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The Indelible Mark of Love


Francois Mauriac once said, “No love, no friendship, can cross the path of our destiny without leaving some mark on it forever.” This idea of love being a powerful and unforgettable force in one’s life is prevalent in the song “Strawberry Wine” by Matraca Maria Berg and Gary Stefan Harrison. Specifically, the song’s speaker, a woman reflecting on her first love, wonders and questions the power that love still has over her even though it has long since passed. Through the use of diction, imagery, and tone, the theme that first loves are somehow forever with someone becomes clear.


First, it is through the diction that the theme is revealed. Namely, the use of the oxymoron “bittersweet” shows just how confusing first loves can be (lines 9, 20, 30). First loves are confusing in that there is so much about them that can be amazing and wonderful and “sweet,” but also so much potential for heartache and “bitter[ness]” if they do not turn into a lasting love. Oxymorons, by their very definition, show confusion, because they are two contrasting words put together as one. It is due to this confusion about her “first taste of love” that the speaker cannot stop thinking about it (lines 9, 20, 30). The use of an oxymoron can also symbolize the idea of two contrasting people, a guy “working through college” and a girl “thirsting for knowledge,” coming together in a relationship with one another (lines 1-2). In addition to oxymorons revealing the theme, so does the phrase “funny how those memories they last” (line 6). In this thought, the speaker is acknowledging that the love has passed, but that it is still a part of her due to the memories never fading completely. The use of the word “funny” is slightly ironic, because it is not really “funny” at all. Although reflecting on her first relationship at 17, the speaker is most likely “thirty,” as can been seen by the comment “I still remember when thirty was old,” and she is surprised more than amused by the fact that she is still “missing” her first relationship that technically ended many years before (line 27). Therefore, it is through the diction of oxymorons and ironic words and phrases that the theme of first loves being somewhat everlasting is expressed.


Second, imagery created through repeated figurative language also reveals the song’s theme. The metaphor in line 5 is the first example. The “well beaten path” shows that the speaker is not alone is their obsessive thoughts about first loves, because many people have been in love, or traveled down that same “path,” and that is why it is “well beaten.” Furthermore, the simile that gets repeated in lines 6-7, 9-12, 20-22, and 30-32 shows just how powerful first loves can be in that they cannot be forgotten. The speaker says both “her first taste of love” and her “memories” of that first love are “like strawberry wine,” because they are both “green on the vine” and “bittersweet.” This brings forth the visual image of new fruit, still “green.” In terms of farming, it is exciting because green fruit is a good sign of a plentiful harvest to come, much like how first relationships carry all the excitement and promise of years of happiness and being in love. First relationships are like “strawberry wine” then, because this fermented drink is extremely “sweet” and enjoyable. The addition of the “bitter” part in this extended simile and the simile in line 15 is what most relates to the theme. This is because if first relationships do not truly last forever and the individuals “drift away like leaves in the fall,” the memories of that first lost love never quite goes away (line 15).


Third, the questioning tone and overall preoccupation the speaker has with her first love shows just how much weight first relationships carry with people. The speaker keeps coming back to the place of her first love, either by physically going back to her “grandpa’s farm” or merely revisiting it through her thoughts (lines 16, 1). Either way, she wants to “remember the taste,” or how it felt to first be in love, probably because, like with any firsts, it can never really be repeated. These examples show her preoccupation, while the rhetorical question, “Is it really him or the loss of my innocence/ I’ve been missing so much?” in lines 26-27 adds to the questioning tone of the whole song. The speaker is not sure if she really misses her first love (the guy) or if she misses the feeling of being in love for the first time and the pure innocence that is never quite there in the same way in a second or third or more relationship. First loves have added meaning and therefore carry added importance even if they do not last forever. 


Francois Mauriac said it concisely that “No love, no friendship, can cross the path of our destiny without leaving some mark on it forever,” but Berg and Harrison drive the point home in “Strawberry Wine.” Through their use of diction revealing the confusing aspects of first love, imagery revealing the exciting sweetness of first love, and tone revealing the preoccupation one has with their first love, the theme becomes apparent, namely that the feelings associated with first loves are hard, if not impossible, to ever forget. In other words, the memory of first love leaves an indelible mark on one’s past.
