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STRINDBERG'S CAREER IN THE POLISH THEATRE

An investigation of Strindberg 's impact on Polish literatu re  and the 
Polish theatre presents many problems. The very nam e of the Swedish 
dram atist has always stirred up an emotional response. He was adored 
or violently opposed, proclaimed a severe m oralist or denounced as de­
praved. And instead of encouraging critics to m ake scholarly studies, 
these emotional reactions were an obstacle to them. This is one of the 
reasons for the lack of serious and responsible studies of S trindberg when 
his works first appeared on the Polish lite ra ry  scene. A nother reason 
is connected w ith the general situation in the field of theatrical criticism  
and research in the days of the so-called Young Poland, a t the close of 
the 19th century. There w ere no theatrical libraries, archives, or m u­
seums, and th ere  was scarcely anyone aw are enough to collect theatrical 
documents of any kind. That is w hy an historian  of the theatrical life has 
hardly any evidence available.

The difficulties I have m entioned are certainly not a feature  particu­
lar to the Polish situation: they w ere probably common to all countries 
at that time. Nevertheless, it  would be useful to rem ind you of the han­
dicaps that confront an historian of the theatre  w hen he tries to establish 
the facts. ’

If, despite all this, we can still be so bold as to promise you a survey 
of Strindberg’s theatrical career in Poland, it is only possible because 
of Strindberg’s theatrical career in Poland, it  is only possible because 
thdlic University in Lublin, in the years 1966/68.

The idea of undertaking such a survey can be entirely  justified. In 
studying the Great Theatrical Revolution we realized how m uch S trind­
berg had contributed to change the very idea of the theatre, and how 
deeply the Intim a Teatern as a concept of the new theatre  had influenced 
European culture. So the problem  of Strindberg and the Polish thea­
ter, as manifold and complex as it appeared to us, seemed to require some 
solution. We decided then to concentrate on this problem, w ithout losing
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sight of the twofold fram ew ork w hich had to be taken into account: na­
m ely, th a t S trindberg’s theatre  ought to  be considered not only w ithin 
the fram ew ork of its period, bu t against the background of later theatri­
cal developm ents and trends as well. W ithout th is double approach we 
would not be able to establish S trindberg 's due place in our contemporary 
culture.

The gathering of m aterials proved extrem ely difficult: M arian Lewko 
toured all the libraries in the country and interview ed m any actors and 
producers. His inqu iry  has elicited m any unknow n facts, and it would 
be w orthw hile, perhaps, to  present them  in  some detail, particu larly  those 
referring  to the  period of Strindberg 's first appearance in  the Polish 
theatre , a period w hich closed in  1918, the  year in  which the first World 
W ar ended. In  subsequent years, in terest in S trindberg dram as decreased, 
and not un til recently  was it  to revive in  Poland.

The problem  w hich w ill concern us first can be called t h e  c h o i c e  
o f  t h e  m o d e l .  S trindberg’s dram as w ere successively accepted and 
in terp reted  in  Poland as possible models of the naturalistic and inde­
pendent th ea tre  (théâtre libre), as so-called „somnam bulistic” drama; 
as m odern m ystery  -play; as expressionisti-c theatre , and eventually as 
existentialist dram a. The la tte r refers to quite recent Polish in terp reta­
tions and productions.

From  the  very beginning, Strindberg 's growing fame in Poland stood 
in  paradoxical opposition to  the  scarcity of tex ts  available to Polish 
readers: un til S trindberg’s death (1912) of the 60 dramas he wrote, no 
m ore than  3 had been published (The Father, Miss Julie, Comrades). Let 
us add th a t the  situation  has not changed much up to now, although a re ­
cently published volume (1962) contains some new translations. We still 
do no t know  (except from  th e  stage) th e  tex ts of Dance of Death, Advent, 
To Damascus, Easter, Sw anevit and m any other dramas.

Since m ost of these dram as have been perform ed in Polish theatres, 
they m ust have been translated, and some of these translations are avai­
lable in m anuscripts or typescripts, scattered about in  theatrical libraries 
and archives.

Polish readers had th e ir first opportunity  to become acquainted w ith 
S trindberg 's short stories in 1885. The nex t years brought some of his 
novels and other stories. According to Polish critics of th a t time, S trind­
berg was considered the most prom inent realistic w riter: his deep psy­
chology, „true to life”, has been often emphasized. S trindberg’s popula­
rity  centered in W arsaw — the  recognized centre of positivist and reali­
stic trends. The m ystery  plays, although well known to Polish critics
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(in German translations, probably), w ere  considered a transien t oddity 
of the w riter at tha t time.

