
In a late interview, Ingmar Bergman recalled his close friend
and colleague Federico Fellini: “I loved him both as a director and as 
a person, and I still watch his Vlms [...] above all, that childhood depic-
tion”.[1] Perhaps Bergman appreciated Amarcord (1973) because of its
afVnities with his own depiction of childhood in Fanny and Alexander
(1982/1983). In this brief essay, I will explore one of the similarities
between these Vlms, namely the discrete insertion of a threatening
power into an otherwise rather idyllic and nostalgic world.

Bergman and Fellini, born in 1917 and 1920, respectively,
belonged to the same generation and made personal Vlms about their
childhood universe at around the same time; Fellini with Amarcord in
1973 and Bergman with Fanny and Alexander in 1982. These Vlms
would be their last great audience successes; both would win the
Academy Award for best foreign language Vlm, and both met with
signiVcant critical acclaim.[2] Premiering at Christmas, each Vlm
offered cross-generation spectacles, enriched with occasional remini-
scences of their earlier, somewhat less accessible, art cinema Vlmmak-
ing. Within these popular childhood worlds, there are moments of
darkness, also stemming from the directors’ childhoods. My interest
here is to discern similarities in how the somewhat aging directors
chose to use disturbing memories and insert fragments of them into
their Vlms.

Fanny and Alexander is set in 1907, ten years before Bergman
himself was born, whereas Fellini’s Vlm, set sometime between 1933
and 1937, better coincides with the director’s own adolescence.[3]
Although it is generally assumed that the main characters, the 10-year
old Alexander and the roughly 14-year old Titta, are the directors’ alter
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Fellini appreciated Bergman and his Vlms just as

much. For example, asked to comment on Sight and

Sound’s list of best Vlms, he wondered: “Ma come si
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egos, it is quite clear that these Vlms are not autobiographical in any
traditional sense.[4] Rather, both Vlms offer rich depictions of a multi-
tude of persons, places and events, where memories of the past have
been reformulated and complemented with a high degree of imagin-
ation. 

Bergman’s Vlm is more conVned to the home and the family
sphere than Fellini’s. Bergman grew up in Stockholm and was only 
a temporary visitor to his grandmother’s home in the small city of
Uppsala, depicted in the Vlm. The recollections of Uppsala inspired
him from the early stages of writing. In Images he writes: 

From the very beginning one can see that with Fanny and Alexander

I have landed in the world of my childhood. Here is the university town

and Grandmother’s house with the old cook; here is the Jew who lived out

back; and here is the school. I am already in the place and beginning to

roam around in the familiar environment.[5]

In a similar way, but with a horizon that extends well beyond the home
and family, Fellini revisits his childhood and adolescence in Rimini,
where he lived until he had Vnished school and in 1939 left his child-
hood town for Rome.

The two directors structured their memories differently. In the
end, Bergman settled for a straightforward – albeit very long, almost
epic – chronological story, whereas Fellini renounced an overarching
storyline and instead orchestrated a large array of freestanding epi-
sodes. Tullio Kezich’s suggestion that Amarcord is structured as 
a series of jokes is to the point: 

[...] it tells an inVnite number of small-town stories, each with a beginning

and an end, the content is almost always mockingly presented and with 

a tendency towards the fantastic. Structurally, Amarcord is an embel-

lished chattering of memories, made for its own pleasure, as well as for the

audience’s amusement.[6]

When Bergman writes about his work with Fanny and Alexander,
quoting recollections already formulated in his autobiography, he
could equally well, or perhaps even more so, have been writing about
Amarcord. Bergman’s childhood was, he recalls, full of “strange occur-
rences, unexpected sights, and magical moments”, and when he com-
pares his recollections with Vlm sequences, these sequences were
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“rarely episodes with a particular meaning, short or long, randomly
shot Vlms with no point. The prerogative of childhood: to move with-
out any constraints between magic and oatmeal porridge, between
limitless terror and bursting joy” before he concludes that for him “it
was difVcult to differentiate between fantasies and what was con-
sidered to be real.”[7] This blending and blurring of memory, imagin-
ation and Vlmmaking is evident in both Vlms, and also described in 
a similar way by Fellini: 

