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SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
A contemporary review

Ingmar Bergman has declared that Fanny and Alexander is to be his last film.
There have, it should be noted, been previous last performances, and we shall
have to wait and see whether this is absolutely and positively the not-so-old
Magician’s last trick. If, however, it is, he could hardly have executed a more
smiling, confident and sweeping valedictory bow. The proceedings open on
Christmas Eve 1907 in an unnamed Swedish provincial town (there is, it
transpires, a theatre, a cathedral, a university, a dark rushing river). Our hero,
ten-year-old Alexander Ekdahl, is gazing dreamily through the proscenium of a
toy theatre. We are then introduced to the sumptuous apartment of
Alexander’s grandmother: the imagined, enclosed, ideal home of childhood. It
is unmistakably framed as another theatre. The empty stage is soon awash
with revelry: for sustained exuberance, as well as for a fluid grace suggesting
space and liberating movement, Bergman has never done better. After the
years of exile, one can hear the exhalation. The filmmaker is back home among
his own people, happy in his own petit theatre.

Fanny and Alexander, like Scenes from a Marriage, comes in two versions. The
one under review, for theatrical release, is divided in two and runs some three
hours. Bergman published a Fanny and Alexander script in Sweden in 1979,
and Alan Blair’s translation (Pantheon Books, New York) is a useful adjunct to
the film since a prologue supplies some essential background detail to this
many-charactered family story. It also reveals that one seemingly important
scene has been dropped (if it was ever shot) from the theatrical version.
(Scenes from a Marriage lent itself reasonably well to television, but it is hard to
imagine that Sven Nykvist’s rich, crowded images for Fanny and Alexander will
transfer as happily.) One finds in the script’s stage directions confirmation of
two of the film’s striking aspects: Bergman’s desire to speak plainly and his
taste-some may have forgotten it-for sly humour. We are allowed at one point
to hear the voice of God: Alexander hears it too and speaks up for himself-this
God, it turns out however, is only a large misshapen puppet.

In the first part, Bergman is concerned with establishing the feeling of a child,
Alexander (Fanny hardly gets a look in), cocooned in the middle of a sprawling,
prosperous, close and on the whole greatly good-humoured Swedish family.
Helena (Gunn Wallgren), is the family matriarch; she is flanked by Isak Jacobi
(Erland Josephson), her confidant and discreet lover, and her three sons, the
wan Oscar, the actor-manager of her late husband’s theatre, Carl, an
embittered second-rate academic, and Gustav Adolf (Jarl Kulle), an ebullient
businessman and restaurant-proprietor. Swimming around this centre is a host
of wives, children, theatre people and servants, the latter both young and old
being treated by Bergman with particular fondness. By the time Christmas is
over they have firmly established themselves: one wants to know about them.

Oscar — and the script but not the film makes clear that his children Fanny and
Alexander are not his own — subsequently dies. He collapses during a rehearsal
of Hamlet and is to return from time to time in the guise of the Ghost of
Hamlet’s Father until Alexander, in exasperation, finally sees him off. Oscar’s
beautiful widow, Emilie (Ewa Fréling), remarries the town’s dour Bishop Edvard
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Vergérus (Jan Malmsjo). At this point, the action shifts into a more starkly
melodramatic key. Life in the Bishop's palace is unadulterated misery and it is
time for the sorcerer, here Isak, a kindly old party with a mysterious antique
shop, to come into his own. In a wonderful piece of sleight-of-hand, playing the
Old Jew to the hilt and infuriating the anti-semitic Vergérus, he spirits the
children from the palace in a chest which he has agreed to purchase from the
out-of-pocket Bishop.

Vergérus is as nasty and hypocritical a piece of work as any Bergman has put
before us. (And in the one major scene missing from the film he is, it is implied,
also a devil in his own right. Emilie’s brothers-in-law come to the palace, after
the abduction of the children, and play a game of verbal chess with the Bishop
for Emilie’s release. He checkmates them, however, by conjuring a false image
of his supposedly smiling and contented wife.) Nevertheless, the Bishop is
something of a straw man and lacks the power to conguer the wilful Alexander,
who is a conjurer and storyteller in his own right. Furthermore his household is
peopled with such a gallery of grotesque women that it is hard not to feel a
small measure of sympathy for this weak and fastidious man. Harriet
Andersson has a marvellous light-hearted cameo as the most duplicitous of
ratlike servants. The old duel is refought with vigour but also with a certain
amount of good-humour — as though it was at long last no longer the be all
and end all of life as well as filmmaking.

Emilie is finally restored to the bosom of the Ekdahls and her return is crowned
with the christening of her own daughter by Vergérus and that of Gustav Adolf
by the lame nursemaid Maj. Throughout the film Bergman celebrates the
Ekdahls’ capacity for tolerance, and the fact that both these babies are
wholeheartedly welcomed puts the seal on this celebration. Overcome with
happiness at the birth of his new daughter, Gustav Adolf declares with tipsy
sentimentality his faith in the happiness of the day whatever awfulness the
future may hold. He echoes the feelings of his creator. One small question,
however, intrudes: what is it that these strong, good-natured, understanding
women, Gustav Adolrs wife and his mistress, see in this noisy old goat?
Bergman’s women have for years, one feels, been too good for their men.

Fanny and Alexander is not a perfect film. The character of the disappointed
Carl is rather peremptorily written out of the plot. The film lacks the
concentrated rigour of From the Life of the Marionettes. The exposition is
occasionally confusing. Nevertheless, taken as a whole, it is a sustained
triumph: the Ekdahls are a great pulsing family unit; one believes in the reality of
Oscar’s theatre company (and believes in it the more for the virtually silent
presence of Gunnar Bjérnstrand as the stately pére noble). For those who have
kept faith with Bergman it is an inexpressible relief to find that despair has not
gained the upper hand.

Bergman’s ability to fix spots of time has not deserted him. Fanny and
Alexander are waiting in the kitchen. Their father is dying. The old cook is
writing a letter to a faithful correspondent at a mission station in China. Another
old retainer talks about dogs. The children are playing a game. A treacle
sandwich is produced. The cook, consolingly, offers Alexander the stamp to
lick. He politely declines. The scene, the everyday persisting when death is at
the door, is knitted together with calm assurance. Death in the end has no
dominion.

John Pym, Sight and Sound, Spring 1983
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