
When I was born in 191 8, my mother had Spanish influenza. 
I was in a bad way and was baptized as a precaution at the 
hospital. One day the family was visited by the old house 
doctor, who looked at me and said: 'He's dying of under- 
nourishment.' My maternal grandmother took me with her 
to her summer house in Dalarna, and on the train journey, 
which in those days took a whole day, she fed me with 
sponge cake soaked in water. By the time we finally arrived, I 
was practically dead, but Grandmother managed to find a 
wet nurse - a kindly, fair-haired girl from a neighbouring 
village. I got better, but was always vomiting and had 
constant stomach-aches. 

I suffered from several indefinable illnesses and could 
never really decide whether I wanted to live a t  all. Deep 
down in my consciousness, I can recall my actual condition, 
the stench of my body's secretions, the damp chafing clothes, 
the soft glow of the nightlight, the door into the next room 
just ajar, the nursemaid's deep breathing, pattering steps, 
whispering voices, reflections of the sun in the carafe of 
water. I can recall it all, but I do not remember any fear. That 
came later. 
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My family lived on the first floor in an apartment house on 
the corner of Skeppargatan and Storgatan in Stockholm. The 
dining room faced on to a dark back courtyard with a high 
brick wall, the outdoor privy, dustbins, fat rats and a carpet- 
beating stand. I am sitting on someone's knee being fed with 
gruel. The plate is on grey oilcloth with a red border, the 
enamel white, with blue flowers on it, and reflecting the sparse 
light from the window. By bending my head sideways and 
forwards, I try out various viewpoints. As I move my head, the 
reflections in the gruel plate change and form new patterns. 
Suddenly, I vomit over everything. 

That is probably my very first memory. 
In the autumn of 1920, we moved to Villagatan 22 in the 

~ s t e r m a l m  district of Stockholm. It smelt of new paint and 
polished parquet flooring. The nursery had sun-yellow 
linoleum on the floor and light-coloured blinds with castles 
and meadow flowers on them. Mother's hands were soft and 
she made time to tell me stories. Father stepped on the 
chamber pot one morning when he got out of bed and swore 
loudly. Two country girls from Dalarna inhabited the kitchen, 
and they sang often and spontaneously. A playmate of my 
own age lived on the other side of the landing. She was called 
Tippan and was imaginative and enterprising. We compared 
our bodies and found interesting differences. Someone caught 
us at  it but said nothing. 

When I was four, my sister was born and the situation 
changed radically. A fat monstrous creature had suddenly 
acquired the main role. I was banished from my mother's bed 
and my father beamed over this bawling bundle. The demon 
of jealousy fastened its claws into my heart. I raged, wept, 
crapped on the floor and messed myself. My elder brother and 
I, usually mortal enemies, made peace and planned various 
ways of killing this repulsive wretch. For some reason, my 
brother considered I should do the deed. I was flattered and we 
looked for a suitable moment. 

I thought I was alone in the apartment one quiet sunny 
afternoon and crept into my parents' bedroom, where the 
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creature was asleep in her pink basket. I pulled up a chair, 
climbed on to it and stood looking at the swollen face and 
dribbling mouth. My brother had given me perfectly clear 
instructions, but I had misunderstood. Instead of squeezing my 
sister's throat, I tried to  press her chest in. She woke at once with 
a penetrating scream. I pressed my hand against her mouth and 
her watery blue eyes squinted and stared. I took a step forward 
to get a better grip, lost my footing and fell to the floor. 

I recall that the deed itself was associated with acute pleasure 
that rapidly turned into terror. 

Today, as I lean over photographs of my childhood to study my 
mother's face through a magnifying glass, I try to penetrate 
long vanished emotions. Yes, I loved her and she is very 
attractive in the photograph, with her thick centre-parted hair 
above a broad forehead, her soft oval face, gentle sensual 
mouth, her warm unaffected gaze below dark shapely eye- 
brows, her small strong hands. 

My four-year-old heart was consumed with doglike devo- 
tion. 

Nevertheless, our relationship was not uncomplicated. My 
devotion disturbed and irritated her. My expressions of 
tenderness and my violent outbursts worried her. She often sent 
me away with cool ironic words and I wept with rage and 
disappointment. Her relationship with my brother was sim- 
pler, for she was always defending him against Father, who 
brought him up with rigorous sternness in which brutal 
flogging was a recurrent argument. 