The only dram as which w ere edited at the end of the century w ere 
The Father and Miss Julie. Both aroused in terest — not w ithout a fla­
vour of scandal — and w ere widely discussed in Polish literary  m aga­
zines. The discussion focused on social and psychological problem s; ne­
vertheless, the novelty of the theatrical concept, S trindberg 's conscious 
and sharp drawing of characters, did not pass unnoticed. The critics paid 
great attention to the w riter's theoretical form ulas as expressed in  his 
prefaces and articles, and some of them , especially the preface to Miss 
Julie, were reprin ted  two or three times.

Compared w ith  these early discussions and translations, the staging 
of Strindberg’s first play in Poland seems very belated. Up to now, 1908 
has been accepted by Polish critics as the year of S trindberg 's first sta­
ging in our country. But the recent inquiries by M r Lewko have made 
it possible to move that date back to 1905. The shift concerns not only 
the date, bu t also the play produced first. I t  was Simoom, not The Father, 
that began Strindberg's career in the Polish theatre.

Sim oom 1 s prem ière took place in the  Eliseum (Warsaw). This play 
was pu t on by an am ateur theatrical society (Towarzystwo Miłośników 
Sceny) along w ith two of Axel Steenbuch's plays (Father and Mazourka). 
The whole evening repertoire was dedicated to Scandinavian authors. 
Scandinavism (or septentrionalism ) had been extrem ely popular in  Po­
land since the 80‘s, and since 1891 the term  s c a n d i n a v i s m  was in 
frequent use in Polish criticism.

But is the date 1905 really so belated? It is, if we consider the first 
performance of Strindberg in the Swedish and German theatres as a point 
of reference. The theatres of some other Slavonic countries, the Russian 
and Czech theatres — had preceded us too, although by only a few 
years. On the o ther hand, the Polish theatre  had preceded the United 
States, England, and Japan.

Coming back to Simoom: in the same year 1905 two o ther theatres 
(that of Wrocław, then Breslau, and Kom issarzewskaya's in  Moscow) pro­
duced it too. To which of those th ree  cities does the honour of having 
introduced Sim oom  on the foreign stage first belong? This cannot be 
decided w ithout fu rther investigation. The question still rem ains open.

In W arsaw Simoom  seems to have been perform ed as a naturalistic 
drama, all its expressionistic potentialities being neglected. The W arsaw 
theatres still followed the naturalistic m odel of the théâ tre  libre, al­
though they were already acquainted w ith Przybyszewski's and other 
new dramas.
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Thus the first phase of S trindberg 's reception in Poland was cha­
racterized by adoption of his early naturalistic theatre, in terpreted  both 
as a reaction against the mild, meek realism  of the previous period, and 
as a protest against the so-called idealistic theatre.

The plays of S trindberg’s naturalistic  period w ere represented on 
our stages by 5 dram as: Simoom, The Father, Miss Julie, Creditors, and 
Comrades. (We are giving these according to the chronological sequence 
of their appearance in our theatres). All of them  w ere presented as spe­
cimens of a new, bold, revolutionary theatre, although not very many 
producers w ere conscious of S trindberg 's artistic novelties. Both the pro­
ducers and the audiences seemed in terested in these plays for their 
social problem s ra th e r than  for their theatrical concepts. Hence only 
psychological, moral, and social aspects of the play w ere subject to dis­
cussion and the plays them selves w ere usually considered to be extre­
m ely drastic, im m oral, provocative. Had those plays not been regarded 
as offending, they  probably would have been staged in Poland some 
years earlier. Some allusions by Polish critics of that tim e suggest that 
censorship — both Russian and A ustrian — played a decisive p a rt in 
the  story.

Most often during tha t period The Father as well as Miss Julie  was 
produced w ith  illusionistic scenery: S trindberg’s own stage directions 
w ere either neglected or m isinterpreted. There were, however, some ex­
ceptions. One of the  m ost interesting examples of the ambitious attem pts 
at a new, anti-illusionistic setting took place in Warsaw) The Indepen­
dent Stage of the so-called L ittle Theatre) in  1910. Bolesław Gorczyński, 
director of tha t experim ental little  theatre, tried  to make use of the new 
theatrical ideas practised by  R einhardt and Fuchs a t the K uenstlertheater 
in  Munich. Miss Julie  w as staged against a background of curtains and 
draperies. This perform ance — the first in W arsaw — was m uch discus­
sed and gave rise to violent attacks against the dram atist as well as the 
producer. Nevertheless, the most aware critics declared it an artistic 
achievement.

