
häxorna i torsåker
the witches of torsåker 1977

a n i a r a 19 8 2

mirad – en pojke från bosnien
mirad—a boy from bosnia 1994

emilia! emilia! 1976

underjordens leende
the smile of hades 19 8 2

unga klara berät tar livet
unga klara on life 19 8 2



g a b r i e l l e 1975 en man gjuten i ett stycke
a man cast in one piece
1976 måsen/the seagull 1 9 97

affären danton/the danton affair 19 8 6

s p r i t / l i q u o r 1978

» r « 199 0

typ 931 oidipus/oedipus 1993

W h at Is U n ga K l a r a ?

U n ga K l a ra is an o n g o i ng e x p l o r a t i on o f
t he p o s s i b i l i t i es of t h e a t r e, s t i l l
u n d er t he l e a d e r s h ip of S u z a n ne O s t e n ,
a r t i s t ic d i r e c t or s i n ce i ts c r e a t i on
in 1 9 7 5.

T he c o m p a ny is a s e p a r a te e n t i ty
within the C i ty T h e a t re of S t o c k h o l m,
h a v i ng t wo s t a g e s, i ts o wn b u d g e t ,
acting ensemble a nd o r g a n i s a t i o n .

” U n ga K l a ra is a l i t t le b it l i ke R e a l
M a d r i d” ( t he f o o t b a ll t e a m ), s a ys
t he d r a m a t i s t, M a t t i as A n d e r s s o n.
” O ne t a k es f or g r a n t ed t h at o ne w i ll
w in e v e r y t h i n g”.

Is t h at r e a l ly s o ?
A n u m b er of p e o p l e, e a ch i m p o r t a nt t o
U n ga K l a r a, t ry to p ut t h e ir f i n g er o n
w h at e x a c t ly U n ga K l a ra i s .

L o t ta F r i s t o r p, e d i t o r

det kungliga teaterdagiset/the royal theatre nursery 2 0 0 1



‘What I hate in children’s culture is the dimi-

nution of feelings. Things only almost become

angry, almost become sad, almost become dis-

gusting. When children are supposed to vomit

on stage, it’s diminished to a little sob.

It seems that the responsibility of adults

imposes a kind of stopper upon feelings child-

ren have, like a kind of condom. I get so bored

when I see bad children’s theatre, well-

meaning crap.

‘Of course, it’s about nostalgia. Nobody has

an interest in children really, or takes them

seriously. But good art turns your thinking

completely upside down and children need

that too. 

‘We adults haven’t got the energy to cope

with children.  They’re difficult to be with.

I don’t say that I’m better but I do say that

I’ve seen through it. I feel betrayed when I sit

in a theatre and see something well-

meaning and dishonest. 

‘I felt compelled to come up with an alter-

native. And I’ve met self-deluding adults who

say: “children won’t understand that.” Adults

are not good at living in the here and now.

We live either in the past or the future. Some-

times I almost become ill from pining for my

childhood. I have incre d i b ly sensuous memo-

ries of my childhood experiences, but they are

short, happy, fleeting moments.

‘I look back to my wounds and upsets and

transform them. I have written about and

made th e a t re of my childhood with a moth er

who was psychologically ill, and criticised 

people who saw what life was like for me then

but didn’t intervene. But would it have been

better to be adopted? Would I have then have

eternally missed my mother? Bad things bind

us together enormously. Everything I say about

dishonest ways of depicting childhood has to

do with me wanting to satisfy the child that I

once was.

‘Nostalgia is fog—it’s a way of forgetting

and making things cosy. What I mean when I

talk about children’s theatre as revolution is

about turning every assumption on its head.

‘One of my first productions at Unga Klara,

Medea’s Children (1975), was a symbolically

important play. It was about divorce and took

the children’s part. We who worked on the pro-

duction were divorced and it became a settling

of accounts with our own inabilities. In a way,

Medea’s Children is the antecedent to The Girl,

the Mother and the Rubbish (1998). Both are

about mothers whose agony drains into the

children. Now, when we’re embarking upon a

new interpretation of Medea’s Children, people

say: “But everybody’s divorcing”.

But they haven’t understood how incredibly

decisive a divorce is for the lives of the child-

ren, even if the divorce is “amicable”. Yes, soci-

ety accepts divorce nowadays. But if infidelity

can break an adult, then for a child divorce can

be as powerful as a murder threat. It threatens

their very existence. But that’s what is so good

about the Classics—they took catastrophe

Suzanne Osten, director and
artistic director of Unga
Klara since its foundation
in 1975, is also a Professor
at the Stockholm Dramatic
Institute, a film-maker and
an incisive social commenta-
tor. Becomes bored as quick-
ly as she becomes involved. 



Po l i t i c a l ly awa re, playful and consta n t ly
a t t e mpting to roll back the th e a t r i c a l
limits—in the eyes of critics somet i m e s
s u c c e s s f u l ly, sometimes not — these are
the definitions to which rev i ewe rs most
o ften return when describing Un ga Kla-
ra. Yet within the comp a ny th e re is anot-
her notion that consta n t ly re c u rs when
we want to get to the heart of our wo rk,
and that is the ch i l d ’s pers p e c t i ve.  