I slowly realized that my adoration, alternately gentle and 
furious, had little effect, so I soon started to test out behaviour 
that would please her and arouse her interest. Illness immedi- 
ately attracted her sympathy. As I was a sickly child with 
endless ailments, this did indeed become a painful but 
successful route to her tenderness. On the other hand, as 
Mother was a trained nurse, shamming was swiftly seen 
through and punished in public. 
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Another way to gain her attention proved more harmful. I 
learnt that Mother could not bear indifference and preoc- 
cupation. She used them as her weapons. I also learnt to 
subdue my passions, and started on a peculiar game, the 
primary ingredients of which were arrogance and a cool 
friendliness. I can remember nothing about what I did, but 
love makes one enterprising and I quickly succeeded in 
creating interest in my combination of sensitivity and self- 
esteem. 

My greatest problem was simply that I was never given the 
opportunity to reveal my game, throw off the mask and allow 
myself to be enveloped in a love that was reciprocated. 

Many years later, when Mother was in hospital with a tube 
in her nose after her second heart attack, we talked about our 
lives. I told her about my sufferings in childhood and she 
admitted she had been distressed by them, but not in the way I 
had thought. She had taken her troubles to a famous 
paediatrician and he had warned her in solemn terms to reject 
firmly what he called my 'sickly approaches'. Every in- 
dulgence would damage me for life. 

I have a clear memory of a visit to this child specialist. I had 
refused to go to school, although I was already more than six. 
Day after day I was dragged or carried, screaming with 
anguish, into the classroom. I vomited over everything I saw, 
fainted and lost my sense of balance. In the end, I won the day 
and school was postponed, but the visit to this famous 
paediatrician was unavoidable. 

He had a large beard, a high collar and smelt of cigars. He 
pulled down my trousers, seized my insignificant organ in one 
hand and with the forefinger of his other hand drew a triangle 
round my crotch, then said to my mother, sitting behind me in 
her fur-edged coat and dark green velvet hat with a veil, 'The 
boy still looks like a child here.' 

When we got back from doctor's, I was dressed in my faded 
yellow smock with its red border and a cat embroidered on 
the pocket. I was given hot chocolate and cheese sandwiches. 
Then I went into the nursery, now recaptured from the baby. 
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My brother had scarlet fever and was elsewhere. (Naturally I 
hoped he would die. The disease was dangerous in those 
days.) Out of the toy cupboard I took a wooden cart with red 
wheels and yellow spokes and harnessed a wooden horse to 
the shafts. The threat of school had faded into a pleasing 
memory of a success. 

One windy day in early 1965, Mother phoned me at  the 
theatre to tell me Father had been taken to hospital and was to 
be operated on for a malignant tumour in his gullet. She 
wanted me to go to see him. I told her that I had neither time 
nor desire to do so, that my father and I had nothing to say to 
each other, that he was a person to whom I was indifferent and 
I would probably only frighten and embarrass him by going to 
see him on what could be his deathbed. Mother was angry. 
She persisted. I was upset and refused to be emotionally 
blackmailed. This eternal blackmail. Can't you do it for my 
sake? Mother was furious and started crying. I pointed out 
that tears had never made any impression on me, and I 
slammed down the receiver. 

That same evening I was on duty at the theatre. I went 
backstage and talked to the actors. I hustled in members of the 
audience who had arrived late because of a raging snowstorm. 
I sat in my room working on the scenery for Peter Weiss' Die 
Ermittlung [The Investigation]. 

The telephone rang and the girl on the switchboard 
reported that Mrs Bergman was there asking to speak to the 
theatre manager. As there were several Mrs Bergmans to 
choose from, I snappily asked which damned Mrs Bergman. 
The switchboard girl replied with some trepidation that it was 
the theatre director's mother and she wished to speak to her 
son - immediately. 

I went to fetch my mother, who had made her way to the 
theatre through the snowstorm and was still breathing heavily 
from the effort, her bad heart and her anger. I asked her to sit 
down and whether she would like a cup of tea. She replied that 
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she was certainly not going to sit down and neither had she 
any desire for tea. The purpose of her visit was to hear me 
repeat the heartless and brutal abuse I had expressed over the 
telephone that same morning. She wanted to see what I looked 
like when I rejected and insulted my parents. 

The snow melted round the little fur-clad person, making 
dark patches on the carpet. She was very pale, her eyes black 
with anger and her nose red. 

I tried to embrace her and kiss her, but she pushed me away 
and slapped my face. (Mother's slapping technique was 
unsurpassed. The blow was dealt like lightning and with her 
left hand on which two heavy wedding rings added painful 
emphasis to the punishment.) I laughed and Mother burst into 
tears. She sank, with considerable skill, on to a chair at  the 
table and hid her face in her right hand while fumbling for a 
handkerchief in her bag with the other. 

I sat down beside her and assured her that of course I would 
go to see my father, that I regretted what I had said and that 
with all my heart I asked her forgiveness. 

