. An old piano of the Hammerflügel kind stood in his grandmother’s home, and Ingmar would sit at it, listening to the casual tunes his fingers could pick out. Later he would go to the opera, where he returned to the gallery week after week, following each production with score in hand. In his room, he played 78 rpm discs at a thunderous volume and would be angry if anyone dared interrupt the storm of melody. His tastes changed as he matured. Bach, Handel, Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms, Wagner, Bartók and Stravinsky joined his pantheon; he fostered a particular affection for the French composer Paul Dukas.

         Literature never became quite as vital for him. His passion for Strindberg was significant, and at the age of twelve, he bought the red annotated edition by Landqvist of Strindberg’s complete works – in 55 volumes! Around the same time, he had been allowed to sit in the light tower at the Royal Dramatic Theatre and watch Strindberg’s A Dream Play. He also admired the novels of Agnes von Krusenstjerna, whose view of women influenced his own attitudes. He enjoyed ‘huge Russian novels’ and, as he grew, he turned to Shakespeare, Maupassant, Balzac, Georges Bernanos and the Swede Hjalmar Bergman. But he always found reading a laborious process and liked best to listen to books read aloud (as, for example, the passage from Dickens’s Pickwick Papers read in Cries and Whispers).
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         In his teens, Bergman attended Palmgren’s School in Kommendörsgatan, a short scamper in the morning darkness first from Sophiahemmet and then from Storgatan, where his parents lived from 1934, after Erik had been appointed head pastor at Hedvig Eleonora. The structure still stands, five storeys high, although since 1988 it has belonged to the French state and functions as an embassy building. At the time, its echoing stairways were so clearly the inspiration for Frenzy, one of Bergman’s first screenplays. There was short shrift at Palmgren’s for the pupil who might arrive late for morning prayers, and Ingmar’s inhibited manner and rather weedy physique made him a favourite target for the mockery of many teachers. At this time, Bergman was thin and puny, with green eyes that would soon turn darker and that, from the earliest years, evinced an intensity remembered by everyone who met him. From infancy onwards he suffered from stomach upsets, which led to a recurrent ulcer in adulthood. He was by nature a maverick when young, and inevitably that collided with the dogma that informed every aspect of life at home.

         Two apartments were at the disposal of the Bergman family on the top floor of No. 7 Storgatan in Östermalm. They were linked by a small staircase and a corridor, and Ingmar was given a tiny room behind the kitchen, down the staircase. Hs mother and sister missed the park at Sophiahemmet and placed potted plants in the windows to mask the street view, but Ingmar liked his quarters because he could see far out over central Stockholm and because he felt removed from the household activity. His father did not come back there often, and Ingmar became fast friends with Laila, the aged cook from Småland who had been with the family for nearly 26half a century by the time Ingmar reached his teens. (Jullan Kindal recreated this character memorably in Wild Strawberries and Smiles of a Summer Night.)

         Bergman was probably more interested in playing his records of The Threepenny Opera than in entertaining the female sex. But in Dalarna he did meet one girl in her mid-teens with whom he had a rewarding and liberating relationship. In his autobiography, he describes ‘Märta’ as having ‘powerful shoulders and no hips, her arms and legs long and sunburnt, and covered with golden down. She smelt of the cowshed, as astringent as the marsh.’1 Then, in ninth grade, he met a female contemporary, the sturdy Anna Lindberg, who helped to release him from the emotional strictness of his domestic environment and the lack of any feminine company outside the family circle. The two teenagers would do their homework together and seize every opportunity to make love on the creaking bed in Anna’s family apartment at the junction of Nybrogatan and Valhallavägen. It may be that their early-morning excursion by boat during the summer holiday of 1933 on Smådalarö contributed to similar scenes in Summer Interlude, although evidence suggests that the model for Marie in that film was Barbro Hiort af Ornäs, to whom in June 1938 Bergman dedicated the first of his workbooks, ‘to my Babs’, saying that he ‘will never forget my days with you on Smådalarö’.2

         ——

         In the summer of 1934, Ingmar went to Germany for the first time, on an exchange visit involving some two thousand youngsters. The Swedes would go to Germany for the first part of the summer, and their German counterparts would return home with them to spend the final weeks of sunshine in Swedish homes. Germany and its history already intrigued Ingmar, who was assigned to a pastor’s family in the village of Heina, between Weimar and Eisenach. The large 27household included six sons and three daughters. Hannes, the teenager designated to look after Ingmar, was in the Hitler Youth, and the girls belonged to the German Girls’ League. Ingmar attended Hannes’s school, and was soon subjected to heavy indoctrination about the might and right of the Nazi cause. The pastor had a tendency to use extracts from Mein Kampf for his sermon texts, and Hitler’s portrait hung everywhere.

         The family made an excursion to Weimar, first to a rally attended by Hitler celebrating the first anniversary of the National Socialist Party coming to power, and then to the opera for a performance of Wagner’s Rienzi. When Ingmar asked his host at what point during the rally he should say, ‘Heil Hitler!’, the pastor replied gravely, ‘That’s considered more than mere courtesy, my dear Ingmar.’ For his seventeenth birthday, Ingmar received a photograph of Hitler. Hannes hung it above Ingmar’s bed so that ‘you will always have the man before your eyes’. In his autobiography, Bergman admitted, ‘For many years, I was on Hitler’s side, delighted by his successes and saddened by his defeats.’3

         On another trip, to the house of a neighbouring banker, Ingmar met a girl named Renata, and was smitten. He discovered only later that her family was Jewish. This explained the sudden and ominous silence the following year when, after a correspondence in German, letters no longer came from Renata. On going back to Germany the next summer – the exchange experiment was a success – Ingmar heard that the banker and his family had vanished. In his 1969 TV movie, The Ritual, he based some of Ingrid Thulin’s dialogue ‘almost word for word’ on letters he received from Renata.4

         Ingmar travelled via Berlin on the way home after his initial visit to Germany, and the image of the capital provided him with inspiration for his radio play The City, for The Silence and for The Serpent’s Egg.

