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Introduction

When exploring the landscape of modernist drama, few works are
as challenging or as rewarding as August Strindberg’s A Dream
Play.  Written  in  1901,  this  groundbreaking  play  abandons
traditional narrative structure and instead plunges the audience
into a world where logic bends, characters morph, and time flows
like water. For students and theater enthusiasts alike, a reliable
guide can make all the difference. That is where a A Dream Play
Strindberg  Sparknotes  resource  becomes  invaluable.  This
article  offers  a  comprehensive,  naturally  flowing  exploration  of
Strindberg’s  masterpiece,  weaving  together  summary,  analysis,
themes, and historical context. Whether you are preparing for an
exam,  writing  a  paper,  or  simply  seeking  to  understand  this
enigmatic  work,  the insights  here will  illuminate the dreamlike
corridors of Strindberg’s imagination.

Overview of A Dream Play

A Dream Play is one of August Strindberg’s most experimental and
influential  works.  It  was  first  performed  in  Stockholm  in  1907,
though Strindberg had written it six years earlier. The play is often
described as a precursor to expressionism and surrealism, as it

eschews  realistic  plotting  in  favor  of  a  fluid,  associative  structure
that mimics the logic of dreams. The central character is Indra’s
Daughter,  a divine being who descends to Earth to experience
human  suffering  firsthand.  She  meets  a  series  of  archetypal
figures—an  Officer,  a  Lawyer,  a  Doorkeeper,  and  many
more—each  trapped  in  their  own cycle  of  disappointment  and
longing.

The plot  moves through a  series  of  loosely  connected scenes,
shifting settings from a castle growing out of a dung heap to a
narrow  corridor  of  suffering,  a  beach,  a  theater,  and  finally  a
burning castle. The play ends with Indra’s Daughter returning to
the heavens, leaving behind a sense of profound melancholy and
the suggestion that human existence is a painful but necessary
illusion. For readers seeking a clear roadmap through this complex
work, a A Dream Play Strindberg Sparknotes guide provides
essential  signposts,  highlighting  key  events  and  helping  to
untangle  the  web  of  symbols  and  allusions.

Major Themes

Strindberg packed A Dream Play with themes that resonate deeply
with the human condition. Understanding these themes is crucial
to  any  serious  analysis,  and  they  are  often  a  focal  point  in



SparkNotes summaries.

Existential Suffering and the Human Condition

The  most  pervasive  theme  is  the  universality  of  suffering.  Every
character  the  Daughter  meets  is  trapped:  the  Officer  waits
endlessly for his beloved, the Lawyer wrestles with injustice, the
Doorkeeper  stands  guard  over  a  door  that  leads  nowhere.
Strindberg suggests that suffering is inherent to life, a burden that
cannot  be  escaped.  The  Daughter,  being  divine,  initially  views
suffering with curiosity, but by the play’s end she feels its weight.
This theme aligns with existentialist ideas that would later become
prominent in the works of Sartre and Camus.

The Illusion of Happiness and the Critique of
Society

Strindberg offers a scathing critique of social institutions. Marriage,
education,  religion,  and  justice  are  all  shown  as  hollow  or
oppressive.  The  Officer’s  parents  argue  over  a  silly
misunderstanding; the Lawyer condemns a married couple whose
love has curdled into resentment. The play suggests that society
creates  artificial  barriers  and  false  promises  of  happiness.  The
Daughter’s  repeated  line,  “Human  beings  are  to  be  pitied,”
encapsulates this grim view. A SparkNotes analysis often points
out  that  Strindberg’s  own  tumultuous  marriages  and
disi l lusionment  with  society  color  this  crit ique.

Dream Logic and the Nature of Reality

The  play’s  structure  itself  is  a  theme.  By  using  the  logic  of

dreams—time  jumps,  transformation  of  characters,  impossible
spatial  relationships—Strindberg questions the nature of  reality.
The famous image of a door with a cloverleaf shape symbolizes the
mystery  that  lies  beyond  human understanding.  The  Daughter
asks, “What is behind that door?” but the answer remains elusive.
This motif reinforces the idea that ultimate truth is inaccessible,
and that life is a dream from which we eventually awake.

Key Characters and Symbols

Characters  in  A  Dream  Play  are  often  symbolic  rather  than
psychological.  SparkNotes  guides  typically  break  down  these
figures to help readers grasp their significance.

Indra’s Daughter – A divine visitor who becomes the
audience’s surrogate. She represents compassion and the
desire to understand suffering. Her journey from innocence
to experience mirrors that of a dreamer.
The Officer – A figure of eternal waiting. He waits for his
beloved, for his mother’s approval, for meaning. He is one of
the most poignant characters, embodying the human
tendency to postpone happiness.
The Lawyer – Symbol of justice and its failures. He is denied
a degree because he defended the poor, and his marriage is
a disaster. He represents the impossibility of fairness in an
unjust world.
The Doorkeeper – A figure of duty and limitation. She
stands guard over a secret door, but her function is absurd.
She symbolizes the barriers between humans and truth.
The Door – The most famous symbol in the play. It appears
repeatedly, often locked, and represents the mysteries of
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existence and the afterlife. The cloverleaf shape (like a four-
leaf clover) hints at ancient Norse mythology, but its
meaning remains ambiguous.
The Castle – The growing castle made of human suffering,
which eventually burns. It may represent the edifice of
society or the dreamer’s mind.