She flung her arms round me and said she would not disturb 
me for a minute longer. 

After which we had tea and talked calmly until two o'clock 
in the morning. 

All that happened on a Tuesday. On the following Sunday, 
an acquaintance of the family, who was staying with Mother 
while Father was in hospital, telephoned to ask me to come at 
once as Mother had been taken ill. Her doctor, Professor 
Nanna Svartz, was on her way and for the moment the attack 
had abated. I hurried over to Storgatan 7. The professor 
opened the door and at  once told me that Mother had died a 
few minutes earlier. 

To  my surprise, I began to weep loudly and uncontrollably. 
That soon passed and the old doctor stood in silence holding 
my hand. When I had calmed down, she told me it had all 
happened quite quickly, in two waves of twenty minutes each. 

Not long afterwards, I was alone with Mother in the silent 
apartment. 
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She was lying in her bed, wearing a flannel nightgown and a 
knitted blue bed-jacket. Her head was turned slightly 
sideways and her lips were parted. She was pale, with shadows 
round her eyes. Her still dark hair was neatly combed - no, her 
hair was no longer dark, but iron-grey, and in recent years had 
been cut short, but the image of her in my memory tells me her 
hair was dark, possibly streaked with grey. Her hands were 
resting on her breast. On her left forefinger was a small Band- 
Aid. 

The room was suddenly filled with bright early spring light, 
the little alarm clock ticking away busily on the bedside table. 

I thought that Mother was breathing, that her breast was 
heaving and that I could hear a quiet indrawn breath. I 
thought her eyelids twitched. I thought she was asleep and just 
about to wake, my habitual illusory game with reality. 

I sat there for several hours. The church bells of Hedvig 
Eleonora rang for morning service, the light shifted and I 
could hear piano music somewhere. I don't think I was 
grieving, or that I was thinking, or even that I was observing 
myself or  playing a role - that professional disease which has 
followed me mercilessly throughout my life and so often 
robbed or diminished my most profound experiences. 

I don't recall much of those hours in Mother's room. What I 
remember most is the Band-Aid on her left forefinger. 

That same afternoon I went to see Father in hospital and 
told him about Mother's death. He had survived the opera- 
tion, as well as the consequent pneumonia, and was now 
sitting in the ward's blue armchair in his old dressing gown, 
shaved and tidy, his long gnarled hand on the handle of his 
stick. He looked steadily at me, his eyes clear, calm and wide 
open. When I had told him what I knew, he just nodded and 
asked me to leave him alone. 

Most of our upbringing was based on such concepts as sin, 
confession, punishment, forgiveness and grace, concrete 
factors in relationships between children and parents and 
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God. There was an innate logic in all this which we accepted 
and thought we understood. This fact may well have contri- 
buted to our astonishing acceptance of Nazism. We had never 
heard of freedom and knew even less what it tasted like. In a 
hierarchical system, all doors are closed. 

So punishments were something self-evident, never ques- 
tioned. They could be swift and simple, a slap over the face or a 
smack on the bottom, but they could also be extremely 
sophisticated, refined through generations. 

If I wet myself, which often happened, and all too easily, I was 
made to wear a red knee-length skirt for the rest of the day. This 
was regarded as harmless and funny. Major crimes reaped 
exemplary punishment, starting from when the crime was 
discovered. In minor instances the criminal confessed, say to 
maids, or to Mother or  one of the innumerable female relations 
living at  our parsonage on various occasions. 

The immediate consequence of confessing was to be frozen 
out. No one spoke or replied to you. As far as I can make out, 
this was to make the criminal long for punishment and 
forgiveness. After dinner and coffee, the parties were sum- 
moned to Father's room, where interrogation and confessions 
were renewed. After that, the carpet beater was fetchedand you 
yourself had to state how many strokes you considered you 
deserved. When the punishment quota had been established, a 
hard green cushion was fetched, trousers and underpants taken 
down, you prostrated yourself over the cushion, someone held 
firmly on to your neck and the strokes were administered. 

I can't maintain that it hurt all that much. The ritual and the 
humiliation were what was so painful. My brother got the 
worst of it. Mother often used to sit by his bed, bathing his back 
where the carpet beater had loosened the skin and streaked his 
back with bloody weals. As I hated my brother and was 
frightened of his sudden flaring rages, I found great satisfaction 
in seeing him punished so severely. 

After the strokes had been administered, you had to kiss 
Father's hand, at which forgiveness was declared and the 
burden of sin fell away, deliverance and grace ensued. Though 
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of course you had to  go to bed without supper and evening 
reading, the relief was nevertheless considerable. 