         When Hannes, in turn, came to spend some weeks with the Bergmans, he found himself in a much less regimented milieu than his own. Out at the summer villa on Smådalarö, the Bergman family 28led a lazy existence free from the demands of city routine. There was tennis, swimming, dancing, even lovemaking. Hannes was thrilled by the presence of Margareta, Ingmar’s sister, and the two soon became seriously attached. There were eventually plans for them to marry, but Hannes, a pilot, was shot down on the first day of the German invasion of Poland.

         Dag Bergman was one of the founders and organisers of the Swedish National Socialist Party, and Pastor Erik Bergman voted for the party on several occasions. Some of the pastors in his father’s parish were ‘crypto-Nazis’, according to Bergman, and the family’s closest friends often talked enthusiastically about ‘the new Germany’. But when, after the war, the newsreels of the concentration camps began to be shown in Sweden, Bergman realised the horror with which he had brushed shoulders. ‘My feelings were overwhelming,’ he told Jörn Donner, ‘and I felt great bitterness towards my father and my brother and the schoolteachers and everybody else who’d let me into it. But it was impossible to get rid of the guilt and self-contempt.’5

         In the 1970s, after almost thirty-five years of reticence, Bergman could admit to having been affected by Nazi propaganda. ‘When I came home I was a pro-German fanatic,’ he said, although few of his contemporaries recall any pronounced political leanings in him in that period. One of the most meaningful consequences of this episode was that Bergman turned his back on politics in every form. For years he did not vote, did not read political leaders in the papers, and did not listen to speeches.

         However, given that Jane Magnusson’s major documentary on Bergman, released in 2018 to coincide with the centenary of his birth, asserts so vigorously that he was in denial about Hitler’s regime until long after the Führer’s death, it’s essential to state some facts. He disagreed sharply with his brother Dag and did not belong to the Swedish National Socialist Party. Some of his closest friends and co-workers were of Jewish stock – the actor Erland Josephson, 29the costume designer Mago (Max Goldstein) and his script assistant and production manager Katinka Faragó. There is no trace of anti-Semitism in Bergman’s stage or screen work, and no suggestion that he espoused Nazi ideals such as Kraft durch Freude (‘Strength through Joy’). Indeed, in 1966 he had the courage to stage Peter Weiss’s scarifying play, The Investigation, about the Auschwitz trials in Frankfurt. The villain in Bergman’s first filmed screenplay, Frenzy, is clearly modelled on Heinrich Himmler. In his 1949 feature, Thirst, he shows starving Germans pleading for food in the wake of World War II as a train passes through a station on the way home to Sweden. The Serpent’s Egg (1977) sought to locate the germ cell of Nazi ideology in the Weimar Republic of 1923, with a deranged scientist, Hans Vergérus, explaining that ‘It’s like a serpent’s egg. Through the thin membranes, you can clearly discern the already perfect reptile.’

         In 1937 Bergman took what was known in Sweden as the student examination, an equivalent of the English A level (or High School Diploma in the United States) and a prerequisite for anyone intending to go to university. He passed with quite a respectable grade, although he failed Latin. The day before that particular paper, he had been obliged to attend the funeral of one of his father’s fellow clergymen, and the incident upset him so much that he made a mess of a subject he had previously enjoyed. He considered himself ‘totally, completely devoid of any talent for maths’.6 He also found geography difficult, whereas history and religion were more engaging. Around this time, he met a young man he called ‘Matheus Manders’, and shared a cottage with him in a kind of allotment garden. Bergman developed this into a fiction entitled Matheus Manders, the Fourth Story or Om en mördare in 1942,7 and the cottage itself would surface in his 1946 feature film, It Rains on Our Love.

         Before proceeding to Stockholm High School, as the University of Stockholm was known in those times, Bergman did compulsory military service in two stretches, amounting officially to five 30months each. He was soon sent home, however, thanks to a doctor’s amiable assertion that his stomach required more delicate sustenance than the army could offer. ‘I don’t think I was a very good soldier,’ Bergman recalled. His most arduous duty at the military camp in Strangnäs was to manage a machine gun with six other youths. The weapons were obsolescent, and the machine guns, dating from 1914, were as unwieldy as small cannon, mounted on carriages but lacking the horses to drag them along. The officers refused permission for the recruits to wear earplugs during target practice, and Bergman became completely deaf in his right ear. ‘But’, he wrote in 1994, ‘my left ear can still hear a cricket sing,’ just as his right eye was ‘legally blind’ and yet he could ‘see like a raven with the left one’.8

         At university, his chosen subjects were literature and the history of art. Like many another genius, he could not be pinned down to the precise demands of a curriculum. He did not complete the degree course, although he was stimulated by the lectures of Martin Lamm and managed to hand in a paper on Strindberg’s play The Keys of Heaven.