‘What’s the child’s perspective on this?’ we

ask when discussing a project. Perhaps this

sounds a bit hazy, but it’s a way of questioning

what is important in the work, where the con-

flicts are, and who has the power.

When Suzanne Osten and Per Lysander wro-

te Unga Klara’s first production, Medea’s Child-

ren in 1975, they had a clear idea in mind.

It was the concept that gave Suzanne Osten

the opportunity to launch Unga Klara as an

independent company within the City Theatre

of Stockholm.  In the Greek classical drama

of Medea on which the play was based, two

parents fight a furiously bloody battle follo-

wing their separation during which their child-

ren, despite being frequently referred to, have

only a few lines to speak. In Medea’s children,

the children were to be the main focus; now

they would say what their parents’ wrangling

meant to them.  

In the same way, Unga Klara has in one pro-

duction after another over the years looked at

the condition of children. Sometimes we have

taken on concrete issues, such as the alcoho-

lism of parents, anorexia, the madness of

parents, suicide, or the trials of having to live

under cover in a foreign country. And in this

way Unga Klara’s lightheartedness in creating

theatre encounters serious themes. 

Sometimes the perspective has extended

even further: in The Piggle (1991), the psycho-

analysis of a two-year-old girl was portrayed; in

Irina’s New Life (1996), a woman with Down’s

Syndrome told the story of Ronja Rövardotter

[a novel by Astrid Lindgren] in her own way.

The child was allowed to tear apart the adult

world.  

The child's perspective is just that: attack-

ing entrenched power from the viewpoint of

the powerless, since children are always power-

less in relation to adults. 

And yet one might ask what is the child’s

perspective in a production such as The Main

Thing? (2002.) Well, we would probably say

that it lies in the affirmation of the right of

the young to form their own identities, and

perhaps also in the interest in psychoanalysis.

It has not only been a way of interpreting the

world, and I think in that sense our way of

using psychoanalysis has changed over the

years; but it is also an expression of something

very simple: the will, without prejudice, to

investigate the power and clarity of childhood

e x p erience in ord er to cre a te art i stic expression. 

Good theatre is often exaggerated yet truth-

ful, and at the same time rather like those

childhood memories that are so profound they

leave an indelible mark upon the mind.

Erik Uddenberg, d r a m a t u r g

T heC h i ld’sP e r s p e c t i v eseriously. Nowadays we psychologise and 

trivialise the catastrophes in life.

‘I’d like to challenge our audience with an

non-ingratiating classic. Perhaps I would like

to do a A Chief Thing for five-year-olds, or

something that’s a matter of life or death

to 10—13 year-olds.

‘What is Unga Klara? As a place to be, we’re

not a particularly matey. But at best, we’re

an advanced intellectual and avant-garde

laboratory. If there’s anything folksy about

Unga Klara it’s the absolute determination 

to take our work to an audience.

‘I work best when the wind’s against me.

I develop through resistance. I’m good at 

creating space, although nobody wants to

give it to me. Nagging pays off, my mother

said. I’ve lived up to that.

‘Unga Klara is the will to meet an audience.

That’s enormously important and it comes

from me. I have a teacher within me.  I’m enor-

mously fond of creating dialogue and often

strike up a good relationship with people. I

feel safe when I get people going.  I must have

learnt that early on, probably from my teacher,

Miss Margareta. She acknowledged me. 

“Yes, you’re ok and we’ll listen.” She was a 

passionate woman with a great fervour who

wrote a book advocating that secretaries stand

up for their rights. She formed my image of the

teacher as an artist.  Miss Margareta took her

pupils—all of them—completely seriously. She

treated us with respect.

‘That was before “the male gaze” fell upon

me, before I changed from skinny tomboy and

gang leader to a bimbo. For several years I was

unhappy in my new attractive huge body that I

tried to diet away. All that I made into theatre.

‘Unga Klara will soon have had thirty years

of freedom within the confines of The City

Theatre of Stockholm. What will we do then?

I’m scared almost to death of stagnating. So

the new vision looks like this: we shall do new

things with the audience, riskier things.  

Repeating the Unga Klara concept would be

like putting on a straitjacket. It would bore me.

I must have a different sort of jacket to wear.

Developing the ensemble would be good, but

the ensemble must also develop itself. It’s

good that they slide off sometimes and don’t

think of Unga Klara as a home.  I think that in

the future we will have 24 actors some years

and 4 in others. 

‘It’s good when people in the ensemble try

directing and writing. I believe in Unga Klara

as “research theatre”, that we assume the

responsibility of showing our way of working

to a younger generation of theatre workers. I

would like to tie film-makers into the group,

bring in dynamic teachers and guest specia-

lists, and it would be good if we ourselves

tutor and teach within our fields. I believe in

Unga Klara combining a research profile with

a responsibility to its audience.