There was also a spontaneous kind of punishment which 
could be very unpleasant for a child tormented by fear of the 
dark: being shut inside a special cupboard. Alma in the 
kitchen had told us that in that particular cupboard lived a 
little creature which ate the toes of naughty children. I quite 
clearly heard something moving in there in the dark and my 
terror was total. I don't remember what I did, probably 
climbed on to shelves or  hung from hooks to avoid having my 
toes devoured. 

This form of punishment lost its terror when I found a 
solution. I hid a torch with a red and green light in a corner of 
the cupboard. When I was shut in, I hunted out my torch, 
directed the beam of light at the wall and pretended I was at 
the cinema. Once when the door was opened, I lay on the floor 
with my eyes closed, pretending to be unconscious. Everyone 
was horrified except Mother, who suspected shamming, but 
no  evidence could be found and further punishment was not 
forthcoming. 

Other punishments were no excursions to the cinema, no 
food, being sent to bed or  sent to your room, extra homework, 
caning on your hand, hair-pulling, working in the kitchen 
(which could be rather pleasant), no one speaking to you for a 
specific time and so on. 

Nowadays, I understand my parents' desperation. Apastor's 
family lives as if on a tray, unprotected from other eyes. The 
parsonage must always be open to criticism and comments 
from the congregation. Both Father and Mother were perfec- 
tionists who sagged beneath this unreasonable pressure. Their 
working day was open-ended, their marriage difficult, their 
self-discipline iron-hard. Their two sons reflected character- 
istics they unremittingly punished in themselves. My brother 
was rebellious and unable to protect himself. Father used all his 
willpower to break him, and almost succeeded. My sister was 
loved very much and possessively, by both parents. She 
responded with self-effacement and gentle timidity. 



THE MAGIC LANTERN 

I think I came off best by turning myself into a liar. I created 
an external person who had very little to do with the real me. 
As I didn't know how to keep my creation and my person 
apart, the damage had consequences for my life and creativity 
far into adulthood. Sometimes I have to console myself with 
the fact that he who has lived a lie loves the truth. 

My first conscious lie stands out clearly in my memory. Father 
had become a hospital chaplain. We had moved to a   ell ow 
house on the edge of the great park that borders Lill- 
Jansskogen in Stockholm. It was a cold winter's day and my 
brother and I and his friends had been throwing snowballs at 
the greenhouse on the edge of the park, breaking a great many 
panes. The gardener at  once suspected us and reported the 
matter to Father. Interrogations followed. My brother confes- 
sed and so did his companions. I was in the kitchen drinking a 
glass of milk, Alma baking at  the kitchen table, when Siri, the 
housemaid, came into the kitchen and relayed the progress of 
the awful punishments. She asked me if I had had any part in 
this vandalism, something I had already denied at  a prelimin- 
ary interrogation (I had been temporarily released owing to 
lack of evidence). When Siri jokingly asked me as if in passing 
whether I had succeeded in breaking any panes, I realized she 
was trying to  trap me, so I replied in a calm voice that I had just 
watched for a while and thrown a few loose snowballs that 
had hit my brother, but then I'd left because my feet were so 
cold. I clearly remember thinking: This is just what you do 
when you lie. 

It was a decisive discovery. In roughly the same rational 
way as Moliere's Don Juan, I decided to be A Hypocrite. I 
cannot say I was always successful: owing to lack of 
experience, I was sometimes seen through, and occasionally 
outsiders intervened. 

The family had an immensely rich benefactor called Aunt 
Anna. She invited us to children's parties with conjurors and 
other delights. She always gave us expensive and much 
coveted Christmas presents and took us every year to the 
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Schumann Circus premiere in Djurgirden. This event drove me 
into a state of feverish excitement: the car journey with Aunt 
Anna's uniformed chauffeur, going into the huge brightly lit 
wooden building, the secret smells, Aunt Anna's voluminous 
hat, the blaring orchestra, the magicof the preparations and the 
roaring of lions and tigers behind the red draperies of the circus 
entrance. Someone whispered that a lion had appeared in a 
dark opening under the cupola and that the clowns were 
frightening and aggressive. I fell asleep from sheer emotion and 
awoke to wonderful music - a young woman dressed in white 
was riding around on a huge black stallion. 

I was overcome with love for this young woman. She was 
included in my fantasy games and I called her Esmeralda 
(perhaps that was her name). My fiction finally took an all-too- 
hazardous step out into reality. Under an oath of secrecy, I 
confided in the boy called Nisse who sat next to me at school. I 
told him that my parents had sold me to Schumann's Circus and 
I was soon to be taken away from home and school to be trained 
as an acrobat, together with Esmeralda, who was considered 
the most beautiful woman in the world. The next day my 
fantasy was revealed and desecrated. 