         The years 1938 and 1939 formed a watershed in Bergman’s youth. He became friends with Kerstin Högvall, who was a leader of the Storkyrkoflickorna (‘Big Church Girls’) group at the Mäster-Olofsgården, a club for people of all ages that since 1931 had offered courses and activities, particularly in theatre. ‘I will be a great director, I want to be,’ Bergman told her. He had met Sven Hansson, the head of Mäster-Olofsgården, while hunting for books on theatre at Sandberg’s Bookshop, where Hansson worked by day. The two men meshed well, and Bergman was asked to teach a course on stage matters at the settlement house. ‘When I began at Mäster-Olofsgården,’ he told Henrik Sjögren, ‘all theatre was for me suggestions, atmosphere, situations. But I came much later to the notion that a stage play has an intellectual aspect. And the idea that I myself could have an intellectual attitude to a production came still later.’9 31

         In the spring of 1938, Bergman directed Sutton Vane’s Outward Bound in Mäster-Olofsgården. He himself played the Reverend Frank Thomson, and another early admirer, Maud Sandvall, appeared as Mrs Cliveden Banks; on 24 May there appeared a factual – if also favourable – notice in the morning newspaper Svenska Dagbladet. His next production was a Strindberg play, Lucky Peter’s Journey. Both contained parts for Barbro Hiort af Ornäs.

         Bergman’s life might have been governed by his work for stage and screen, but infatuation marked his emotional progress. At least a dozen of the early films that Bergman wrote or directed are marked, almost convulsed, by disputes between the sexes. If at a cultural level the antecedents for this stem from the plays of August Strindberg, on a personal level they owe their vicious, physical turbulence to Bergman’s first major erotic relationship. Karin Lannby was two years his senior, and infinitely more mature. Her mother had worked as the Swedish agent for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, and in 1925 had travelled with the seventeen-year-old Greta Gustafsson (soon known as Greta Garbo) to Hollywood. The precocious Karin had joined a socialist association in Sweden at the age of fifteen, and soon afterwards became a member of the Swedish Communist Party’s youth group. Two years before she encountered Ingmar, Karin Lannby had been a zealous supporter of the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War. She could speak Spanish and French well, and was recruited by Luis Buñuel, no less, to act as a spy on behalf of the Republicans. Seized by Franco’s forces while on a mission on the southern side of the Pyrenees, she escaped, suffered a nervous breakdown and eventually found herself in the Langbro Psychiatric Clinic in southern Stockholm.

         When Bergman met her in 1939, Karin seemed like the perfect antidote to his brother Dag, whose right-wing views were as extreme as Karin’s commitment to the left. In his autobiography, Bergman calls her ‘Maria’, for she was still alive in 1987, when The Magic Lantern appeared. ‘She had a thickset body with sloping shoulders, 32high breasts and big hips and thighs,’ he wrote. ‘Her face was flat with a long well-shaped nose, broad forehead and expressive dark blue eyes.’10 Barbro Hiort af Ornäs also noted Lannby’s ‘fantastic skin’ and ‘dark-blue eyes’. The chemical attraction between Bergman and Lannby survived all their quarrels, however violent. Bergman drew a corrosive portrait of her in his screenplay Woman without a Face (1947), and she doubtless inspired the seductive femme fatale played by Margit Carlqvist in To Joy (1950).

         Restless, feral and a consummate actress in real life, Karin Lannby pursued her clandestine career in counter-espionage under the code name ‘Annette’, reporting to the Swedish General Staff on the activities of German and Spanish diplomats after the outbreak of war. Bergman, however, bowed to her sexual power and promoted her as a stage actress in Strindberg’s The Pelican at the Stockholm Student Theatre in 1940.

         Karin seems also to have sparked Bergman’s decision to fly the family nest. On 5 September 1939 Bergman had a row with his father, and when the maid went to make up his room the following morning, she found a letter from Ingmar addressed to Erik Bergman, saying he could no longer stay in the house. Three months later Bergman returned to Storgatan on the eve of being called up for military service in Karlskrona. But it was only a matter of months before he quarrelled with his father again.

         The break with his parents seemed more severe than it actually proved, and once or twice a week a friend of the family would trek across town to bring him a bottle of red wine and some decent food and retrieve the dirty socks for washing at home. Sven Hansson offered accommodation to Bergman and acted as mediator between him and his family. The rupture diminished to a state of armed neutrality.

         Bergman’s activity at Mäster-Olofsgården continued for two more years, and his team grew to love him. His demands were onerous, but he never spared himself. Daily rehearsals were essential just before 33a premiere, and a Sunday-morning rehearsal was scheduled whatever the state of the production. He worked outside Hansson’s tiny auditorium as well: Erland Josephson (later to star in such Bergman films as Scenes from a Marriage, Face to Face and Fanny and Alexander) remembered the young Ingmar coming to the Norra Real High School and directing The Merchant of Venice with a cast of pupils, and Josephson playing Antonio. ‘It was so absolutely clear what he wanted,’ said Josephson later. The climax of this phase of Bergman’s career came in April 1940, with his production of Macbeth. Maud Sandvall, who played Lady Macbeth, recalled that confusion raged when news broke of the Nazi invasion of Denmark and Norway on 9 April; with the opening only four days away, all the male actors were called up for military service. Sven Hansson quickly contacted officials in high places and succeeded in getting most of the actors released from duty. Macbeth opened as planned and, in the shadow of the Occupation, the play assumed an additional symbolic force. Bergman himself played Duncan. Meanwhile, to his credit, Pastor Erik Bergman uttered a powerful sermon against the Nazi threat and made significant efforts to secure the safe passage to Sweden of German refugees.

