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The importance of the Child

An essay on Astrid Lindgren’s dramatizations of Pippi Longstocking

Martin Hellström

A relatively unknown side of Astrid Lindgren’s writing is the plays she wrote 
to be performed by children. Lindgren created stories directly for the stage and 
also dramatized several of her novels, including Pippi Longstocking, which is the 
subject of this article.

I begin by painting a picture of the opportunities to see and play theatre 
that existed for Astrid Ericsson, as she was called then, in the town of Vimmerby 
where she grew up in the 1910s and 1920s. Early experiences gave the author an 
awareness of the importance of theatre for children, and the needs of children on 
stage. It was here she acquired an understanding of the difference between text 
that gets its meaning through the reader’s reading and text that is conveyed by an 
actor’s acting, and these cultural encounters in childhood influenced her work on 
the play about Pippi in the 1940s and 1950s. The idea behind the changes is clear, 
from the highly literary dialogue of the first version to the comedy and slapstick 
in the last version. Her understanding of the means of theatrical expression 
was also developed by observing the children who acted the play about Pippi 
Longstocking, and the audience reaction to it. The child is important for the 
growth of the script. For one thing, there was the memory of herself as a child on 
stage, but most important of all were the children who first performed the play. 
Ethel Sjögren was the name of the girl who first played Pippi, and her portrayal 
of the role influenced subsequent adaptations.

My archival research on cultural life in Vimmerby and the performance at 
Vår Teater (Our Theatre) in Stockholm, on which the article is based, has been 
presented in my book Pippi på scen: Astrid Lindgren och teatern (“Pippi on the 
Stage: Astrid Lindgren and the Theatre”, 2015). Here I tell in more summary 
form about how the theatre was part of her youthful cultural experiences, and at 
the same time I show how biographical literary research can help us to understand 
the special type of texts that are in focus here: three theatrical versions of Pippi 
Longstocking. The second half of the article consists of a comparative reading 
of the three plays, against the background of archival information about what 
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Astrid Ericsson saw and performed, and what Astrid Lindgren later said about 
her versions. My larger study was designed in the same way: basic research in the 
archives provided a springboard for the comparative reading of the plays. The 
approach in the comparative analysis is similar to what is applied in comparative 
studies of novel texts, but this should be accompanied by an understanding of what 
a text intended for the theatre is, as expressed in the theories used in theatrical 
research. A fundamental aspect is to view the script as performative, as something 
shared by the audience. The script of the play is not in itself a completed work 
but rather a manual, a starting point for what is to be presented to the audience. 
One can better understand the text if this is taken into account, and one will 
arrive at a deeper understanding of the audience’s reactions by taking into account 
the time and culture in which the audience lives. This is described in Willmar 
Sauter’s The Theatrical Event: Dynamics of Performance and Perceptions (2000). This 
emphasizes how the context of the performance affects both the performance 
and the audience’s experience. What is captured in the concept of the zeitgeist 
affects the writing of the script and the staging of the play, but also the audience’s 
response.

This reasoning can be deepened with further theoretical approaches, but 
I will instead go on to show how the zeitgeist and the context are important for 
the birth of the play about Pippi Longstocking. For example, the play cannot be 
understood unless the reading considers that it is children who are on both sides of 
the footlights: the children on stage act and the children in the audience react. The 
emergence of children’s theatre is linked to the reform pedagogy that influenced 
Swedish education the 1940s and 1950s in Sweden. Not only were children 
supposed to have access to the theatre as an audience, they should also have the 
opportunity to act creatively themselves. “It was not the actual performances 
that were the most important, however, but the educational goals: that children 
should be developed and strengthened through creative work” (Helander 1998, 
p. 81). Another important factor was that the City of Stockholm acted to give 
children opportunities to create culture, for instance through the construction 
of Medborgarhuset, the civic hall in Södermalm, a district characterized at the 
time by its working-class population, living in overcrowded housing and in poorer 
economic conditions than people in other parts of the capital (Hasselrot 2020, p. 
73). Buildings are not enough; there must be enthusiasts too, one such being the 
children’s librarian Elsa Olenius, and they must be given the necessary finance 
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and make the city leadership understand the needs, and Olenius succeeded in 
this (Lindvåg 1988, p. 36). Based on the storytelling sessions she held at the city’s 
libraries, improvised performances were developed. “When Elsa Olenius planned 
her story session it was natural for her to use dramatic means of expression […]. 
It was the children’s active participation that she aspired to achieve.” This is how 
Olenius’ pioneering activities in the 1930s have been described (Lindvåg 1988, p. 
28).

Another precondition for the performances is the book Pippi Longstocking 
(Swedish Pippi Långstrump) from 1945. This is the story that the audiences knew 
something about, to varying degrees, before they saw the play. Sauter’s study 
reveals all that cannot be understood about a play and the audience’s experience 
of it if one only reads the script.

The archives that have been examined are the Vimmerby Association 
Archives, where the minutes of the temperance society record which theatre 
companies visited the town. There are also notes from other associations about 
amateur performances. In the archives of Vår Teater at the culture department 
in Stockholm, pictures and annual reports provide information about the first 
productions of Pippi, and the city archives have material about “Children’s Day” 
in 1949 when the play about Pippi was staged. The Royal Library preserves letters 
conveying Astrid Lindgren’s views on the play, and we also have Wimmerby Tidning 
with its advertisements and reviews of theatrical performances. Research in 
archives is also guided by a theoretical framework that describes the opportunities 
for knowledge that the sources can provide, but also the limitations that often 
affect archives. One must arrive at an understanding of what previous generations 
found worth saving and what they discarded, as well as how they have saved and 
sorted the material. A knowledge of why the material exists in the first place is 
also important. The researcher is a latter-day recipient of the information provided 
by the archive, information originally addressed to other types of recipients. If the 
recipient understands this, and is aware of the lacunae in the collections, more 
knowledge can be derived from the archives (Velody 1998).

