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ABSTRACT

Romanticism and realism were the two cardinal a r t is t ic  movements 

of the nineteenth century. The thesis makes free to show how these two 

forces molded and developed August Strindberg and his drama, hence 

changing the face of Western theatre. Examined according to the author's 

principal themes, the plays, both famous and less prominent, show how 

Strindberg's personal and in tellectual l i f e  generated th e ir  being. 

Playwriting is a precarious calling . The dramas bespeak the mind of a 

committed re a lis t, yet one re a lis tic  enough to remember his romantic 

masters and brave enough to explore what lies  beyond the portals of the 

subconscious.

One may gain two things from the thesis. In i t ia l ly ,  there is a 

stern reaffirmation that no work of genius is born without origins or 

pain. Secondly, the w riter, by examining one playwright, has unavoid

ably examined a century. Socially, cu ltu ra lly , and p o lit ic a lly , Strind

berg's lite ra tu re  embraces the nineteenth century, and grasps its  

essence. Like Shakespeare, the age is cupped in Strindberg's palm.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

August Strindberg was born in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, and, like  the century i ts e lf ,  his l i f e  was overshadowed by two 

colossi: romanticism and realism. The f i r s t  colossus, romanticism, 

might well be likened to a knight errant leading the youth of a cynical 

and war-torn Europe into a new l i f e  of freedom from conventions, and 

possessing a secure trust in the dictates of the heart and s p ir it ,  

rather than the mind. The other colossus, realism, seems lik e  nothing 

so much as a venerable man of science, bedecked with pince-nez and pro

fessional detachment, whose task i t  is to reveal the whole truth about 

existence, however pleasant or distasteful, to an amphitheater of eager 

students of honesty and frankness. Since August Strindberg was, by 

turns, both a romantic and re a lis t, i t  behooves the student to define 

both movements, and establish Strindberg's place in each.

The soul of the romantic seems to reveal i ts e lf  as a child's  

inner view and perception of l i f e  and the world. The romantic fe l t  him

se lf s tifle d  by conventionalism, and misled by reason and the social 

heritage of his society. Rather than leading a charge into rational 

b a ttle , the m ilitan t romantic was pressing a retreat into primal cham

bers of the mind governed by emotions and instinct. A cu lt of unique 

individualism, inspired by Napoleon and nurtured by Byron, took possession



of the youth of Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

"Life was a gigantic mirror in which they saw th e ir own figures a thou

sand times repeated and of colossal dimensions. 'Everything leads me 

back into m yself,1 confessed Nova!is11 (Frye 1961, p. 29). Laws, c iv il 

mores, trad itional values, and the tyranny of aesthetic rules and 

strictures f i l le d  the children of Rousseau and the followers of Byron, 

Hugo, and Heine with contempt and disgust (Thors!ev 1962, pp. 3-13). 

Nature, the mythic past, the aboriginal world, and the unadorned calm 

of ru s tic ity  offered solace to such s p ir its , and sublimity was sought 

and found on mountain crags, hidden grottos, haunted church yards, 

ruined gardens, and medieval t i 1tyards (Frye 1961, pp. 28-35; Thors!ev 

1962, pp. 165-184). While classicism busied i ts e lf  with rational argu

mentation and the arithmetical correctness of verse and drama, the 

romantic concentrated on capricious natural phenomenon, antique legendry, 

occult experimentation, and the w illing  suspension o f d isbelief. The 

heroically fatal a ir ,  the pose of the "romantic demon," was worn like  

an opulent cloak and carried with i t  a sensitiv ity  that urgently pleaded 

for an unattainable love and consolation: "They appreciate natural 

beauty, often they long for some kind of absorption in the universe 

around them, and above a ll they have almost in fin ite  capacities for 

feeling: especially of course for the tenderness and the passion of 

love" (Thors!ev 1962, p. 88), Like the infant at play, the romantic 

pursued l i f e 's  meaning without burdensome logic and with an eye case 

with favor on the fancifu l. Like the infant asleep, the natural world



and man were deemed basically good, and the apocalyptical horsemen of 

death and adversity rode forward as friends i f  promised a beautiful 

story.

The term "romanticism" must be understood as an a r t is t ic  theory 

as well as a more general philosophy of l i f e .  A romantic in Western 

society is one who believes less in the primacy of c lass ica lly , A ristot- 

lean, ideal form and rubrics, in the composition of a work, and more in 

the importance of instin ct, emotion, and the unhindered release of the 

subjective imagination. A state of romanticism can exist in a culture 

only when a significant body of a rtis ts  and in tellectuals are commitably 

w illing  to subordinate classical canons and methods governing a ll aes

thetic matters, and, in th e ir stead, permit a to ta lly  individualized  

and unconfined mode of expression and performance (Furst 1969, pp.

15-16; Frye 1961, pp. 21-56). Such a movement in art is , at once, 

exhilarating and frightening. Romanticism grants the license and in

vests the power to take an a r t is t  and the culture he represents to 

elements of thought and representation unknown and unexcelled. I t  can 

also, trag ica lly  and bru ta lly , lead a sensitive soul into a cul-de-sac 

of broken dreams and fa iled  ambitions.

Other historical and biographical highlights of romanticism are 

discussed in the ensuing chapters and w ill be related to the content of 

the dramatist's plays. From boyhood until death, August Strindberg 

followed the romantic muse with the gait of a hopeless dreamer and the 

impatience of a wronged lover.
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One may say that no term in art is more evasive and less ready 

to qualify i ts e lf  than the lite ra tu re  of Strindberg's manhood: realism.

In 1857, when asked to comment on Flaubert's Madame Bovary and the 

usage or over-usage of the term "realism," the diehard romantic poet, 

Charles Baudelaire, became evasive and a t r i f le  b itte r : "A vague and 

e lastic  word which signifies for the vulgar not a new method of crea

tio n , but a minute description of t r iv ia l i t ie s "  (Grant 1970, p. 21).

The nineteenth century, at her romantic outset, promised to be a lady 

of excellent substance, but in the mid-1930's, she proved to be a 

cunning huntress of fortune. The gentleman who provoked her wretched 

downfall bore the infamous name of industria lization . The sylvan l i f e  

of the country farmer or the backwoodsman was abruptly and, i t  would 

seem, irreversib ly  impinged upon by the choking fumes of urban factories. 

The bleakness of working-class l i f e ,  the disruption of the rural l i f e 

style and the landscape, the loss of innocence by farmfolk and hereto

fore honest tradesmen was hideous to see. To young souls weaned on the 

succor of romantic escapism, the vanity fa ir  of dishonorably-won wealth 

and power, and shameful sacrifices of in tegrity  at golden altars was 

cause for revulsion and outrage (Stromberg 1968, pp. ix -xxxv i). There 

was a clear need for confrontation, and the escapism of old began to 

lose its  lure and fade away.

To the re a lis t the theatre becomes a laboratory of human emotion 

and social examination, and the unexpected has a rapid and disconcerting 

way of becoming the result. A work of realism to an appreciative audi

ence is not so much the author's g i f t  as the author's debt: "Realism



as the 'conscience of lite ra tu re 1 confesses that i t  owes a duty, some 

kind of reparation to the real world—a real world to which i t  submits 

i ts e lf  unquestionably" (Grant 1970, p, 14). I f  art cannot tru ly  escape 

from l i f e ,  then must i t  be w illing  to frankly face existence without 

revulsion and undue judgment-making? Should a canvas, a novel, or a 

theatrical stage extoll a philosophy of idealized l i f e ,  or should i t  

merely concern i ts e lf  with l i f e  as i t  is?

The re a lis t in the theatre is an author whose play seeks to 

project an objective rather than a subjective view of apparent l i f e ,  

and who strives to represent his characters as diverse categories of 

nature, and examines th e ir  motives and behavior with the investigative 

methods of a scientist (Stromberg 1968, pp. x -x x ii; Grant 1970, pp. 

1-19). The acquisition of truth is by no means guaranteed in such an 

approach. Perception of re a lity , by its  very defin ition , is within 

the beholder's eye. Perhaps Guy de Maupassant best put the genre's 

flaw in the open lig h t: "How childish i t  is , anyway, to rely on re a lity  

when each of us carries his own in his mind and body. The great 

artis ts  are those who force us to accept the ir own illusion" (Grant 

1970, p. 51). A re a lis t can do no more than plant his feet firm ly  

upon, the stage, and speak the truth as truth appears to him. I f  he 

fa ith fu l to the principle, he w ill hold nothing back, and humanity may 

brand him a tra ito r  or an immoralist, but never a l ia r .

August Strindberg's instincts and inclinations were those of 

a visionary and an escapist. The dramatist sought a ll his l i f e  for



bliss and contentment, and often placed his simple trust in insensitive 

hands. When the dreamer's l i f e  was shattered with bitterness and hate, 

the couch of innocent repose quickly became a dissecting table, and the 

romantic became the re a lis t. Hence, i t  may in i t ia l ly  be inferred that 

both the romantic and the re a lis t lived dually in the mind of Sweden's 

greatest dramatist. Far from detracting from creation, this dualism 

added an even greater sense of fascination. "Though realism is often 

said to be the opposite of romanticism, some have spoken of a 'romantic 

realism' (Dickens, Balzac, Stendhal, Dostoyevsky); perhaps the greatest 

writers are always both" (Stromberg 1968, p. XVI). The design of this 

thesis is to illu s tra te  that August Strindberg was, at d ifferen t signi

ficant turns, both a romantic and a re a lis t, and that he is seen as both 

in his dramatic works. His pioneering efforts in the morphic realm of 

the surreal are discussed in the chapter dealing with his "dream plays," 

but are not examined throughout simply because they could well merit a 

thesis alone. Romanticism and realism as a manner of perception of the 

external world, or i f  you w ill a philosophy of liv e , were the seminal 

fount and the great highway in the a r t is t ic  and social composition of 

Sweden's greatest author; and to understand the ir importance and mes

sage is to decipher the myriad figures in Strindberg's dramatic carpet. 

Romanticism and Realism are to be discussed as Strindberg's manner of 

perceiving l i f e  and dealing with re a lity : fanciful and stark, glowing 

with wonder and dim with despair.



CHAPTER 2

THE DRAMAS OF DOMESTICITY

The w riter can freely confess to approaching the Strindberg 

treatment of family l i f e  with considerable fascination and no paucity 

of apprehension. In no other subject of prose or drama did the play

wright seize the rancid facts of personal experience with more force 

than in the region of marriage. His dramas of domesticity might law

fu lly  be called realism gone rampant. Here one sees the heart of the 

a r t is t  demand innocence for the child , justice for the dead, empathy 

for the wronged, damnation for the d e file r , and restoration for the 

fa llen  house. The task of this chapter w ill be to examine two serious 

family dramas by August Strindberg as works of the re a lis tic  mind and 

to discover how steadfast he was to his school of authorship, and, i f  

wayward, how the plays prospered or suffered for the inconstancy.

How sweet and beguiling are the tenets of romanticism! The 

simple and unaffected nob ility  of the savage in his forest abode or the 

honest virtue of the c iv ilized  peasant to ilin g  in the f ie ld  or in his 

workshop command the visionary's admiration as royalty and privilege  

commanded the f id e lity  of the classical mind. To see Alpine crags in 

dust specks and view uncharted seas in a swan lake is to know the fu ll 

breadth of one's imagination. The romantic ear perceives the love of 

Aeneas and Dido in a forgotten troubadour's ballad and, with an eye made



stronger by second sight, creates supernatural worlds in ruined castle 

keeps and moss-covered abbeys. Quaint nursery ta les, ghostly yarns, 

chivalric trad itions, courtly clothing, and a sentimentality about the 

notional identify  the romantic unmistakably in the two centuries of his 

existence. A love of sim plicity and a firm b e lie f in the power of in 

stinct and sensual love guide the romantic a r t is t  along his l i f e 's  

dreamy path. Forever decrying the ugliness of c iv iliza tio n  and society, 

the romantic trusts his own judgement when.he affirms the natural and 

innate goodness of mankind. How sweet and beguiling are the tenets of 

romanticism! And how perishable they a ll are (Grant 1970, p. 24; Frye 

1961, pp. 28-56).

In assembling the evidence that August Strindberg was a d is illu 

sioned, indeed, fa llen  member of the romantic fra te rn ity , one must needs 

consider the Swedish dramatist's a ttitu de , in i t ia l ly ,  toward the family 

unit and the institu tion  of marriage. During Strindberg's formative 

years, Scandinavia abounded in romantic plays (notably, those of Hans 

Christian Andersen and Adam Oehlenschlager) that extolled the bliss and 

fu lfillm en t of the happy home (Mitchell 1957, pp. 105-160). Strind

berg's boyhood was marred considerably by the dual factors of his near- 

illegitim acy and the premature death of his adored mother. His notion 

that he was abandoned, through death, by the woman he loved and was 

then subjected to the mortifying abuse of a wicked stepmother already 

suggests to the reflective  reader the very s tu ff of fa iry  tales (McGill 

1965, pp. 24-34). Like Hans Andersen, Strindberg tenaciously worshipped



the memory of his mother and, like  Andersen, his congenital tendency 

toward lunacy was often exacerbated by family d iff ic u ltie s  and women 

who symbolized his lost parent (S tir lin g  1965, pp. 21-54). Marriage was 

seen by Strindberg as both an answer to problems and an opiate. In the

cozy warmth of a happily wedded l i f e  and fatherhood, the tormented

dramatist sought an escape from mental demons, and i f  not the desired 

escape, at least one thinks, a peaceful truce. There can be no doubt 

that when August Strindberg shed his b itte r  tears in the dramas of 

family l i f e  and domestic crises that he was venting the sorrow and out

rage of a traveler whose search has been in vain. The truth is a ll too

clear: Strindberg exercised bad taste in choosing wives, and he was him

se lf a poor choice for a husband and father (Sprigge 1949, pp. 60-76).

"Strindberg was tired  of analyzing and propounding when he 

composed The Bridal Crown from the myths, songs, and superstitions of 

the Dalecarlians" (Sprigge 1949, pp. 193). The play is the dramatic 

merging of the romantic creatures of e lf-land  and folklore with the 

uncompromising frankness of late-nineteenth century realism. The sweet

ness and innocence of Hans Andersen's rural Scandinavia has an equal 

place in The Bridal Crown with Darwinian naturalism. Strindberg recalled  

to l i f e  the fo lk traditions of beautiful Dalecarlia as a source of m iti

gation in te llin g  the story of a murdered infant and a fa llen  woman.

"In The Bridal Crown, a g ir l is separated from her lover by a family 

feud like  that in Romeo and Juliet" (McGill 1965, pp. 410). The son and 

daughter of feuding families in rural Dalecarlia fa ll  in love and have
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an illeg itim ate  child. The starrcrossed lovers have a sham-ceremony to 

proclaim th e ir love and give the child a name (Strindberg 1916, pp. 28- 

29). This proving in su ffic ien t, the two families are united through 

the lovers. Mats, the m ille r's  son, and K ersti, the soldier's daughter.