         By 1940, Bergman was producing plays at the Student Theatre in Stockholm as well as at Mäster-Olofsgården. His pace was hectic. He had managed to persuade those in charge of various organisations that he would produce to order for them and, moreover, keep to a tight budget and time schedule. Strindberg’s The Pelican was Bergman’s first production at the Student Theatre. In the autumn season of 1941, he was embroiled in a series of productions at the Medborgarhuset (Civic Centre), among them A Midsummer Night’s Dream and one of Strindberg’s most taxing plays, The Ghost Sonata. The 99-seat library at Medborgarhuset was designed as a place where children might be entertained, and Bergman, with Karin at his side, cheerfully staged plays for younger audiences, using professional, adult actors for the leading roles and dubbing his endeavour the 34‘Sagoteater’ (literally, ‘Fairy-tale Theatre’). In September, he sought refuge in a garret in his grandparents’ summer house in Dalarna, and wrote twelve plays in less than two months.11

         On 11 June 1941, Bergman and Lannby wrote a joint letter in Spanish to the family of Federico García Lorca about Blood Wedding, but in fact Bergman had to wait until 1952 to direct a radio version of Lorca’s play. Karin seems to have run the business affairs at the Medborgarhuset, for in October of 1941 a young Gunnar Björnstrand sent her a plea to be paid his pittance for appearing in The Ghost Sonata.

         Karin Lannby continued her brazen dominance over her partner, effectively ending a two-year relationship between Bergman and the more demure Marianne von Schantz. In fact, Ingmar and Marianne were engaged, informally, two days after the premiere of Macbeth in April 1940. She had known Ingmar since her schooldays, and grew up in Skeppargatan, a short distance from the Bergman home on Storgatan.

         One day, Sven Hansson’s wife surprised Karin alone in Bergman’s room at their home in Själagårdsgatan. ‘Are you Mr Bergman’s sister?’ she enquired, and Karin replied, ‘No, I’m his wife.’12 For some months in the autumn of 1941, Bergman shared an apartment with Karin at Tavastgatan 5 in the Söder neighbourhood of Stockholm.13 By Christmas, their squabbles had degenerated into serious fighting, and Bergman returned to his parents’ home. Soon afterwards, he was seduced once more by Karin, but in May of 1942 the relationship foundered in bitterness. Karin’s dramatic life continued unabated – after the war she even contacted the Sicilian bandit Salvatore Giuliano (the subject of Francesco Rosi’s great 1962 film), and wrote about him in many international newspapers. She settled in Paris, and played the dying mother in Jean-Pierre Melville’s Les enfants terribles, written by Jean Cocteau. Subsequently, she shared her life with a radical priest named Luis ‘Loulou’ Bouyer. She outlived Bergman by four months. 35

         The tempestuous liaison with Karin Lannby provided Bergman with a dark well from which he would retrieve accusations, retorts, explosions of anguish and violence for use in future films and plays. It would haunt him as the most erotically charged of all his love affairs.
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         It is difficult to establish when Bergman began writing plays, scribbling them in his almost indecipherable longhand. He spent the summer of 1942 in a concentrated burst of energy that yielded several plays; yet only seven seem to have seen the light of day. He once told a French critic that he had written some twenty-three or twenty-four dramas in toto. None has become a staple of the Swedish repertoire and, with the exception of pieces written for television and radio, none has been revived since the 1950s. According to his wife at the time, Else Fisher, the first was based on Hans Christian Andersen’s story The Travelling Companion (a symbol for Death). Entitled The Death of Punch (Kaspers död), the play describes a man’s sardonic attempt to elude the staid decorum of bourgeois marriage. He falls drunk at an inn, is forced to dance on the table (a foretaste of the scene in The Seventh Seal where Jof is tormented by the taverners) and borne off to Death. Punch begs to be excluded from Heaven, which appears identical to the crass serendipity of his marriage.

         Bergman’s Punch figure becomes an embittered Everyman who pops up in almost every script and play written by the Swede during the decade. Jack Kasparsson in Jack Among the Actors (1947) addresses the darkness (as will the Knight in The Seventh Seal): ‘Is there no one there who can help me? Yes, dear God in Heaven, help me, God, you who are somewhere, who must be somewhere, you must help me!’ The paradox remains that the clues to Bergman’s art (if not to his obsessions) are more clearly defined in his productions of plays by Strindberg, Ibsen, Molière or Tennessee Williams than in his own apprentice works as a playwright. Ironically, since his death, 37several of Bergman’s films – The Silence, Persona, Cries and Whispers, Scenes from a Marriage – have been converted into plays and staged at some of the world’s leading theatres.

         Bergman was anxious to see his own work in performance, and the premiere of The Death of Punch at the Student Theatre in September 1942 proved a momentous occasion, not by virtue of the play’s brilliance but because of what ensued. Early the next morning, Stina Bergman was reading her newspapers at the headquarters of Svensk Filmindustri, where she was in charge of the script department. This portly woman was the widow of one of Sweden’s greatest writers of the century, Hjalmar Bergman, and as soon as she had digested Sten Selander’s notice in Svenska Dagbladet (‘No debut in Swedish has given such unambiguous promise for the future’), she rang the Student Union and asked for Bergman’s home number. She was told that Ingmar was still asleep. When he returned the call, he was suspicious and offhand. Stina Bergman invited him to come for a chat that afternoon.

