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Introduction


August Strindberg (1849-1912)


Johan August Strindberg was born in Stockholm on 22 January 1849, the fourth child of a newly legitimised relationship between his father, Carl Oscar, a prosperous shipping agent, and a former serving-maid, Eleanora Norling. Strindberg’s father was declared bankrupt in 1853, but the writer’s recollections of a poverty-stricken childhood are to some extent a fiction, since his father’s fortunes were restored a few years later. What is certain is that the Strindberg family were constantly on the move in these years, establishing the pattern of Strindberg’s own later life, much of it spent in one boardinghouse after another. Strindberg’s obsession with religion seems also to have been rooted in his mother’s devotion to Pietism, even when he himself rejected its stern evangelism, after her early death in 1862. Another formative influence on Strindberg was an idyllic summer he spent in 1866 as private tutor to an aristocratic family on their estate in the Stockholm skerries – in a turbulent and nomadic life, this picturesque archipelago would come to represent an oasis of calm.


Strindberg, by his own account, felt out of place in the various schools he attended, and the situation scarcely improved when he was admitted to the University of Uppsala in the autumn of 1867, initially to study medicine. Indeed, he quit the university after only one term, and never really settled to student life. By the spring of 1869, however, Strindberg’s true vocation was taking shape, and he applied for admission to the acting school of the Stockholm Royal Theatre. While his acting ambitions failed to bear fruit, compelling him to resume his studies at Uppsala, he was inspired to write three plays, none of which was staged, though The Freethinker achieved publication. A one-act verse comedy, In Rome, was also premièred by the Royal Theatre in September 1870. The following autumn, the Royal Theatre premièred another play, The Outlaw, which was seen and admired by the Swedish king, Charles XV, resulting in some short-lived financial support for Strindberg, and by the spring of 1872 he left the university for good, to take up a career as a journalist in Stockholm.


In the summer of 1872, at the age of 23, Strindberg wrote his first important play, Master Olof, a full-length drama based on the life of a 16th-century Swedish religious reformer. Regrettably, its realistic prose was too modern for the Royal Theatre, and it remained unperformed until 1881. Strindberg meanwhile undertook a variety of jobs, including working for a time in a telegraph office on the tiny island of Sandhamn in the Stockholm skerries, an experience he would later put to use in The Dance of Death. In 1874, despite lacking a university degree, Strindberg obtained a post as assistant librarian at the Royal Library, and spent the next eight years in relative contentment, at least in his working life.


Strindberg’s social life was another matter. In the summer of 1875, Strindberg met and became infatuated with Siri von Essen, the Finnish wife of an aristocratic Guards captain, Baron Wrangel. Siri’s husband was already having an affair, but her desire to pursue an independent career as an actress was also a powerful motive for seeking a divorce. The successful action was eventually brought by the Baron, however, on the grounds of desertion, and the couple parted in June 1876. Strindberg meanwhile rewrote Master Olof in verse, only to have the play again rejected.


Freed from her husband, Siri’s debut as an actress in January 1877 was briefly delayed when her four-year-old daughter Sigrid, now in Wrangel’s custody, died of tuberculosis. In December of the same year, a heavily pregnant Siri married Strindberg, only to lose a second child within twelve months, when her daughter by the playwright died a few days after birth. These were sinister omens, and the marriage early came under strain, not least from financial pressures, despite the successful publication of Strindberg’s novel The Red Room in November 1879, and the première in May 1880 at the Royal Theatre of The Secret of the Guild, with Siri in the lead. In January 1882, the same play became the first of Strindberg’s plays to be performed outside Sweden, when it was staged in Helsinki, some two weeks after another première, that of the original prose version of Master Olof, at the New Theatre in Stockholm. Strindberg was sufficiently encouraged to complete two new plays the following year, Lucky Per’s Journey, and Sir Bengt’s Wife, not only another vehicle for Siri, in the part of the unhappy, but ultimately loyal wife, but also a response of sorts to Ibsen’s Doll’s House, which Strindberg roundly detested.