So that she can wear the trad itional virg in 's  bridal crown, Kersti 

murders her child to cover her shame (Strindberg 1916, p. 42). The 

bridal crown topples from her head at the ceremony and is lost in the 

mill water. When K ersti' s crime is discovered, she is sentenced to 

death, but the sentence is commuted to l i f e  imprisonment in KrUmmeldikke 

Castle (Strindberg 1916, p. 92). Years la te r , the two families meet on 

the frozen lake to reunite with Kersti. Kersti is drowned when the ice 

cracks and, like  the Montagues and Capulets, the feud is buried forever 

when the play ends. The church where Mats and Kersti were to be married 

was sent by God to the lake bottom because of the profanity of such a 

marriage. At the play's conclusion, the church reemerges and a ll are 

procliamed saved by the cleansing force of Christianity and the renewal 

of love (Strindgerg 1916, pp. 97-100). "And To, i t  was expedient that 

one should die for the people" (Strindberg 1916, p. 97).

In many bizarre ways. The Bridal Crown defies accurate category. 

Strindberg was fond of summering in Dalecarlia and was quite attached 

to the traditions of the area (Sprigge 1949, pp. 192-193). The principal 

supernatural characters in The Bridal Crown are the midwife (an old witch 

with psychic powers), the ChiId-in-White (a Lady-of-the-Lake who symbol

izes the souls of lost children), and the Neck (a Satanic figure



searching forever for redemption) (Strindberg 1916, pp. 6 -8 ). Strind

berg was deeply interested in the redemptive powers of C hristianity, 

and the idea of the purity of a man through suffering was an integral 

part of his thinking: "The Neck: 11 am hoping, I am hoping that my 

Redeemer s t i l l  1 ive th ' 11 (Strindberg 1916, p. 34). Kersti smothers her 

child and throws him into the mill pond. An act of murder has been 

committed for the sake of family honor and a virginal marriage, hence 

Kersti can only be redeemed through pain and p en iten tia lity  (McGill 

1965, p. 421). As a mother, she must represent love and purity, or else 

she is unworthy of her role. One wonders, at this point, what the c ir 

cumstances of Strindberg's own birth brought to the fic tio na l love of 

Kersti and Mats. Was the playwright persuaded that, like  the infant 

in The Bridal Crown, he was unwanted and a source of shame? (Sprigge 

1949, p. 2).

Matts, the young husband and father, is a most curious picture 

of young manhood. I t  would seem from the perspective of The Bridal 

Crown that, to Strindberg, a husband was a figure of fa r less importance 

in a family than a wife. Kersti must attend to the ch ild , and the bulk 

of family decisions are hers. / The hypocrisy of public opinion is dealt 

.a te llin g  slap by Strindberg at the wedding feast at the m ill. Matts' 

family is prosperous and condescending, and Kersti's crime is made worse 

by Matts' s is te r, B rita , who casts an "evil eye" upon the poor young 

bride. Such cruel treatment is made doubly painful when the young 

murderess is chained to a church p i l la r  and viewed in public. The
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in justice of canting, general opinion impinging upon the freedom and 

rights of individuals is romanticism of, indeed, a Byronic sort: "He is 

so lita ry  and an tisocia l, but more because of his exquisite sensib ilities  

than because of anything basically misanthropic" (Thors!ev 1962, p.

137). The element o f natural ism emerges when Kersti murders her child  

in order to maintain her good name and the honor of her family (Strom- 

berg 1968, pp. x ix -x x ii) . No human l i f e ,  says the Christian moralist, 

is worth destroying for the sake of mere public opinion or the preser- ; 

vation of one's dignity. The emotional feeling of love, says the roman

t ic ,  demands freedom and is above the blessings or censure of the 

throng. "The Romantic, in d iv id u a lis tic , introverted, and imaginative 

by temperment, tended to prize emotional experience for its  own sake 

and to devote himself to the exploration and extension of such experi

ence" (Furst 1969, p. 223).

The Bridal Crown is a drama of fa iry  love and harsh realism.

The play is of the same fabric as Ibsen's Peer Gynt, Maeterlinck's The 

Blue B ird, and Molnar's Liliom. The fo lklore absorbs the ugliness of 

Kersti's crime and the tense hatred of the families and the community.

One finishes the play with the impression that had c iv iliza tio n  and the 

ideas of society not intruded themselves, Kersti, Mats, and the doomed 

child would have lived happily forever in their hut in the deep, en

chanted forest. The only solace one can obtain from The Bridal Crown 

is the reappearance of the Church at the conclusion. Defiled by an 

in fanticidal woman, the house of worship is purified by the unity through
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anguish of the bereaved fam ilies. Perhaps The Bridal Crown is a re

ite ra tive  echo of Frederich Schiller in his "Ode of Joy": "Embrace, 0

M illions!" (S ch iller 1943, p. 169).
/

As August Strindberg veered toward the edge of being written  

out, he became intensely autobiographical. In 1891, he wrote a series 

of plays he would never see produced; Facing Death was a play of this 

period (Sprigge 1949, p. 129). Like most of his works, the drama was 

inspired by real events, but the prompting force was his wretched l i f e  

in Paris. "Strindberg looked at himself in the glass. He was d irty  and 

unshaven, his cheeks sunken, his hair grey, his eyes w ild , but beyond 

a ll this there was an expression in this face that brought horror also 

to himself—an expression of e v il. Here was Paradise, but he was a 

damned soul" (Sprigge 1949, p. 168). In the view of true romanticism, 

Strindberg began to look at Paris and a ll c ities  as places of corrup

tion and human ruin. When he le f t  the lonely garret on the Rive Gauche, 

and began a rest cure in Switzerland, on Lake Leman, a period of per

sonal and social reappraisal began. He seemed to be searching for his 

own identity  and role in his past. Facing Death was a v ita l part of 

that search.

The fam ily .that lived together happily was the Strindberg idea 

of perfection on earth. Yet such happiness was sadly denied the Swedish 

playwright. His f i r s t  marriage to Baroness von Essen was a particularly  

painful t r ia l .  The hedonistic actress turned the Strindberg children 

against th e ir fa ther, engaged in Sapphic love a ffa irs , and was a l ia r



and spendthrift (Sprigge 1949, pp. 60-116). The thought of a child 

loathing a guiltless father was unbearable to Strindberg, and such a 

picture figures rather prominently in many of his plays. As his l i f e  

ended, he began to see himself as Lear-1 ike, and a wronged man who 

needed a properly deserved defense. Facing Death might be called, with 

legitimacy, August Strindberg's interpretation o f King Lear.

A father and three daughters operate a resort hotel on Lake 

Leman. The father, M. Durand, is going bankrupt because the hotel is 

inconvenient to the tra in  depot (Strindgerg 1912a, p. 2). Unable to 

even buy coffee-bread on cred it, M. Durand has only his daughter, Adele, 

as an a lly . They bear more than a passing resemblance to King Lear 

and Cornelia, and the other two daughters, Annette and Therese, are 

extravagant ingrates who are comparable to Goneril and Regan. Adele is 

a spinster who has lost her opportunities for a good marriage, and 

Annette and Therese are s i l ly  f l i r t s  who are over-:familiar with the few 

male guests at the Durant hotel. Disgraced by his fa ilu re  as a father 

and family provider, M. Durand takes poison and sets the hotel ablaze 

in order for the daughters to collect a substantial f ire  insurance policy 

(Strindberg 1912a, pp. 12-22). While he waits for the poison to take 

effec t, Durand te lls  his ever-fa ith fu l Adele the truth about her adored 

mother. Mme. Durand, in her life tim e , was a compulsive gambler and an 

equally compulsive l ia r  (Strindberg 1912a, pp. 18-20). Her husband lost 

his job and was forced to leave France because of her scandalous liv in g  

and debts. All the years of the children's lives , the family stories of
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untrue. As Durand dies and the hotel goes up in smoke, Adele is the 

only child to know the tru th , and she is sworn to secrecy: "M. Durand: 

'Never divulge this to your sisters. I t  would only disturb th e ir peace 

for the rest of th e ir lives'" (Strindberg 1912a, p. 21). The dialogue

between the dying father and his fa ith fu l child is strongly reminiscent

of the series of autobiographies and memories August Strindberg wrote 

a fte r the collapse of his marriage to S iri von Essen. In Facing Death, 

as in the other works, the poor, long-suffering father is a saintly  

figure, and the mother is a savage demon.

Nothing in the b itte r  writings of Strindberg is any more venom

ous than the farewell of Annette and Therese in Facing Death (Strindberg 

1912a, pp. 14-18). Though they are unaware that M. Durand has taken 

poison, they are well aware of his financial state and the alarming fa ll  

of his self-esteem and proper place in l i f e .  Therese is too preoccupied 

with her swain, Antonio, and Annette is consumed with vain ambitions. 

Like Lear or Pere Goriot, the poor Durand dotes p i t i fu l ly  over his un

grateful children, and, in the end, he turns to the tru ly  fa ith fu l 

child, Adele. Facing Death comes close to being a tragedy because 

expurgation is achieved through suffering, humiliation, and suicide, and 

a father and child are united in th e ir common anguish.

Matrimony, to August Strindberg, was a City of the Plain in 

which hopes perished and virtues collapsed. The two plays under scru

tin y , The Bridal Crown and Facing Death, are both re a lis tic  in that they
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examine l i f e  and, importantly, death, with an inquiry of structured 

investigation and an unwillingness to abandon ac tua lity , however un

pleasant. In The Bridal Crown, the author introduces characters and 

makes references to the supernatural and the faery pale of fo lk super

s titio n . To interpret such usage of fay elements as romantic would be 

a mistake, and to categorize the drama as a work of surrealism would be 

at best a ha lf truth. In the f i r s t  place, nothing in The Bridal Crown 

is completely dreamlike; the u tiliza tio n  of mythic and Christian symbol

ism can lay proper claim to the finest efforts  of classical authorship. 

Secondly, the unhappy young lovers face problems that in no way tran

scend conscious l i f e ,  and the ghastly events of infanticide and social 

acceptability at any cost are dealt with by Strindberg in an honest and 

frank manner. The author does, however, deviate from realism when he 

permits sentiment and a subjective judgemental view of the play's events 

to enter the context of the drama. Facing Death shows, by fa r , the more 

re a lis tic  mind. M. Durand's misery is far closer to the l i f e  of the 

author than the crime and punishment of Kersti. Strindberg takes a dim 

view of rural moral hypocrisy, but he becomes liv id  with rage at an 

honest man misused by an evil wife and daughters. Both plays, in the 

view of the w riter, are wotjks of the re a lis tic  mind. The Bridal Crown 

is made palatable with denizens of elf!and and the symbolic charity of 

Christ. Facing Death is the story of conjugal ugliness and deteriora

tion unmitigated by any semblance of innocence. .

The family, to Strindberg, was the greatest joy in l i f e ,  and, 

for him, the most elusive. Three tragic and b itte r  marriages and
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children reared on lies  and parental loathing were the result of a 

quest for happiness. For August Strindberg, one perfect woman, madonna

lik e  and f i l le d  with v irtue , lived in the blissful childhood of his 

memories and subconscious mind. She was a peasant g i r l ,  free with her 

favors, but s t i l l  a paragon of goodness. In her b rie f l i f e ,  she made 

only one mistake: she died and le f t  a son who worshipped her eternally. 

She was Ulrika Eleanora Strindberg, the dramatist's mother. Her place 

by the hearthside was never f i l le d .



CHAPTER 3

THE DRAMAS OF VAMPIRISM

The dramas under discussion in the present chapter might best 

be understood as a metaphorical bridge spanning romantic innocence 

and re a lis tic  frankness. The bridge, a r tfu lly  structured by August 

Strindberg, was neither a timorous compromise nor a reluctant truce, 

but a valid and bold work of perceptive continuity for the a r tis t 's  

path of l i f e .  The safe distance of diablerie and the abrupt impact 

of human l i f e  blend with equal measure in these dramas, called by the 

w rite r, vampire plays. The argument advanced w ill be that Strindberg 

occasioned a dramatic alloyage of romanticism and realism without 

sacrificing allegience to e ither. This crucial union is the structure 

and status of the vampire plays, and represents, with equivalent v is i

b i l i ty ,  th e ir worth and genius.

In the fabulous realm of romantic enchantment no creature of 

art has sustained so long and enduring a l i f e  as the vampire. Whether 

male or female, the idea of a creature unnaturally sustaining existence 

on the strength of others has been re liab ly  used in love and lite ra tu re  

from the days of Euripides: "The Chorus: 'Ye cannot choose but crown 

with the l i f e  blood streaming down Achilles' groin'" (Summers 1929, 

pp. 22-23). Vampirism has been attributed to satanic possession, v iral
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disease, secret societies, sexual aberrations, and religious heresy 

(Summers 1928, pp. 1-17). When the romantic movement began in Europe 

at the end of the eighteenth century, an eager interest in fo lk lo re , 

trad itional fa iry  ta les, medieval legendry, and the supernatural 

developed among the youth of England, France, and Germany. As the 

lite ra tu re  and art of romanticism flourished, vampirism and other 

arcane traditions emerged on canvas, stage, and in p rin t. Delacroix, 

Charles Nodier, Byron, Monk Lewis, and Victor Hugo, a ll heroes of 

August Strindberg, found in sanguinary characters charm and inspiration  

(Howarth 1975, pp. 100-110; Thorslev 1962, pp. 4 -9 ).

I t  is quite fa ir  to assign to August Strindberg the designation 

of having a re a lis tic  perception of l i f e .  As such, he is in a sub

class of the more general term of a romantic. Like Charles Dickens, 

Strindberg had an abiding passion for social justice , a love of the 

family and common man, and a fear of evil and human passion: "What 

he loved in Dickens was the praise and p ity  for the simple poor, 

the critic ism  of officialdom and the ruthless rich, and the plans 

for reform" (McGill 1965, p. 166). The Swedish author appropriated 

the stage as a visual mirror that reflected l i fe 's  p i t fa l ls ,  and 

used his personal history as a resource buide. In his youth, he satur

ated himself in romantic verse and fic tio n , and, due, in large part, to 

his fundamentally ch ild like nature, the fanciful was conveyed to the 

re a lity  of his l i f e  and work (Sprigge 1949, pp. 24-25). The image and 

idea of the vampire loomed as a ghastly shadow in his view of much of
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mankind, and, early in Strindberg's l i f e ,  the notion that the weak live  

on the strength and vigor of the strong exercised a potent hold on his 

drama and fic tion  (Ward 1980, pp. 184-185).

In order to fu lly  understand the significance of the vampire 

plays, i t  is crucial to see the place such lore held in the philosophy 

and social views of August Strindberg. The plays that bear the stamp, 

"vampire plays," are dramas of l i f e  that depict weak, evil people who 

manipulate and deceitfu lly  exploit the good, able, and generous of the 

world (Ward 1980, pp. 241-242). As surely as undead demons drink the 

blood of healthy, thriving l i f e ,  so then do the Captain in The Dance 

Of Death, Hummel in The Ghost Sonata, and the Mother in The Pelican 

prosper on the intelligence and strength of those around them. The 

pale, somber-cloaked phantom of the night, so popular in gothic horror, 

gives way in August Strindberg to women obsessed with luxury, aging men 

with a rapacity for power, and fashionably dressed id lers  who live  on 

the work and labor of the poorer classes. Though Strindberg's vampires 

change sexually, socia lly , and assume many d ifferent forms, they are 

essentially the same person with the same insidious ambition to exploit 

and destroy a ll l i f e  around them and create their own prosperity at the 

expense of everyone else's . The deep misogyny of the author comes b it 

te rly  forward when he deals with predatory females, and quite often 

dialogue descends to anguished v i t r io l :

The Father: 'Alexander Pushkin, Russia's greatest poet, was, 
mortally wounded—but more by the rumors of his w ife 's unfaith
fulness than by the bu llet he received in the breast at the



21

duel. On his deathbed he swore she was innocent. Jackass!
How could he swear such things?1 (Strindberg 1955, pp. 49-50).