         He arrived, according to Stina Bergman, looking ‘shabby and discourteous, coarse and unshaven. He seemed to emerge with a scornful laugh from the darkest corner of Hell; a true clown, with a charm so deadly that after a couple of hours’ conversation, I had to have three cups of coffee to get back to normal.’1 She suggested on the spot that he should join Svensk Filmindustri as an assistant in the screenwriting division. He was delighted, not only because the job presented a challenge but also because the salary amounted to a princely 500 crowns a month for ‘a poor, confused young man’ – Bergman’s own description of himself. The days were long, with lunches snatched in the canteen. Bergman worked alongside established scriptwriters including Gösta Stevens, Lars-Eric Kjellgren, Gardar Sahlberg and Rune Lindström.

         He was given a desk and a tiny office – there were six people there – and he ‘washed and polished’ scripts. The regimen was tough, and if one of her young men finished editing a screenplay ten minutes 38before the close of work, Stina Bergman expected him to plunge at once into another script or synopsis. However, the diligent Ingmar found time to originate a screenplay entitled Episode, ‘a thriller based on the Swedish security police’s work during the current war years’. It would ideally have featured Stig Olin or Tord Bernheim in the lead, with parts also for Stig Järrel, Eva Henning and Olof Winnerstrand. It was never made into a film, but some of the dialogue may have crept into Bergman’s This Can’t Happen Here (1950). Allan Ekelund, who became Bergman’s line producer on most of his early films, recalls a fledgling effort entitled Scared to Live: ‘We discussed it quite seriously at the studio; it was based on a novel and it showed considerable talent.’

         Gunnar Fischer, Bergman’s cameraman from 1948, remembered being in Stina Bergman’s office looking over a screenplay. ‘A young man came in, didn’t say hello or anything, but promptly lay down on the floor with his hands behind his head. Poorly dressed, with rubber boots. He shut his eyes and didn’t say a word for about half an hour or so, and then he left without saying goodbye. That was Ingmar.’2 By his own admission, Bergman dominated any company. He would laugh often and loudly, so much so that in the midst of a general rehearsal at the Nya Teatern, he was asked to tone down his explosions of mirth, as they were disturbing the actors.3

         The choreographer on The Death of Punch was a pert, wide-eyed woman named Else Fisher. Bergman had met her in April 1942 and had asked her to supervise a pantomime programme at the Civic Centre. She called it ‘Beppo the Clown’, and with it she revealed her gifts for both dancing and choreography. Else had been born in Australia, the daughter of a Norwegian–Swedish marriage. The same age as Ingmar, she was only twenty-one when she took a prize at the International Dance Competition in Brussels; during the 1940s and 1950s she went on to become secretary of the Swedish Dramatists’ Association. ‘She was kind, clever, and funny,’ recalled Bergman in later years.4 To a certain extent, Bergman portrayed her 39in To Joy and Summer Interlude, but her girlish innocence emerges in the person of Bibi Andersson’s Mia in The Seventh Seal.

         In October, Else and Ingmar became engaged. Their relationship was founded on work and romance. Ingmar immersed himself in novels and plays, although he still did not own a typewriter. On 25 March 1943, the couple married with pleasant pomp at Hedvig Eleonora, although, according to his memoirs, Bergman ‘ran away a week before the wedding, but came back’.5

         Else wore the gold crown of the church itself, and Ingmar (who had chosen the hymns and the organ music) was in white tie and tails. There was a reception at No. 7 Storgatan and then a mere two days’ honeymoon in Gothenburg. His parents accepted the return, even if temporary, of their prodigal son. The bridal pair lived in a two-room apartment in Abrahamsberg in the western suburbs of Stockholm.
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         By March of 1943 Bergman had been accepted at Svensk Filmindustri as a scriptwriter (his contract ran initially from 16 January for one year). Svensk Filmindustri was the country’s largest film 40company by virtue of its huge chain of cinemas. Sweden was unusual in that its three leading studios produced, distributed and exhibited movies and, although the efforts of Anders Sandrew and Gustav Scheutz created two viable alternatives to Svensk Filmindustri in the late 1930s, there was no doubting the pre-eminence of ‘SF’, as the enterprise was known. Charles Magnusson had founded SF in 1919, when he absorbed the assets of his chief rival, Skandia, into his own company, Svenska Bio, to which he had already signed Mauritz Stiller and Victor Sjöström. Most of the talented personalities in Swedish cinema had worked at the SF studios in Råsunda, and the administrative headquarters (where Bergman had begun working) were at 36 Kungsgatan, in the very heart of Stockholm. Carl Anders Dymling, a former head of Sveriges Radio, assumed responsibility for SF in 1942 and immediately brought an enlightened mind to bear on the problems of film production. One of his first decisions was to appoint Victor Sjöström as artistic director of the company.

         The notion for the screenplay of Frenzy or Torment (Hets) had germinated since the late 1930s, and Bergman had written the gist by hand in blue ink in an exercise book as early as 1941. It was meticulously structured according to the precepts he had learned at Svensk Filmindustri, with the action on the left half of each page and the dialogue on the right. The protagonist would be Jan-Erik, a high-school student in Stockholm, and the antagonist his sadistic Latin master, nicknamed ‘Caligula’ by his pupils. In a programme note issued for the premiere of Frenzy, Bergman described Caligula as ‘a venomous snake’ who did not understand the nature of his own evil personality.6 It would become a full-length treatment when SF asked Bergman to develop an original synopsis of his own.7

         Sjöström liked Bergman and his work. He was especially impressed by the treatment for Frenzy and urged SF to make it into a film. So too did veteran director Gustaf Molander, writing to Dymling that ‘this story contain[s] much that [is] objectionable but also a considerable amount of joy and truth’.8 The studio’s ‘house directors’ refused 41to direct Frenzy, and the screenplay landed on the desk of the distinguished stage and screen maestro Alf Sjöberg, who would win the Palme d’Or at Cannes for Miss Julie some years later. ‘It was Dymling who told me I should read it because he thought there could be something in it. I read the script and found that it mirrored exactly my own experience as a boy. The atmosphere at my school was very Germanic and full of spiritual pressure. Ingmar Bergman and I had the same teacher – I for eight or nine years!’ Their mutual bête noire had been known to boys at both schools as the ‘Coachman’, driving his class along with cracks of the whip and frequent tongue-lashings.