Strindberg was becoming ever more disenchanted with life in Sweden, and in the autumn of 1883 he decided to leave, for what would become a self-imposed exile of some ten years’ duration, spent mainly in France, Germany, and Switzerland, in a string of boarding-houses and hotels, while he and Siri pursued their careers, drifting inexorably apart, despite their growing family – three children by 1884. In September of that same year, the publication of a short story collection, Married, got Strindberg and his publisher Albert Bonnier into serious trouble, thanks to a disparaging reference to Christ and the bread and wine of the Eucharist. Strindberg had to return to Sweden to defend himself against a charge of blasphemy, and although he was acquitted, and indeed cheered in the streets by crowds of workers, the experience did little to improve his outlook on his native country.


Siri meanwhile was desperate to return to Sweden, to relaunch her acting career after the birth of their third child, and the friction this caused was exacerbated by her friendship with a young Danish woman, Marie David. Strindberg suspected they were having a lesbian affair, and his behaviour from this time onwards became increasingly paranoid, to the point of doubting the paternity of his children. In May 1886, Strindberg published the first of four volumes of semi-fictionalised autobiography, Son of a Servant, and in October that year, a second volume of stories of married life, even more misogynistic than the first. Predictably, the book was vilified by the Swedish critics, but Siri was also enraged at finding herself spitefully caricatured in it, and again in Strindberg’s first play for four years, The Marauders. While their marriage was clearly doomed, they continued to pursue their professional ambitions jointly, including plans for an experimental theatre, inspired by Antoine’s newly formed Théâtre Libre, to perform Strindberg’s work.


Tormented by irrational fears, at one point even convinced that Siri was plotting to have him certified insane, Strindberg entered on an especially productive phase of his dramatic career, with the publication of The Father in September 1887. Two months after publication, The Father received its first performance in Copenhagen but the Danish actor-manager unfortunately went bankrupt, and the Swedish première, at the New Theatre on 12 January 1888, failed to establish the play’s credentials, though a French translation, sent to Zola, brought an enthusiastic response, and helped convince Strindberg that he had pioneered a wholly new kind of drama.


Strindberg had meanwhile decided to divorce Siri, and in March 1888, completed A Madman’s Defence, arguably his most controversial work, a revealing case study of his marriage, so shocking that when it was published in Germany five years later, Strindberg found himself facing another judicial prosecution, this time for immorality. A distorted image of Siri also provided the inspiration for Strindberg’s next play, Miss Julie, which took him an astonishing two weeks to complete, in the autumn of 1888, and for which he wrote the now famous preface, expounding his theory of theatrical realism. Strindberg by this time was also corresponding with Nietzsche, whose extreme philosophical beliefs, and status as misrepresented genius, made him a kindred spirit.


Nietzsche, to whom Strindberg had also sent a copy of The Father, felt that only the Théâtre Libre could do the play justice, and Strindberg redoubled his efforts to raise funds for a similar venture in Scandinavia. To this end, he also assembled a repertoire, adding The Marauders, now re-titled Comrades, to The Father and Miss Julie, and writing four short plays – Creditors, Pariah, The Stronger, and Simoom. Despite the couple’s domestic difficulties, it was agreed that Siri would play all the female leads, and run the business side of the project. On 2 March 1889, the Scandinavian Experimental Theatre opened in Copenhagen, with a double bill of Miss Julie and Creditors in Copenhagen, only to be promptly closed down on the orders of the Danish censor. Problems continued to mount after the company crossed into Sweden, and Strindberg’s bold creation came to an untimely end.