‘And apart from an non-ingratiating classic

perhaps I’d like to do baby theatre. As a kind

of visceral happening.’ ●



U n ga K l a r a
1 9 7 5 – 2 0 0 3

GA B R I E L L E 1975

M E D E A’S CH I L D R E N 1975

THE VA M P I R E 1975 

A MAN CA ST IN ONE PIECE 1976

THE BITTER TEARS OF PETRA VON KANT 1976

THE PRINCESSES AT HAGA 1976

THE HUNTING OF THE SNA K E S 1976

EMILIA! EMILIA! 1976

THE WITCHES OF TO R SÅ K E R 1977

LA Z A R I L LO 1977

CH I L D CA BA R E T 1977

P R I NCE FREE OF SORROW 1977

C LASS 6D, SW E D E N, THE WO R L D 1978

THE SW E ATY TIGER 1978

L I Q U O R 1978

THE CHILDREN OF THE FRO ST M O O R 1978

VIOLENT LOV E 1979

RO M E O & S I G N E 1979

A TA STE OF HONEY 1981

THE PORK HORSES 1981

U NGA KLARA ON LIFE 19 8 2

A N I A R A 19 8 2

THE SMILE OF HADES 19 8 2

A CLEAN GIRL 1983

A WINTER’S TA L E 1983

HITLER’S CHILDHOOD, PA RT 1 1984

HITLER’S CHILDHOOD, PA RT 2 1984

THE PERFO R M A NCE ABOUT GOD 1985

CH I L D H AT R E D 1985

THE DA N TON AFFA I R 19 8 6

M E TA M O R P H O S 19 8 6

E V E RYONE – EXCEPT ME 1987

CH A NG ENG – THE SIAMESE TW I N S 1987

THE TOAD AQ UA R I U M 19 8 8

MR LEONARDS CH I L D R E N 1989

IN THE SUMMERHOUSE 19 8 8

THE TEMPEST 199 0

» R « 199 0

THE PIGGLE 1991

VA D O R A N 1991

» 6 « 1992

THE DOLPHIN 1992

O E D I P U S 1993

DA NCE WITH YOUR NEIGHBO U R 1 9 9 3

THE SEA OF FA I RY TA L E S 1993

MIRAD – A BOY FROM BO S N I A 1994

P R E PA R ATIONS FOR A SUICIDE 1 9 9 4

MONEY 1994

HAMLET 1995

THE LILAC S 1 9 9 6

I R I NA’S NEW LIFE 1 9 9 6

THE SEAG U L L 1 9 97

THE GIRL, THE MOTHER AND THE RU B B I S H 1 9 9 8

D I F F I C U LT PEOPLE 1 9 9 9

THE RU N N E R 2 0 0 0

THE BO R D E R L I N E 2 0 0 0

J B 2 0 0 1

THE ROYAL THEATRE NURSERY 2 0 0 1

DARK DAYS 2 0 0 2

THE MAIN THING 2 0 0 2

LIFE IS A DREAM 2 0 0 3

M E D E A’S CH I L D R E N 2 0 0 3

‘I sent my first play, And on the Outside lies

the Sea, to Suzanne Osten. She sent a cryptic

response in curious handwriting: “As I wrote

in my earlier letter…” But I had not had an

“earlier letter”. And neither did I get an 

answer as to what she thought of my play.

‘I had written to Suzanne earlier, when I

was training as an actor, and apparently

something interested her as she suggested

we meet. It was not a success. We went to

McDonald’s. I was awkward, and I think she

thought I was as well. But at least she knew

Mattias Andersson,
dramatist. In 2000, he
directed his own play,
The Runner, at Unga
Klara. Although proud 
of the result, next time,
he says, he will do things
entirely differently.



‘It went appallingly badly. And this was pre-

cisely the audience I wanted the play to reach.

It doesn’t really get to me much if theatre peo-

ple think that what I do is bad, but this felt

terrible. I went home that night and re-wrote

the entire first section. It changed for the 

better, but it was painful getting that insight.

‘But I think the agony started before that,

when Unga Klara asked me if I could write for

high school audiences. In order to write about

my own high school experiences I had recrea-

ted what I’d felt then and as a result, I felt dre-

adful. I regressed. I think the atmosphere in

the play prompted that for me and perhaps

also for the cast. When conflicts arose the cast

tended to escalate into a kind of adolescent

squabble, scoring points off each other. Possi-

bly it was the cast taking on the characters in

the play.

‘Every Saturday, after each week’s rehearsal,

we’d have a meeting at which the actors rela-

ted their experiences of the week. That also

completely threw me. I had never experienced

that before. But it was probably a good way of

solving whatever conflicts had arisen.

‘The Runner is about bullying. My intention

was that the audience would be so provoked

by the weakness of the main character, that

they would think that he deserved to be bulli-

ed. “The little idiot deserves a thumping.” The

idea was that after a while their compassion

would be awoken and they’d turn in his favour,

and although during most performances this

happened as I hoped, sometimes the audience

remained against him for the entire show and

that was very alarming. The Runner was not at

all ingratiating. It was provocatively done with

a lot of repetitions and it all drove the audien-

ce crazy.

‘I like playing in front of high school audien-

ces. They react more directly and spontaneous-

ly to different provocations. But it’s easy to be

cocky when you sit down and write. We creat-

ed our own homepage for The Runner and got

some malicious responses. I began longing to

do an ingratiating work.