         By 22 March 1943, Bergman had completed a typed ‘synopsis’ of the film, running to 47 pages, including 418 shots, and concluding with Caligula polishing his pince-nez and gazing out of the school window, as Jan-Erik, hands plunged in trouser pockets, turns away and goes home on graduation day. The first draft was edited by Stina Bergman. Sjöberg developed it from that point on, and asked Bergman to serve as script assistant on set. Shooting commenced on 21 February 1944; at this stage the screenplay concluded with a whimpering Caligula hiding in the cupboard after the murder of the reluctant prostitute Bertha and pleading with Jan-Erik not to leave him alone. The film itself would end with a liberated if chastened Jan-Erik facing the future. The school scenes were shot at the Östra Real School, attended by Sjöberg and by Bergman’s brother Dag.

         Svensk Filmindustri paid Bergman what seemed like a princely sum of 5,000 crowns (or around forty weeks’ wages for a lower-paid worker in Sweden during the 1940s) for the screenplay for Frenzy. ‘We both felt it as a gift from heaven, a fantastic surprise!’ recalled Else Fisher. ‘I was expecting our child and lived with my mother in a small house in a small town near Lake Vättern. Ingmar came for one week’s visit and brought that fortune with him.’9 Their daughter Lena was born on 21 December 1943. 42

         ——

         Ingmar was not entirely the manic bohemian, although he was certainly aware of his own image. He made a point, when attending the cinema, of sitting in the front row with his feet on a bench beside the piano used for accompanying silent films. Letters and articles would be signed with a flourish accompanied by the insignia of a little devil. He took a liking to Else’s beret and soon adopted it as a badge of artistic courage. (He remained addicted to berets until Käbi Laretei, his fourth wife, put a stop to the habit.) A beard was of course de rigueur for the times, and Bergman sported a small pointed variety that gave him the guise of a Mephistopheles. More often than not, the beard was grown less at fashion’s diktat than to avoid the sheer bother of shaving.

         At one point, he was smoking several packs of cigarettes a day and could often be found at his favourite restaurant, Sturehof, in the centre of Stockholm, feet up on the table and friends and admirers in attendance. Ulcer symptoms soon persuaded him to abandon smoking and he was tempted by the bottle only in youth, and abandoned drinking in middle age. A small glass of wine or beer was sufficient, and a Ramlösa (the Swedish equivalent of club soda) would be his habitual accompaniment to food or conversation.

         Birger Malmsten, who would personify Bergman in films of the 1940s and 1950s, recalls the director in the war years as ‘small and skinny, wearing a pair of worn-out suede pants and a brown shirt. He directed the play holding a hammer in his hand, and from time to time he threw it at the young actors.’

         ——

         In April 1944, thanks to a recommendation from the drama critic Herbert Grevenius, Bergman received an offer to become director of the City Theatre in Helsingborg, on the south coast of Sweden. Frenzy was still in production, and so Bergman obtained a day’s leave from Sjöberg to go down to Helsingborg and sign the contract, thus 43becoming the youngest head of a major theatre in northern Europe. On his return to the SF studios, he was asked to supervise the last exterior shots on Frenzy, as Sjöberg had another commitment. Filmed at dawn, ‘they were my first professionally filmed images’, he remembered with pride.

         
            
[image: ]Stig Järrel and Alf Kjellin in Frenzy (Torment in the United States).
Copyright © AB Svensk Filmindustri 1944. Photo by Louis Huch.

            

         

         Frenzy captured a large audience in Sweden, as well as a debate in the press. The headmaster of Palmgren’s School protested in Aftonbladet the day after its premiere on 3 October 1944, claiming that Bergman’s father, brother and Ingmar himself had all been satisfied with their education there. Bergman riposted immediately, saying that he abhorred school as a principle, a system and an institution. Sjöberg had based the character of Caligula on Himmler, which he said ‘tied in with the anti-Nazi plays I was staging at the Royal Dramatic Theatre, by writers like Pär Lagerkvist’. The teacher reads the pro-Nazi newspaper Dagsposten while sipping brandy in 44Bertha’s flat. At other times his behaviour resembles that of Hitler, with his explosions of rage and his slamming of the cane on desks in the classroom.

         For Jan-Erik and his friends, Caligula is the Devil incarnate, but Bergman did not in this first screenplay give vent to his hopes for a Godhead that can combat evil. He does not regard the fiendish teacher as mentally ill; rather he believes that some individuals are inherently evil. The school remains a microcosm of the hell that Bergman’s later figures will view as symbolic of the world in general. Bergman’s seething rebellion against his family background could easily be heard as a more profound cry of exasperation against the lethargy of Swedish society in the face of World War II. His relationship with his parents can be gauged from the portrayal of Jan-Erik’s own mother – considerate and affectionate – and father – more narrow-minded and ineffectual.