Strindberg now declared himself disenchanted with writing, though three of his plays were successfully produced in Stockholm in the spring of 1890, and The Father opened at the Freie Bühne in Berlin on 12 October that same year, as the first Strindberg play to be staged outside Scandinavia. In December, Strindberg and Siri finally applied for divorce, and were granted a judicial separation in March 1891. In April 1892, the Freie Bühne staged Miss Julie, and Strindberg, no doubt encouraged by reports from Germany, left Sweden to begin a further period of exile, arriving in Berlin in October of that year. He quickly settled into the Scandinavian artistic community there, centred on a wine bar on Unter den Linden known as the Black Pig, where he met the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch, and a Polish writer, Stanislaw Przybyzsewski, whose obsession with the occult was regrettably more than a match for Strindberg’s. Strindberg claimed to have abandoned literature for science, but the science was essentially alchemy, including bizarre experiments to transmute base metal into gold, and prove that sulphur was a compound of carbon, hydrogen and oxygen.


In January 1893, Strindberg met Frida Uhl, the journalist daughter of a wealthy Austrian court councillor, and the couple were married in Heligoland on 2 May 1893, though the twenty year-old Frida experienced some difficulty in obtaining her father’s consent. Strindberg’s European fame was spreading, and later that month the newly-weds travelled to England at the invitation of the theatre manager J T Grein, to discuss staging The Father in London. Unfortunately, little came of it, and the relationship was already showing signs of strain, not helped when Frida accidentally found a German copy of A Madman’s Defence, with its dismal account of Siri’s life with Strindberg chillingly like a foretaste of her own.


Strindberg left Frida behind in London to look after his interests, while he stayed with her parents at their family home near Salzburg. Separation from Frida, however only served to fuel Strindberg’s paranoid suspicions, and a fresh scandal, when a Swedish newspaper began serialising A Madman’s Defence, scarcely improved matters. Though they were re-united later that year, Frida, now pregnant, unsuccessfully attempted to obtain an abortion, and asked Strindberg for a divorce. Strindberg had completely given up both writing and painting by this stage, spending almost every waking hour on his alchemical experiments. His stock as a dramatist was rising nonetheless, and in Paris, productions of The Father and Miss Julie at the Théâtre Libre were followed in June 1894 by Lugné-Poë’s successful staging of Creditors by the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre.


In December 1894, the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre staged The Father, in a much more ambitious production than that of Antoine two years earlier, and widely praised. Strindberg’s health was now deteriorating, however, through overindulgence in absinthe and exposure to toxic chemicals, necessitating hospital treatment and eventually a rest-cure in Sweden, with a Dr Eliasson, whose regime included forbidding Strindberg to read any works of religion or mysticism, so concerned was he for his patient’s mental state. Strindberg stayed only a month, however, and on his return to Paris in the summer of 1895, he plunged himself into his occult studies with renewed fervour. The 18th-century mystic Swedenborg had now replaced Nietzsche as Strindberg’s spiritual guide, a sort of Virgil to his Dante, as he explored a mental hell of signs and portents, hallucinations and messages from beyond the grave, to the brink of madness – an experience he would later describe in detail in Inferno. A second visit to Dr Eliasson in July 1896 did him little good – nor did a sojourn in Austria with Frida’s mother, who was an even more enthusiastic Swedenborgian than himself. Strindberg’s paranoia at this stage was such that he regularly exchanged plates at the dinner-table, for fear of being poisoned.


Strindberg’s recovery was slow, but in December 1896 he returned to Sweden, where he began work on Inferno, in French, the better to find a publisher. No Strindberg play had been performed in Sweden since 1890, but his return coincided with successful revivals in Stockholm of both Lucky Per’s Journey and Master Olof. In February 1897, Frida finally sued for divorce, with Strindberg’s agreement. Since the time of his divorce from Siri, Strindberg had written a great deal of mostly non-fictional prose – autobiography, polemical essays, scientific treatises – but no new drama. Then, in the spring of 1898, he completed Part I of To Damascus, a work of self-redemption in a sense, celebrating his return to spiritual health through acceptance of suffering. Strindberg regarded it as his finest play, and Part II followed a few months later, with the concluding Part III eventually in 1901. Blending realism and symbolism, this represents a bold new direction in Strindberg’s drama, but recognition was slow to arrive, certainly in Sweden, where Master Olof and Lucky Per’s Journey remained his best-known plays, and Miss Julie had yet to be performed.