My class teacher considered the matter so serious that she 
wrote an agitated letter to my mother. There was a dreadful 
court scene. I was put up against the wall, humiliated and 
disgraced, at home as well as at school. 

Fifty years later, I asked Mother if she remembered my sale to 
the circus; she did, very well. I asked why no one had laughed or 
at least been affectionately amused when faced with so much 
imagination and daring. Did no one question the deeper 
reasons why a seven-year-old wished to leave home and be sold 
to a circus? Mother replied that they had already been troubled 
on several occasions by my lies and fantasies. In her anguish, 
she had consulted the paediatrician. He had emphasized how 
important it was for a child to learn at an early stage to 
differentiate between fantasy and reality. As they were now 
faced with an insolent and flagrant lie, it had to be punished 
accordingly. 
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I had my revenge on my former friend by taking my 
brother's sheath-knife and chasing him around the school 
playground. When a teacher threw herself between us, I tried 
to  kill her. 

I was removed from school and severely beaten. Then my 
false friend caught polio and died, which pleased me. The 
whole class was sent home for three weeks as was the custom, 
and everything was forgotten. 

But I still fantasized about Esmeralda, our adventures 
becoming more and more dangerous and our love more and 
more passionate. Meanwhile, I became engaged to a girl in my 
class called Gladys, thus betraying Tippan, my faithful 
playmate. 

The park of Sophiahemmet, the royal hospital, is large, the 
front facing on to the Valhallavagen, the Stadium on one side 
and the College of Technology on the other. It penetrates deep 
into Lill-Jansskogen. The buildings, not many in those days, 
were scattered over the rolling landscape. 

I roamed around freely and experienced all kinds of things. 
The chapel, a small brick building deep in the park, aroused 
my special interest. Through my friendship with the hospital 
caretaker, who was in charge of transport between hospital 
and chapel, I heard a great many good stories and was allowed 
to see a lot of corpses in various stages of decay. Another 
building, entrance to which really was forbidden, was the 
boiler room with its four huge roaring furnaces. Coal was 
brought on trolleys and tipped into the furnaces by black 
figures. Carts, harnessed to heavy Ardennes horses, arrived 
several days each week and the sacks were humped to the open 
steel furnace doors by men in sacking hoods. Now and again, 
secret loads of bloody organs and amputated limbs were 
cremated in the furnaces. 

Every other Sunday, Father conducted communion service 
in the hospital chapel, which filled with nurses in black 
Sunday uniforms and starched white aprons, the Sophiahem- 
met cap on their well-groomed heads. Opposite the parsonage 



THE MAGIC LANTERN 

was Solhemmet, where lived very old nurses who had devoted 
their lives to the hospital. They were like an order of nuns with 
strict convent regulations. 

The inhabitants of Solhemmet could look right into the 
parsonage. And they did. 

T o  be honest, I think back on my early years with delight and 
curiosity. My imagination and senses were given nourishment, 
and I remember nothing dull, in fact the days and hours kept 
exploding with wonders, unexpected sights and magical 
moments. I can still roam through the landscape of my 
childhood and again experience lights, smells, people, rooms, 
moments, gestures, tones of voice and objects. These memories 
seldom have any particular meaning, but are like short or 
longer films with no point, shot at random. 

The prerogative of childhood is to move unhindered between 
magic and oatmeal porridge, between boundless terror and 
explosive joy. There were no boundaries except prohibitions 
and regulations, which were shadowy, mostly incomprehen- 
sible. For instance, I know I did not grasp the concept of time. 
You really must learn to be punctual. You've beengiven a watch 
and you know how to tell the time. But time ceased to exist, 
something told me I was probably hungry, there was a row. 

It was difficult to differentiate between what was fantasy and 
what was considered real. If I made an effort, I was perhaps able 
to make reality stay real. But, for instance, there were ghosts 
and spectres. What should I do with them? And the sagas, were 
they real? God and the Angels? Jesus Christ? Adam and Eve? 
The Flood? What was it truly like to be with Abraham and 
Isaac? Was he really going to cut Isaac's throat? I stared in 
dismay at Dore's engraving, identifying myself with Isaac. That 
was real. Father was going to slit Ingmar's throat. What would 
happen if the Angel came too late? Then they would have to 
weep. Blood running and Ingmar smiling bleakly. Reality. 

Then came the cinematograph. 

The weeks before Christmas. The immensely rich Aunt Anna's 
uniformed Mr Jansson had already delivered a quantity of 
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presents. As usual, they were placed in the Christmas present 
basket in the cupboard under the stairs. One parcel in 
particular aroused my excited curiosity. It was brown and 
angular with 'Forsners' on the wrapping paper. Forsners was 
a photographic store in Hamngatan which sold not only 
cameras but real cinematographs. 

