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Introduction


Is it a larder? Is it a fridge? Is it more fun, more vivid, or even more true to what Strindberg meant, to update the larder door which is just like the ones the Officer saw when he was a child? A larder’s where the food is, so does a fridge give us more directly, without archaism, the promise of satisfaction of appetite? And make it easier to see why the characters hope that if they finally get the door open they’ll find the meaning of life inside? Or is it a silly idea and a modernism too far?


You don’t of course consciously think all that, you think ‘fridge’ and smile. I did this version for Katie Mitchell, who was already planning to direct it at the National Theatre, and she had said she welcomed anachronisms. So when the happy couple decide to kill themselves because bliss doesn’t last (‘Life is wretched. I pity mankind.’), I could write, ‘People are so fucked up.’


There’s a strand of the play that is about academia, and that’s where I’ve done the most updating. The university and its bossy deans of theology, philosophy, medicine and law don’t have the power over us that they seemed to have over Strindberg. Here a bishop, psychoanalyst, scientist and barrister are on the committee of the inquiry looking into the opening of the door, and the solicitor is refused not a doctorate but a knighthood. Not a big change, and on the whole this version stays close to the original.


What I’ve mostly done is tighten the dialogue and cut out a few chunks. Strindberg lived in a far more Christian society than ours, and his swipes at it look a bit unnecessary now, so I’ve taken some of them out. Though, with a Christian prime minister and an American president voted in by right-wing Christians both calling us to fight evil, perhaps we should feel as dominated by religion as Strindberg did. Still, we don’t, so I’m not restoring those cuts. I’ve cut references to the Flying Dutchman and the Caliph Haroun; I’ve cut things that seemed repetitive; sometimes I’ve cut bits that just seemed to me or Katie not to work very well. And I’ve cut the meaning of life.


When it turns out there’s nothing behind the fridge door, the daughter of the gods promises the writer she’ll tell him the secret when they’re alone. What she says may have seemed more original or daring when Strindberg wrote it, but seems a bit of an anticlimax to us. So in this version she whispers it to the writer and we never know what it is. But was telling us the meaning of life one of the main points of the play for Strindberg? I hope not. I do feel abashed at cutting another writer’s work; directors have fewer qualms.


I said the version was close to the original but of course I’ve no idea what the original is as I don’t know any Swedish. The very few translations I’ve done before have been from French or Latin, where I knew enough to see what the text was literally saying. I’d never wanted to work from a literal translation of a language I didn’t know. To my surprise, the one I was given wasn’t literally literal, the kind of thing I’d done for myself at first when translating Latin, with odd word order and odd words, but a translation, by Charlotte Barslund, which seemed to me as performable as the existing translations I’d looked at. So that for me is the original I’ve kept close to.


People who are looking at this text after seeing Katie Mitchell’s production may or may not find considerable differences. Working as she has before, she and the actors may add other material or change the order of scenes, or they may end up very close to this text. I’ve put in Strindberg’s stage directions, which are what Katie and designer Vicki Mortimer are starting from, rather than describing their solutions, since other productions may want to use this text and come up with their own versions of stage doors, caves and quarantine stations. When Strindberg was writing the play a castle was being built in Stockholm and grew over the trees, and the town was full of soldiers. The equivalent fast-growing buildings for us are office towers; a soldier means our current wars to us, not the romantic officer of the play; our city towers are full of businessmen. So we’ve gone for a tower, which works well both ways – prisoners are kept in towers – and for a while we went with a Banker instead of an Officer. Katie’s staying with the Banker but I’ve gone back to the Officer for this text, feeling as with the stage directions that I shouldn’t put too much of the production into it. I’ve kept the fridge though – if you’re not happy with anachronism feel free to go back to the larder.


I’d read the play several times over the years, admired the way it moved, but never, I realise, taken in the detail. I was surprised by its tenderness. Since starting this version I’ve learned more about Strindberg than I knew before. I suppose I’d thought of him as misogynistic and depressive and mostly concerned with miserable relationships and disastrous families. All of which of course you can find in A Dream Play. I hadn’t realised how political he was, that he was a hero to trade unionists, who made a detour in a parade to pass his window. When asked what mattered to him most he said, ‘Disarmament.’ He added the coal-miner scene (building workers here) after the play was finished, because there was a miners’ strike in Stockholm.


I’m not sure how I’d feel if someone treated one of my plays the way I’ve treated Strindberg’s, even though I hope I’ve made it clearer and not spoilt it. I wouldn’t like it now, but perhaps when a play is over a hundred years old you should just be glad it’s still being done. And it survives unharmed in Swedish. I’d like to think he’d be glad about this version. I’d like to make him smile. But maybe he’d say, ‘Oh woe. Life is wretched.’


Caryl Churchill




Caryl Churchill’s version of A Dream Play, with additional material by Katie Mitchell and the Company, was first performed in the Cottosloe auditorium of the National Theatre, London, on 15 February 2005 (previews from 4 February). The cast was as follows:


Mark Arends


Anastasia Hille


Kristin Hutchinson


Sean Jackson


Charlotte Roach


Dominic Rowan


Justin Salinger


Susie Trayling


Lucy Whybrow


Angus Wright


Director    Katie Mitchell


Designer    Vicki Mortimer


Lighting Designer    Chris Davey


Choreographer    Kate Flatt


Music Director and Arranger    Simon Allen


Sound Designer    Christopher Shutt




Author’s Note


As with his earlier dream play, To Damascus, the author has in this dream play sought to imitate the disjointed yet seemingly logical shape of a dream. Everything can happen, everything is possible and probable. Time and place do not exist; the imagination spins, weaving new patterns on a flimsy basis of reality: a mixture of memories, experiences, free associations, absurdities and improvisations.