Nevertheless, in an astonishing burst of creativity, Strindberg wrote four full-length plays – There are Crimes and Crimes, The Saga of the Folkungs, Gustavus Vasa, and Erik XIV – in a little over six months. In May 1900, Strindberg met the young woman who would soon become his third wife, the Norwegian actress Harriet Bosse, who had just appeared as Puck in the Royal Theatre’s production of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Strindberg was fascinated by her, and promptly offered her the key role of the Lady, in the same theatre’s forthcoming staging of To Damascus, premièred in November. Between times, Strindberg intended to spend the summer in the Stockholm skerries as the guest of his sister Anna and her husband Hugo Philp, but a violent quarrel turned what should have been a peaceful interlude into a nightmare for all three. It is entirely typical of Strindberg’s contradictory nature that within a few weeks of his return to Stockholm, he had completed two plays – the radiantly optimistic Easter, written specifically for Harriet Bosse, and the darkly pessimistic Dance of Death, the latter in part a vengeful riposte to his unfortunate brother-in-law. The contrast extended to the reception of the plays, with Easter almost immediately accepted for production by the Royal Theatre, while The Dance of Death would remain unperformed in Sweden until 1909.


Strindberg was becoming increasingly dependent on German productions of his work, and when his translator Emil Schering suggested that The Dance of Death might be too gloomy for German theatre managers, Strindberg obligingly wrote a more optimistic sequel. A rather more fruitful relationship, however, was developing with the influential director Max Reinhardt, who successfully premièred several of Strindberg’s plays in Berlin, and whose bold new concept of ‘chamber theatre’, along with similar ideas adapted from Maeterlinck’s Symbolist drama, would become the model for Strindberg and Falck’s Intimate Theatre a few years later. Strindberg’s personal life meanwhile entered on a new phase in May 1901 with his marriage to Harriet Bosse. At the age of twenty-two, she must have had second thoughts when Strindberg insisted she bring none of her own possessions into their new flat, which he had furnished in opulent bad taste. Certainly, she realised her mistake as early as August, when Strindberg’s paranoid suspicions about the paternity of their unborn child forced her to leave. Curiously enough, Strindberg and Harriet still slept together on occasion, even after their divorce in October 1904.


Meanwhile, Strindberg’s creative energy continued undiminished, with a new play every few months – The Virgin Bride, Swanwhite, A Dream Play, Christina, Gustavus III – in addition to a further volume of autobiography and a novel, Black Banners, attacking the Swedish literary establishment, including former friends, so scurrilous that no publisher would accept it. Over a period of five years, Strindberg had written almost two dozen plays, but scarcely any had been produced, even though A Dream Play, building on his remarkable achievement in mixing realistic and symbolic modes in To Damascus, had been favourably reviewed on its publication in June 1902. The Dance of Death, written in 1900, only achieved its première in September 1905, in Cologne, while the première of Comrades took place in Vienna the following month, almost eighteen years after its publication. More importantly, again some eighteen years after Strindberg had written it, Miss Julie had its first public performance in Sweden, at Lund in September 1906, directed by the young actor–manager August Falck.


Strindberg and the 24-year-old Falck almost immediately began making plans for the kind of intimate experimental theatre Strindberg had long dreamt of, and in 1907, while Falck toured his production of Miss Julie to widespread acclaim, Strindberg occupied himself with creating a repertoire of ‘chamber’ plays specifically for the new venture – commencing with Storm, and going on to write After the Fire, The Ghost Sonata and The Pelican. In April of that year Strindberg also wrote a lengthy preface to his chamber plays, reminiscent of his preface to Miss Julie, in which he acknowledged the influence of Reinhardt in particular, and set out his ideal performing conditions – basically a small theatre, low-key ensemble playing of short, intense plays, and simple, atmospheric sets, in a significant departure from the detailed naturalism he had earlier advocated. Strindberg himself largely financed the project, and on 26 November 1907, the tiny 161-seat Intimate Theatre opened in Stockholm with the première staging of The Pelican. The play was not a success, and the remaining new plays, including The Ghost Sonata, premièred one after another throughout the winter months, fared little better. By February 1908, Falck was reduced to reviving Sir Bengt’s Wife in an attempt to keep the company afloat, while Strindberg was facing bankruptcy.