One is given to uncomfortably understand that August Strindberg viewed 

a considerable portion of humankind as beasts, and that his insidious 

portraits of social vampires were a way of giving timely warning to 

unwary members Of the audience. •

The Dance of Death is a drama that deals with the misery of 

married l i f e ,  and is governed by the principle that evil is as much a 

force of unity as love. The stage setting, as heedfully described by 

Strindberg, is gothic and oppressively colored, and depicts a m ilitary  

fortress that at one distant time was a prison (Strindberg 1955, p.

344). The setting is a chief factor in the interpretation and assimila

tion of the play, because a ll who live  in or even v is it  the island fo r t

ress are the prey of pain and misfortune. The Captain of the fortress 

and his w ife, A lice, are dressed in threadbare clothing ( i . e . ,  uniforms 

that have seen better times), and exude the careless indifference to 

dress, food, conversation, and amusement that identifies  a ll those suf

fering from depression and embitterment: "Alice: 11 am unaware that we've 

had a wine ce lla r for the past five years'" (Strindberg 1955, p. 346).

In order to gain fu ll  comprehension of The Dance of Death, the funereal 

qualities of setting, lighting , and costume must be attended to and 

observed.

The two main characters in Strindberg's play are the Captain 

(Edgar) and his w ife, Alice. They liv e  alone on a Royal Swedish M ilita ry  

fortress that also serves as a quarantine station. Their lives are



singularly isolated from any social contact or pleasure, due, in large 

part, to the v ile  temper and the sadistic p rocliv ity  for trouble-making 

and scandal-mohgering of the Captain. Indeed, the only contact the 

couple maintain with the outside world is the telegraph, a ghostly in 

strument that taps out messages throughout the play (Strindberg 1955, 

p. 353). The Captain and Alice have never loved each other, and find  

th e ir own reason for liv ing  together is a mutual loathing and a pleasure 

in common annoyance and deep suspicion. The Captain is an ep ilep tic , 

and his catatonic f i t s  occur frequently in the play's e a rlie r  scenes, 

and o ffer a chance for Alice to vent her hatred for her husband and to 

disclose his vampiric tendencies (Strindberg 1955, pp. 363-367).

August Strindberg, in keeping with the customs of vampire lo re , 

allows a strong, pure-hearted character to enter the drama. Kurt, the 

cousin of A lice, has taken a position as Quarantine O fficer on the 

lonely island. He is a man with a past, who has journeyed the world 

over, presumably as a manner of atonement. The Captain and Alice are 

approaching th e ir tw enty-fifth  wedding anniversary, and Kurt was the 

matchmaker in the hideous marriage. Alice was once a budding actress, 

and blames the Captain for destroying her a rt. The Captain looks upon 

his w ife's family as social in feriors. Kurt is told that everyone on 

the island is deceitful and n itw itted , and that the Captain and Alice 

are the only ones to trust. Alice confides to Kurt that the Captain is 

a beast, and that they loathe each other. Yet, th e ir marriage seems 

hopelessly indestructible; so much so that Alice says: "Twice we broke
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o ff our engagement, and since then not a day has passed in which we

haven't tried  to separate. But we are welded together—we can't escape.

Once we did separate--in our own home--for five years. Now only death 

can separate us" (Strindberg 1955, p. 363).

The only contact Alice has with the world is the telegraph, for

the Captain has driven away a ll her relatives and friends: "Alice: 'F irs t  

he uprooted my brothers and sisters from the house— 'uprooted' is his 

own words for it--and  a fte r that my girlhood friends and the rest'"  

(Strindberg 1955, p. 363). The Captain fears death because he does not 

wish his wife ever to marry again. In the drama, in iqu ity  encircles

this tortured couple, and dark forces hold sway.

The ep ileptic convulsions of the Captain are parallel to the 

magical sleep of the legendary vampires. The f i r s t  occurs a fte r an 

absurd, mock-Hungarian folk dance that the Captain performs for Kurt in 

order to be amusing. Upon awakening, the sadistic man describes his 

condition in painful terms, and declares that his soul seems as i f  i t  is 

turning to smoke: "The Captain: 'Heart, or head. I t 's  as i f  my soul is 

trying to escape and dissolve in smoke'" (Strindberg 1955, p. 370). The 

Captain has been such a v illa in  that no available doctor can be summoned 

to treat him. In feverish states, he argues religion with the w ell- 

meaning Kurt, and claims to have discovered the soul's immortal place. 

Arrogance, s e lf -w ill ,  and a misanthropy as strong as i t  is genuine

characterize the lonely, evil man on a convulsive sick-bed as well as

in the barracks and on parade. Strindberg, i t  may be surmised, took
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appalling risks in creating the vampire soldier in The Dance of Death, 

fo r, without interpretation by a sk illed  actor, the Captain comes 

hazardously close to being only two-dimensional; an altogether evil man 

with no tra its  of redemption. The v is ito r , Kurt, remarks on his behav

io r, and gives the ultimate opinion of the Captain in succinct terms: 

"Kurt: 'He would be comic i f  he were not trag ic , and there's a touch of 

greatness in his pettiness' 11 (Strindberg 1955, p. 376).

The usage of children as the innocent pawns in a marriage of 

miserable people belongs more, perhaps, to the fic tio n  of Henry James - 

than to drama, yet Strindberg makes good use of i t  in The Dance of 

Death. The vampire Captain and his witch-wife have a daughter, Judith. 

She is very much in her father's mold, and has been scrupulously taught 

to hate her mother. The wife, A lice, was deceived into marrying the 

Captain with promises of an easy l i f e  and a great fortune, and the mar

riage's only fe r t i le  result was a thankless daughter. In the same 

manner, Kurt has a son in the Swedish army. By fawning before higher 

m ilita ry  powers, the Captain has the boy transferred to the island and 

put under his command. Alice te lls  Kurt that the Captain wishes to 

poison the boy's mind, and turn him against his father. With surpassing 

in tricacy, Strindberg has a plan of behavior emerge in which the vampires 

in fect the innocent, and gain, through indirect machination, the addi

tional control over th e ir  more wary family and friends (Ward 1980, pp. 

191-195).

The Dance of Death deals, more than anything else, with the to tal 

reversal of value that occurs when ev il exerts power. A lice, a former
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actress and one with l i t t l e  use for conventional morality, turns her 

charm upon Kurt. The poor man has traveled the world and lived a l i f e  

of unbroken celibacy as atonement for deserting his family. The ad

vances made by Alice bring out an animal-like lust in him, and, in a 

rage of passion, he bites rather than kisses her neck. The implication 

is that the predatory s p ir it  lives in the hearts of a ll  men, and no one 

can count himself immune. To Kurt, the influence of Alice has made 

ugliness beautifu l, and his destruction begins (Ward 1980, p.' 189).

The play ends with Kurt leaving in disgust, and with a recon

c ilia tio n  between the Captain and Alice. They decide that everyone who 

is near th e ir mutual rancor grows e v i l , and that Kurt, lik e  men in 

general, was weak. They agree to celebrate th e ir tw enty-fifth  anniver

sary, and then, together pass on. The. drama maintains its  gloom intact 

though disastrous elements are fin a lly  seen as so many inevitable parts 

in a larger s in ister force; a l i f e  barren of love and goodness.

The Pelican, a drama composed in the early part of May 1907, for 

the Intimate Theatre in Stockholm, is a vampire play that poses an in te r

esting c lin ica l question: What are the bonds that link and guide parents 

and children, and how strong are they in la te r  lives? The love (or lack 

of i t )  of a mother for a child was a driving concern for August Strind

berg, and a creative ideal that never seemed to exhaust i ts e lf .  The 

selfish and frivolous ambitions of S iri von Essen, and her disregard 

for her children revolted the author, and the rage and painful sorrow 

he fe l t  for his f i r s t  wife mirrors i ts e lf  in the character of Elsie in
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The Pelican: "He considered the family an organic whole and to cut o ff  

his wife and children was to amputate his own limbs" (Sprigge 1949, pp. 

125-127).

S iri von Essen, a barroness and an actress with a d ilettante  

interest in the arts , was a figure of drastic contrasts to Strindberg; 

and, though th e ir marriage was a total tragedy, her image and influence 

never le f t  him. During th e ir adulterous courtship, his nursery-tale 

imagination gave i ts e l f  free rein. "Was she the full-bosomed, wanton 

Venus? No. The f e r t i le ,  fa ith fu l Juno? The flat-breasted old maid 

Minerva? By no means. Was she the chaste, exquisite Diana, now 

yearning for the intoxication of blood and strange flesh? Yes, so i t  

must be" (McGill 1965, p. 136). Her golden hair and gentle face recalled 

his beloved, long-dead mother, yet her handsome figure and penchant for 

French lingerie gave a wanton p ro file  to the maternal one. In viewing 

S iri or Elsie in The Pelican as women and dramatic characters, i t  may be 

advanced that one does not go amiss i f  one draws a d is tinct parallel to 

the psychoanalytic exemplification of "the madonna-prostitute" (Brandell 

1974, pp. 24-29).

E lsie, the newly widowed wife and central character of The 

Pelican, is a malefic picture of a self-indulgent and worthless mother. 

The information one gathers from the conversation of her two children, 

Gerda and Frederick, corresponds in every way to the sort o f harshness 

administered by S iri von Essen to Strindberg and th e ir children. By 

the time the author wrote The Pelican for his private theatre, he had
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vulgar waste and ostentation of the newly rich and those adventurous 

sp irits  liv ing  on the wealth of others at f i r s t  hand. The scars of 

childhood poverty and a hungry young manhood never le f t  Strindberg, and 

by 1907 he was so lid ly on the side of the common man in s p ir it  and deed: 

"As a young man appalled by industrial conditions, he had vowed to de

vote his l i f e  to the working people from whom his mother sprang" (Sprigge 

1949, pp. 220-221). S ir i 's  love for fine clothes, gilded surroundings, 

and costly entertaining had plunged the Swedish author into serious debt, 

but her neglect of th e ir children and her inclination for displaying

before them her own disregard for morality and decency angered Strindberg

dangerously. The innocent madonna in cotton stockings was le f t  far  

behind by the end of th e ir  f i r s t  married year, and the prostitu te, b i

sexual, amoral, and yearning only to gorge herself on the sweets of l i f e ,

was the true woman Strindberg had married.

The Pelican begins in the black unheated drawing roomof a Stockholm 

address. Elsie's husband has just been buried, and she is expressing her 

revulsion at the odor of his flo ra l tributes. The cook, Margaret, is 

upbraiding Elsie for her miserly purchases of food and firewood, while 

her son and daughter are both weak and anemic. Elsie is , to borrow a 

quaint English adage, "penny wise and pound foolish." The children look 

as i f  they are vampire victims: weak, pale, undernourished, and, in the 

case of the daughter, perhaps retarded. The cause of th e ir  debilita tion  

is the mother's handling of the family finances. Her husband earned a
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considerable salary but no one seems to know where the money went. 

Certainly there was no expenditure on proper food and fu e l, for Elsie 

considers that to be foolish waste. In a la te r clash with the son, 

Frederick, the audience is told of expensive vacations to Paris and the 

continent, restaurant checks amounting to over one hundred crowns, and 

costly wardrobe outlays for diplomatic galas and fancy balls (Sprinchorn 

1962, pp. 187-192). Hence, the vampire, E lsie, has robbed and drained 

her son and daughter of th e ir  health in order to sate her lust for 

social glamour and status elevation. Her hard-working husband is dead 

from exhaustion, and with a vampire's evil indifference, Elsie is 

sickened by his funeral flowers and made wretched by his po rtra it in the 

family room.

Elsie's daughter, Gerda, is what Strindberg referred to as a 

"Hyacinth child." P it ifu lly  th in , pale, and ch ild like  in thought and 

action, she lacks to ta lly  her brother's keen insight and grasp of the 

mother's motives and ambitions. She is engaged to Axel, a young book

keeper and reserve lieutenant, who is also coveted by E lsie. Strind

berg's fear of incest and his conviction of its  inherent ruin makes the 

crimes of Elsie a ll the more horrible. Her loathing of Frederick and 

her lecherous designs on Axel illu s tra te  not only a contempt for decency, 

but also an in a b ility  to survive without the strength and wealth of 

others. Axel, the daughter's new husband, is a complete opportunist 

and fortune hunter, and serves as a logical male counterpart of Elsie. 

Gerda is.too. innocent to see that he is rapacious and sexually un fa ith fu l,
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and believes that he is indeed her greatest prize. Axel is in league 

with Elsie to find any missing money3 and Frederick, the son, likens 

them to a Mafia. Slowly, Gerda begins to see that there has been a 

collusion between Axel and Elsie and she plots revenge (Sprinchorn 

1962, pp. 185-191).

In the th ird  and final scene o f the play, Elsie is given her 

punishment. Axel is disgusted because no money can be found; so Gerda, 

the heretofore submissive hyacinth, is mistress of the house, and Elsie 

is reduced to being a maid. The grim predictions of old Margaret in 

the f i r s t  scene have come true. Gerda condemns the niggardliness of 

her mother, and sarcastically reminds the vampire of her old habits of 

using leftover food, cayenne pepper, and Worcestershire sauce to burn 

empty stomaches. Axel te lls  Elsie that he and Gerda w ill eat alone, 

and that she must starve indefin ite ly . E lsie, the siren of balls and 

galas, is reduced to gathering f ire  wood and liv ing  on scraps and 

warmed-over porridge. Elsie has compared herself for many years, to 

unsuspecting people, as a mother pelican who feeds her young on her 

heart's blood and breast flesh (Ward 1980, p. 263). The pelican, in 

zoology, does no such thing, and, of course, in Strindberg's play,

Elsie has always done quite the reverse. Now Gerda and Axel are feeding 

Elsie the same swill and treating her in the same way that she has tra 

d ition a lly  treated her two children. The pelican is an ugly bird, and, 

alas, Elsie is an equally ugly woman.

By a cruelly clever, almost metaphorical device, August Strind

berg ends The Pelican with a consuming household f ire  caused by the
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newly stoked stove. Due to a life tim e of marginal starvation, Gerda 

and Fredrick are too i l l  to run from the flames, and E lsie, the cowardly, 

ostentatious mother, jumps to her death from a window. Fredrick and 

Gerda die in the f i r s t  complete warmth they have ever known, and both 

die with the fantasy that they are in childhood's bright summer and in 

a clover-sown meadow of b liss, happiness, innocence, and love (Sprinchorn 

1962, pp. 200-201).

