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Wild Strawberries
(Smultronstallet)

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away the film’s ending.

An elderly scientist (Sjdstrdm, superb) drives with his daughter-in-law from
Stockholm to Lund to receive an honorary award; disturbed by a dream he had
before setting out, he looks back over his life, revisiting key moments in an
attempt to understand himself — and his family — better. One of Bergman’s
greatest fims, this prototype road movie travels through both space and time.

bfi.org.uk

One of Ingmar Bergman’s warmest films, this boasts a magnificent
performance by Victor Sjdstrdm, the actor who was himself an acclaimed
Swedish filmmaker in his own right. He plays an ageing, grouchy academic
driving to Lund to accept an award; the trip also traverses memories, reveries
and iluminating encounters with family members and strangers alike. Famous
for its early dream sequence, the film is nevertheless most impressive for its
rich, vivid characterisations from a superb cast of Bergman regulars.

player.bfi.org.uk

The main character in Ingmar Bergman’s Wild Strawberries (1957), Professor
Isak Borg (Victor Sjdstrom), an eminent bacteriologist, spends the majority of
the film traveling back through his memories and worries. Though in actuality
he is traveling by car to Lund to receive an honorary degree, in Bergman’s
terms the terrain we inhabit is not simply a physical realm but a psychic one
100; journeys are both inner and outer experiences. It is not an inanimate
collection of roads, hills and houses but a skin that holds time within its scars.
Borg is accompanied by his daughter-in-law Marianne (Ingrid Thulin), who has
joined him even though she is planning to leave Borg’s son, Evald (Gunnar
Bidrnstrand), following a disagreement about the fate of their unborn child.
Along the journey, the pair meet various characters, including a trio of
youngsters, one of whom, Sara (Bibi Andersson), resembles Borg's lost love.
The interactions between these characters and other passengers cause the
melancholic doctor to drift off into dreams, reveries and memories.

Looking back is an addictive action whose potency increases as memories
accumulate. But Borg has lived alife of avoidance, fearful of the pain in his
past. His lost love seems to hold the greatest power in his earlier memories,
suggesting this is the source of the pain that haunts him. The unhappiness of
his eventual marriage rears its head too, strangely linking potential academic
failure with his failure to be a loving husband. Even the recapitulation of the
unhappiness between his son and Marianne has been avoided until this trip. It
appears he has been resigned to accepting the loneliness of the passing years
rather than trying to confront his ghosts. As one character asks him, ‘Have you
looked in the mirror, Isak?’
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The film’s final shot links his dream-world of good and bad memories but finds
solace rather than torment. Time has been a key worry throughout the fim; the
handess clock in both his first dream and in his elderly mother’s room implies a
waste or loss. Is Borg really worried that his life has been meaningless?
Bergman could have ended with a continuation of this pessimistic streak — he
did as much the same year in The Seventh Seal — but he knows that
contentment before death is a more powerful and complex conclusion. The
doctor’s true love guides his older self gently through a field to a lake to see
something. Bergman shows us the man witnessing his past as a gift; the gift of
a memory. Light is shining on his face, flickering in his almost tearful eyes. It’s
an image that embodies totally a moment of happiness.

But what does Borg really see in that final shot? The sight we are presented
with is an idyll, his parents enjoying the passing of their own time alone while
their large family enjoy themselves on a boat tethered nearer to the house. The
father is fishing, the mother watching on. Both are waving back fondly but the
sight is not a simple one. Borg’'s expression shows us he is witnessing
something profound, beyond words. For his parents are content, even in just
that brief moment away from the confrontations that have characterised the
memories in the earlier half of the fim. Borg reminisces about such childhood
memories, so he says, to calm him before sleep; a soothing proof that his life
was not actually hopeless at all.

The screen fades from his memory-scape to the contented man in bed, having
faced his demons on the road and now ready for sleep. It’s Bergman’s most
emotional ending; seeing a youthful vision of home through the older eyes of
experience. One feeds into the other, a bright and brillant light shining through
the dusty murk of a pessimist’s prism. The hollowness and meaninglessness
he had perceived in his life was only an illusion caused by the timidity of not
looking directly back. Fear over who we once were will always crop up from
time to time. Bergman ends on the reaction to this realisation, arguably the
whole drive of the fim captured in one moment. There is no naivety in
regarding such warm memories from the days when wild strawberries grew
freely in the garden, just an awareness that the best of days and the worst of
days sat side by side and always wil: ‘Today, tomorrow, forever.’

Adam Scovell, Sightand Sound, February 2018
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