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Alf Sjoberg was first and foremost a man
of the theatre. In 1925, at the age of 22,
he made his acting debut at the Royal
Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm, and in
1930 he directed his first production
there. He became Sweden's foremost
theatre director of the 20th century,
largely thanks to the 138 productions he
staged during his 50 years at the Royal
Dramatic Theatre. Ingmar Bergman
acknowledged that Sjoberg was not only
his inspiration but also his superior, and
that trying to compete with him was
fruitless. Sjoberg also worked with popu-
lar theatre and radio theatre, his ambition
being to reach out to as many people as
possible and to use theatre to change the
world. Yet despite his extensive work in
the theatre, Sjéberg was also an ambitious
film director, noted for his political
engagement, skilful camerawork and close
collaboration with his actors, whom he
often borrowed from The Royal Dramatic
Theatre.

Made in collaboration with Axel
Lindblom, his first film was The Strongest
(Den Starkaste, 1929). The first film he
directed solely by himself was They
Staked Their Lives (Med livet som insats,
1940), a work made under the shadow of
war, which although not entirely success-
ful, shows many of his qualities. The films
that followed were met largely with criti-
cal acclaim. Hem fran Babylon (‘Home
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from Babylon," 1941) cemented Sjoberg's
reputation as Sweden's leading filmmaker.
Nowadays it is Torment (Hets, 1944, US
title: Frenzy), which is remembered of his
1940s films, due in no small measure to
Ingmar Bergman's screenplay. The film is
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an expressionistic pictorial language
which he brought along when he started
to make films. Torment, with cinematog-
raphy by Martin Bodin, is one of the most
overtly expressionist of all Swedish films,
even if one considers that this style was

both a critique of school policy and an
analysis and critical view of Nazism. Stig
Jarrel's brilliant performance as the fear-
some Latin teacher Caligula also contrib-
uted to the film's reputation.

On stage, Sjoberg had often employed

particularly popular in Sweden in the
1940s. One of Sjoberg's international
influences was Fritz Lang, both his
German and his American films. Sjoberg
also had a more lyrical side, which came
to the fore in films such as The Heavenly
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Play (Himlaspelet, 1942) and Only a
Mother (Bara en mor, 1949).

Sjoberg's greatest film, Miss Julie
(Fréken Julie, 1951) starring Ulf Palme
and Anita Bjork as Jean and Julie, com-
bines both lyricism and expressionism.
With camerawork by Goran Strindberg,
the film shows Sjoberg experimenting
with narrative technique in a complex
way. For example, he depicts two time
frames concurrently in the same shot: we
see an image of Julie talking of her child-
hood memories and those memories
being played out at the same time, an
unusual device but one which works well.
Unique both in terms of its emotional
and technical content, Sjoberg was
awarded the Grand Prix du Festival
International du Film at Cannes for Miss
Julie. This was the second time he had
won the award.

Sjoberg's later films were less success-
ful; especially Barabbas (1953) was a
major flop. In complete contrast to Miss
Julie, it was almost booed out of Cannes.
Yet despite making fewer films, Sjoberg
remained true to his ideals. His work has
been re-evaluated somewhat in recent
year as various critics, including David
Thomson, have asserted that Sjoberg's
1950s films, such as Karin Mansdotter
(1954), are among his most interesting.
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