Introduction

August Strindberg (1849-1912) was a Swedish playwright. In his preface to Miss Julie,
Strindberg speculates about bringing radical change to the theatre.

"Preface" to Miss Julie (1893)

As far as the scenery is concerned, | have borrowed from impressionistic painting its
asymmetry, its quality of abruptness, and have thereby in my opinion strengthened the
illusion. Because the whole room and all its contents are not shown, there is a chance
to guess at things—that is, our imagination is stirred into complementing our vision. |
have made a further gain in getting rid of those tiresome exits by means of doors,
especially as stage doors are made of canvas and swing back and forth at the lightest
touch. They are not even capable of expressing the anger of an irate pater
familias who, on leaving his home after a poor dinner, slams the door behind him "so
that it shakes the whole house." (On the stage the house sways.) | have also contented
myself with a single setting, and for the double purpose of making the figures become
parts of their surroundings, and of breaking with the tendency toward luxurious
scenery. But having only a single setting, one may demand to have it real. Yet nothing
is more difficult than to get a room that looks something like a room, although, the
painter can easily enough produce waterfalls and flaming volcanoes. Let it go at
canvas for the walls, but we might be done with the painting of shelves and kitchen
utensils on the canvas. We have so much else on the stage that is conventional, and in
which we are asked to believe, that we might at least be spared the too great effort of

believing in painted pans and kettles.

| have placed the rear wall and table diagonally across the stage in order to make the
actors show full face and half profile to the audience when they sit opposite each other
at the table. In the opera "Aida" | noticed an oblique background, which led the eye out
into unseen prospects. And it did not appear to be the result of any reaction against the

fatiguing right angle.

Another novelty well needed would be the abolition of the footlights. The light from
below is said to have for its purpose to make the faces of the actors look fatter. But |
cannot help asking: why must all actors be fat in the face? Does not this light from
below tend to wipe out the subtler lineaments in the lower part of the face, and
especially around the jaws? Does it not give a false appearance to the nose and cast
shadows upward over the eyes? If this be not so, another thing is certain: namely, that

the eyes of the actors suffer from the light, so that the effective play of their glances is



precluded. Coming from below, the light strikes the retina in places generally protected
(except in sailors, who have to see the sun reflected in the water), and for this reason
one observes hardly anything but a vulgar rolling of the eyes, either sideways or
upwards, toward the galleries, so that nothing but the white of the eye shows. Perhaps
the same cause may account for the tedious blinking of which especially the actresses
are guilty. And when anybody on the stage wants to use his eyes to speak with, no
other way is left him but the poor one of staring straight at the public, with whom he or
she then gets into direct communication outside of the frame provided by the setting.
This vicious habit has, rightly or wrongly, been named "to meet friends." Would it not be
possible by means of strong sidelights (obtained by the employment of reflectors, for
instance) to add to the resources already possessed by the actor? Could not his
mimicry be still further strengthened by use of the greatest asset possessed by the

face: the play of the eyes?

Of course, | have no illusions about getting the actors to play for the public and not at it,
although such a change would be highly desirable. | dare not even dream of beholding
the actor's back throughout an important scene, but | wish with all my heart that crucial
scenes might not be played in the centre of the proscenium, like duets meant to bring
forth applause. Instead, | should like to have them laid in the place indicated by the
situation. Thus | ask for no revolutions, but only for a few minor modifications. To make
a real room of the stage, with the fourth wall missing, and a part of the furniture placed

back toward the audience, would probably produce a disturbing effect at present.

In wishing to speak of the facial make-up, | have no hope that the ladies will listen to
me, as they would rather look beautiful than lifelike. But the actor might consider
whether it be to his advantage to paint his face so that it shows some abstract type
which covers it like a mask. Suppose that a man puts a markedly choleric line between
the eyes, and imagine further that some remark demands a smile of this face fixed in a
state of continuous wrath. What a horrible grimace will be the result? And how can the
wrathful old man produce a frown on his false forehead, which is smooth as a billiard
ball?

In modern psychological dramas, where the subtlest movements of the soul are to be
reflected on the face rather than by gestures and noise, it would probably be well to
experiment with strong sidelight on a small stage, and with unpainted faces, or at least

with @ minimum of make-up.



If, in addition, we might escape the visible orchestra, with its disturbing lamps and its
faces turned toward the public; if we could have the seats on the main floor (the
orchestra or the pit) raised so that the eyes of the spectators would be above the knees
of the actors; if we could get rid of the boxes with their tittering parties of diners; if we
could also have the auditorium completely darkened during the performance; and fif,
first and last, we could have a small stage and a small house: then a new dramatic art
might rise, and the theatre might at least become an institution for the entertainment of

people with culture.
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