For a ll his introspection and misanthropy, Strindberg was a keen 

observer of current events, and an avid reader of newspapers. A certain  

legal scandal in New York City during the entire year of 1905 was par

tic u la rly  absorbing to the Swedish w rite r, and guided a certain part of 

his creative faculty. To thoroughly appreciate the motivations prompting 

The Ghost Sonata and its  principal character, Mr. Hummel, i t  is necessary 

to acknowledge the seamy event and the story behind i t .

Abraham "Abe" Hummel was nothing short of a phenomenon among 

New York t r ia l  lawyers engaged in the criminal practice from 1875 to 

1905. The son of indigent Russian Jews, Hummel, in his youth, acquired 

the friendship and trust of William Howe, a gaudy, corrupt, and highly 

successful criminal attorney. Hummel became Howe's partner, and th e ir  

office stood opposite the dismal New York City J a il,  f i t t in g ly  termed 

"the Tombs." In order to succeed in court and win th e ir  c lients ' free

dom, Howe and Hummel engaged in every unspeakable act of corruption, 

tampering, bribery, and outright th e ft. Abe Hummel, a tiny bald man 

with a vu ltu re-like  lee r, was reputed to be capable of beating any case
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corporate embezzlers and assassins. Howe and Hummel were for the better 

share of twenty-five years the standing counsel for the New York theat

rical profession, and Maurice Barrymore* L ily  Langtry, Charles and Rose 

Coghlan, and Augustin Daly were among th e ir c lients. But, despite the 

victories at the bar, the team had another source of lavish revenue: 

blackmail. Through his underworld connections, Abe Hummel knew v irtu 

a lly  any darkly guarded secret worth knowing in America, and his silence 

came at a great financial price. These evil transactions took place in 

his New York o ffice , and the blackmailed man or woman was assured that 

he or she would not be blackmailed again, and evidence supports the 

be lie f that perhaps the guarantee was true (O'Connor 1963, pp. 121-145). 

However, a general r e lie f  was fe l t  in 1905, when New York D is tric t 

Attorney William Travers Jerome brought a charge of jury tampering 

against Hummel. The ensuing t r ia l  brought to national attention the 

v ile  crimes of this insidious lawyer, and Jerome won b r il l ia n t ly  in his 

campaign against Abe Hummel. The rapacious l i t t l e  man, who looked more 

like  a pushcart vendor than a blackmailer, was disbarred and sentenced 

to a long term in the New York State Prison at Sing Sing ( New York Times 

1907, p. 4 ). He is remembered, h is to ric a lly , as a b light on his learned 

calling , an ugly human leech u tterly  bereft of ethics, scruples, and any 

vestige of honor.

Of a ll the vampire plays of August Strindberg, The Ghost Sonata 

best captures the essential gothic mood and horrid sublimity of the
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classical vampire ta le . The "vampire,11 and central character, Mr.

Hummel, is aged and an invalid . Confined to a wheelchair, he becomes 

an insect-like creature who moves in and out of the scenes and charac

te r's  lives. The subhuman quality of Mr. Hummel strengthens the fa iry  

ta le  elements of total cruelty and unremitting gloom that cover the 

play. There is also a deeper social significance to the vampire in 

The Ghost Sonata. During the las t decade of his l i f e ,  August Strind

berg fe l l  prey to caustic anti-Semitism, and began voicing the convic

tion that Jews were non-producers attempting to financia lly  conquer the 

world (McGill 1965, p. 74). Such dangerous and bigoted palaver was a 

strong contrast to his youthful, be lie f that the Jews were a noble and 

cultured race: "The have had no country of th e ir own but perhaps that 

has been a certain advantage, for the struggle has sharpened the ir wits 

and developed a ll the ir potentia lities" (McGill 1965, p. 74). Unable to 

harness his prejudice. The Ghost Sonata becomes polemical as well as 

dramatic, and there is a strong imputation that Mr. Hummel is a Jewish 

vampire, a th irs t for wealth as well as strength and youth.

The Ghost Sonata is a drama in which the cast of characters of 

a ll ages and ranks are held in physical, fin an cia l, and psychological 

slavery by one man. In order to make stark the pain o f this predicament, 

Strindberg uses death, deformity, and the supernatural to bring about 

necessary events. Mr. Hummel rescues Johansson from the prisoner's 

block and makes him his unwilling servant. The Colonel is a dignified  

man of outstanding reputation until Hummel buys a ll his promissory notes
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and proves to him that his ancestry is fa lse , his m ilita ry  commission 

is invalid , and threatens to expose the truth that the Colonel was once 

a lowly valet. The handsome young student, Arkenholz, becomes Hummel's 

pawn out of an imaginary debt the youth's father reputedly owed the old 

invalid . Baron Skanskorg is accused by Hummel of being a jewel th ie f. 

The characters held in Hummel's bondage are augmented by others equally 

at his mercy such as the Colonel's w ife , the Mummy, who is self-confined 

to a closet for sexual misdeeds, and was once the inamorata of Hummel 

(Ward 1980, pp. 252-256). Quite insane, the Mummy assumes bird calls 

and behavior, and lives behind a symbolic death screen that separates 

virtue from dishonor as well as l i f e  from death. The Young Lady, the 

illeg itim ate  daughter of Hummel and the Mummy, is one of Strindberg's 

hyacinth women, e lf in  and unworldly, and is so f i l le d  with innocence and 

nothingness that Arkenholz's tirade against the corruption of l i f e  

causes her, like  the hyacinth flower, to collapse and die at the play's 

conclusion (Strindberg 1955, p. 631). The Ghost Sonata is set in a 

house that is so false and wretched that even the furniture is given to 

rot and disrepair, hence becoming a metaphor for Strindberg's world.

In August Strindberg's view of l i f e ,  there was enough residual 

Calvinism from his youth to demand, even in a rt, proper punishment for  

the crimes of l i f e .  The revelation and death of Mr. Hummel comes closer 

to the traditional vampire exorcism than in any of the other plays. 

Instead of resorting to b e ll, book and candle, the vampire is destroyed 

by the truth of his ev il past. The Mummy summons Bengtsson, the 

Colonel's va let, and the revelation of Hummel begins:
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Bengtsson: 'Yes, I know him, and he knows me. Life has i t 's  
ups and downs, as we a ll know, and I have been in his service, 
and once he was in mine. To be exact, he was a sponger in my
kitchen for two whole years. Since he had to be out of the
house by three o'clock, dinner had to be ready at two, and 
those in the house had to eat the warmed-up leavings by that 
beast. He draink the pure soup stock and the gravy, which 
then had to be diluted with water. He sat there like  a vam
p ire , sucking a ll the marrow out of the house, and turned us 
a ll into skeletons. Later, I met th is man in Hamburg under 
another name. He had become a usurer or bloodsucker. And i t  ' 
was there that he was accused of having lured a young g irl out 
onto the ice in order to drown her, for she was the only w it
ness to a crime which he was afraid would be discovered'
(Strindberg 1955, p. 622).

Throughout the course of The Ghost Sonata, a pretty milkmaid is seen 

who charms Arkenholz and is unseen by others, and is yet a terror to 

Hummel. Bengtsson's monologue of revelation hints that the milkmaid 

is the apparition of the g irl Hummel murdered in Hamburg, and that her 

presence is a warning of the vampire's coming death. With Bengtsson's 

declaration of Hummel's g u ilt and the angry wrath of the abandoned 

mother and the other slaves, the vampire is reduced to idiocy and sui

cide. He responds to the Mummy's cooing with rooster crows, and in a 

final gesture of damnation, the evil Jacob Hummel goes into the closet 

behind the death screen, so long the sanctuary of his mistreated lover, 

and hangs himself. In this scene, Strindberg serves the ends of ju s tice , 

and allows the former bondsmen of Hummel a correct retribution. Sheridan 

Le Fanu and Bram Stoker, in combined ta le n t, could not have disposed of 

a vampire more succinctly.

The Ghost Sonata ends with the death of the Young Woman, and a

prayer for a world miserably ruined by Ties and treachery. Having spent
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hyacinth garden, the young woman dies listening to Arkenholz damn a ll 

l i f e  and mankind. At the play's ending, Arkenholz's rage is subdued 

by his finance's death, and he entreats Buddah to grant man patience 

and sp iritua l purity so that heaven can indeed be achieved on earth.

The embittered student speaks in Solomonic verse and declares that the 

guileless and harmless are the best of humans: "Arkenholz: 'You poor 

l i t t l e  ch ild , child of this world of illu s io n , g u ilt suffering and death, 

world of endless change, disappointment, and pain. May the Lord of 

Heaven be merciful to you upon your journey"1 (Strindberg 1955, p. 632).

The Ghost Sonata, like  The Dance of Death and The Pelican, vio

lates, to a large degree, the melodramatic expectation of a f i t t in g  

denouement. Mr. Hummel, the figure of e v il ,  does die, but the elements 

of pain and moral dereliction continue. The young lady dies in the arms 

of Arkenholz, while the disillusioned young studept vainly exhorts the 

Godhead. The weak-bodied and weaken-willed children in The Pelican die 

in a raging f ire  Tost in hopeless wasteful fantasy. The Captain and 

Alice end The Dance of Death in a scene of maudlin, sick-making remi

niscences. Physical death does not seem enough to Strindberg; evil and 

anguish have powers that survive independently any natural demise. The 

world, in a final view, is heir only to transgression or confusion.

Hope is man's only solace (Ward 1980, pp. 257-258).

The vampire plays of Strindberg join the romantic and the re a lis t  

in a thematic as well as chronological bond. The Captain and Alice, the
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Mother-pelican, and Mr. Hummel are romantic primarily in the place of 

vampires in medieval traditions and by the triumph of good human in 

stincts over evil ambitions in the fortunes of men. However, August 

Strindberg punishes his vampires with realism: ill- fo r tu n e , suicidal 

death,and, as in The Dance of Death, the insufferable agony of a 

wretched marriage and a friendless l i f e .  A vampire can be a ghost who 

feeds on rich liv ing  blood, or he can be an ill-tempered sadist manipu

lating family and friends. A woman who indulges in luxuries beyond her 

means and at the expense of others' lives is  as insidious as any phantom. 

Who can endure with dignity and restra in t the pauperizing drains of a 

moneylender? The vampire plays teach audiences that predacious figures 

in human form live  in the real world and not merely in legendary and 

nursery tales.

The vampire lives in lite ra tu re  an immortal l i f e .  His shadowy 

figure is a supreme metaphorical reminder to man that the world is made 

of weakness and strength, and survival depends on one's intelligence in 

discerning those two factors. I f  the dead yearn for l i f e  more than the 

liv in g , then the weak yearn for strength more than the strong. The 

Captain and Alice, the Mother, and Mr. Hummel revolt the healthy audience 

with th e ir  predatory involvement in the lives of others, but s t i l l  the 

revolted are enchanted, and the vampire's harmful deeds are followed 

with fascination. I t  might perhaps be ventured that within the un

charted forests of a ll human souls there resides a b it  o f the cunning 

beast, lying in wait fo r vulnerable quarry. The vampire is that b it o f
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human beast, uncomfortable to the eye and sense, yet very much a part 

of a ll men and not such an alien as might well be wished.



CHAPTER 4

THE DRAMAS-OF MOTHERLOVE AND OEDIPAL ATTACHMENT

Strindberg's plays of subconscious symbolism, the surreal, as 

i t  were, were penned with extreme pain and staged with d if f ic u lt  re

sults. The untold risks that the author took in revealing this tw iligh t 

land bespeak remarkable courage and an urgent need to reveal b itte r  

truth before l i f e 's  end. The maternal attachment was not only a sign i

ficant theme in a bulk of drama, but the major constant in the thoughts, 

dreams, and meditations of an extremely gifted and troubled man. One 

endeavors to examine plays and note method and logic in works where 

unexepcted juxtapositions and murky, subjective images strangly reside 

with social and p o litic a l theories that make perfectly good sense. To 

undertake an interpretation of the surreal theatre of Strindberg is 

hazardous i f  not audacious. However, this much is clear: maternal ism 

is the supreme force, and the perception of rea lity  is never more honest. 

The surrealism of Strindberg is the step beyond realism, and the entry 

into a new and not altogether comprehensible world.

One of the more curious aspects of the thematic side of August 

Strindberg's a rt was the coextension of stark, natura lis tic  realism and 

innocent, indeed, in fan tile  fantasy. One might be pursuaded that the 

soul of the author resided in a psychic abode h a lf-b u ilt of manure and 

slime, and h a lf-b u ilt  of bon-bons and spun-sugar. The polemic s p ir it  in

38
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Strindberg yearned ceaselessly to stand the predators and harlots of the 

world in the dock of human judgement, and show humanity a ll that was 

evil and to be shunned in l i f e .  His marriages were a ll undertaken as 

efforts to capture the beauty of pure love, and to show, by his own 

example, the superiority of s p ir itu a lity  in l i f e  over coarse, physical 

congress (Sprigge 1949, pp. 60-76). "In A Madman's Defence, Strindberg 

describes how he arranged an a lta r  in his room dedicated to the secret 

cult of 'Madonna with Child'" (Brandell 1974, p. 26). Inescapably, a ll 

of his marriages ended miserably.

Yet, when his sermonizing and v ilific a tio n s  of parasitic males 

and females ceased, the evidence is clear that Strindberg also ceased 

his role as an adult. Sexuality in his l i f e  was not a joy, but a 

burden. He desired a world in which motherhood and infant love replaced 

carnality. As a child , his own mother's death le f t  an abyss that was 

never to be spanned. Calvinism and its  reverence for the home and 

maternal f id e lity  lived in his heart when Strindberg was at peace, but 

religion was cast aside in favor of pessimistic atheism and misogyny 

when his ideals and fellow men fa iled  him (Sprigge 1949, p. 51).

There can be no doubt that the dramatist loved his mother deeply, yet 

his own near-illegitim acy and humble family background shamed and 

bewildered him. The reveries of this day-and-night dreamer teemed with 

the troubled memories of a beautiless past and the fearful apparations 

of days to come. The sleeves of care in August Strindberg's l i f e  re

mained raveled, and the subconscious world, so v ita l to any a r t is t ,  

brought no refreshment.
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Before undertaking an examination of the rig h tly  termed dream 

plays of Strindberg, a b it of occult narrative might be in order.

Edgar Allan Poe died in Baltimore, Md., on the morning of October 7th, 

1849 (Winwar 1959, p. 377). August Strindberg was born in Stockholm, 

Sweden, on January 22nd, 1849 (McGill 1965, p. 13) Next to Frederick 

Nietzche and the stern b e lie f in the Superman and the radical cult 

of the total individualist (Ward 1980, pp. 26-32), no author or a r tis t  

made so great an impression on Strindberg as Poe. The s im ila rities  

between the two writers are remarkable. Strindberg, like  Poe, held a 

great allurement for the manifold properties of e v il, and counter

balanced this fascination with a profound sense of personal g u ilt.