‘I travel around. I go round as a kind of 

travelling salesman in theatre. There’s an 

incredible freedom in this that appeals to me,

although the disadvantage is that you haven’t

got time to follow through anything. If I came

back to Unga Klara, I would know what I

would do. I would use time. One has to take

into account what is special with Unga Klara.

The ensemble. The openness. The terminology.

And use it. A show like The Main Thing would

n ot be possible to do any w h ere else in Swe d e n .

Perhaps not anywhere else at all. That’s what I

thought when I saw it.

‘I’m pleased with how The Runner turned

out. By the premiere we had really got it to-

gether, but with Unga Klara it’s a little bit like

Real Madrid, one takes for granted that they’re

going to win everything. We were invited to

take the play to that year’s Theatre Biennale in

Växjö, which I thought was wonderful. But the

opinion at Unga Klara was that there was no

time to go and the show was too complicated

technically. And there I was, so proud…’ ●

who I was. I sent my next play, Floor 12, to
Un ga Kla ra, and this time th ey conta c ted me

and asked whether I had any other ideas. That

led to their commissioning an idea for a play

that eventually became The Runner, about a

young man who trains as a runner but feels as

though he’s stuck in a rut and going round and

round in circles.

‘And then we met at a seminar in Amster-

dam. Suzanne and Erik [Uddenberg, dramatist

and dramaturg] and me. That was great fun.

And it was there that I saw Suzanne’s great-

ness as a director. She immediately created a

good atmosphere with the actors.

‘During the 1998 Year of Culture in Stock-

holm, a theatre group in which I was involved

produced K+M+R+L. I directed the play myself

and it was a kind of breakthrough for me. It

was after that production that Suzanne asked

whether I would like to direct The Runner.

‘We sta rted re h e a rsals just befo re Christ ma s .

My play was stylised and full of repetition. The

rhythm was very important and an ensemble

style of acting was required in order to make

it work. I thought we had an incredibly long

rehearsal schedule. Then it was announced we

were going to do research. “What research?” 

I thought. I suppose it’s good to go out and

investigate a subject and then make a play,

but in this case, there already was a play.

‘The point was that the ensemble just had

finished a playing long periods of Difficult 

People, and had worked themselves into their

own roles. “Shit, what do we do now?” 

I thought. I wasn’t hugely worried but I certain-

ly felt a pressure to inspire the actors. At an

early stage in the rehearsal process, it was

agreed to try out the text of the play at a high

school. I was rather hesitant, but went along

with it. It started well enough. The acto rs did a

bit of th e a t re sports with the students, which

they thought good fun. Then we read the first

fifteen pages of my manuscript.



‘I think I’m probably at my most generous 

at Unga Klara, when I’m part of a more demo-

cratic working process. Sometimes I can be too

austere in my approach, but that doesn’t work

here. So I go with the flow. There are good

things, advantages about this way of working

that make you put up with it.

‘One often says that the theatre is a closed

world, but at Unga Klara, it’s one’s own world

that becomes bigger. Here, I’ve met a paediat-

rician who has worked in Rwanda and a fema-

le priest who’s been married to a transvestite. 

I often walk away reinvigorated even when the

work is about distressing issues. I especially

like the mix of highs and lows. Sometimes one

has to tap one’s creativity to the utmost and 

at other times it’s just for fun. One talks about

designer clothes and children’s analysts seem-

ingly in the same breath.

‘At other theatres I have far greater control.

At the Stockholm Opera, the costume sketches

must be submitted six months in advance, just

as in films, where everything runs to a tight

schedule. But Unga Klara has made a virtue 

of keeping everything in flux for as long as

possible. Suzanne Osten feels that the design-

er providing sketches too 

early can hinder the actors, that somebody

e l s e’s expression impedes their wo rking pr o c e s s .

So when everything is unresolved for so long,

why should I deliver sketches? It’s good train-

ing for me. I have to let go of the control I

have elsewhere. When we did Difficult People

Johan Petri [musician, composer] asked: “will 

it really look like this?” “Yes”, I said. That was

such a liberating feeling.

‘Although I grew up surrounded by conven-

tion, I always fought against it and the accusa-

tion I most hated was this: “What would things

be like if everybody did things this way?” But I

still think that I’m too inhibited and controlled.

Now I want my approach to become more free-

flowing.

‘Suzanne Osten is like a wonderful well that

never runs dry; she leaves you to get on with it,

which is good. I think she is best in the really

big format as a commander—when she’s orga-

nising her troops. Then she’s in her e l e m e n t .

She can put in everything she th i n ks of and

d o d ge back wa rds and fo rwa rd s .

‘I remember Difficult People with joy.

But when I was faced with the prospect of 

The Main Thing I felt the need of a few “light-

houses in the storm”, if you like, to navigate

by, just so that I could ride the waves a bit. 

The wedding dresses became the fixed points—

besides, the costume department needed time

to make them. I’ve also tried to have costume

showings on mannequins in order to push a

director into a decision.

‘At Unga Klara, one talks very much with

the actors, which is something I’ve introduced

in other theatres. If the only thing you’ve done

is show a sketch for a costume at the first

reading, there can problems later at the fitting.