More than anything else, I longed for a cinematograph. The 
year before, I had been to the cinema for the first time and seen 
a film about a horse. I think it was called Black Beauty and 
was based on a famous book. The film was on at  the Sture 
cinema and we sat in the front row of the circle. To me, it was 
the beginning. I was overcome with a fever that has never left 
me. The silent shadows turned their pale faces towards me and 
spoke in inaudible voices to  my most secret feelings. Sixty 
years have gone by and nothing has changed; the fever is the 
same. 

Later that autumn, I went to see a school friend who had a 
cinematograph and a few films, and he put on a dutiful 
performance for Tippan and me. I was allowed to wind the 
machine while our host necked with Tippan. 

Christmas was an explosion of amusements. Mother di- 
rected it all with a firm hand, and there must have been 
considerable organization behind this orgy of hospitality, 
meals, visiting relatives, Christmas presents and church 
arrangements. 

At home, Christmas Eve was a fairly quiet affair which 
began with Christmas prayers in church at five o'clock, then a 
happy but restrained meal, the lighting of the candles on the 
tree, the reading of the Christmas story and early bed. (We had 
to be up for early mass the next day, in those days really early.) 
No presents were handed out, but the evening was joyful, an 
exciting prelude to the festivities of Christmas Day. After early 
Church service with lighted candles and trumpets came 
Christmas breakfast. By then Father had carried out his 
professional duties and had exchanged his cassock for his 
smoking jacket. He was in his most merry mood and made an 
improvised speech in verse to our guests, sang a song 
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composed for the occasion, toasted everyone in schnapps, 
gave imitations of his colleagues and made everyone laugh. I 
sometimes think about his cheerful light-heartedness, his 
kindness, friendliness and extravagance, everything that had 
been concealed behind darkness, severity, brutality and 
remoteness. I think that in my memory I have often done my 
father an injustice. 

After breakfast, everyone went to bed for a few hours. The 
internal domestic routine must have gone on working, for a t  
two o'clock, just as dusk was falling, afternoon coffee was 
served. We had open house for anyone who cared to come and 
wish the parsonage a happy Christmas. Several friends were 
practising musicians and part of the afternoon festivities was 
usually an improvised concert. Then the sumptuous culmina- 
tion of Christmas Day approached: the evening meal. This 
was held in our spacious kitchen, where the social hierarchy 
was temporarily set aside. All the food was laid out on a 
serving table and covered working surfaces, and the distribu- 
tion of Christmas gifts took place at the dining-room table. 
The baskets were carried in, Father officiated with a cigar and 
glass of sweet liqueur, the presents were handed out, verses 
were read aloud, applauded and commented on; no presents 
without verses. 

That was when the cinematograph affair occurred. My 
brother was the one who got it. 

At once I began to howl. I was ticked off and disappeared 
under the table, where I raged on and was told to be quiet 
immediately. I rushed off to the nursery, swearing and 
cursing, considered running away, then finally fell asleep 
exhausted by grief. 

The party went on. 
Later in the evening I woke up. Gertrud was singing a 

folk song downstairs and the nightlight was glowing. A 
transparency of the Nativity scene and the shepherds a t  
prayer was glimmering faintly on the tall chest-of-drawers. 
Among my brother's other Christmas presents on the white 
gate-legged table was the cinematograph, with its crooked 
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chimney, its beautifully shaped brass lens and its rack for the 
film loops. 

I made a swift decision. I woke my brother and proposed a 
deal. I offered him my hundred tin soldiers in exchange for the 
cinematograph. As Dag possessed a huge army and was 
always involved in war games with his friends, an agreement 
was made to the satisfaction of both parties. 

The cinematograph was mine. 
It was not a complicated machine. The source of light was a 

paraffin lamp and the crank was attached with a cogwheel and 
a Maltese cross. At the back of the metal box was a simple 
reflecting mirror, behind the lens a slot for coloured lantern 
slides. The apparatus also included a square purple box which 
contained some glass slides and a sepia-coloured film strip 
(35mm). This was about three metres long and glued into a 
loop. Information on the lid stated that the film was called Mrs 
Holle. Who this Mrs Holle was no one knew, but later it 
turned out that she was a popular equivalent of the Goddess of 
Love in Mediterranean countries. 

The next morning I retreated into the spacious wardrobe in 
the nursery, placed the cinematograph on a sugar crate, lit the 
paraffin lamp and directed the beam of light on to the 
whitewashed wall. Then I loaded the film. 