Both authors had a heartsinking terror of a ll that was sexual, and 

sublimated a ll sensual emotions and ideas with a Platonic worship of 

female purity (Winwar 1959, p. 315; McGill 1965, pp. 130-145). Poe 

and Strindberg revelled in the weird and supernatural, dabbled, with 

some measure of committment, in science and alchemy (Sprigge 1949, 

p. 228), and fe l t  themselves to be miscast and ill-s u ite d  for the 

times to which they belonged. Poe's natural parents were second- 

rate actors (Winwar 1959, pp. 10-12), and Strindberg attempted him

se lf to be an actor and fa iled  (McGill 1965, pp. 81-86). When 

Strindberg f i r s t  read Poe's poetry and grotesque ta les , he fe lt  

himself to be Dante and Poe to be V irg il (McGill 1965, pp. 301-302).

Poe conducted the young Swede on a tour of the forbidden and s in is ter, 

and with bitterness, showed Strindberg the sundry evils  of l i f e ,  and
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reaffirmed the essential view that the world is a place of pain and 

undiminished disillusionment. Such pessimisn and soul destruction 

in the lives of both men led to megalomania and the brink of mental 

imbalance. The old and, frankly, tiresome obsession that one is a 

great a r t is t ic  genius a d rift  in a selfish and vulgar world was a balm 

of solace to both the Virginia poet and the Swedish dramatist. The 

legitimacy of such a viewpoint is irre levant, and, at best, disputable. 

Strindberg was so sure of the kindred nature of Edgar Allan Poe that, 

by a scheme of outlandish reasoning, he conceived himself to be the 

incarnate s p ir it  of the American poet. A great believer in astro

logical force, the Swedish dramatist believed that when Poe died the 

constellation of the poet's tempemental and a r t is t ic  forces had been 

transmitted by brain vibration to.his infant body, and the great soul 

lived on and thrived (Sprigge 1949, p. 122). The dreams of Strindberg 

echoed with the torment of ev il and world sickness. The manifesta

tions of Poe in the subconscious were to be the elemental matter of 

the dream plays, and the plays themselves were the tools of expurgation 

for Strindberg's soul.

The 1901, fa iry  play, Swanwhite, is a veritable ba lle t of pastel 

coloration, beautifu l women, handsome men, mythical kingdoms, enchanted 

golden trumpets, knightly chivalry, medieval charm, and motherly love. 

Strindberg, at f ifty -tw o , was marrying for the th ird time, and was brim

ming with a ll the s p ir it  and enthusiasm of any many in advanced middle-age
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about to take a young and beautiful bride. The Norwegian actress,

Harriet Bosse, had found a father s p ir it  in Strindberg, and the play

wright had discovered a new goddess in whom he might worship purity and 

chaste love (McGill 1965, pp. 418-419). The drama was a token of good 

fortune fo r a May-December couple plighting th e ir dissim ilar desires and 

affections. Strindberg was t a l l ,  mildly corpulent, moustached, and 

conspicuously greying. Harriet Bosse was e lf in , pale, and possessed a 

forsakened a ir  that inspired paternal more than sensual love. Strindberg 

could scarcely believe his good fortune (McGill 1965, p. 420).

Swanwhite takes place within the battlements of a medieval stone 

castle. Swanwhite, a ragged w aif, is the daughter of a brave and kind 

duke and the step-daughter of a wicked witch. She is betrothed to a 

blustering young king, but fa lls  in love with the king's messenger.

Prince Greyhair. Before her father, the duke, departs for war, he gives 

his daughter a magic horn to be used to summon help in times of need.

The stepmother wishes her ugly daughter, Lena, to be the king's bride, 

and banishes both the Prince and Swanwhite to prison for the false crime 

of sexual misconduct. Both Prince Greyhair and Swamwhite are maternal 

orphans, and th e ir angelic mothers, arrayed in swan plumage, v is it  th e ir  

dreams and subconsciously unite the two young people. Eventually, by 

the witchcraft o f the stepmother, the Prince and Swanwhite develop a 

hatred for each other, and the Prince sails away. However, love is 

stronger than e v il,  and the wicked enchantment is broken by Swanwhite's 

purity and devotion. The Prince, having drowned when trying to swim
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back to his lost love, is brought back to l i f e  by a.tender kiss from 

the unsullied lips of Swanwhite.

The story and plot of the play, Swanwhite, bear a far stronger 

resemblance to the original fa iry ta les o f Hans Andersen than to the 

twice-told tales of the Grimms. "Andersen's ta les, optimistic and pes

sim istic, humorless and sad, fantastic and philosophical, are not the 

resolutions of homely ideas or single experiences" (Mitchell 1957, p. 

156). Here one sees the innocence and impeccability of a child 's world 

merge with the darker passions of ambition and lust. The character of 

Swanwhite possesses characteristics of the actress-wife and the author 

himself. Swanwhite is described, in vivid directoral instructions, as 

ragged, unwashed, orphaned, and importantly, an unwanted child (Strind

berg 1955, p. 462). Strindberg's parents had been master and mistress 

only a few months before the author's b irth , and his presence only meant 

another mouth to feed in an already hard-pressed family. Swanwhite 

dreams of soap and fine clothes, hence echoing the playwright's own 

inclinations toward dandyism (Sprigge 1949, p. 25). Strindberg showed 

only tender reverence for his own mother, but the governess whom his 

father married soon a fte r his mother's death was always pictured as a 

classically wicked stepmother; a v ile , usurping virago who indulged her 

own vulgar tastes, and allowed her stepchildren to go poorly clothed and 

undernourished: "To have a step-mother is , he feels, the worst of mis

fortunes, but a loving mother the greatest of blessings'" (McGill 1965, 

pp. 32-33). Strindberg regarded a performance of Hamlet as the single
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greatest aesthetic experience of his youth. After his mother's death, 

he began to see himself as the Danish Prince, and his parents as regi

cides (Sprigge 1949, p. 11). Swanwhite is also a Hamlet figure who has 

lost a dear parent and has been burdened with a wicked witch. Like 

Hamlet, Swanwhite's lo s t parent v is its  her in spectral form; a beautiful 

seraph wearing the raiment of a swan. The incestuous elements of Hamlet 

and Queen Gertrude were also carried over into Swanwhite. In the play's 

in it ia l  scene, Swanwhi te seeks comfort from an impending marriage and a 

confusing world in the arms of her father, whom she endows with great 

strength by saying: "Oh Father, you are lik e  a royal oak tree , and my 

arms are not long enough to embrace you! But beneath your fo ilia g e , I 

can hide from threatening storms. . .and I w ill swing oh your branches 

like  a bird. L if t  me up so that I may climb to the very top" (Strind

berg 1955, p. 463), Never one to leave a relationship onesided, 

Strindberg has the Duke respond in kind,and with a b it more ardour: "The 

Duke: (kissing her foot). Black l i t t l e  foot, foot of my l i t t l e  blacka

moor" (Strindgerg 1955, p. 463).

Hence, the essential feelings and emotions of Strindberg find 

themselves in female form in the character of Swanwhite. But, the 

Oedipus nature finds its  surest parallel in the g if t  of the golden horn 

by the Duke to Swahwhite. Strindberg's mother, Ulrika Eleanora, pos

sessed five golden rings to be given to her sons when they le f t  home to 

go out into the world. Strindberg's eyes were said to well with tears 

when he reflected that his mother never lived to present the promised 

rings (McGill 1965, p. 30).



Quite apart from character, the setting of Swanwhite occasions 

much in terest. The author used the conventional fabric of the fa iry  

ta le  and interwove the nocturnal delineation of surrealism. The sup

porting characters are typical of nursery stories, until the Prince and 

Swanwhite are banished, and then the elements of the subconscious take 

precedence. The sainted mothers sh ift th e ir images from angels to swans 

and back again. The magical sleep of Swanwhite and Prince Greyhair is 

f i l le d  with harp music, and the movements of the two lovers are dream- 

measured. They communicate, not with speech, but with an in tu itive  

sense of each other's wishes and desires. The Land of Dreams is the 

liberating l i f e  force and the source of a ll true revelation: "The Prince 

.'From the Land of Dreams, from the flush of dawn behind the rose-tipped 

h il ls ,  from the whispering pines and singing limes'" (Strindberg 1955, 

pp. 485-486). One is reminded Of DuMaurier's Peter Ibbetson, when the 

two lovers open th e ir hearts and speak through dreams while imprisoned.

The fa ll  back to earth and conscious l i f e  shatters both reveries 

and feelings of love. The author's description of l i f e  on earth, poet

ic a lly  put, is s t i l l  a b itte r  surmise of re a lity  and the chaos of liv ing

Swanwhite: 'Where the clouds gather and the ocean rages, where 
each night the earth shed its  tears upon the grass, waiting 
for the sun to rise. Where the hawk destroys the dove and the 
swallow k il ls  the f ly ,  where leaves fa ll  and turn to dust, where 
hair grows white and cheeks grow hollow, where eyes lose their  
lustre and hands lose th e ir strength. Down here on earth below' 
(Strindberg 1955, p. 488).

Swanwhite's pure love remains complete enough however to thwart' 

the stepmother's d iab lerie , and, in the final scene, i t  is the same
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chaste love that pierces the shrouded veil of death and revives the 

Prince. Yet, Strindberg's tire less reassertions of the power and im

portance of love throughout the course of Swanwhite's three acts betray 

perhaps an underlying fear that such affection might not i ts e lf  be 

re lia b le , and that the ugliness of l i f e  is a more formidable adversary 

than even the two young lovers can match evenly.

As events predictable m aterialized, the cherished marriage to 

faylike Harriet Bosse proved a disaster. In the cold, grey lig h t of 

re a lity , the dreams of a pure, unselfish love were nothing more than 

hopes barren of substance. Swanwhite is a charmingly wishful dream 

world that should be, but, greater the p ity , cannot (McGill 1965, p. 

436).

The Dream Play was written in 1902, and was August Strindberg's

greatest dramatic attempt at transmuting the aggregate composition and

landscape of his subcouscious into his a rt (Ward 1980, pp. 210-211).

A ll twentieth-century experimental fic tio n  rests on a founda
tion of Romanticism in its  move from the real to the imagina
tive world, its  exploration of time and space, its  rejection  
of plot in favor of an organic structure dependent on an 
associative sequence of recurrent images (Furst 1969, p. 288).

The work includes his driving obsessions with parent-and-child love, the 

fa tu ity  of amorous romance, and the essential meaningless, reasonless 

nature of l i f e  (Ward 1980, p. 212). The author's tortured search for 

even a semblance of truth is made clear at the beginning of the pro

logue. The astrological signs (assumed here to guide a ll fa ta l forces) 

are the bulwarks for the Hindu diety, Indra, and the play's narrator, 

Indra'S daughter.



During his tenure at the Royal Library in Stockholm, Strindberg, 

through his own e ffo rts , developed a considerable lingu is tic  proficiency 

in Chinese, Japanese, Hindustani, and other Oriental languages. Like 

his friend and correspondent, Nietzsche, Strindberg was favorably in flu 

enced by the lite ra tu re  and theological-philosophical traditions of the 

Eastern world. By the time The Dream Play was penned, Frederich 

Nietzsche had been dead for two years, and Strindberg was s t i l l  in a 

private state of sp iritua l mourning (McGill 1965, p. 413). The pseudo- 

Zoroasterian poem that had been the Saxon thinker's proclamation of the 

death of conventional morality and Western religion strongly had held 

power over Strindberg. The blend of the Hindu god and goddess and the 

zodiac mythology is an effectual statement of the need for fresh thought 

and insight in a rt and l i f e .  A sim ilar metaphorical device is to be 

seen in the drama, Peer Gynt, by Strindberg's contemporary and nemesis, 

Hendrik Ibsen. Like Strindberg, Ibsen wished to write a play of epic 

proportion, and made te llin g  use of Nordic mythology and Ska!die speech 

and language. The dramas of both playwrights succeed because the 

underlying messages are clearly stated, and elements of fantasy and, in 

the case of Strindberg, surrealism impart charm and innocence to what 

are really  harsh and melancholy views o f l i f e .

The Daughter of Indra in The Dream Play, like  Nietzsche's Zoro

aster, is on a journey through earthly l i f e .  She te lls  her father she 

must see i f  the world is actually as v ile  and depraved as he describes. 

In the f i r s t  scene, a large castle is viewed in a constant state of



growth. A glazier and a m ilita ry  o fficer jo in the Daughter. The castle 

might well be said to be a metaphor for l i f e  and the world. The Daugh

ter claims her duty is to set the castle's inhabitants free , yet the 

O fficer finds the castle ( l i f e )  a d i f f ic u lt ,  maze-like trap. No one can 

remember who owns the castle or who b u ilt i t .  The O fficer's  parents 

pass in and out through castle walls, and chide th e ir son for quarreling 

with l i f e  and God. The Daughter assures everyone that though l i f e  is 

hard, love overcomes everything, a philosophy tamely rejected by the 

Mother who sees good deeds and love constantly misunderstood and per

verted. The f i r s t  part of the play quickly changes to an old poster 

wall and a sunlit space. A Portress knits a q u ilt (the work of twenty- 

six years) and a B illposter is putting up new signs and cleaning away 

old ones. The Portress is an erewhile b a lle t star who was wronged 

romantically th ir ty  years ago. The investment of fa ith  in love proved 

poor, and when her lover le f t ,  she was also le f t  ta lentless. The B i l l 

poster narrates the story to the Daughter, who sees the lo t of man as 

p i t i f u l .

The scene with the Portress opens to reveal an opera house 

stage door. The day of engagement confirmation for b a lle t aspirants 

has arrived, and the O fficer comes with flowers and in evening dress.

A blue monk's cowl hangs onstage, as i f  in m id-air, and doves and bees 

f ly  from i t .  One ventures that the garment might represent the sanc

t i t y  of love, and that the doves and bees are the pleasures and p it fa l ls  

of amorous emotion. The O fficer confides that he has waited six years
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for his beautiful dancer, V ictoria , and ye t, he fa ils  to meet her. The 

Portress gives her shawl, a covering o f human misery, to the Daughter 

to wear, and the stage grows dark. The O fficer grows old and grey, the 

trees loose th e ir verdure, and the world is bleak and unpromising. A 

lawyer relates, in pseudo-legal terms, that the cast!e-prison is cov

ered with human sins, and a graduation ceremony for those about to enter

l i f e  is forthcoming. The absurd nature of learning is lamented by the

Daughter:

I t  is certainly a crazy world! Look at the four faculties here.
The government, to which has fa llen  the task of preserving so
c ie ty , supports a ll four of them. Theology, the science of God, 
is constantly attacked and ridiculed by philosophy, which de
clares its e lf  to be the sum of a ll wisdom. And medicine is 
always challenging philosophy, while refusing en tire ly  to count 
theology a science and even insisting on calling i t  a mere 
superstition (Strindberg 1912b, p. 49).

The Daughter of Indra is determined to know at firsthand the 

joys and sorrows of l i f e ,  and in a wedding scene in Fingal's Cave, she

marries the Lawyer. They have a daughter, Christine, and live  in a

foul garret. The Daughter of Indra loathes the misery of mortal l i f e ,  

and finds mutual sacrifice with the Lawyer to be u n fu lfillin g . The 

child , Christine, must paste paper strips along wall cracks to keep out 

the cold and b itte r  wind of l i f e .  The Officer reappears and takes the 

Daughter to Fairhaven, where a ll is beautiful and id y llic . By mistake, 

the Officer directs them to Foul strand, an ugly hell of sickness and 

death. Foul strand is the f it t in g  place of punishment for the se lf-  

indulgent rich, and is presided over by a black Master of Quarantine.