‘I was a costume assistant on The Mozart

Brothers (film, dir. Suzanne Osten 1986) when 

I had my first contact with Suzanne. I had just

agreed to make costumes for the Park Theatre

and when I later withdrew from that I heard I

would be blacklisted in the business.

‘I was on Beckman’s Costume Course in

Stockholm during the 1970s. Note that it was

not called the Fashion Course; that would have

been politically incorrect in Sweden at the

time.  Even then I was different. I had already

gone to art school and trained as a photo-

grapher in San Francisco. I wanted to do and

see as much as I could. None of my classmates

had ever been to the Museum of Modern Art. 

I more or less grew up there.

‘When I was little, I longed to disappear 

into a dream world. I could stand in front of 

a mirror draping myself with shawls for hours.

When I was fourteen, I knew the name of 

every French photo model. I escaped into Bild-

journalen [a Swedish fashion and general

interest magazine] and fantasised about 

people my own age who seemed to lead such

exciting lives, Ann Zacharias and the Princess

of Monaco, for example. I had the kind of eye

that registered everything. Fashion was an

enormous interest of mine.

‘And yet I still had that severity. I wanted to

get to the central art i stic ima ge, and when I

came to the theatre I thought I had found a

place that radiated just that. Here was the 

collective. Here was a profession to do with

clothes that also meant artistic freedom.

‘At times in my life I have been melancholy.

At Unga Klara you could sit in a corner and

cry. In some way I knew I would end up here.’

●

Maria Geber, costume design-
er, whose work for Unga Klara
includes Hamlet, Difficult
People and The Main Thing.
She believes herself to be
too austere in her work and
is therefore searching for
more fluidity.



‘When I was little, I went to Vår teater [Our

Theatre—a local community theatre] but it was

absolutely not for me. My Dad, who was an

actor, always emphasised to us children what a

terrible strain acting was. “Whatever you do,”

he said, “don’t ever become actors”. 

‘At school I had difficulty in concentrating. 

I didn’t even take Realen [a national examina-

tion taken at 16] but started work as an errand

girl. However, when I was 17 I started studying

at a Folkhögskola [adult education college]. 

A man there was producing a play and in the

end I agreed to be a part of it. I was very taken

by the experience of getting to show what 

I felt inside. By the same token, my brother

Niklas did not begin dancing until he was 

19—and then he shared this compelling need

for expression.

‘Perhaps I would have always ended up in

the theatre—both my parents were theatre

people—but without the experience from the

Folkhögskola I might have become a cleaner

or a dresser rather than an actor. But after

Folkhögskola, I got into acting school and

after that I started at the Royal Dramatic 

Theatre when I was 23 years old.

‘My first contact with Suzanne Osten was

when she was looking for a main character for

her film, Mum (1982). She had been told to see

me in a play, A Cool Million, at the Royal 

Dramatic Theatre. I did a screen test and that

was a very positive experience. Suzanne was

very humane and guided me wonderfully. I got

the role. I like the film, but when it comes to

my own contribution, my self-criticism just

blinds me. I worry at myself like a terrier.

‘Acting can be wonderful but also bloody

awful. Since you’re your own instrument, you

must have access to your inner as well as outer

resources. And when you open up like that,

you might encounter feelings you’d rather

not know about. It’s not every day that you

want to confront yourself when you go on 

stage at 6pm.

‘The first production I was in at Unga Klara

was Lars Norén’s The Smile of Hades. I had 

rather a silent role, a listener’s role. I have

never regretted leaving the Royal Dramatic

Theatre for Unga Klara. The meeting with

Suzanne and her way of working was very

significant. I needed her insight and her joy of

discovery. Unga Klara has been my education

and my university. There’s the child’s perspec-

tive and the psychoanalytical orientation of

the productions– “Just theatre” is not enough

as far as Suzanne’s concerned. There also has a

to be a collective stand in the artistic work.

When I was 43, I started psychoanalysis

myself. The impetus was that encounter with

Unga Klara and it’s been of great importance

to me. But in order to depict people you don’t

have to have a great self-knowledge.

‘I think all the productions have been impor-

tant but the research work before A Clean Girl

(about anorexia) and Hitler’s Childhood were

hugely affecting. Of the roles I have played, I

think most of all of Aerial in The Tempest, the

female role in Dance with your Neighbour, and

Mr Solares in The Summerhouse. Mr Solares

was a male role with few lines. Therefore I

could work with a hoarse Latino vo i c e — h e

th ru st his wo rds fo rwa rd. Not ma ny people

recognised me and several asked: “who is that

little actor?” To begin with, it was terrifying to

assume the role of a man, but it was a good

challenge to get the longing and insecurity 

of that stereotypical male, and simply bring

him to life.

‘Has Unga Klara changed? It’s a big part

of my life—it’s changed. There’s continuity;

Suzanne has ma n a ged to re n ew and pre s erve

at the same time.  A lot of it is about how yo u

ma n a ge to ma ke use of people’s abilities and

the possibilities of development.  It doesn’t

always succeed, but for my own part, I’m satis-

fied.

‘At the same time, I’m critical of the fact

that there’s not time to do more in-depth

acting work with character. I often find my way

there too late—when we’ve already premiered.

