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Ever since she arrived in the United States from Sweden in
1939, several Ingrid Bergmans have occupied the public imagination.
But which was the real one?
Was she the embodiment of luminous, pious devotion revered
by filmgoers for such roles as the nun in The Bells of St. Mary’s
and Saint Joan in Joan of Arc? Or was she the duplicitous, unrepentant harlot who abandoned her husband and child to have
an affair with the Italian director Roberto Rossellini in 1950 – a
scandal that led to her effective banishment from Hollywood for
years?
Or was Bergman the enigmatic, misunderstood artist embraced
by a forgiving public after her return to the United States in
1956 when she won an Academy Award for her performance in
Anastasia?
As the actress herself put it, mystified by her own metamorphosis, “I’ve gone from saint to whore and back to saint again, all
in one lifetime.”
The real Ingrid Bergman is, of course, far more complicated
than any of these characterizations would suggest. Indeed,
they contradict each other so sharply they couldn’t possibly all
be true. And yet the clashing perceptions of Bergman shaped
the trajectory of her life so powerfully that they provide a useful outline for the arc of her career: her rise as a radiant
Hollywood star in the forties when she appeared in her most
famous film, Casablanca; her fall in Europe in the fifties; and
her triumphant third-act comeback that lasted for two-and-ahalf decades until her death in 1982 from breast cancer at the
age of sixty-seven.
Within that tumultuous narrative were several crucial relationships. She was married three times – at twenty-one to Swedish
dentist Petter Lindström, whom she divorced at thirty-four to
wed Rossellini; then, at forty-three, a year after ending her
marriage to Rossellini, she married theatrical entrepreneur Lars
Schmidt. Bergman divorced Schmidt in 1975, though he was by
her side when she died. She had four children – one with Lindström and three with Rossellini, including Isabella Rossellini,
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who became a well-known model and film actress.
Bergman also had some notable affairs: with actor Gregory
Peck while they co-starred in the 1945 Alfred Hitchcock film
Spellbound; with celebrated Hungarian war photographer
Robert Capa; and with The Wizard of Oz and Joan of Arc director Victor Fleming, among others. And yet as various men came
and went and children were born and grew up, her work was
the one constant in her life. It steadied her, kept her moving
forward, and fulfilled her in a way that nothing else ever could.
“I have had my different husbands, my families,” she once said.
“I am fond of them all, and I visit them all. But deep inside me,
there is the feeling that I belong to show business.”
Though known primarily for her fifty big-screen films, the prolific Bergman also appeared in five television movies, two dozen
radio dramas, and eleven stage productions, including challenging works by George Bernard Shaw, Eugene O’Neill, and
Henrik Ibsen. She performed in five languages – English,
French, German, Italian, and Swedish – a rarity for actors of
any era. And in 1980, she published her memoir, Ingrid Bergman: My Story, to clear up some of the misperceptions about
her life that she knew would haunt her children if she didn’t set
the record straight.
Through it all, Bergman was the anti-diva. While many actors
required chauffeured limousines, she drove herself around Hollywood in a small gray coupe. She usually wore little or no
makeup in public. While some actors were mercurial, demanding and late to the movie set, Bergman was always punctual,
professional, and fully prepared. It’s not uncommon for actors
to renegotiate or renege on contracts the moment they become
successful, but Bergman was known for honoring her agreements and keeping her word.
On screen, Bergman was unique not just for her beauty (cameramen loved her “bulletproof angles,” meaning she could be
shot from any side.) She was also known for her intelligence
and natural, unaffected acting style. The producer David O.
Selznick, who discovered her, once called her “the most completely conscientious actress” he had ever worked with.
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