




































































MEDVANDRARE

During these years he published the booklets Biblical Proper Names
and The Roots of Our Mother Tongue (1910), The Roots of World Languages,
China and Japan (1911) and The Roots of the Chinese Language I-I1
(1912.) In his Blue Books (1907-12) he also devotes much space to
speculations about languages, including Chinese. As motivation he
writes:

The Chinese are coming; they now have a parliament [...], they
are educating officers in Berlin, so that they in a few years can
lead a vast army of millions. It is high time for us to learn their
language, which now easily can be done since one nowadays fora
few pennies can buy all the world’s grammar books at Hartleben’s
Editors in Leipzig.?

He believed Latin, Greek and Hebrew to be the most advanced langu-
ages. All languages were derived from Hebrew. He openly distanced
himself from modern language theory. His animosity was directed in
particular towards Friedrich Delitzsch and the modern Sumerology.
According to Strindberg it was blasphemous to presume that the Old
"Testament’s creation story was based on Sumerian sources.

Like the great Leibniz, Kircher too had shown an interest for
Sinology. Kircher’s theses about the connections between Chinese and
Syrian, Arabic, Hebrew, Indian and Egyptian sources were uncritically
adopted by Strindberg. He thus turns his former attitude towards the
Chinese language upside down. His purpose was now to prove the
unique role of the Bible and Christianity.

nasynpunkter pd uppsatserna om naturvetenskap och sprik”, pp. 1081ff, where Olof Pedersén
writes about "Kilskrift” [Cuneiform] . pp. 1091f, Lana Troy about "Hieroglyfer” [Hieroglyphs].
pp. 10y2f and Hans Jonsson about “Hebreiskan, urspriket och diverse sprikjimfSrelser” [Hebrew
etc.], pp. 1093-1098. See also Jan Balbierz, “Strindberg bland hieroglyfer”, Strindbergiana. Tiugonde
samlingen, 2005, pp. 27—50.

= “Kinesiska sprikets hemligheter”, Kina och Japan, 1911, SS $1.p. 395.
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There is another important background and inspiration for the older
Strindberg’s speculation about languages. Early 19" century utopian
mysticism was greatly preoccupied with the nature of language and
the importance of language for Man’s relation to God, as expressed
by French thinkers such as Lamennais, Ballanche and Fabre d’Olivet.
In the years before World War I Strindberg was one of those in his
country who warned most insistently against military activism and
pleaded for peace. For him brotherly love became the consequence of
his language speculation. In a newspaper article 1911 he writes:

Those who wish to know more should read my last booklet
about China and Japan, where you will learn that all peoples
are related to each other, and that one therefore should not hate
foreign peoples, and even less annihilate them, because by that

one destroys one self and one’s own.?

There is finally, of course, a connection between his speculation on
languages and the radical language criticism that is evident in several
of his most important drama works from this period, not least in the
chamber play The Ghost Sonata — a play which the Swiss Absurdist
Friedrich Diurrenmatt claimed to be the cradle of modern drama
and Absurdism. In The Ghost Sonata the Old Man Hummel says the
following about the art of conversation:

Talk about the weather which we already know. Ask about our
health which we also know. I prefer silence where one can hear
thoughts and see the past, silence has nothing to hide, which
words do; the other day I read that the difference between langu-
ages actually started among savages with the purpose of hiding

# “Svenska forskriftens stilar”, Affon- Tidningen 23/12 1911, SS 53, pp. 534ff. Cf. Bjérn Meidal, Frdn
profet till folktribun. Strindberg och Strindbergsfejden 191012, diss., 1982, pp. 228ff., quot. p. 230.
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the tribe’s secrets from others; languages are thus codes, and he
who finds the key can understand all languages of the world.?*

The young Strindberg had had a certain amount of success as a
Sinologue. His methods were then traditionally scientific. The older
Strindberg in contrast, who still believed himself to be a scientist and
had great expectations concerning his “discoveries”, was immedia-
tely rebuked. His main theory was through phonetic similarity to
find a connection between Chinese and Hebrew. One example is
how Strindberg etymologically derives the name of the city Canton:
“Canton = (Chin.) = Candia or Canethos on Evboea, where Abantes
shaved his hair in the front, but wore it long at the back.”*> He believed
strongly in the great importance of his language studies: “This is the
most notable I have written; the proof is binding, and later studies
have confirmed everything’?¢

In a letter to his German translator Emil Schering the same year,
he writes:

Please translate into English my articles about China, Japan and
Tibet [---]. Tomorrow I will publish a new enormously interes-
ting article about China. Three immigration waves: to Fo-kien
[...] = from Phokea in Greece;Tschili (Pe-Tschili) = from Cilicia;
and in Chensi — Chansi = Caeninensis = Cananeans. Confirmed
by the map and the language. [---] Can you not contact the
Japanese and Chinese in Berlin??’

24 SI7 58, p. 20s.

25 Kina och Japan, 1911, SS 52, p. 431.

26 Letter to Karl Borjesson, 15/6 1911, Brev XX, p. 32.
27 Brev XIX, p. 301.
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But when Strindberg sent one of his speculations on languages to the
linguist Adolf Noreen in Uppsala in 1910, he received the following
answer:

Thank you warmly for your package which I hereby return.
That I in most cases cannot share your views will hardly insult
one who already since long has been accustomed to stand lonely
and strong.

With old and undiminished admiration for the great language
artist — but not the linguist — August Strindberg.?

A critic summarized his review of The Roots of World Languages 1912:
The book “has not a trace of science; it is like a madman’s confession
of his linguistic delirium.”*

The idea about the impossibility of communication, language
turned into its contradiction, something for Man to hide behind, has
evidently inspired 20™ century Absurdism in prose and on stage, Franz
Kaftka and Samuel Beckett. Scholars have noted that Strindberg’s spec-
ulation on languages foreboded Modernism’s play with words and its
emphasis on the phonetic and graphic quality of words rather than
on their semantic meaning.” That may well so be. Clearly, however,
Strindberg wished to be taken seriously as a linguistic scholar, but
what he gained in pioneering poetry and drama he simultaneously
lost as a scientist.

* Brev XVIII, pp. 322f.
* Aftonbladet 9/8 1911, Brev XIX, p. 345. Cf. Meidal 1982, s. 230f.
* Cf. Balbiertz, pp. 46ft.
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