A nother representative of S trindberg 's naturalistic dramas, The 
Father, was introduced to the Polish stage in 1908 and was repeatedly 
perform ed until about 1934. It is notew orthy that an outstanding Polish 
playw right, Gabriela Zapolska, a t tha t tim e in the cast of Antoine's 
thea tre  in  Paris, fostered the idea of staging The Father in  W arsaw as 
early  as 1895. This dram a retu rned  to the Polish stage in 1955, after 
a 20-year absence. But, the break w as not complete: just after the Se­
cond W orld War, in 1946 and 1947, th ree  theatres presented The Father. 
A fter that, perfom ance was not perm itted until 1955, when S trindberg’s 
dram as again retu rned  to the Polish stage.
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Today, The Father no longer is the only or the most popular Strind- 
bergian dram a: it appears a lternately  w ith other plays.

The second decade of our century may be called The Father‘s trium ­
phant m arch through the Polish country. This trem endous success is 
a sort of paradox and puzzle. How was this success m ade possible while 
critics were firm ly pointing out all the weaknesses of the play and were 
steadily denouncing it as an out-of-faishion, traditionalist, naturalistic  
scheme? This cold or angry criticism  was opposed by the most enthusias­
tic reaction of audiences who had repeatedly clam ored for revivals.

A paradox of a similar kind happens so often tha t it is well known 
to historians of the theatre. The puzzle is easy to solve: the leading part 
in the play during that period had an ex traord inary  in terp re ter: The 
Father was acted by Adwentowicz, and th is became his most w ell-know n 
role. For almost 40 years (from 1908 to 1946) Adwentowicz toured the 
entire country preceded by his legend, and the people rushed not so 
much to see the play, as to admire the fam ous a rtist's  skill. Let me re­
mind you, incidentally, that Scandinavian roles were his particu lar spe­
ciality: Adwentowicz achieved utm ost success in  Ibsen's and Strindberg 's 
plays. M anders'role in The Ghosts was his last perform ance. A fatal 
stroke took him off stage: the perform ance had to be in terrupted.

Adwentowicz's acting had a strong impact on the S trindbergian tra ­
dition in Poland, and for a long tim e our actors w ere reluctan t to take 
up his parts, afraid of unfavorable comparison.

Along w ith Adwentowicz, a famous tragic actress, S tan isław a. Wy­
socka, contributed considerably to S trindberg 's popularity  in Poland. 
The older generation still rem em bers her as Laura in The Father and 
Eliza in Pelican. For some years we have been observing a definite re­
vival of the latter play: a t the beginning of 1970 Pelican was produced 
at three Polish theatres (at the Dram atic School of W arsaw, in Łódź 
and in Wrocław).

From among the plays representing the naturalistic  phase of S trind­
berg's dramas, Comrades and Creditors (1910) had some success before 
the first World War, bu t none of them  was ever popular in  our country, 
and both have fallen into oblivion.

The most interesting set of S trindberg’s plays are certainly those w ri­
tten after Inferno, hence those belonging to his post-naturalistic period. 
Although a t every stage of his creative w ork S trindberg’s dram as acted 
as inspiration and challenge to the theatre, the post-naturalistic dram as 
are still regarded as anticipating m any later theatrical inventions and 
new currents.
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Not all of them  w ere pu t on the Polish stage — but almost every 
so-called m ystic play (A dven t, Easter, To Damascus) aroused interest 
before or ju st after the F irst W orld War. Crime and Crimes was among 
the first stagings in  Poland (1905) — under the changed title Folly. It 
preceded by  th ree  year's The Father and Miss Julie. In  1913 The Thun­
derstorm  was perform ed in  Lwów arid this was among the very first 
foreign productions of the play. To Damascus was discussed in 1908 and 
later was p u t on the list of fu tu re  repertory  projects — a list which was 
to contain m any of S trindberg 's dramas, m ost of them  never produced.

These non-realized ¡plans deserve attention. Sometimes the play was 
in rehearsal and almofst ready; in  o ther cases the  censor’s intervention 
put an end to the preparations; in  most cases, however, the very reason 
of the failure is to be elucidated.

The Spook Sonata was among the most prom ising of those expected 
but never achieved productions. One of our distinguished directors, Ta­
deusz Pawlikowski, was to p resen t it in  Cracow in 1913. Most likely, he 
m et S trindberg  him self abroad, and for m any years he thought of intro­
ducing his plays on the stage tha t he directed. In 1913, just after again 
becoming director of the thea tre  in Cracow, he planned to open the 
season w ith  The Spook Sonata, which would have been its first foreign 
production. U nfortunately, the young producer, to whom — on Przy- 
byszewski's insistence — the task had been entrusted, was not able to 
m eet the task. The production m ight have been an artistic failure, so 
Pawlikowski chose to call the perform ance off.