The O fficer's  b a lle t g i r l ,  so faithless for six years, has grown old and
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ugly, and is pursued by Don Juan in a wheelchair. The Poet must carry 

pails of mud, because he has lived too long in a world of higher aes

thetics and lo fty  dreams. Logic is declared a sham on Foul strand by a 

cosmic classroom lesson in arithmetic between a pedantic teacher and a 

boy. A Casino lies  on Fairhaven, and waltzing and revelry are heard by 

the. wretched inmates of Foul strand. The Daughter of Indra can clearly  

see the human failures and evils of l i f e  personified in the island's 

lost souls (Ward 1980, pp. 220-223).

Strindberg's real is t ic  view of the inequity of social class is seen

in a Mediterranean setting. The grimy coal heavers lament the hunger and

privation of the workers, and the vulgar extravagance of the well-to-do.

The dialogue between the coal heavers and the Daughter is scenically

highlighted by a r is in g  background of elegant v illa s  and resort hotels.

The implication is clear that such ease and luxury would be impossible

without the efforts of the lower classes, and Strindberg goes even a

step further with dialogue to emphasize this b e lie f by having the F irst

Heaver vent his rage:

And yet we're the foundations of society. . . I f  the coal 
is not unloaded, then there w ill be no f ire  in the kitchen 
stove, and in the parlor grate, or in the factory furnace; 
then the lights w ill go out in the streets and shops and homes; 
then darkness and cold w ill descend upon you--and, therefore, 
we have to sweat as in hell so that the black coals may be had 
—And what do you do for us in return? (Strindberg 1912b, p. 10).

Fingal's Cave, dark, sombre, and f i l le d  with water and ra in , is 

a recurrent scene in The Dream Play. The Daughter of Indra says that 

the tears of mankind fa ll  upon i t  and flow through i t .  The final scene
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crying for God's help that is quickly transformed into a telephone tower 

and likened to a modern Babel. The stage changes to the Opera House and 

the old characters reappear. The subconscious element of revis itation  

is remarked upon by the Daughter as a property also of l i f e .  Univer

s ity  philosophers carry on an absurd t r ia l  o f tenets and ideas and con

demn each other. S tr ife  is declared to be the common bond of l i f e ,  and 

acculturation leads only to war. The cast!e-prison m aterializes; and 

the Daughter, following a lachrymose poem of farew ell, leaves for heaven 

in a mass of f ire . But, as the castle and its  contents are consumed by 

flames, a huge chrysanthemum blooms. Hence, the world and l i f e  are 

renewed.

The Dream Play must stand as one of the most d if f ic u lt  of 

Strindberg's works to in terpret either on stage or as dramatic l i te r a 

ture. The forces and passions of the dramatist's subconscious are not 

given the adulterating and clarify ing  threads of logic, and, yet, the 

scenes make perfect sense and reveal an abiding commitment to l i f e .

What the Swedish master lacks in hope and fa ith  in humankind is compen

sated for in compassion and ideals. The play is a paradox; enigmatic, 

yet d e fin ite , raging yet gentle. The Dream Play is so much like  its  

great author.

The Great Highway was the las t play written by August Strindberg. 

The dream was the work of a man in rapidly declining health, and was 

produced the same year (1910) at his Intimate Theatre in Stockholm
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(Sprigge 1949, pp. 219-221). As liv ing  theatre and lite ra tu re . The 

Great Highway is a final statement of how an a r t is t  and man view l i f e  

at the terminus. The principal character, the Hunter, represents 

clearly Strindberg himself, groping in fa te 's  darkness for a rational 

or in tu itive  understanding of an inexplicable state. The Hunter is a 

lone figure and appears p it ifu l and sorely perplexed. One is given to 

observe that Strindberg in 1910 was i l l ,  aging, and very much alone.

The Great Highway, for a ll its  fresh messages and reiterations of old 

ones, more than intimates at the bitterness, pain, and s e lf-p ity  of the 

author. In few other of Strindberg's works does the oppressive melan

choly and grim negation of l i f e  come forth so starkly.

"The Great Highway" of the play's t i t l e  is the common route of 

human l i f e .  The highway is an amalgamation of l i f e  span, fa te , experi

ence, coincidence, and learning. The Hunter avers at the outset that 

his greatest flaw was his own free g ifts  of himself to his ungrateful 

fellow man, and the suffocating dangers attending human fellowship 

(Strindberg 1955, pp. 639-641). He encounters the Hermit and the 

Traveler at a mountain pass, and the Hermit encourages the need for  

loving human nature, and the Traveler advises only superficial re lation

ships. One readily sees Strindberg's ultimate dilemma: Mankind cannot 

be loved or rejected. What then is the individual to do? "The 

Traveler: 'One travels best incognito and—mark my words—one should 

always make acquaintance, but never get to know'" (Strindberg 1955, p. 

643).
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The Hunter and the Traveler journey together to a cafe near two 

windmills. The two m illers who own the m ills cannot g ris t flour because 

o f an absence of wind. The two windmills are named Adam and Eve, im

plying a r iv a lry  of sexes, relig ions, cultures (because the wind blows 

east to west); or systems of thought. The Hunger is fearful that the 

two m illers plan to steal his wisdom and does not involve himself in 

th e ir quarrel. In a Lewis Carroll manner, the Traveler counsels a young 

g irl in love and attempts, with total in e ffec tu a lity , to solve the 

m illers ' quarrel. The Hunter finds himself involved in a ridiculous 

law suit when the Traveler punches one of the millers in a quarrel, and 

is once again the innocent bystander caught in a recalcitrant world.

The Hunter and the Traveler v is it  Assesdean, a dream-village 

where illo g ic  and obtuseness are the norm. An asses gala is in pro

gress, and the village fo lk engage in absurd riddle-making and foolish 

pedantry. August Strindberg mimics Dean Swift in the townspeople and 

customs of Assesdean. The queer l i t t l e  place is nothing else but the 

cities  and metropolises of the western world, governed stupidly and 

engaged in a perpetual celebration of nonsense (Ward 1980, p. 271).

The Blacksmith and the Schoolmaster represent the in te llec tu a l and 

physical forces of life ,and  the ir spouting of disconnected facts, magic 

incantations, and incorrect mathematics describes the fu t ile  attempts 

at understanding and constructive work. The elements of the subcon

scious are never more symbolic in Strindberg's dismal description of 

the urbanized west.
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of damned souls is envisioned as a ra ffish  arcade f it te d  with boardwalk 

and fu n -fa ir  cafe's, barkers, comic photographers, street organists, 

and lowly prostitutes. The Hunter registers fear at the prevading cheap

ness of his surroundings, and observes further human commercialization 

when he is asked to pose for a photo. The Hunter meets the Japanese, 

who is a banished man guilty of expedient and shabby deceptions with 

natural things (flo ra l perfume and tea leaves). The Japanese has read 

his l i f e  in book form and has banished himself for being a fa ls if ie r .  

Determined to end his wretched l i f e ,  the Japanese entrusts the Hunter 

with the dignity and. rightness of a funeral. The Hunter reveals to 

another sojourner in H e ll, Moller the Murderer, that he too has com

mitted h a ri-k a ri, and that no one can know the real truth o f his soul 

and being. The murderer and the Hunter are revealed by Strindberg to 

be Ddpplegangern, and the sins of both men, homicidal and financial, 

are commonly shared.

After a poetic o ffic ia tio n  at the Japanese's suicide and crema

tion, the Hunter v is its  a child's birthday party. The Hunter introduces 

himself to the l i t t l e  birthday g irl as Cartaphilus, the wandering Jew 

(Sprigge 1949, p. 27). Strindberg's firm b e lie f in the purity of a 

child 's love and his personal agony at being estranged from his own 

children is dealt with in a s p ir it  of broken hope and lamentation. The 

Hunter treats this scene at the "last gate" as a sweet vision too pure 

and wonderful for such a wretch as himself. The ch ild 's  adoptive parents
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intrude on the Hunter's b rie f joy, and the l i t t l e  birthday princess is 

le f t  innocent of the truth of her paternity.

In the dark wood, the Hunter and the womanly Tempter reenact the 

Temptation o f Christ. The Tempter offers the Hunter the spurious g if t  

of a position as Court Architect to the Grand Duke. The Hunter, re c a ll

ing the child's innocent love (a love akin to the Pure Love of Jesus), 

is able to banish the Tempter. The Hunter, in the play's las t scene, is 

alone and compares his state to that of any traveler on l i f e 's  highway.

He then sets out to find the Hermit and die on the mountain. In conclud

ing his pi ay, August Strindberg, as the Hunter, exhorts the mercy of 

God, and confesses that the paramount suffering in his l i f e  was the 

fa ilu re  to f u l f i l l  his dreams and be the man he so yearned to be. No 

author could have written more movingly, and no man could have spoken 

more frankly (Strindberg 1955, pp. 687-689). .

The three dream plays examined have several points of common 

agreement, and a number of characteristics that jo in them thematically 

and structurally . The subconscious mind of the author is given unfet

tered license in the construction of the characters and the make-up of 

the plot and story-line. The Swedish author places im p lic it confidence 

in the power of in fan tile  and platonic love, and registers a dread of 

the carnal and passionate. The plays, certainly when read, leave an 

audience unsure of the end of dreams and the emergence of re a lity . The 

protagonistic characters, designed subjectively in the author's image, 

are innocent victims of l i f e 's  cruelty and man's grasping avarice. Evil
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and good war ceaselessly onstage, and innocence and pureness of heart 

are forever vulnerable targets for fa te 's  essential treachery.

Whether awake or in slumber, August Strindberg's world moves in 

a sad and unfriendly tw iligh t of lost illusions and bankrupt dreams.

I



CHAPTER 5

THE DRAMAS OF THE GREAT MAN

The historical plays of August Strindberg were an e ffo rt to 

picture Swedish history in an honest and humane lig h t. The characters, 

primary and secondary, are flawed and, in many cases, present much that 

offers disenchantment and even outright contempt. The great men do not 

so much stand above the common run of men as they do apart from them.

They are eminently re a lis tic  in that they suffer the same measures of 

distrust, insecurity, poor judgement, unrequited love, family discord, 

and fatuous dreaming as any other mortal. The place they hold in l i f e  

and history sets them apart arid l i t t l e  else. Perhaps August Strindberg 

the re a lis t was at the forefront of his genre when he was August Strind

berg the historian. The business of the chapter w ill be to establish 

that truth.

"The Great Man" emerges from his era of l i f e  and history rather 

like  the mythical phoenix rising from grim and charred ashes. In view

ing him as a social force as well as a cultural en tity , there is perilous 

danger for an a r t is t  or historian to lose touch with the essential re a lity  

that the subject of praise or rid ic u le , honor or disgrace, was in fact a

man or woman with a ll the habits and passions of the race. Continuing

the phoenix image, and only s ligh tly  varying the metaphor, the heroic

figure spans wings that enshroud a ll that he was a part of and much that

57
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was a part of him. In his ascent to the upper ether of celebration and 

homage, the man or woman whose mark on history is indelib le becomes a 

being of the f i r s t  or, at best, second dimension whose grasp on his kin

ship with other and lesser men is lost. Vulnerability , fear, envy, 

stupidity , and personal dissatisfaction are a ll part of the makeup of 

mankind, but history and art in an e ffo rt to aggrandize the deeds of an 

era or nation, a ll too often loose sight of them, and culture and truth  

are dealt a disservice.

One of the factors of romanticism and one of the more logical 

consequences of the events of Waterloo in 1815, was the need for heroism 

and hero-worship. Artists and scholars ransacked history looking for 

models and ideas to live  by (Thorslev 1962, pp. 16-17). The maternal 

image caught the attention of the escapists, and novels and plays deal

ing with every great woman, evil or virtuous, came fo rth , and called up 

the shades of such dissim ilar figures as Semiramis, Elizabeth of England 

and Mary, Queen of Scots, the Magdalen, Madame Du Barry, Lucreze Borgia, 

and Jeanne D1Arc (Howarth 1975, p. 187). In like  manner, the human male, 

as best exemplified by Chateaubriand and Byron, was a combination of 

scholar-prince and fierce savage; the best parts of the physical and the 

in te llectual man. The hero or romantic ideal poured forth his refined 

wisdom and slew many a fierce adversary in the dramas of Dumas pere, 

Pushkin, Hugo, and La Motte Foque, but seldom gave evidence of being the 

confused and fa iled  mortal he basically was (Thorslev 1962, pp. 65-83). 

Maternal courage and feminine in trep id ity  might, in abstract, inspire
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admiration, but delicacy, sensitiv ity , and deep personal in tu ition  

( i . e . ,  the crucial components of the feminine mystique) are lost in so 

much smoke and thunder. The romantic authors, who were deeply a part of 

Strindberg's formation, can only be said to have, with rare exception, 

lost the day with th e ir cu lt of heroism. Only Faust, Manfred, and 

Mel mouth came even vaguely forward as true, flesh-and-bl ood men; the 

dramatic heroes of Scott, Dumas, and John Howard Payne tend to bore with 

th e ir goodness and lack o f fa ilin g . A question necessarily arises: Do 

people rea lly  desire or admire perfection?

Master 01 o f, written in T872, was August Strindberg's f ir s t  

serious dramatic e ffo rt. His attendance in the "Red Room"--a bohemian 

cafe-club with a revolutionary undercurrent—had inspired the young Swede 

with a boldness that sought to change the course of theatre and dramatic 1 ite ra -  

ture. Strindberg's commitment to real ism frame of mind was firm , and 

the subject of his in it ia l  e ffo rt bears out the creed (Sprigge 1949, 

pp. 48-49). The hero comes, in almost Dickensian fashion, from the 

people. Master 01 o f or Olaus Petri is a poor schoolmaster and the son 

of a v illage blacksmith. Rather than a chosen s p ir it  or a call from 

God, Strindberg has Olof's herosim evolve largely from the forces of 

fa te. Far from being a model of flawless humanity, 01 of is pridefu l, 

stubborn, confused in his decision making, and egotis tica l. The hero 

ends the drama submitting to the w ill of an opportunistic King and being 

cursed by his father-in-law  and comrade. The play, however, relies  

greatly on the flawed 01 o f, because the thrust of the story is propelled
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by a single man who challenges the forces of the Church and the Swedish 

social order, and topples the one and greatly alters the other.

Master 01 of is often condemned as being anti-C atholic, and as a 

play that misreads history in order to ju s tify  a social revolution 

(Sprigge 1949, p. 49). This is not true . The Roman Catholic Church at 

the time of the Reformation was used by Strindberg as an example of an 

established force that has become arid and without relation to the 

pressing needs of a people. The Sweden of Gustav Vasa is painted by 

the young playwright as a Fuseli- or Dore-1 ike place o f gloom and want. 