         During the shoot, he had become friends with the actors Stig Olin and Birger Malmsten, who would serve as his alter ego in his films of the 1940s; one of his closest colleagues through the years ahead, Gunnar Björnstrand, appears as an officious teacher on the prowl for pupils arriving late at school.

         Only a few months after his marriage to Else Fisher in 1943, Bergman attended a party at the opera in Stockholm to celebrate the birthday of the conductor Sixten Ehrling; there he met Ellen Lundström, who had the impression of ‘a man who talked the whole evening about himself’. Ellen was a dancer and choreographer. In his autobiography, Bergman described her as ‘a strikingly beautiful girl who radiated erotic appeal … talented, regional and highly emotional’.

         Almost as soon as he assumed his post as the head of Helsingborg City Theatre, Bergman assigned Ellen Lundström to choreograph his productions, starting with Brita von Horn’s The Ascheberg Widow at Wittskövle in September of 1944. This was a role offered at first to Else Fisher, who could not come down to Helsingborg for medical 45reasons, as both she and the infant Lena were diagnosed as suffering from tuberculosis. Else’s disinclination to travel stemmed from the knowledge that Ingmar was no longer faithful to her. She wrote to him on a daily basis, but he did not respond. ‘I trusted no one, loved no one, missed no one,’ he asserted in The Magic Lantern.10 He was ‘obsessed with a sexuality that forced me into constant infidelity’ and was ‘tormented by desire, fear, anguish, and a guilty conscience’.11

         Bergman would produce ten plays during a prodigious two seasons in Helsingborg. Macbeth opened on 19 November 1944. Herbert Grevenius attended the first night and in his review endorsed Bergman’s vision of Shakespeare’s tragedy as ‘an anti-Nazi drama, a furious settlement of accounts with a murderer and a war crim inal. Ruthlessly, consistently, and psychoanalytically, the all-powerful tyrant is taken to pieces.’12 Another success was Rabies, based on a novel by Olle Hedberg, an expert flayer of bourgeois life. The third memorable production proved to be Requiem, marking the dramatic debut of a bright young Swedish writer, Björn-Erik Höijer. Bergman summed up his aspirations at Helsingborg in a programme note dated September 1945: ‘Our theatre will be, must be, a young theatre. It will be a first-rate seedbed for new plants and we cannot tell what they will be like when they grow big. They’ll shift and change … Our theatre will also be a touchstone for our capacity for self-criticism.13 Sally in A Ship to India describes her theatre in words that must have represented Bergman’s own impression of Helsingborg: ‘The same old songs, the out-of-tune piano, the musty costumes. Everything smelling of rats and mould and poverty.’ Facilities were indeed modest – twelve spotlights, and just four sets of horizontal lamps – and the capacity was just three hundred. The average age of the company was twenty-three, salaries small, and the theatre’s subsidy minuscule – in the region of 50,000 crowns. ‘But Ingmar’s productions were so good’, recalled Erland Josephson, ‘that it appeared as though there were a lot of facilities. His use of the stage, the actors, the music, the rhythm, was excellent.’ 46

         Bergman habitually harangued his audience in the programme notes even before the curtain went up: ‘Take a look at this, my friend, and you’ll see what you look like. Just because you happen to live here in Helsingborg, you aren’t any better than anyone else. I hope it upsets you. Because we’re going to pull the floor from under your feet, plunge you into lethal torture chambers to take a look at the eyeless monsters that lurk there.’

         Ellen Lundström had married the photographer Christer Strömholm in 1944, but she and Ingmar had already hurtled into love, and the marriage with Else Fisher was dissolved in 1945. Else may have felt abandoned, but accepted, in her own words, that Ellen ‘had much more by way of beauty, strength, and sexual attraction’.14 She had at least been permitted to leave the sanatorium for two days to attend the first night of The Ascheberg Widow in Helsingborg.

         Carl Anders Dymling felt from the outset a strong sympathy for Bergman and his writing. When Bergman fell sick in Helsingborg in September of 1944, Dymling wrote to say that Svensk Filmindustri would give him a loan to cover his sanatorium costs. The following spring, Dymling sent Bergman a thoughtful assessment of a screenplay entitled first Sentimental Journey and then Marie, which would eventually become Summer Interlude (1950).

         
            First of all, undoubtedly you have never written a better love story; it is fine, tender and genuine, and the scenes between the young are authentic and animated.

            Less convincing is the framework. Apart from such a minor detail that you never find out from where the diary miraculously materialises, the double perspective doesn’t add much, and the fascinating atmosphere surrounding the opera-ballet you have only partially benefited from.

            The story is hardly naturally associated with this particular environment but could practically be played out anywhere. This last note is of secondary importance. Much more importantly, as I have 47just said, is that the freshness of the first experience of love is not contrasted with a similar experience in the present, a contrast that could be effective, and which one might expect.

            Psychologically, it would not be unthinkable, but on the contrary likely, that the girl after fifteen years would win a kind of reconciliation with life and once again experiences love, even if in a completely different form. I am afraid that the story, as cinema, loses a lot by you having focused it so strongly on the memories of youth.

            In other words, your synopsis is, I would say, a beautiful short story, in a gentle melancholy mood, but I fear that such a movie would be a little monotonous and flimsy. However, I can easily picture the love story as the core of a film, where present-day Marie is more fully fleshed out. Couldn’t one imagine that, at the beginning of the film, she is, using a banal expression, about to enter into a marriage of convenience, but that before marrying she needs to bid farewell to her youth and memories?

            It is very possible that I have it all wrong, but you can ponder these points a little.