How do you refer to things that really exist? I feel more at ease when I’m

inventing. The real Rimini, where I lived during my childhood and ado-

lescence, is confused with another, imagined, recreated, reconstructed in

my Vlms made at Cinecittà or in Viterbo and Ostia. The two memories are

superimposed and I am no longer able to differentiate between them.[8]

Although both Vlmmakers move beyond actual events and into the
realm of fantasy, it is also clear that they have retained very precise
recollections of their early years. Kezich asserts that “Federico [...] has
memorized even the nuances of feelings, language, habits and tensions
from that household [his friend Titta’s] forty years earlier. Regarding
Titta, the family scenes of the Vlm are an exact reproduction of what
was said and done in his home, as if Federico had had a recording de-
vice during those years”,[9] whereas Bergman maintained that “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.”[10]
These vivid memories can be sensed, both regarding thematic rich-
ness and in the degree of detail in settings – granting the Vlms authen-
ticity, in spite of their obvious Vctionalizations.

As Fellini and Bergman move beyond autobiography and into
fantasy, they simultaneously make their stories more universal. Kezich
notes that Fellini “never miss[es] an opportunity to repeat that his 
province [Rimini] is a metaphysical one, possible to transfer, with
minor adjustments, to any time and latitude”,[11] whereas Birgitta
Steene has suggested that “Bergman leaned on Hoffmann (and
Dickens) to transcend the private basis of his subject matter. [...] no
doubt because Bergman wanted to depict the milieu as a Vctional locus
rather than a geographic spot that had references to his own life.”[12]
To judge from the reception of the Vlms, this universalization of their
recollections seems to have been utterly successful.
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Bergman also highlights the influence of a pediatri-

cian, who lent his parents support for their 

strictness.

Fellini points to something that is essential for both Vlms,
regarding their foundation in individual memories and lived experi-
ence, as well as their transformation into stories that are accessible and
may be appropriated by many others: 

I think that when one talks about things he knows, and speaks of himself,

and talks about his family, his village [...] I think that his words are always

ones that everyone can understand, everyone can relate to. It seems to me

that the characters in Amarcord, the characters of this small village, es-

pecially because they are so conVned to that village, and that village is 

a village that I knew very well, and those characters, invented or known,

in any case, I have known or invented them very well, suddenly they

belong not only to you, but also to everyone else.[13]

However, precisely no matter how precisely this is precisely captured
by Fellini, it does not say anything about what memories are chosen
for his Vlm, and how they are recounted. 

Within the Vlms’ fascinating blend of events and emotions –
ranging from joyous celebrations, and magic stories, to sadness over
parents’ deaths – I want to focus on the Vlms’ incorporation of quite
bitter memories of authoritarian institutions – the directors’ memories
of Fascism and religion – these institutions’ rules and coercion and
their interfering with peoples’ lives. That these memories originate in
the directors’ childhood is clear. Bondanella observes that “Fellini’s
distaste for authoritarian institutions can be traced back to his child-
hood”,[14] and Bergman’s autobiography The Magic Lantern reveals 
a similar aversion towards the strict regime of his childhood home
and, in particular, his authoritarian father, a Lutheran vicar. Although
coercion in the Vlms is exercised by individuals, Bergman and Fellini
also place responsibility on institutions, and both sense frightening
afVnities between religious institutions and the inter-war period’s 
growing influence of Nazi/Fascist movements. Bergman, who writes
about his (far too) long-lasting admiration for Hitler in his autobio-
graphy, describes the authoritarian religiousness in his family and sug-
gests that this also influenced the family’s uncritical stance towards
Nazism: 

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 God. There was an innate logic in all

this which we accepted and thought we understood. This fact may well

have contributed to our astonishing acceptance of Nazism.[15]

Authoritarian 

institutions
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Fellini, concerned about enduring Fascist tendencies in Italian
society, thought that Fascism could rise to power so easily because the
Catholic Church had already established a mentality of non-individ-
ual responsibility which aided Fascism’s growth: “And it seems to me
that, even before Fascism, the responsibility for this chronic failure to
develop, this remaining at an infantile stage, lies with the Catholic
Church.”[16]

How, then, are the experiences and attitudes of Bergman and
Fellini incorporated into the childhood universes of Fanny and
Alexander and Amarcord? I will primarily look at two sequences in
which Alexander and Titta’s father are interrogated and castigated by
representatives of authoritarian institutions.