In the few productions I see on other stages, I

often miss depth in the acting. As part of an

audience I don’t feel 

what the characters in the play experience.

Intellectually I can understand, but that’s not

enough. It’s a director’s job to demand this

work and make space for it. 

The whole point, the whole meaning of the

actor’s work is for the audience to be both

emotionally and intellectually affected by

what they see on stage. And the older I be-

come, the more meaningless my work seems

without this depth.

‘Now, I wouldn’t mind going back to study-

ing again. The motivation’s there. And the

serenity. So the “compelling need for expres-

sion” has subsided a bit, I suppose’. ●

Malin Ek, actress. An “arbour
person” who likes stopping for
a while, sitting still, having a cup
of coffee and enjoying the peace.
Needs continuity, context, and
seeks a greater depth in acting.
And a blowtorch to enthuse her.



S k ip t he h a p p y
e n d i n g — l et r ip w i t h
t he v i o l e n c e .
In three conversations at different stages during
the preparation for the production of Caldéron’s
Life is A Dream, the dramatist Lucas Svensson, the
director Tobias Theorell and the teacher Monica
Nyberg discuss how much seventeenth century
text 13–16 year olds can tolerate, the adaptation
of ideas and their experiences of encounters bet-
ween actors and young people at school.

Tobias Theorell has been an
a c tor at Un ga Klara since 1 9 9 6.
Joining the comp a ny was th e
realisation of a long-held ambi-
tion. Life is a Dream is his fi rst
commission as a dire c to r.

Lucas Svensson was a play-
writing student on »The Child-
hood Project«, a collaboration
b et ween the Dramatic Inst i t u-
te and Un ga Klara that re s u l t-
ed in The Royal Theatre Nurse -
r y, a th re e - h o u rhappening fo r
n u rs e ry school ch i l d ren.  

Monica Nyberg fi rst collaborat-
ed with Un ga Klara during th e
» B o rd e rline project«, a pro d u c-
tion about young people and
suicide, designed for yo u n g
p e o p l e .

Lucas: The hindrance is the lang-

uage—the verse. But that’s also

an asset. One has to find a way of

getting through it and into the

action straightaway, instead of,

like Caldéron, filling it with little

digressions. It’s a Meccano work.

Tobias: Both Rosaura and Sigis-

mund revolt, Rosaura against a

woman’s role, Sigismund against

the role he’s been assigned. But

there has to be a careful adapta-

tion for our audiences.

Monica: What becomes so clear

is the rebellion, that young peo-

ple must be allowed to go their

own ways. The play is an educa-

tional project for parents.

Tobias: Yes, it has a clear teenage

perspective. Who am I? Why am I

doing this?

Lucas: It raises the questions:

who am I? What am I? It is a play

that makes basic psychological

truths very clear.

Tobias: When I first read Life is a

Dream, I was just about to start

at drama school. What a strange

play! I thought it was like a Nati-

vity Play with its flowing verse

and its tower where a Prince is

held capt i ve, isola ted by his fa th er

from the outside world since

birth. At the same time the play

worried me. I became fascinated

by the character of Rosaura, the

girl who is so set upon avenging

her betrayal by her beloved

Astolf. And Sigismund, the Prince:

why is he rejected and incarcera-

ted by his father? He doesn’t

know. He doesn’t have the key to

unlock the puzzle. But when he

then goes to the castle and has

the chance to prove himself wor-

thy of the throne: he rebels.

This play just had to be done at

Unga Klara, I thought. The child’s

perspective is so strong.



The conve rsation continued aft e r
t wo we e ks of meetings at sch o o l s
w i th pupils aged 13 to 1 6.  

Lucas: Somebody thought that

the play took place in the 1980s! 
I think one has to refine the 

theme of power in the play.

Tobias: You definitely notice

things that you hadn’t expected.

The idea of taking power. To want

power. One guy said that it was

unthinkable that Rosaura aveng-

es the betrayal herself, that her

brothers or father should do so.

He meant that that is why Rosau-

ra disguises herself as a man.

Monica: That’s a difficulty—

absolutely. But at the same time 

I can also see an asset in the

language. Teenagers use langua-

ge games: hip-hop is a language

game. And the whole play is

about so much: war and peace,

love and hate, black or white. It

really suits this age group, and it

engages with the ‘I’.

Lucas: I remember when I was

fifteen, I constructed an alternati-

ve ‘Lucas’. For the whole of my

schooling between seven and six-

teen I was badly bullied—by the

time I was thirteen a pattern of

humiliation had been established.

Not until after I was 16 did I 

change environment, but by then

I had been to school with the

same people since nursery school,

and had the same nicknames all

the way through.

The ‘Lucas’ that I constructed

worked better, but a division

emerged between the real Lucas

and the constructed one. 

Tobias: I recognise that. Trying to

be somebody else. 

Monica: The male way into the

play is very clear, we know that

now. But when we met the pupils,

it was difficult for the girls to be

heard. We have to think about

that when we meet the group

that’s going to follow the rehear-

sals. It’s good that it’s a more

mixed group both in terms of

ages and where they’re from.

Both inner-city schools and the

suburbs. 

Tobias: Lucas has developed

what’s already there in the play.

It hits the right note. 