         

         As usual, Bergman took Dymling’s comments to heart, and would revise his screenplay in the coming years, until it materialised as Summer Interlude in 1950. He and Ellen rented an apartment on Norra Storgatan in Helsingborg, which included a children’s room and a guest room, for when Ingmar’s sister Margareta would visit. ‘We were happy, Ingmar and I,’ wrote Ellen in her reminiscences. ‘Ate dinner together at home. Went to concerts and films as time allowed. Made love. And worked, worked in the theatre.’15

         Ellen’s influence on his work was negligible, although when the relationship grew bitter it did provide Bergman with the spur to write the harrowing matrimonial rows in Thirst, Prison and To Joy. Ellen bore him four children. On 5 September 1945 she gave birth to a daughter, Eva, whom Ingmar always accepted as his own 48child – and in fact adopted, knowing full well that Eva’s father was Christer Strömholm. Some days afterwards, Ellen sent Bergman a passionate letter, along with an itemised bill for sundry expenses. She then wrote to him almost continuously, keeping him up to date with Eva’s progress. She was a lively soul, writing hastily, often in pencil or ink in a large, generous hand, making little jokes and teasing Bergman. During the month of July 1946 she despatched 14 letters, and no fewer than 21 in the following month. Throughout the summer, while Bergman was travelling or working somewhere other than in Helsingborg, they would write to each other every day, and on the days when they did not write, they would talk on the phone.

         Jan was born on 7 September 1946, and the twins Mats and Anna followed in 1948. Jan had a desultory career as an actor and TV director, even appearing as Gunnar Björnstrand’s chauffeur in his father’s film, Shame. Anna married an Englishman and appeared on British TV; in 1979, she directed her first film, The Stewardess, in Santo Domingo. In her autobiography, Anna suggests that to some degree her mother was a rival to the young Ingmar Bergman because she was a dancer, choreographer, stage director and actress.16 Mats made his debut as an actor on Swedish TV in 1969, while Eva became a programme editor at the Royal Dramatic Theatre.

         ——

         The original title of Crisis was My Child Is Mine, and it stemmed from a play by the Danish writer Leck Fischer. The screenplay is dated May 1945, and was handwritten in ink, but more sloppily than Frenzy, as though Bergman had been in haste to complete it – which he did, in fourteen nights. It ran to 444 shots. Dymling had visited Bergman at the theatre in Helsingborg and suggested that he cut his teeth on a film that none of the regular directors in the SF stable was willing to touch. ‘I’d have filmed the telephone book if anyone had asked me to at that point,’ said Bergman 49later. Shooting commenced on 4 July, but Bergman recalled in his autobiography that his dream debut swiftly deteriorated into a nightmare. He clashed with his actors; he clashed with Gösta Roosling, the veteran cinematographer; the weather proved unpredictable; and the frustrated Bergman himself succumbed to bouts of drinking. Victor Sjöström, then an adviser to SF, saved the situation by counselling Bergman to be less choleric with his actors and to film each shot in the least complicated way possible.

         The wounding of others runs like a bass line through Bergman’s work, and dates from this debut. Jack (Stig Olin) is the first of many autobiographical portraits, with the gentler personality of Birger Malmsten taking over the role in subsequent films. Jack holds sway over women both young and of a certain age. His charm and arrogance create havoc in the small-town life of a provincial town (Helsingborg, although unnamed). Crisis is a film of light versus shadow, town versus country, the innocent Nelly’s biological mother Jenny versus her foster mother Ingeborg.

         Jack, the devil’s advocate, is brutal and maudlin by turns. As he gazes down at the party guests dancing in the town hotel, he sneers, ‘What a bunch of crazy marionettes – and who’s pulling the strings? Me!’ His suicide in a rain-slicked street by night recalls that of Jean Gabin in Marcel Carné’s Quai des brumes. Two shots are heard. At a nearby theatre, people can be heard laughing at some entertainment. Jenny shrieks with grief as the ambulance arrives to bear away Jack’s corpse. The street empties, and Nelly wanders disconsolate through the night, just as Michèle Morgan did in the Carné film.

         Bergman uses an offscreen narrator at the beginning and end of Crisis. He would rely on the device at various stages of his career, in films such as Persona, The Passion of Anna, and in the introduction to several episodes of Scenes from a Marriage and Face to Face. Other characteristics of Bergman’s cinema emerge: the predominance of mirrors for reflecting a person’s anxieties and weaknesses; the dream sequence as an evocation of the past; and the close-up, 50most eloquently showing one character talking away from the camera, while another stares out of the background.

         Bergman’s self-confidence had been wounded by the experience on Crisis. On 15 December 1945 he wrote to Carl Anders Dymling suggesting that Sjöberg should direct his screenplay Marie: ‘This is the only script I have ever really cared about.’ Dymling demurred, but five years later would green-light the project under the title of Summer Interlude. Their relationship had grown warmer, with Dymling addressing him as ‘Mr Theatre Chief’ in 1944, and then ‘Dear Ingmar’ in the late 1950s. On Bergman’s side, even in 1945 he was addressing Dymling as ‘Esteemed and Respected Brother’ (Värderade och vördade Broder).

         Crisis opened in February 1946, and flopped, although some reviewers saw promise in Bergman’s work. While he continued to write screenplays for Svensk Filmindustri, he would not direct another feature for the studio until Port of Call in 1948.

         In January 1946, the legendary director Torsten Hammarén invited Bergman to join the Gothenburg City Theatre from the autumn of that year. His stipend would be 8,000 crowns for six months’ work, commencing on 1 October 1946.
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