A  comprehensive  A  Dream  Play  Strindberg  Sparknotes
resource will include a character map and symbol table, making it
easier  for  students  to  connect  these  elements  to  the  play’s
themes.

The Dream Structure: How Strindberg
Breaks the Rules

One of  the  most  revolutionary  aspects  of  A Dream Play  is  its
structure. Strindberg himself wrote in his preface that the author
“has tried to imitate the disconnected but seemingly logical form
of  the dream.”  The play does not  follow a linear  plot.  Scenes
dissolve into one another;  settings change without explanation;
characters  merge  or  split.  For  example,  the  Officer’s  mother
becomes the Mother in a later scene, and the Lawyer’s wife is also
the Doorkeeper’s daughter. This fluidity can be confusing, but it is
intentional.

To help readers navigate, SparkNotes often provide a scene-by-
scene breakdown that highlights transitions and distortions. The
dream structure serves several purposes:

Emotional Logic: Events are organized by emotional1.

association rather than cause and effect. A feeling of loss
might trigger a memory of a past relationship, and the play
jumps accordingly.
Critique of Realism: Strindberg was reacting against the2.
naturalistic theater of Ibsen and Zola. He believed that
reality is not rational, so theater should reflect that chaos.
Universal Human Experience: Dreams are common to all3.
people. By using dream logic, Strindberg makes his play
accessible on a subconscious level.

For students writing essays, analyzing the dream structure is a rich
topic. A SparkNotes guide will often include discussion questions
such as:  “How does the dream form affect  your  understanding of
the  characters’  suffering?”  or  “What  is  the  purpose  of  the
seemingly  random  transformations?”

Historical Context and Influence

A Dream Play emerged during a period of intense personal crisis
for  Strindberg.  He  had  gone  through  multiple  divorces,  financial
troubles, and a period of religious mysticism. The play reflects his
interest  in  the  occult,  Buddhism,  and  the  writings  of  Emanuel
Swedenborg.  It  also  draws  on  his  experiences  of  exile  and
loneliness. The character of Indra’s Daughter is partly inspired by
Hindu mythology, with Indra being a Vedic god. Strindberg was
fascinated by Eastern philosophies that  view life  as  an illusion
(Maya).

The  play’s  influence  on  later  theater  is  immense.  Expressionist
playwrights like Eugene O’Neill  and Georg Kaiser acknowledged



Strindberg’s debt. Surrealists admired its dreamlike quality. Later,
Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter would explore similar themes of
waiting, suffering, and absurdity. In fact, Waiting for Godot owes a
clear  debt  to  the  Officer’s  eternal  wait  in  A  Dream  Play.
Understanding  this  context  enriches  any  reading,  and  a  good
SparkNotes  resource  will  include  a  section  on  historical
background.

Using SparkNotes for A Dream Play: A
Practical Guide

For many students,  a A Dream Play Strindberg Sparknotes
study aid is the first step to unlocking the text. Here’s how to make
the most of such a resource:

Read the Summary First: Because the plot is fragmented,
an overview helps you keep track of major events and
character appearances.
Examine the Character List: Strindberg often gives
different characters the same names or uses archetypes.
SparkNotes will clarify who is who.
Review the Themes and Symbols: The play is dense with
meaning. A thematic guide will help you see patterns you
might otherwise miss.
Use the Analysis Sections: Many SparkNotes include
scene-by-scene commentary. This is invaluable for writing
essays or preparing for class discussions.
Consider the Quiz Questions: Testing yourself reinforces
learning. Look for sample questions on the dream structure
and the character of Indra’s Daughter.

But remember: SparkNotes are a supplement, not a replacement.
Read  the  original  play  first,  then  use  the  guide  to  deepen  your
understanding. The goal is to engage actively with Strindberg’s
world, not merely to memorize facts.

Critical Interpretations and Modern
Readings

Over the decades, A Dream Play  has been interpreted through
many lenses. Feminist critics often focus on Indra’s Daughter as a
symbol  of  female  suffering  and  the  male  gaze.  Marxist  readings
highlight the critique of class and social institutions. Psychoanalytic
approaches see the play as a journey into the subconscious, with
the dreamer (perhaps Strindberg himself)  confronting repressed
desires and traumas. Environmental interpretations might focus on
the  natural  imagery  and  the  desecration  of  the  landscape  by
human greed.

One  particularly  fascinating  modern  reading  views  the  play
through the lens of climate anxiety. The growing castle of suffering
and the eventual fire could represent the consequences of human
heedlessness—a  prophetic  vision  for  our  own  era.  Such
interpretations keep the play alive and relevant. A comprehensive
SparkNotes discussion often includes multiple critical perspectives
to show that there is no single “correct” reading.

Conclusion

A Dream Play remains a cornerstone of modernist theater, a work
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that challenges audiences to abandon conventional expectations
and surrender to a different kind of logic—the logic of dreams. Its
exploration  of  suffering,  illusion,  and  the  human  condition  is  as
poignant today as it was over a century ago. For anyone seeking to
navigate this intricate and beautiful play, a thoughtful A Dream
Play  Strindberg  Sparknotes  guide  is  an  indispensable

companion. It can illuminate the darkness, clarify the confusion,
and enrich the experience of one of the most original dramatic
works ever written. Whether you are a student, a scholar, or simply
a  lover  of  theater,  Strindberg’s  dream awaits.  Step in,  but  be
prepared:  not  all  doors  are  meant  to  be  opened,  and  some
questions have no answers.