The Spook Sonata was to w ait more than  50 years before being pre­
sented to a  large audience by Jerzy  Kreczm ar a t the Teatr Polski in 1965, 
w here it achieved a well deserved success. We learned recently that it 
was staged in the  Sum m er of 1926 at the Formist Theatre in Zakopane. 
The producer was the famous Polish playw right, the founder of our 
avant-garde theatre, Stanisław  Ignacy Witkiewicz. Since the audience 
was very limited, the production passed almost unnoticed.

Once more we have to m ention Pawlikowski's bold initiative, even 
earlier than  th a t m entioned above. The producer, excellent connaisseur 
of the m odem  theatre, who had introduced in Cracow m any of the new 
dram as at the close of the  19th century, decided to stage Sw anevit in 
1908, a t the same time, it not earlier, as Strindberg, who put Swanevit 
on his stage a t the Intim a Teatern, in  the  autum n of 1908. This time 
the perform ance had to be cancelled because of the protest of local 
authorities. The dram a seemed too risky from  the financial point of view. 
The A ustrian censor's stam p on the m anuscript rem ains as lasting evi­
dence of th a t attem pt. The same script was used by Teatr Lwowski in
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1918; although the play was rehearsed, there is no evidence for its being 
produced.

In the theatrical lib rary  of Katowice there is another translation of 
Sw anevit w hich seems to  have been done later. B ut w hen was i t  done? 
And on which theatre  order? A nother puzzle to be solved.

In the same year 1908 another famous m an of the theatre, Kazimierz 
Kamiński, planned to  p u t Eric X IV  on the  W arsaw stage. The transla tion  
had been made by the well-known critic, Adolf Nowaczyński; the project 
aroused a vivid in terest and was m uch discussed in  the Polish press. 
This tim e the Russian censorship's opposition proved to be an insuper­
able barrier. The censor’s verdict ran  as follows: „The king is presented 
with irreverence and behaves w ithout any dignity. Eventually the re­
bellion is victorious". W hat a  precious historical document proving how 
weak and uncertain the governm ent felt, to be so suspicious and look 
for political allusions everywhere!

It is impossible to p resent in detail a ll th e  cases of reperto ry  plans 
tha t failed. They are quite num erous. N evertheless the  already  m entio­
ned cases can give an idea of the  difficulties the  thea tres  had to overco­
me in order to stage Strindberg 's plays. The directors had to cope w ith 
official censorship as well as w ith  an inner, social censorship, and w ith 
financial issues as well. And last bu t not least, some productions were 
hindered by a lack of actors suitable for S trindbergian roles. Soon it be­
came obvious tha t Strindberg 's dram as required  in terp re ters of utm ost 
skill and training. The success of these dram as always has depended 
upon the actors.

Among the Polish productions two more should be m entioned: the 
only perform ance of A dven t in Poland (1918) and the Polish prem ière 
of Dance of Death. The form er took place in Cracow (1918), the la tte r 
in W arsaw (1917). Upon fu rther investigation the first production of 
Dance of Death m ay be traced back to  another date; some facts indicate 
that it possibly took place before 1910.

When compared w ith  the year of its creation (1898), the first pro­
duction of A dvent in Cracow (1918) seems extrem ely belated. In  order 
to gain the proper perspective for this fact, we should add th a t the Cra- 
cowian prem ière had preceded th a t of the Swedish theatre 's  (1926), and 
that it followed the world prem ière a t the K uenstlertheater in Munich 
by only 3 years.

The Polish literary  world expressed its approval in m any articles: 
the Polish critics emphasized the religious aspect of the m ystery play 
and pointed out the revival of the religious theatre  a t th a t time. Enthu­
siasm was not quite unanimous, however; one of the critics (Szyjkowski)
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led a violent attack agains the producer (Trzciński) on that occasion, cal­
ling they  play ,,the pathological fru it of an unsound m ind”. There were 
some other objections too: namely, against the naturalistic acting which 
did not m atch the symbolistic setting of the play. The naturalistic tra ­
dition of the  Polish actors, still supported by Stanislaw ski’s authority, 
was so strong in those years th a t it  proved hard  to overcome. The sta- 
ge-designers w ere m uch more advanced than  the actors.

It is really regrettable th a t such an interesting play as Advent has 
never re tu rned  to an Polish stage.