Lucas: What becomes apparent

now is what’s missing—but I’m

quite pleased. It was good that

we chewed over the text for so

long. At the beginning I was

afraid that it would lack a sense

of the here and now. But now the

text feels like an asset. It genera-

tes a lot of feelings.

Tobias: In the beginning I was

hesitant when it came to the

target group. I thought that

perhaps 13-16-year-olds were too

young. But now I think rather the

opposite. Now it feels natural

we’re going to produce this play

for them. ●

Lucas: There was nothing to be

proud of. I was bullied too. 

But in the end I found enough 

to sustain myself with.

Monica: There was a sense of

freedom when one finished

school, of not being forcibly insti-

tutionalised any longer.

Tobias: For me, the teenage years

are a period I’d rather forget. I

had a kind of sentimental feeling

when I walked past my old school

some time ago, but that’s my fee-

ling now. Then there was a lot of

unhappiness. To me the teens

were a sad period. You deal with

such terribly heavy stuff, beco-

ming independent from one’s

parents, the “who am I?”

Tobias: In Calderon’s version it’s

as though Rosaura is a mixture of

Kajsa Kavat [a character in a chil-

dren’s book by Astrid Lindgren]

and an Amazon. Wholesome.

She’s not like that any more. I

think both the girls in the play,

Rosaura and Stella [whom Astof

prefers] have become more clear-

ly defined. Just watching teena-

gers, watching what they’re like

with each other, gives you a fee-

ling of: “Aha, now I see…”  

Tobias: I think that we’re on the

right lines. It’s a good adaptation.

Full steam ahead!

Lucas: What struck me is that the

play brings out the parents’ trea-

chery. Many young people are so

fragile in their reactions—and yet

they react so strongly to the the-

mes of treachery and fatherless-

ness. But they don’t have the

words to express it yet, I think.

Tobias: Yes, the ‘stage world’ in

the play falls by the wayside in

the meetings with the pupils.

What they are interested in is war

and revenge. They want more of

that. Somebody said: “skip the

happy ending and let rip with the

violence”.

Monica: It’s about power and

powerlessness. The language is

no problem. You can tell the story

grips people. But the revenge and

war theme is for the boys. I think

you should meet groups of girls

on their own.

Lucas: (laughing): I think Rosau-

ra has become more of a warrior

now. The sword will plunge into

Astolf. [The traitor.] 

The th i rd conve rsation to o k
place th ree we e ks after the fi rst
re a d i n g .

Lucas: …How you relate to each

other in a room, of not meeting

someone else’s eyes. How one tri-

es to flood one’s body with perso-

nality. That’s our audience, and it

gives you an insight for the time

when you sit down and write. 



‘My first impression of Unga Klara was from

a television interview with Suzanne Osten. She

said a word that I had to look up in a diction-

ary: “omnipotent.” There’s a lot I’ve had to look

up during past few years at Unga Klara. I

agree with Peter Scott [stage manager] when

he says that Unga Klara is his university. It’s

true: Unga Klara is like an information bank.

‘Suzanne Osten taught at the Stockholm

Drama College while I was a student there.

She saw my anger during an improvisation 

and offered me a role as a skinhead in a film:

Speak: It’s so Dark. We filmed during the 

summer holidays, and in the autumn of 1993
I began working at Unga Klara, on Dance with

Your Neighbour.

‘I’d started doing theatre in upper high

school but Stefan, my younger brother, already

had a theatre group. Thanks to the age diffe-

rence, I was one step ahead of him all the way

to stage school. When I applied and was

accepted, I was worried that Stefan might 

not manage to do the same. Sometimes I was

worried that I’d acted the dominant big brot-

her and been rather rotten to him, so when I

began at stage school I took him out to dinner

and apologised. But Ste fan didn’t remember

being slighted in any way. A weight lifted from

my heart when he also got into drama school.

And now we’re both working at Unga Klara.

Yes, I suppose you could say we’re close.

‘My first encounter with Unga Klara was

probably the best. I thought: “this isn’t happe-

ning”. Imagine: getting to dance with Ana

Laguna and acting opposite Malin Ek. I had

seen all the productions at Unga Klara since

The Danton Affair, and thought there was no

other place that I’d rather work; that this was a

place that you could never get enough of.

Seen from the outside, it was such a vital and

sparky group. I had come straight from stage

school and saw Unga Klara as my home. Now I

can see it more professionally.

‘I think I’ve found my place in the organisa-

tion and come to terms with the disadvanta-

ges. There have been conflicts; for example,

when some people in the ensemble have to be

let go after a production is finished. When

you’re at Unga Klara you are expected to be at

one with the group, but then suddenly you’re

cast out into the cold again. Perhaps it has to

be that way, but it’s exhausting. How much

should you invest? What is an ensemble?

‘Now I’m back here after a period at other

theatres and I think, yes, it is more fun to work

in a process than not, and to be an active

participant. Everybody is so incredibly commit-

Simon Norrthon, actor,
played the unforgettable Birk
in Irina’s New Life and a
rejected ex-wife in The Main
Thing. Professes to dislike
changes but concedes they
might be beneficial.

ted at Unga Klara, not uncritical but loyal. 