Playing a minor role in Sir Bengt’s Wife was a young actress, Fanny Falkner, who became Strindberg’s latest obsession, to the point that he made strenuous efforts to advance her career, including persuading Falck to give her the lead in Swanwhite, which the company toured that autumn. Strindberg was now approaching his sixtieth birthday, and had moved into what would be his final residence, a fourth-floor apartment in a house he referred to as the Blue Tower, close by the Intimate Theatre’s Stockholm base. Despite its financial difficulties, the Intimate Theatre had its moments of triumph – in April 1908, for example, the final offering of the season, a production of Easter, was successful enough to become a near-permanent fixture in the company’s repertoire. And in September 1908, a revival of The Father achieved a run of over seventy performances. Even so, the gap between the theatre’s maximum paying audience and its costs was never successfully bridged, and Falck was compelled to shed a number of actors the following year – among them Fanny Falkner, much to Strindberg’s annoyance.


Strindberg completed his last play, The Great Highway, in August 1909, a few weeks before the Swedish première of The Dance of Death, the two parts of which Falck presented separately, at a month’s interval, with the ‘optimistic’ Part II receiving predictably warmer notices. The Great Highway, a semi-allegorical mixture of blank verse and prose, was premièred in February of the following year and flopped badly. Strindberg was finding it increasingly difficult to support the Intimate Theatre, and Falck’s decision to stage a play by Maeterlinck, after three years devoted exclusively to Strindberg’s work, was the last straw. An acrimonious public dispute didn’t help matters, and the Intimate Theatre was forced to close down at the end of the year. Strindberg meanwhile abandoned fiction completely, returning to his old vocation of radical journalist, interspersed with yet more pseudo-scientific research, on the origin of language.


On Strindberg’s sixty-third birthday, 22 January 1912, thousands of workers joined in a torchlight procession through the streets of Stockholm to the Blue Tower, to celebrate the ‘people’s writer’. Strindberg was by this time already suffering from stomach cancer, however, and died a few months later, in May of that same year. Now almost a century on, Strindberg remains among the most important innovators in theatrical history – a pioneer of naturalism, whose best works in that vein still sound fresh and modern; an equally influential figure in the later avant-gardes of Expressionism and Symbolism; an intrepid explorer in the murky waters of the subconscious, long before Freud became common currency. Strindberg, like so many of his own created characters, was an extraordinary mass of contradictions, but his greatest plays, from The Father and Miss Julie to The Ghost Sonata, written largely against a tide of misunderstanding and hostility, still retain their power to shock and inspire, an essential part of the modern repertoire.


The Dance of Death, Part I: What Happens in the Play


The entire action of Part I takes place in one room, a circular stone-walled fortress, formerly a prison, and now the garrison-cum-home of an artillery captain, Edgar, and his wife Alice. Their marriage, of almost twenty-five years’ standing, has long since turned sour, and the couple spend their days in an atmosphere of mutual contempt and boredom. Edgar is nearing retirement, and despite his denials, in poor health, suffering from progressive ‘hardening of the heart’, and prone to mysterious blackouts. As the play opens, Edgar and Alice discuss their forthcoming silver wedding, which she dismisses as not worth celebrating, and also his relationship with his fellow-officers and local professionals, almost all of whom he despises, ensuring their isolation among the island community. They play cards to pass the time, and speculate about the arrival of the newly-appointed quarantine officer, who happens to be Alice’s cousin Kurt. This leads to argument, as Edgar recalls how Kurt was instrumental in bringing about their marriage, and later abandoned his own wife and children. They then briefly remember happier times, until Edgar’s ingratiating manner with a servant infuriates Alice, and the sniping resumes.
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