On the o ther hand, Dance of Death, ever since its prem ière (1917), 
has always ranked among the most popular of Strindbergian plays. As 
in the case of A dvent, R einhard t’s production of 1912 encouraged the 
Polish director to introduce it  onto our stages. The play achieved a consi­
derable success once more, and since then the part of Edgar has become 
associated w ith  Adwentowicz's name.

The audience was shocked by this demonic rôle, interpreted with 
utm ost precision and cold economy. The play seemed superior to the 
others in every respect. And this perform ance gave b irth  to the popu­
larity  Dance of Death has enjoyed since tha t time. It seems now the 
most a ttractive and the m ost theatrical of Strindberg 's plays. After 
S trindberg was reintroduced into the Polish theatre  in 1955, Dance of 
Death has been his m ost often perform ed drama. In 1967 alone, three 
theatres (Gdańsk, Kraków, W arszawa) produced this play. One of these 
productions w as presented a t the  festival of Toruń, in 1967.

W hen compared w ith  the pre-w ar period, and especially that prece­
ding the F irst W orld War, our theatres 'recent achievements do not seem 
very  imposing: the num ber of plays presented in our theatres is very 
small. M any of the plays tha t used to be produced or prepared for the 
stage, have never been staged since: for example, Simoom, Crime and 
Crimes, Creditors, Comrades, The Thunderstorm , Advent. The case of 
Svoanevit has been already mentioned.

On the o ther hand, our generation has had the opportunity  of seeing 
two excellent plays not staged previously (although they were in pre­
paration): The Spook Sonata  and Eric XI V.  Owing to a young university 
dram atic society of Cracow, „Theatre 38”, The Spook Sonata  was intro­
duced to the Polish thea tre  in 1964. A year la te r the Theatre Polish in  
W arsaw followed suit. The dram a was already known to the audiences, 
since our magazine Dialog had published it before.

The Polish prem ière of Eric (1961) becam e an event vividly discussed 
by Polish critics. The political problem  of the play was associated with 
the Shakespearian historical tragedies, extrem ely  popular in  recent years,
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which have been presented by m any theatres and in terpreted  in term s 
of present reality  by Jan  K ott in his well known book: Shakespeare  — 
Our Contemporary. The phrasing was applied to S trindberg as well: 
Strindberg — our contemporary.

Despite the scarcity of published tex ts and the small num ber of 
Strindberg's plays perform ed in our theatres today, there is much evi­
dence for a growing in terest in the Strindbergian theatre  in our country. 
This in terest is shared by the critics, by those of the theatres as w ell as 
of television and radio. Strindberg is considered no longer as a dange­
rous or unsound w riter: no one is concerned any more about the influ­
ence he may exert on the young people.

It would be interesting, perhaps, to stress the contribution of the 
Polish television in this respect. Sofar, 8 plays have been presented, 
three of them  never previously produced in any theatre  (Actresses, Pa- 
rias, Leka med elden). At present, a television production of Creditors 
is being planned.

The context of contem porary theatrical events makes us regard him 
as an „angry young m an” of his epoch; as a bold innovator and revo­
lutionist of the theatre. S trindberg’s inspiration has visibly influenced 
the expressionistic phenomena in theatrical a rt as w ell as m any other 
events. The apologists of all contem porary tendencies in the theatre 
appeal to Strindberg as their predecessor and patron. His au thority  is 
invoked to patronize naturalistic and symbolic dram a; short, one-act 
forms as well as vast mass shows; the revival of religious dram a and 
the theatre of cruelty. S trindberg 's nam e has become associated w ith 
Shakespeare's historical tragedies, w ith Ionesco and Beckett, w ith  Artaud. 
The Polish critics have taken up the problem  of all these affinities and 
have discussed it extensively these last few  years.

Since the lack of Strindbergian texts has been considered an obstacle 
to securing a be tter knowledge of the w riter, some new initiatives and 
works are already in progress. In addition to some planned theatrical 
productions, a new publication is being considered, namely, an anthology 
of Strindberg's theatrical ideas. The book is to be included in  the series 
entitled „Theories of the Contemporary Theatre”. S trindberg w ill join 
Craig, Tairov, Meyerhold, W achtangow, A rtaud  and Claudel. Let us hope, 
too, that at last all those translations, which at present are unavailable, 
save to the scholars, in the archives, will appear in p rin t soon.

Strifldberg's impact on the Polish theatre  certainly deserves a large 
monograph. It would be a colourful survey of m any prom inent names 
and events which have shaped the history of our theatre  for the last 
seventy years.