A picture of a meadow appeared on the wall. Asleep in the 
meadow was a young woman apparently wearing national 
costume. Then I turned the handle! It is impossible to describe 
this. I can't find words to express my excitement. But at  any 
time I can recall the smell of the hot metal, the scent of 
mothballs and dust in the wardrobe, the feel of the crank 
against my hand. I can see the trembling rectangle on the wall. 

I turned the handle and the girl woke up, sat up, slowly got 
up, stretched her arms out, swung round and disappeared to 
the right. If I went on turning, she would again lie there, then 
make exactly the same movements all over again. 

She was moving. 



Childhood in the grace and favour parsonage of Sophiahem- 
met, the everyday rhythm, birthdays, church festivals, Sun- 
days. Duties, games, freedom, conformity and security. The 
long dark way to school in winter, the games of marbles and 
bicycle rides in spring, and reading aloud by the fire on 
autumn Sunday evenings. 

We didn't know Mother had gone through a passionate 
love affair or  that Father suffered from severe depression. 
Mother was preparing to break out of her marriage, Father 
threatening to take his own life. They were reconciled and 
decided to continue together 'for the sake of the children', as 
was said at the time. We noticed nothing, or very little. 

One autumn evening, I was busy with my film apparatus in 
the nursery. My sister was asleep in Mother's room and my 
brother was out practising shooting. I suddenly heard a 
violent argument going on downstairs, Mother crying and 
Father talking angrily, frightening sounds I had never heard 
before. I crept out on to the stairs and saw Mother and Father 
in violent altercation in the hall, Mother trying to pull her coat 
towards her, but Father holding firmly on to it. Then, she let 
go of the coat and rushed towards the porch. Father got there 



THE MAGIC LANTERN 

before her and, pushing her aside, stood in front of the door. 
Mother went for him and they struggled. She struck him in the 
face; he threw her against the wall and she lost her balance and 
fell. My sister woke in the tumult, came out onto the landing 
and began to cry. Mother and Father stopped. 

I can't remember clearly what happened next. Mother was 
sitting on the sofa in her room, her nose bleeding. She was 
trying to calm my sister. I was in the nursery looking at my 
cinematograph. I fell pathetically to my knees and promised 
God he could have my films and all my apparatus as long as 
Mother and Father became friends again. 

My prayers were heard. The Pastor of Hedvig Eleonora 
parish (Father's superior) intervened, my parents were recon- 
ciled, and the immensely rich Aunt Anna took them off on a 
long holiday trip through Italy. Grandmother stepped in, and 
order and the illusion of security were restored. 

Grandmother lived mostly in Uppsala, but owned a country 
house up in Dalarna. When widowed at scarcely thirty, she 
divided the handsome apartment in Tradgirdsgatan in half 
and moved into five rooms, a kitchen and a maid's room. 
When I was very young, she lived there alone with Miss Ellen 
Nilsson, a timeless monument to the character of the Smaland 
region, who cooked good food, was sternly religious and 
spoilt us children. When Grandmother died, she came to 
Mother, and was both loved and feared. At the age of 
seventy-five, she was afflicted with cancer of the throat, tidied 
her room, wrote her Will, changed the second-class ticket 
Mother had purchased for her to third-class and went to her 
sister's in Paraholm, where she died a few months later. Called 
'Lalla' by us children, Ellen Nilsson had lived with Grand- 
mother's and Mother's families for over fifty years. 

Grandmother and Lalla existed in moody mutual depen- 
dence, which entailed a great deal of stepping over the mark 
and then making up, but none of this was ever questioned. To  
me, the large (perhaps not that large) apartment in the quiet of 
Tradgirdsgatan, was the epitome of security and magic: the 
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numerous clocks measuring the time, the sunlight wandering 
across the infinite green of the carpets, the fires fragrant in the 
tiled stoves, the chimney pipe roaring and the little stove- 
doors tinkling. Down in the street, a sleigh with its jingling 
bells sometimes passed, the cathedral bells rang for divine 
service or  a funeral and, morning and evening, the delicate and 
distant Gunilla bell could be heard. 

Old furniture, heavy curtains, dim pictures. At the end of 
the long dark hall was an interesting room with four holes 
bored in the door near the floor, red wallpaper, a 
mahogany-and-plush thronelike chair with brass fittings and 
ornamentations. Two steps covered with soft carpeting led up 
to the throne and, when you opened the heavy lid of the chair, 
you stared down into a chasm of darkness and odours. 
Courage was required to  sit on Grandmother's throne. 

A tall iron stove in the hall gave off its own special smell of 
burning coal and hot metal. When Lalla prepared dinner in 
the kitchen, a nourishing cabbage soup, the fragrance spread 
warmly throughout the apartment and merged into a higher 
union with the vague scents from the secret room. 