Fellini considers the sequences with the Fascist rally in the 
middle of the Vlm to be of central importance. They begin with the
arrival of an Achille Starace-equivalent Fascist leader at Rimini, which
is followed by a parade and a sequence when a gramophone placed in
the church tower, begins playing the socialist anthem “The Internatio-
nale.” The device is shot up down by the Fascists, thus silencing an
oppositional voice. The series ends with a painful scene with Titta’s
father.

Titta’s father had stayed at home during the Fascist manifesta-
tion – locked up by his wife, who would not allow him to go anywhere
close to the Fascists. In the middle of the night, two uniformed men
take Titta’s father to an ofVce for interrogation. When he denies having
had anything to do with the gramophone, or any other anti-Fascist
propaganda, he is asked to drink to the victory of the Fascists. Reluc-
tantly snifVng at the drink offered, he realizes that it is castor oil – used
by Italian Fascists (and others) for intimidation and punishment, due
to its repugnant taste and strong diarrhea-inducing effects. When
Titta’s father refuses and asks why he should have to drink this (why he
should be punished) he is force-fed at least two full glasses of the castor
oil before the scene ends with a cut to Titta’s mother worryingly
waiting outside their home. In the Vlm, this scene is exceptional with
its serious tone and its direct political coercion. 

In an essay about his Rimini memories, Fellini recounts his
suspicion of a similar experience relating to his father. He underlines
both the atmosphere of concealment, suspicion and threat as well as
the close connections between the Church and the Fascists: 

Religion was always something terrorizing. During that period, apart

from religion, fascists also appeared. I believe that one of them had beaten

my father. I suspected some ugly faces which used to be in the bar dressed

in black shirts. My father hid everything to me. Whenever discussions

touched upon certain topics, he exchanged meaningful glances with my

Castor oil 

and carpet beater
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mother, in order not to involve me. My confusion grew the day I saw those

suspected ugly faces singing in the church, together with the arch-

priest.[17]

Bergman’s skepticism towards various aspects of religion is embodied
by the Bishop, who marries Fanny and Alexander’s mother, thus beco-
ming their stepfather. Alexander is the :rst to recognize the coldness
of the Bishop’s authority, and he unfailingly seeks to resist it. In what is
probably the most terrifying sequence of the :lm, Alexander suffers
the consequences of having made up a story about how the Bishop
provoked the drowning of his :rst wife and their two daughters. When
a maid reveals the defaming tale to the Bishop, Alexander is questio-
ned, forced to confess, beaten with a carpet beater and locked up in the
attic – being thoroughly humiliated throughout the process.

The events and atmosphere at the Bishop’s house are more rela-
ted to Bergman’s memories of his parents and childhood in Stockholm
than to his pleasant recollections of his Grandmother and her home in
Uppsala – depicted in the :lm’s Ekdahl residence scenes. In his auto-
biography, Bergman remembers another fantasy story (also mentioned
in the :lm) he had told a friend in school, namely that his parents 
“had sold him to Schumann’s Circus”, whereupon his parents followed
advice from the family pediatrician who “had emphasized how im-
portant 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.”[18] Bergman also
details the varieties of punishments administered: “punishments were
something self-evident, never questioned. They could be swift and
simple [...] but they could also be extremely sophisticated, re:ned
through generations.” In severe cases, for a lie such as the one in Fanny
and Alexander, this would mean that after interrogation and confes-
sions “the carpet beater was fetched [and when] the strokes had been
administered, you had to kiss Father’s hand”.[19]

The two scenes, and the memories they reflect, offer fright-
ening examples of distorted uses of power. Two ordinary persons are
humiliated and castigated for something they had not done, or at least
something that had not harmed anyone. Rather, they were merely re-
sisting the ideals and ambitions of authoritative institutions. For this
they were intimidated, broken down, with the wishful but naïve 
thought that they would be brought to conformity.