Lillis [stage technician] gave me direction the

other day. Anja [props manager] often points

out that my ”s” is too sharp.  

‘Once or twice I’ve thought that Unga K la ra

should be wound up, because I felt that th e

audience just gets what it expects and we get

what we expect of the audience. But then real-

ly absorbing productions such as Irina’s New

Life and The Main Thing come along.

‘Suzanne Osten is a strong leader and an

authority in the theatre. She knows where

theatre is going and she takes responsibility.

I learned an enormous sympathy for “the direc-

tor” when I got the opportunity to direct JB

(2000). It’s great fun to work with the actors

and as a director you learn to formulate certain

things, whereas as an actor you’re allowed to

be more irrational. But I’m not interested in

putting my name on the map or going down in

theatre history as a director. It’s too lonely. You

have to take several hundred decisions a day.

But when it all sings on the stage, then it’s fun.

It’s about creating a working environment in

which the actors’ suggestions are taken into

account, and getting the entire creative team

to come up with their own answers.

‘However, as an actor I learned to wait a 

little with my ideas. The risk was that Suzanne

would say: “Great, we’ll use that.” You mustn’t

be too quick. One wants to please, but it’s

easy to run away from yourself.  At Unga Klara

there’s always an ambitious approach and

Suzanne really wants to have a conversation

with the audience. The process up to the 

premiere is always interesting and important,

but perhaps it’s not always good for the actors.

There are scenes in The Main Thing, for instan-

ce, that we rehearsed only twice. But Suzanne

would never agree about that. It’s the director

who makes the choices, and one must remem-

ber that even at Unga Klara.’ ●



‘I thought you had to be dazzlingly brilliant

to be at Unga Klara. Know a lot of ”tricks”, 

juggle and do the splits. That scared me when

I came here. But it wasn’t like that. Being me

was enough.’

‘After I left drama school, I wrote a letter

each year to Unga Klara about my wanting to

work here. I thought I would fit in. In the end, 

I wrote: ”This is the last time I ask…”’

‘This was a time of political awareness. At

drama school you dreamt of going to Unga

Klara, Folkteatern or Skånska Teatern. Not the

Royal Dramatic Theatre.’

‘I got a job at Västmanland’s Regional Thea-

tre. That was an ideal start, but after five years

I took a sabbatical. I wanted to do something

else.’

‘Working on Leif Sundberg’s production 

of Blood Wedding in Västerås was a big 

turning-point. He introduced me to a more

visual and physical way of working. Earlier I

had thought that the face was the principal

In Spring 2003, Ann Petrén
was awarded the Swedish
Theatre Critics’ Prize for
her performance as Doctor
Fregoli in The Main Thing.
She had then worked at
Unga Klara for thirteen
years. She looks upon
herself as the antidote to
‘a find’, and is happy that
hard, unglamorous acting
actually pays off. 



means of expression, but now I was encoura-

ged to use my whole body.’

‘I played the bride in Blood Wedding. She is

about to marry a man whom she doesn’t love.

Outside, the man she really loves is galloping

on his horse. That gallop becomes part of her

so that she begins stamping herself.’

‘After the years in Västerås, I co-founded the

Boulevard Theatre here in Stockholm with

Mikael Segerström, among others. We wanted

to try a new kind of farce. We borrowed

money, bought the premises and painted the

walls. I had a child.’

‘Then, at short notice, I was offered a big

part in Staffan Göthe’s A Stuffed Dog at the

Stockholm City Theatre. It was a success, and I

got a year’s contract. Suzanne Osten said:

»Why don’t you come and work with us, now

that you are in the house anyway?«

‘I can’t say that I have a favourite role, but

»The Piggle« took up a large part of my life. 

I got the opportunity to deal with the child

within myself with the knowledge of an adult.’

‘I was supposed to be a three-year-old. The

same age that Ebba, my own daughter, was

then. How can a grown-up woman of 172 cm

create such a small girl?’

‘H ow do you ma ke it credible? The ch i l d ’s

perspective, that we so often talk about at

Unga Klara, became physically palpable’.

‘In »The Piggle« I really had to believe that 

I was three years old. And that’s what I did.’

‘The preparation was painful. To meet peo-

ple who work with children with problems. To

read about child therapies, about parents who

can’t bond with their children.’

‘It was there, inside of me. I had been such

a child. Was I that kind of parent?’

‘I’ve spent a large part of my life observing

others. As a child I was forced to develop that

ability in order to survive. I grew up in a bourg-

eois environment where orderliness was all

important’.

‘I could be the best waitress in the world.

I’m good at reading other people’s needs.

‘This is a ”truth” I’ve found out about

myself. I’m not a witty ideas-person, but I do

notice things.’

‘”You’re not a Celebrity”, a journalist said to

me. Then I thought that perhaps I’ve made a

choice to be part of a context, where the plat-

form is more important than the play and my

own performance.’

‘Unga Klara is that platform to me. We are

working with a process and look beyond the

play, to find out as much as possible about its

real content.’

‘I think it’s better that way. Instead of sitting

about waiting for the next director to ”see”

you. 

‘Like a horse standing in a stable waiting to

be chosen.’ ●
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