For someone small with his nose close to the ground, the 
rugs smelt fresh and strong of the moth-proofing they 
absorbed as they lay rolled up throughout the summer 
months. Every Friday, Lalla polished the old parquet floor 
with beeswax and turpentine, an overpowering aroma. The 
knotted and splintery wooden floors smelt of soft-soap, and 
the linoleum was polished with an evil-smelling mixture of 
sour skimmed milk and water. People went around like 
symphonies of smells - powder, perfume, tar-soap, urine, sex, 
sweat, pomade, snuff and cooking. Some smelt of human 
beings in general, some smelt safe, others menacing. Father's 
fat Aunt Emma wore a wig which she stuck on to her bald pate 
with a special kind of glue. All of Aunt Emma smelt of glue. 
Grandmother smelt of 'glycerine and rose-water', a lotion 
bought artlessly a t  the chemist's. Mother smelt sweet like 
vanilla, and when she was cross her downy moustache turned 
moist and gave off a scarcely perceptible odour of metal. My 
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favourite smell was of a plump red-haired young nursemaid 
called Marit, who was lame. The best thing in the world was 
to lie on her arm in her bed with my nose pressed against her 
coarse nightgown. 

A sunken world of lights, odours and sounds. Today, if I 
am calm and just about to  fall asleep, I can go from room to 
room and see every detail, know and feel it. In the quietness 
of Grandmother's home, my senses opened and decided to 
keep all this for ever and ever. Where has everything gone? 
Have any of my children inherited the impressions of my 
senses? Can one inherit impressions of senses, experiences, 
insights? 

The days, weeks and months spent with my maternal 
grandmother gratified my constant and importunate need for 
silence, regularity and order. I played my solitary games with 
no  desire for company, while Grandmother sat at her desk in 
the dining room, clad in black, a large blue and white striped 
apron on top. She read a book, or  did accounts or wrote 
letters, her steel nib scratching faintly. Lalla would be in the 
kitchen, humming quietly to herself. I leant over my toy 
theatre, letting the curtain rise voluptuously on Red Riding 
Hood's dark forest or Cinderella's bright ballroom, my 
games making me ruler of the stage, my imagination popu- 
lating it. 

One Sunday I go down with a sore throat, so am excused 
morning service and left alone in the apartment. It is early 
spring and the sunlight keeps coming and going with swift 
soundless movements over the curtains and pictures. The 
huge dining-room table towers above me as I sit with my 
back against one of its bulging legs. The chairs round the 
table and the walls are covered with yellow leather, darkened 
with age and smelling old. The sideboard rises fortresslike 
behind me, the carafes and cut-glass bowls glimmering in the 
changing light. Along the long wall on my left hangs a large 
picture of white, yellow and red houses growing out of blue 
water, and oblong boats floating on the water. 
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The dining-room clock, which rises to the ornamental 
ceiling, is talking to itself in a morose and introverted way. 
From where I am sitting, I can see the shimmering green of the 
drawing room, green walls, rugs, furniture, curtains, ferns in 
green pots. I can see the naked white lady with her arms 
chopped off. She is leaning slightly forward, looking at  me 
with a small smile. A gilt clock under a glass dome stands on 
the bulging bureau with its gold fittings and feet; a young man 
leans against the clockface, playing a flute; close to him is a 
little lady in a big hat and a short wide skirt. Both of them are 
gilded. When the clock strikes twelve, the young man plays his 
flute and the girl dances. 

The sunlight turns fiery, lighting up the prisms in the 
chandelier, sweeping over the picture of houses growing out 
of the water and caressing the whiteness of the statue. Then 
the clocks strike, the golden girl dances, the boy plays, the 
naked lady turns her head and nods at  me and Death drags his 
scythe across the linoleum in the dark porch. I can just see him, 
his smiling yellow skull and dark gangling figure against the 
panes of glass in the front door. 

I want to see Grandmother's face, so I hunt out a photo- 
graph, a picture of my grandfather the Transport Manager, 
with Grandmother and her three stepsons. Grandfather is 
looking at  his young bride with pride. His dark beard is 
well-tended, his pince-nez gold-framed, his collar high and 
his morning suit impeccable. His sons have drawn them- 
selves up, young men with wavering eyes and weak 

I 
features. I fetch a magnifying glass and study Grand- 
mother's features. Her eyes are pale but sharp, her face 
plumply round, her chin stubborn and mouth determined, 
despite the polite studio smile. Her hair is thick and dark, 
carefully arranged. I couldn't say she was beautiful, but she 
radiates strength of will, intelligence and humour. 

The newly weds give the impression of well-to-do self- 
assurance: we have accepted our roles and we intend to act 