The Bishop as well as the Fascists are con:dent that they are
right – representing, they would maintain, timeless values – and they
fail to understand why anyone would not share their convictions. After
punishing Titta’s father, one of the Fascists says that “What saddens 
us is this obstinacy in not wanting to understand that fascism wants 
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to give them back their dignity”, a view echoed by the Bishop when 
he congratulates Alexander for having won a great victory over him-
self when he admitted his lie and asked the Bishop for forgiveness. It
appears that both the Bishop and the Fascist sincerely meant what 
they said. Still, few viewers would regard this as something else than
expressions of authoritarian institutions failing to accept any diver-
ging opinions or ideologies. Their ostensibly emphatic words sound
hollow. Just like, according to Bergman and Fellini, the authority they
depend on.

Like Titta’s father, Alexander was also presented with castor oil
as punishment as an alternative to the carpet beater and to being
locked up in a dark and cold cupboard. Alexander chooses the carpet
beater. Foregrounding the physical violence he is subjected to – more
so than what the castor oil or cupboard would have done – Alexander
(and Bergman) accentuates the austere consequences of the Bishop’s
regime. Fellini seems to have chosen a more reconciling approach;
instead of staging the suspected beating of his father he recalled from
his childhood he chooses castor oil. In addition, Fellini ends the
sequence on a humorous note; as Titta sees his father bathing to get 
rid of the odour, he does not stay to learn what happened, but in-
stead rather light-heartedly runs off, laughing at how bad his father
smells.[20] As Bondanella observes regarding this relative mildness
towards the tormentors, “Fellini is not even able to feel hatred towards
the Fascists, he only represents them as clowns, just slightly worse than
the rest.”[21] In this respect, Bergman is much clearer in his critique;
the Bishop is certainly no clown. However, it may well be that Berg-
man’s more melodramatic approach, throughout Fanny and Alexan-
der, in the end closes off more critical thoughts about authoritarian
institutions than Fellini’s disjointed observations.

The authority of the Bishop and the Fascists maltreating Titta’s
father, and the restraints they impose on others, should be justiVed.
Instead, throughout the Vlms, the dominant institutions and their 
ideologies are questioned, implying that these individuals’ authority 
is not valid. Here, I will only briefly mention two similar and almost
embarrassingly obvious examples of how these institutions are decon-
structed: the scenes with the phony faces of the Duce and of God.

Marionette Gods
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[22] As Bondanella points out, the appearance of Rex
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As part of the heavily satirized Fascist parade and manifesta-
tion in Amarcord, the Duce’s face, a gigantic construction of thousands
of red and white flowers, is raised in front of the enthusiastic crowd.
The Duce’s face speaks and he even joins a young couple in matri-
mony – at least in the fantasy of the young groom, and to the cheering
of all on-lookers. Fellini neatly illustrates the authority, influence 
and performativity the citizens grant the Duce (the face is also seen to
‘stand behind’ the fascists as they ‘kill’ the gramophone, signaling an
omnipresent influence), but he equally clearly shows that what they
worship is actually only an idol, a construction, which can only rise,
speak and perform with the help of marionette operators pulling the
threads, and with the imagination of its blind followers.[22]

In Fanny and Alexander, the young protagonist has just been
saved from the Bishop’s home by Isak, a friend of the Ekdahl family,
when he faces a construction of power similar to the one in Amarcord.
During the night, Alexander gets lost in Isak’s home, hears something,
and is told that it is God who stands there, behind a door, talking to
him. Alexander is scared. The voice says that those who see the face of
God will die, the door opens, a gigantic foot steps into the room, and
soon Alexander can see God’s face. Instead of dying, however, this
God is revealed to be an illusion. A marionette animator living at Isak’s
appears, and it becomes clear that he was the one speaking and work-
ing a marionette God. 