Famine and ignorance th rive , and the questioning looks o f a despairing 

nation go unanswered. The Roman Church is as mismanaged as the state, 

and Latin Masses o ffer T it t le  solace to hunger or dispossession. F it 

tin g ly , Strindberg has Master 01 of begin with the play's central char

acter directing a litu rg ic a l drama based on the Egyptian enslavement 

of Is ra e l. With a psalm of Lamentation, the young scholar-actor recites 

the woes of an enslaved people (Strindberg 1931, pp. 17-18). The Church 

has excommunicated the c ity  of Strangnas for non-payment of funds to the 

Bishop's Chair, and Master 01 of quells the horror-stricken parishioners 

by conducting a Lutheran, non-Latin Mass. The stand against the Church's 

high-handedness sets in motion the chain of events that constitute the 

plot. In Stockholm, in act I I ,  the Cathedral houses a disreputable 

alcove tavern and collects the income from its  equally disreputable 

c lien te le . The usage of peasant money to buy ornamental religious icons 

and chalices and the fear that the power of Rome inspires in everyone
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Church was, in the fifteenth  century, the symbol of Truth, but fa ls i

fication and duplic ity abounded. To conscript gold for objects d 'a rt, 

while a nation goes hungry is absurd, and Master Olof's search for truth  

is largely the confrontation of one absurdity a fte r another (Strindberg 

1931, p. 48). At twenty-three, Kierkegaard had le f t  his mark on August 

Strindberg: What is Authentic? What is f in a l? What is Truth?

King Gustav Vasa, an opportunistic, a lb e it shrewd ru ler, depu

tizes 01 of as a Secretary of the Chamber and sends him to Stockholm to 

stop a possible r io t. In Christ-1 ike manner, Olof saves a prostitute  

from being k illed  by a mob, and ministers to an angry c itizenry in the 

Cathedral where he is stoned and jeeringly reviled. His mother is a 

staunch Catholic, and is ashamed that her son became a prey of the 

heretical Luther. Olof finds solace in Kristina, the daughter of Gert 

the Printer. Their love is a needed balm to a man who Shoulders so 

dangerous a task. The Catholic Bishop Brask and the evil fr ia rs . Martens 

and N ils , are the nemeses of Olof in the course of the play. The Bishop 

is a vain man who wastes money on foolish church furnishings, while a 

nation grovels in hunger and misery (Strindberg 1931, p, 81). Martens 

and Nils are drunken thieves who have no real be lie f in the Church or 

any commitment to its  principles. The Bishop is more of a dignified  

adversary than an unprincipled enemy, and his defeat by Olof's followers 

occasions a le tte r  to the schoolmaster hero. The le t te r  warns Olof never 

to put his fa ith  in the hands of the state, for Kings and politic ians



62

are creatures of vascination and insincerity. The Bishop's words were 

to come painfully true (Strindberg 1931, p. 98).

Olof's mother's deathbed scene is the major part o f Act IV.

Olof is denied the romantic solace of a mother and child 's reco ncilli- 

ation. The poor woman is tended by the drunken Martens and is not given 

the dignity of a complete Extreme Unction. The mother dies cursing Olof, 

and he feels the links with l i f e  breaking. The relationship between 

Olof and his young w ife, K ristina, is most revealing in the play's tab

leaux. Olof confesses that he has no mastery over his own w ill and that 

his background has given him l i t t l e  preparation for so great a respon

s ib il i ty  as reshaping a nation and its  religious creed. Kristina is 

called a whore by O lo f s mother because the two were married outside the church. 

Kristina's lack of understanding of such a coarse epithet is touching, 

and equally so are the attempts of Olof to deal with his w ife's purity. 

The b itte r  loathing of the mother is counterbalanced quite well by 

Strindberg in the innocent love of a young, unwilling hero and his 

child-bride.

Following the crushing defeat of the Catholic Church, plague 

breaks out a ll over Sweden. The people, in th e ir dismal ignorance, mis

take the disease for celestial punishment. Olof is blamed for enraging 

heaven, and matters are worsened when Kristina's father, Gert the 

Prin ter, issues a book denouncing King Gustav Vasa as a rogue. When 

Olof goes to the King to ask him to grant the people mercy, he is 

arrested, condemned, and chained to a cathedral p i lla r . After the
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unctuous persuasion of the Royal Constable, OTof repents his deeds 

publicly and is set free. The play ends trag ica lly  when Gert the 

Printer damns Olof's recanting with the single curse: "Renegade" (Strind

berg 1931, p. 138). Gert the Printer reveals himself at the end, and 

through the whole of the drama, as a fie ry  polemicist. I t  is he who 

encourages 01 of to petition to the King twice for national clemency and 

urges the schoolmaster to lead the Swedes in a revolt against the estab

lished order. August Strindberg makes canny usage of Gert by having the 

printer represent the voice of outraged in te lle c t in a land of ignorance.

In encouraging 01 of to take up the fight against the Church of Rome,

Strindberg gives free voice to his own feelings of the world's condition 

in 1872:

For see, Olof! even now we are upon the mountain! Look how 
the people are crawling on th e ir knees toward the two men 
s ittin g  on th e ir thrones! The greater of them holds in one 
hand two keys and the other a thunderbolt. That is the Pope.
He raises a lo ft the thunderbolt, and thousands of souls pass 
on to th e ir condemnation. While the others kiss his foot and 
sing Gloria Deo. . . .Look now at the other. He holds a sword 
and a sceptre. Bow before the sceptre, or the sword w ill bite!
. . . They are the two images of Baal. Then a din rises in the
a ir ,  like  the murmuring of people. "Who is that yelping?"
cries the Pope, shaking his thunderbolt. "Who murmurs?" the 
Kaiser, brandishing his sword. None answers. But the din goes 
on, mid sounds of sighing, and the cry "Think!" Then the Pope 
shrinks back and the Kaiser grows pale and asks, "Who called,
Think? Bring him forth and I w ill take his l i fe !"  And the
Pope cries "Bring him hither and I w ill take his soul!" (Strind
berg 1931, pp. 17-28).

In the character of Olof, Strindberg captured the polemical s p ir it  of

the Red Room and the social outrages of his youth.

In the f i r s t  drama, Master O lof, S tri ndberg showed hi s youthful

s p ir it  and his abiding concern for the common man. He gave his drama an
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In the minor characters of the drunken Windrank and the Verger and his 

w ife, the influence of the Swedish translation of Shakespeare by Hagberg 

is manifest, and, like  the Bard, Strindberg clearly saw the usefulness 

of comic buffoons as re lie f  in an otherwise serious drama. I t  was the 

intention of August Strindberg at twenty-three to compose the cardinal 

epic drama in Swedish. In 1873, Master 01 of was a fa ilu re , but in 1899, 

i t  was cheered mightily at the Royal Theatre in Stockholm. The play 

remained the same, but two decades of history—good and evil--were  

needed to change the minds of a nation. Often the tasters need fermen

tation more v ita lly  than the vintage (Sprigge 1949, p. 182).

One of the signal distinctions of August Strindberg's approach 

to playwriting was his elementary view of history. Rather than dress 

noble figures of the past in the inaccessable garments of greatness, 

the Swedish author preferred to endow them with colloquial speech and 

human manners and fa iling s . In the 1899 dramatic extravaganza. The Saga 

of the Folkungs, the Swedish royal family, the House of Folkungs, is 

presented in a manner that invites intimacy and views a powerful force 

in European l i f e  with a ll the flaws and common vulgarity of its  sub

jects. Again, one sees Strindberg the re a lis t breaking with the tu r- 

gidity and embroidered dialogue of the la te  romantics. The lack of 

a rtif ic e  and pretension saves the c r it ic a l elements of characterization 

and social message.

The Saga of the Folkungs makes adroit use of one of the most 

staunchly re liab le  themes, in the lite ra tu re  of romanticism: the
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Cain-like nemesis of ancient family ta in t (Thorslev 1962, pp. 92-98).

The Royal House of the Folkungs in the early fourteenth century ruled 

a Swedish people beset with the combined aggression of Russia and 

Denmark, the fa ilu re  of v ita l food crops, and the death's head anguish 

of the plague. For generations, the Folkung kings have known only 

intrigue and carnage due to the crimes of th e ir  forefathers. The 

f i r s t  Folkung king gained his power by a coup d1 etat in which a 

monarch was brutally murdered. Strindberg used a maniac woman as 

a chorus in The Saga of the Folkungs, and she reveals, in hideous 

shrieks, the wretched past o f the royal family and the necessary 

death of a good and pure-hearted Folkung king to break the evil curse 

(Strindberg 1931, pp. 376-378). King Magnus is the pure-hearted 

king, and, to a great degree, The Saga of the Folkungs is a story of 

his d if f ic u lt  l i f e  and Christ-Tike death. The fourteenth century finds 

Sweden engaged in an a ttr itio n a l war against united Russia and Denmark.

The Royal Barber and Butler te ll  the audience, in a confidential manner,

the depression of the population and the immorality of the royal house.

Queen Blanche, the young wife of King Magnus, is sleeping with a young

gentleman-at-court, Bengt Algotson, and "the l i t t l e  queen," the Dowager 

Duchess B rig itta , is engaged in a lewd a f fa ir  with a slovenly knight 

named Kurt Porse. Anticipating, by four hundred years, the modern move

ment for feminine emancipation. Duchess B rig itta  wishes to abolish a ll 

existing monasteries and replace them with nunneries in which priests are 

ruled by and answerable to nuns! B rig itta  has no love for King Magnus,
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who verbally abuses her pious poses and grand female schemes, and she 

collaborates with the sin ister Bishop Styrbjorn in a plot to excommuni

cate and dethrone Magnus. The heir-apparent, Prince Erik, is weak- 

willed and easily manipulated by B rig itta  and others.

King Magnus is a character of consummate goodness who is forced 

by Strindberg to shoulder the burdens of a decayed family and a war-torn 

nation. In the drama's th ird  act, Magnus surprises B rig itta  and the 

blowzy Kurt Porse in an embrace and comes very close to also surprising 

his wife and her lover. The humiliation of cuckoldry is as undeserved 

in a s p ir it  as sweet and pure as King Magnus as the blame for a war or 

pestilence. The Maniac Woman comes on the scene and reveals herself to 

be the cast-aside wife of handsome Bengt Algotson, Queen Blanche's 

favorite. She augurs the necessary death of the King and gives her 

former husband a kiss-of-death. Denmark, on King Magnus' birthday, has 

uprisen, and a ll men are called to arms.

Harkening to the elements of romantic fantasy, a character 

called the Plague Girl walks through The Saga of the Folkungs. Strind

berg, a devotee of Poe, might well have been inspired by "The Masque of 

Red Death." The coup d* etat of B rig itta  and Bishop Styrbjorn is being 

enforced by Knut Porse and a collection of townsmen and palace factotum. 

The excommunicated King Magnus must bear a heavy wooden cross in penance, 

and the King is heartbroken when his son, Erik, has him bound on the 

insistence of B rig itta . Bengt Algotson and his maniac wife are k ille d , 

and a messenger, bearing news of a Danish victory, fa lls  dead with the
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plague. The Plague G ir l, in strange peasant dress, walks among the 

crowd in the stage-courtyard and disease fa lls  upon a troubled land.

The fina l act of this elaborate play of tragic history takes 

place in the Castle Hall. King Magnus is now in the good graces of 

Sweden; indeed, he is looked upon almost as a saint. Yet, with Queen 

Blanche, he is b itte r  over the duplic ity of Erik and constantly rereads 

the Folkung curse. Blanche recommends Christian charity and forgive

ness for Magnus' only son. Duchess B rig itta , b itte r ly  married to the 

ugly Porse and o f f ic ia lly  banished from Sweden, enters on her way to 

Rome. B rig itta  is almost classically trag ic: an arrogant, foolish 

woman who must confess that her pride caused her ruin ( Frye 1961, pp. 

118-129). She is going to beseech the commiseration of the Holy Father 

and enter upon a term of stern repentance. Magnus is consumed with 

v itr io l until Erik and the Princess Beatrix are brought in stricken 

with the plague. Magnus is so moved by th e ir suffering, that his b i t 

terness disappears. In a play consumed with treachery, Strindberg 

permits love to emerge in the deaths of Erik and his w ife , Beatrix. 

Hallucinating with fever, Erik recalls boyhood's happy days with inno

cent springtime and a loving father. Magnus, pure and kind to the la s t, 

fa lls  senselessly upon the corpse of the young prince as the Mecklen- 

burgers and Danes enter the gates and claim Sweden.

Master 01 of and The Saga of the Folkungs maintain valid standards 

of the real is t  while undertaking subjects of epic proportions. There is a 

certain selfish human comfort in knowing that a young man, able to beard
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the forces of church and crown in th e ir la i r ,  was also a poor manager 

of his marriage and one beset with family outrage. The Folkungs, 

powerful as they are, are a house divided by unsure ambitions and 

tainted by self-indulgent, self-aggrandizing waste. What l i f t s  these 

Strindberg dramas above ordinary works is the element of regal position 

in The Saga o f the Folkungs and a greater social destiny in Master 

Olof. The examined lives are not fu lly  good or e v il, and this grey 

mortal neutra lity  contributes to the honest view of l i f e .  Epic figures 

who loom giantlike in history, pmerge in Strindberg's plays as acces

sible mortals who laugh, cry, eat, drink, and shed blood and tears.

The achievement of such excellent human delineations is the apogee of 

the re a lis t's  a rt and the lineament of the master dramatist.

History, to Strindberg, was an art rather than a cold discip

line. Dates, places, and s tr ic t fac tu a lity  meant as l i t t l e  to the 

nineteenth-century Swede as i t  did to Shakespeare. The important con

stituents in the historical works of Strindberg, as in Shakespeare, are 

passion, honesty, and the revelation of greater human truths. Master 

Olof's vascillation recalls Hamlet as Magnus' suffering reminds one of 

Lear. The forces of history, a fte r a ll else is considered, are as real 

and v ita l as the events of the here-and-now, and the stage can preserve 

the past admirably with the buttresses of re a lis tic  characterization 

and effective dialogue. There are no fantasies in history, only elabor

ate myths. And, there are no lies  in a r t , only crippled truths.



CHAPTER 6

EVALUATION

Though "rea lity" has now become to Strindberg as inner world, 
and l i f e  in its  external manifestations a flee tin g , pa in fu l, 
worthless thing, he does not permit his work to lose contact 
with the actual world, the scene on which man must play out 
his earthly fate. Not even in the "dream plays" are we ever 
fa r removed from the actual world, and in the best of Strind
berg's other post-inferno work (The Saga of the Folkunqs,
Gustav Vasa, The Dance of Death) , we are at least as much 
engaged with the actual world as we had been in The Red Room 
and The Father, Miss Ju lia , and Creditors (Gustafson 1961, 
p. 2697.

The author in the theatre must view his finished dramas as a silvered 

looking glass on whose shifting surface the events and people of his 

mortal existence as well as the demons and seraphs of his soul hold 

council and shape his l i f e .  For August Strindberg and a ll dramatists, 

the stage is a sp iritual congress in which one's ideas, emotions, expe

riences fantasies, fears, hopes, philosophies, g ratifica tions, and preju

dices body forth in action and word. For an a r tis t with as committed a 

re a lis tic  mind as Strindberg was, and one whose views of and experience in 

l i f e  are more turbid than pristine , the theatre and one's lite ra tu re  can 

risk the peril of becoming jud icia l rather than aesthetic, and take upon

its e lf  the task of moral and social reform, in absence of the trad itio n -
. .  - . '

a lly  appointed purpose in art. But, a playhouse is not a court of law 

and the audience is not an appointed jury. I f  the re a lis t must, as an 

a r t is t ,  remain objective, so then is his play obliged to follow su it.
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The harsh lesson of realism is that regardless of how androitly one may 

employ language or how s k il l fu l ly  one's characters emerge and take form, 

the viewpoint and speculations are only those of one man, and the audi

ence is under no bond to believe the playwright and act as he advises. 