The characters split, double, multiply, evaporate, condense, dissolve and merge. But one consciousness rules them all: the dreamer’s; for him there are no secrets, no inconsistencies, no scruples and no laws. He does not judge or acquit, he merely relates; and, because a dream is usually painful rather than pleasant, a tone of melancholy and compassion for all living creatures permeates the rambling narrative. Sleep, the liberator, often feels like torture, but when the torment is at its worst, the moment of awakening comes and reconciles the sufferer with reality, which, regardless of how painful it might be, is at this very moment a joy compared to the agonies of dreaming.


August Strindberg




Characters


AGNES, DAUGHTER OF THE GODS


GLAZIER


OFFICER


OFFICER’S FATHER AND MOTHER


LINA, THEIR MAID


STAGE DOOR KEEPER


BILLSTICKER


VICTORIA


SINGER


DANCER


PROMPTER


THEATRE PEOPLE


POLICEMEN


SOLICITOR


KRISTIN


RICH FAT SICK


QUARANTINE MASTER


WRITER


HE


SHE


MAIDS


EDITH


HER MOTHER


LIEUTENANT


ALICE


TEACHER


BOYS


NEWLYWEDS


BLIND MAN


TWO BUILDING WORKERS


LADY AND GENTLEMAN


CREW


CHAIR OF INQUIRY


BISHOP


PSYCHOANALYST


SCIENTIST


BARRISTER




1. Outside the Tower


Huge hollyhocks.


A tower with a flower bud on top.


AGNES and GLAZIER.













	

AGNES




	

Look how the tower’s grown.









	

GLAZIER




	

What tower?









	

AGNES




	

It’s twice the size it was last year.









	

GLAZIER




	

Yes of course, it must be the fertiliser.









	

AGNES




	

But shouldn’t it be flowering by now?









	

GLAZIER




	

Can’t you see the flower?









	

AGNES




	

Yes, yes, I see it. Do you know who lives in the tower?









	

GLAZIER




	

I do but I can’t remember.









	

AGNES




	

I think it’s a prisoner. And I think he’s waiting for me to set him free. Let’s go in.










2. Room inside the Tower


AGNES, GLAZIER, OFFICER.


OFFICER is rocking his chair and hitting the table with his sword.













	

AGNES




	

(Takes the sword.) Don’t. Don’t.









	

OFFICER




	

Please, Agnes, let me keep my sword.









	

AGNES




	

You’re hacking the table. (To GLAZIER.) Go down to the tack room and mend the window and I’ll see you later.









	

 




	

GLAZIER goes.









	

 




	

You’re a prisoner and I’ve come to set you free.









	

OFFICER




	

It’s what I’ve been waiting for. But I wasn’t sure you wanted to.









	

AGNES




	

Do you want to?









	

OFFICER




	

I don’t know. I’ll be miserable either way. It’s terrible sitting here but it’s going to be so painful being free. Agnes, I’d rather stay here if I can go on seeing you.









	

AGNES




	

What do you see?









	

OFFICER




	

I look at you and it’s something to do with the stars and the smallest particles, you’re somehow connected.









	

AGNES




	

But so are you.









	

OFFICER




	

Then why do I have to muck out the horses?









	

AGNES




	

To make you long to get away.









	

OFFICER




	

I do but it’s such an effort.









	

AGNES




	

It’s your duty to seek freedom in the light.









	

OFFICER




	

To be free is a duty?









	

AGNES




	

Your duty to life.









	

OFFICER




	

Life doesn’t do its duty to me so why should I?









	

 




	

AGNES, OFFICER, FATHER, MOTHER.









	

 




	

MOTHER is working on shirts at a table.









	

 




	

FATHER gives MOTHER a silk dress.









	

FATHER




	

You don’t want it?









	

MOTHER




	

What’s the point when I’m dying?









	

FATHER




	

You believe the doctor?









	

MOTHER




	

I believe how I feel.









	

FATHER




	

Then it is serious? And all you think about is how it affects the children.









	

MOTHER




	

They’re all that matters.









	

FATHER




	

Kristina, forgive me. For everything.









	

MOTHER




	

Oh yes? All right, forgive me too. We’ve both hurt each other. We don’t know why. We couldn’t help it. Look, here are the boys’ new shirts. They have clean ones on Wednesdays and Sundays. And make sure Lina washes them all over. Are you going out?









	

FATHER




	

I have to be at college. It’s nearly eleven.









	

MOTHER




	

Get Alfred for me first.









	

FATHER




	

But he’s here already.









	

MOTHER




	

My eyes must be going. Or it’s getting dark.









	

 




	

She turns on the light.









	

 




	

Alfred.









	

 




	

FATHER goes.









	

 




	

Who’s that girl?









	

OFFICER




	

Agnes.









	

MOTHER




	

Oh is that Agnes? You know what they’re saying? She’s the daughter of the gods and she’s come down to earth to find out what it’s like to be a human being. But don’t say anything.
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