Just as in Fellini’s Vlm, a constructed idol is capable of casting 
a spell on their on-lookers. At least momentarily, people in these Vlms
are duped, whereas viewers of the Vlms would discern that they were
not at all dealing with anything divine, or anything else worthy of their
respect. Such is the power of their beliefs. Fellini is concerned about
this influence, and what he considers to be “clownish conditioning,
theatrical, childish, the subjection to a puppet-like power, to a ridicu-
lous myth”.[23] In Fanny and Alexander and Amarcord, this puppet-
like power, the marionette God and the Duce Vgure – i.e. the higher
level of authority behind the Bishop and the Fascists – are deconstruc-
ted as phony, as constructions created and governed by humans.
Consequently, authoritarian institutions are undermined, and there
appears to be reasons, and possibilities, to resist them and their power.

To conclude, I want to suggest that this authoritarian-critical
discourse, however present in select scenes, within the wider frame-
work of the Vlms is, in the end, given a subordinate position. When
Alexander’s uncle, Gustaf Adolf Ekdahl, towards the end of Fanny and

Little worlds
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Alexander holds a longer speech, he positions his large family within 
a much wider and more sinister context, maintaining that “The world
is a den of thieves and night is falling. Evil breaks its chains and prowls
the world like a mad dog. The poisoning affects us all, us Ekdahls and
everyone else. No one escapes”. Although the Bishop represents the
only evil that is foregrounded in Fanny and Alexander, Gustaf Adolf
uses more general words, ones that have more to do with the beginning
of the First World War, the period Bergman initially intended for the
Vlm, or, indeed, the Italian Fascist inter-war world surrounding Titta in
Amarcord.[24] Bergman thus invents an individual adversary, the
Bishop, who can be defeated – resisted, fooled, and eventually, magi-
cally killed – but motivates the populist conclusion, when Gustaf Adolf
celebrates everyday hedonism in the domestic arena, by referring to
more formidable foes. Gustaf Adolf ’s suggestion, “let us be happy while
we are happy. Let us be kind, generous, affectionate and good. [...] It is
necessary, not shameful, to take pleasure in the little world” is an at-
tractive defense of a lifestyle refuting any political or ideological wor-
ries, a lifestyle vividly and appealingly illustrated by the happiness sur-
rounding Gustaf Adolf at the festive Christening banquet table. As Egil
Törnqvist points out, the little world he mentions refers not only to the
theatre, the world of illusions which is so important to Fanny and
Alexander, but also to the world of the children.[25] While Törnqvist
looks upon this little world with optimism – seeing the children as
representing the future and openness towards life and all life may offer
– it is also possible to see it in Fellini’s more pessimistic writing, cau-
tioning against a society remaining at an adolescent stage, never ma-
turing, never taking responsibility. Fellini Vnds that in such a society,
whenever people get together they will only engage in nonsense, and
whenever they are alone they are bewildered or “dreaming a ridicu-
lous dream about the Orient, or Fred Astaire, or the myth about luxu-
ry and American splendor.”[26] It seems that the Ekdahl family in the
Vlm is engaging in a similar myth. Writing about Bergman’s reference
to Henrik Ibsen’s The Wild Duck (1884), Törnqvist reminds us that
“like Ibsen’s Ekdal family, Bergman’s [Ekdahl family] need to retouch
reality in order to be able to cope with it at all”, preferring a world of
illusions and life lies.[27] The little world put forward in Fanny and
Alexander, the Ekdahl family or the provinciality of Uppsala, is thus
very similar to Fellini’s perception of Amarcord’s Rimini as a “metaphor
of an enclosure” with, in Bondanella’s words, “an entire generation of
Italians [...] enshrouded in a fog of ignorance”.[28]

In the end, this is where the Vlms leave not only Alexander and
the Ekdahl family or Titta and the Amarcordians, but also, I would
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suggest, the Vlms’ viewers. Within the mainly nostalgic evocations of
the directors’ childhood worlds, the painful power of authoritarian
institutions – subjecting two ordinary persons to castor oil and carpet
beating punishments – is momentarily exposed, before it is decon-
structed and all but forgotten by both characters and viewers. The
Vlms’ dialectics of foregrounding and conciliating disturbing episodes
seem to have a parallel dialectic between authentic recollections of
Bergman’s and Fellini’s childhood memories and the nostalgic de-
sires of the audiences who so wholeheartedly embraced both Fanny 
and Alexander and Amarcord. Dark memories may be remembered, 
it seems, as long as they are allowed to be forgotten.