With a ll tirades and entreaties begged and demanded, the play remains, 

sadly perhaps, only a play.

As a re a lis t, Strindberg's c ra ft is best seen in the domestic 

dramas, the dramas of great men, and, perhaps to a lesser degree, in his 

vampire plays. Here one views the world of the here and now and is 

confronted with problems that can be shared in great measure by a ll men. 

Human behavior and, more importantly, human motivation and ambition are 

examined as integral parts of l i f e  and the common lo t ,  and truth is 

le f t  undisguised (Sprigge 1949, p. 112). Kersti in The Bridal Crown is 

a poor, rustic g ir l ,  shamed by an illeg itim ate  child, who resorts to 

murder to cleanse her l i f e  and maintain an unsullied social image. The 

audience may react to this with p ity , horror, disgust, or a plea for 

justice. Regardless of the sentiment, Strindberg has taken a very ugly 

l i f e  incident and examined the evil dramatically, with K ersti, Mats, 

the families o f the two young people, and the rural setting, from an 

emotional as well as logical perspective. The word "examine" is quite 

important because that is the fundamental task of the re a lis t. Damian 

Grant elucidates on the investigative method of re a lis tic  authorship by 

quoting Hippolyte Taine's appraisal of the novelist Stendahl:

He introduced sc ien tific  procedures into the history of the
heart: calculation, s im plification, deduction; that he was
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the f i r s t  to record the elementary causes. . .in  short, he 
dealt with the feelings as one should deal with them, that is 
to say as a naturalist and as a physicist (Grant 1970, pp.
36-37).

.In Facing Death, a wretchedly unhappy father and widower is compelled 

by adversity to see his l i f e  as a fa ilu re . M. Durand is a specimen of 

humanity, objectively viewed by the dramatist and audience, whose love 

for his children has obliged him to forebear from revealing his malice 

for his wife. The play, in the s p ir it  of realism, poses s c ie n tific a lly  

investigative questions. Was M. Durand, a man of essential goodness and 

charity, a true failure? Did M. Durand exercise wise judgement when he 

allowed his w ife's ruinous evil to go undisclosed? How authentic is 

the love of the daughters for th e ir father? Is suicide ever to be 

countenanced or understood with compassion? The author may have strong 

opinions on a ll the above queries, but the duty of the re a lis t demands 

the audience see the b it of l i f e  and cu ltivate a decision independently. 

In Master Olof and The Saga of the Folkungs, Strindberg chose prominent 

figures from the national past and removed the trad itional pedestals of 

veneration and exclusiveness. Olof is a poor schoolmaster who rises to 

greatness because of his lite racy  and spokesmanship. Without any 

sacrifice of the investigative ro le, the author takes a simple man, 

beset with serious personal problems, and burdens him with the awesome 

task of ruling a troubled country. Like a fa iry  ta le  hero warring with 

giants, Olof must contend with an unresponsive monarchy and a se lf- 

interested church. Unlike a fa iry  ta le  hero, the poor schoolmaster also 

deals with a childish w ife, a domineering father-in-law , and a mother
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who dies cursing him and his new fa ith . The unreliable nature of the 

masses is echoed by Schopenhauer, whom Roland Stromberg uses to advance 

the p re -re a lis tic  p o litic a l view: "The great mass of mankind cannot be 

without leaders, guides, and counselors, in one shape or another. Their 

common task is to lead the race, for the greater part [o f the race] is 

so incapable and perverse" (Stromberg 1968, p. 13). The King and Church 

leaders are harried men who represent world leaders at any point in time, 

faced with the tandem horrors of a fa iled  economy and an outraged people. 

The comparative fa ilu re  of Olof at the play's end and the betrayal and 

ingratitude of his family and erewhile followers is realism in the most 

sobering manner. The Saga of the Folkungs describes the fa llin g  apart 

of the home of a decent kind-hearted father as well as the collapse of 

a royal family. The re a lis tic  concerns with money and power are the 

forces that bring death, plague, and foreign subjugation to Sweden.

King Magnus' goodness is worthy of pity throughout and is only forceful 

in the last scene when disease has thinned the population and a foreign, 

army stands at the capital gates. Family embarrassment and national 

tragedy are, sadly, the necessary factors in the restoration of a great 

man's dignity and the acknowledgment of a father's love. The Saga of 

the Folkungs is the work of a re a lis t, but the elements of toppled pride 

and evil cleansed through suffering endow the play with the sable cloak 

of tragedy.

The poet must manage in such a way as to answer the question 
[the tragic qualm] mutely propounded by his fable: i f  such 
things can be, what becomes of the law of eternal righteousness 
as given in the heart of man? Such is the question which the
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drama, as "the im itation of the action," forces relentlessly
upon the attention o f the audience (Frye 1961, p. 99).

The vampire plays show the re a lis t no less than the his

torical and family works. The imaginative faculty of Strindberg has 

united enchantment and ac tua lity , and the resulting dramas number among 

his most honest e ffo rts . The Captain and Alice in The Dance of Death 

are not so rapacious for youth and vigor as they are enervated by th e ir  

own sadism. As a miserably married couple, th e ir sole bond is th e ir  

mutual disdain and embittered self-loath ing. Kurt's presence is a 

memory of th e ir f i r s t  meeting and causes both vampires hope for revenge 

and anguished recollections of the good l i f e  that might have been. The 

realism of The Dance of Death is that wedlock is no promise of happiness, 

and ta lent no assurance of ease. The tragedy is found in the pain of 

those among men who have nothing else to give and can only take, and 

the grim punishment of a human solitude every b it as agonizing as death 

or unnaturally eternal l i f e .  Montague Summers, foremost among occult

is ts , borrows from James Flecker to articu la te  the vampire's lament and 

the sadness o f a desultory l i f e :  "To l ie  in the soft brown earth, with 

the grasses waving above one's head and lis ten  to silence. To have no 

yesterday, and no tomorrow. To forget time!" (Summers 1928, p. 7). The 

Mother in The Pelican is a vampire whose fastidious palate yearns more 

for the toothsome delights of pate and dressed pheasant and less for 

blood and grave dust. The error of selfish luxury and extravagant 

social materialism forms the core of the play, and a woman's vaunting 

ambition occasions the death of a husband and family. The misogyny of
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August Strindberg exceeds a ll prohibitive barriers in the picture of a 

vicious, incestuous mother who destroys her home and, with supreme 

cowardice, herself in a pointless quest for opulence. "The mother of 

the house compares herself to the pelican, which tears its  own breast 

to feed its  young, but resembles more the lioness which eats its  cubs" 

(McGill 1965, p. 437). The Ghost Sonata explores the far-reaching 

tentacles of usury. Hummel, more grotesque than the Captain, A lice, or 

the Mother, is the grasping puppetmaster of an assortment of unlikely 

people a ll related in th e ir loathing and indebtedness to this insidious 

l i t t l e  man. The Ghost Sonata d iffe rs , however, from the other plays of 

vampirism in that a mood of unreality, not precisely surreal, wends i t 

s e lf through the p lot, and a usage qf the fantastic in the deli nation 

of psychopathic characters detracts from the fundamental p lau s ib ility .

In The Ghost Sonata, the pessimism is hopeless and abysmal, 
hammered home with a relentless accumulation of ghastly scenes 
and bizarre symbols. The Ghost Sonata has been compared to 
the las t book of G ulliver's Travels in its  a ll but monomaniacal 
scorn for the human animal and the miserable l i f e  he must liv e .
But instead of Swift's nimble narrative inventiveness Strind
berg employs a ll manner of bizarre and theatrical devices, 
building them up into cacaphonic combinations of grotesquely 
monumental explosive force (Gustafson 1961, p. 272).

The vampire plays are the works of a playwright who's view of lig h t is

re a lis tic , and yet they maintain a t ie  with romanticism in th e ir e ffo rt

at teaching a lesson through enchanted fable, and the victory over evil

by the basically good nature of man.

The Oedipal plays of Strindberg endeavor to tap the subconscious 

and indeed yie ld  to that faculty in allowing the playwright's dreams 

free play against a background of social re a lity  and theory. Swanwhite
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is a fa iry  drama in which lovers torn asunder communicate through 

dreams. A Dream Play is an enactment of subconscious l i f e  and thought 

interlaced with Hindu Theology and near-Marxian p o litic a l rhetoric.

The Great Highway is a final statement of l i f e  from one whose l i f e  had 

been predominately spent in turmoil and d is illusion . Of the three sur

real dramas, only Swanwhite concludes on a happy and positive note.

The regeneration of the chrysanthemum bud in A Dream Play offers small 

hope but is rather feeble against the proceeding view of Foul strand, 

Fingal's Cave, and the ba lle t school. The Daughter of Indra's re ite ra 

tive line of dialogue, "Human beings are to be pitied" (Strindberg 1955, 

p. 533), might well summarize the message of the work and the worldview 

of the author. The Great Highway is a metaphor for the mortal stretch, 

and the fate of the ind ividualist in the scheme of things. The need to 

be a part of l i f e  is poetically expressed by the dramatist and is not 

dissim ilar to Shakespeare in sentiment when the Hunter metaphorically 

observes: "Could I but s it  among the audience and watch the play! But 

I must mount the stage, take part and act, and once I play a part. I'm  

lost forgetting who I am" (Strindberg 1955, p. 642). The "stage" men

tioned above is an absurd place in which logic is i l lo g ic , the Kingdom 

of Hell a penny arcade, and the Temptation of Christ a ghostly rendez

vous with an in v is ib le , a lb e it flaming whore. The attributes to the 

above symbolism are l i t e r a l ly  ceaseless and, by the very nature and 

being of surrealism, d is tin c tly  subjective. Perhaps the greater wisdom 

dictates against defining the subconscious landscape of the Swedish
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author. Surrealism is realism taken a step beyond by an author in 

search of a truth unobtainable or un in te llig ib le  in the conscious mind 

(Ward 1980, pp. 126-127). With Strindberg the lost love of a mother, 

miserable experiences with women, and the verge of madness made this 

in te rio r landscape a place of g rie f and woe.

What then, one may inquire, of romanticism, and the areas of 

August Strindberg's dramatic work that this early genre of rebellion  

f i l ls ?  The seeds of romanticism were sown in Strindberg's youth, and 

romantic lite ra tu re , in large measure, was the bulk of his early school

ing. In regard to his blasphemous defiance of the world as he found i t ,  

Gunnar Brandell offers keen insight into the author's tastes in l i te r a 

ture and disposition in general:

One finds counterparts to i t  nearly everywhere in Sturm and 
Drang and Romantic w riters—from Goethe to Viktor Rydberg. The 
religious content in these fantasies varies sharply. Strind
berg was, of course, acquainted with Ormus and Ariman by the 
greatest of Swedish Romantics, C. J. L. Almquist (1793-1866), 
who uses the Persian myth as a sp iritua l envelope for the same 
kind of opposition to society shared by Sturm and Drang and by 
left-w ing Romantics. He had read Victor Hugo, whose Titanism 
has a ly rica l tone of blasphemy and revolt. But in the pas
sionate outbursts that he found in Kierkegaard's Repetition 
he had encountered a much more serious expression of the idea 
that a personal power rules the world. He had already been 
impressed by Kierkegaard's lines describing how "God confers 
with Satan in devising schemes against men" (Brandell 1974, 
p. 33).

In the plays of vampirism, the Kierkegaardian view of a force of evil 

to be reckoned with is used in the characters of the Captain and Alice, 

Hummel and the Mother Pelican. Each exercises power over healthy and 

vigorous.mortals and uses this power insidiously. The vampire, a figure
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of medieval lo re, greatly cherished by the romantics, personifies 

this satanic power; and though Strindberg's v illa in s  d iffe r  from the 

prototypical sanguinary creature of the night, the residual desire 

for strength and l i f e  is sought, and the good and strong suffer.

Swanwhite is a fa iry  play, suggestive of the Danish Romantic, Anderson, 

in which good and evil contend for the lives and sp irits  of children.

The virtue of juvenile innocence and the existence of preternatural 

l i f e  clearly link the work with the romantic movement. In a sim ilar 

manner. The Bridal Crown makes copious use of legendary and folk 

creatures to convey the destructive nature of social mores and the 

redemptive power of relig ion. Strindberg's fear of society and economic 

deprivation began in his youth with his study of Rousseau's b e lie f in 

nature's innate purity (Sprigge 1949, p. 21). In The Sage of the Fol- 

kungs, the h is to ric a l, near-medieval past of a country and royal family 

are explored. Romantic stock characters abound in The Saga in the form 

of madwomen with oracular g ifts  and plague in the form of a pa llid  

maiden. Master 01 of is less romantic, but s t i l l  u tilize s  the favored 

romantic hero; the great man. The gain and loss of the symbols and 

qualities of romance in the two historical dramas is attributable to the 

committed realism of Strindberg's youth when Master 01 of was penned, 

and the penitential return to a romantic s p ir it  in the author's advanced 

middle age when The Saga of the Folkungs was conceived and composed 

(McGill 1965, p. 416). The opinion of the w riter is that Swanwhite is 

the only one of the examined plays that may legitim ately be termed
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romantic. The power of unselfish love in the surmounting of a ll ob

stacles, the deference due a ll acts of chivalry, the blending of nature 

and fairyland with real existence, the dignity and superiority of 

medieval l i f e ,  and, most important of a l l ,  the basic and inherent good

ness of man, a ll gather in this liv e ly  fa iry  drama that an aging author 

conferred upon his e lf in  wife-actress. Romanticism was not paramount in 

Strindberg's a r t, but the force of the movement was never fa r away.

From an examination of the major dramatic themes of August 

Strindberg, one may confidently surmise that the greatest of Sweden's 

authors was a re a lis t. The man, whom no less a personage than the 

eminent Swedish painter and art c r it ic ,  Carl Larson, dubbed "our Emile 

Zola" can scarcely be considered, to any paramount degree, a votary of 

any other than the re a lis tic  mind. As for surrealism, the pioneering 

work of Strindberg in th is strange and heretofore untried land might best 

be viewed as an extension of realism its e lf ,  or the projection of realism 

from the vantage of the subconscious landscape. Romanticism is the t ita n 

lik e  mother of the preceding two movements, and, in the fashion of 

maternity, Strindberg was nurtured on the v ita l food of sensualism and 

revolt. On the broad canvas of his l i f e 's  work, realism form's the basic 

picture, surrealism contributes shades of deeper thought and suggests 

meanings primal and abstract; and the coloration, lig h tly  tin ted , at times, no 

doubt, is romantic. Perhaps only a man of power and genius could have 

effected, with any measure of victory, so unique a blend of thought and 

mode of expression. One can only affirm  that Western drama is much the 

richer for so glorious an e ffo rt.
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