The plays studied here are Pippi Långstrumps liv och leverne: Teaterpjäs för 
barn (“Pippi Longstocking’s Life and Times: A Play for Children”, 1946), Pippi 
Långstrumps liv och leverne: Lustspel för barn i fyra akter (“Pippi Longstocking’s 
Life and Times: A Comedy for Children in Four Acts”, 1950), and Pippi 
Långstrump: Pjäs i en akt (“Pippi Longstocking: A Play in One Act”, 1955). They 
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are included in my larger study, along with a previously unpublished addition to a 
professional production at Oscarsteatern in Stockholm in 1948, and a Christmas 
play about Pippi.

The travelling theatre companies
Vimmerby is located in the province of Småland, in southern Sweden. At the 
start of the twentieth century it took several hours to get to the nearest big towns, 
Linköping to the north and Kalmar to the south. Vimmerby can be seen as a 
small community, now as then. In the 1910s and 1920s, however, there was a 
railway station, a hotel and two newspapers, Wimmerby Tidning and for a period 
Wimmerbyposten. At the beginning of the twentieth century, association life was 
also beginning to flourish in Vimmerby, as in many other places in Sweden. The 
labour movement was one such association, along with the free church, but there 
were also associations campaigning for temperance and others who wanted to 
educate the broad masses of the population. These clubs were usually founded 
by those who needed them, by workers in the small-scale local industries or in 
agriculture, but the middle classes were often active too. The members appointed 
their own board, who managed the work and initiated activities to gather and 
interest the members. Often they sought to attract people to attend events of 
relevance to the issues that were important to the association, such as temperance 
or popular enlightenment, and they did so by arranging lighter events such as 
music or theatre. This activity can be traced in the minutes and annual reports of 
the associations, and in advertisements they placed in the newspaper, which then 
reported on the events. In Vimmerby the temperance association was the most 
prominent. It was founded in 1888, and in 1904 it was able to construct its own 
building with a large assembly hall, known as Sveasalen, and in 1910 a stage was 
added to this (Hellström 2015, pp. 42–48). After that, travelling theatre companies 
had more than just the hotel’s assembly room to visit, and when movies caught 
on in the country in the 1920s, both Sveasalen and the town’s other clubhouse, 
Frejasalen, could be rented for screening films several evenings a week. Both stages 
were also used for amateur dramatics and literary study circles (Hellström 2015, 
pp. 48–75). The range of events in a town with about 2,500 inhabitants in the first 
two decades of the twentieth century cannot be compared to what is available to 
today’s 15,000-strong population of Vimmerby. Opportunities for culture and 
entertainment were actually far richer then.
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Astrid Lindgren paints a different picture in the text “En ung kvinnas 
fyra liv” (“The Four Lives of a Young Woman”), quoted in Lena Törnqvist’s Det 
gränslösaste äventyret “The Most Boundless Adventure”, 2007). She says there that 
there was no way to meet young people with literary interests, and that theatre 
was rare in Vimmerby, but that she was enraptured any time a play came to the 
town (Törnqvist 2007, p. 23). The same description of the boring small town 
can be found in Astrid Lindgren’s first book, Britt-Mari lättar sitt hjärta (“Britt-
Mari Unburdens Her Heart”, 1944). A dream of the possibilities of the big city 
is followed by this description of the small town: “Do you want to know what it 
looks like here? I can answer in a single word: boring. You could even say dead 
boring” (Lindgren 1944, p. 47). These texts are written from the perspective of a 
young person, depicting a period in life when very few people think that the place 
they live in satisfies their needs. The impression presented of the place is not an 
objective description of Vimmerby but of a young person’s experience. An idea of 
what it was actually like is given by advertisements in Wimmerby Tidning in the 
years after the First World War. In 1919 there were twenty-three opportunities to 
see professional theatre, in the following year twenty, and another year later eleven. 
In 1922 there were six performances. This reduction came as Astrid Ericsson 
was growing up and had more opportunity to go to the theatre. One reason was 
the Spanish flu, which prevented companies from touring, but there was also 
the growing popularity of the movies. The range of events changed during the 
period. During Astrid Ericsson’s childhood it was possible to see Little Anna 
Becomes Queen, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and other performances for children. Farces 
and comedies also attracted an audience of mixed age, until film took over as the 
chief form of light entertainment. Serious drama therefore continued to tour, 
and August Strindberg was among those whose plays were often performed in 
Vimmerby, and the balance between the genres became more even (Hellström 
2015, pp. 56–71). If Astrid Ericsson really saw “everything”, as she writes, it 
was a varied repertoire she could enjoy. And being able to see six professional 
productions in one year, besides amateur dramatics, cannot be described as a small 
amount.

Two different images of cultural experiences for young people are thus given 
here. They differ depending on whether you start from the place and the material 
produced locally about the range of culture on offer, as evidenced in association 
minutes and newspaper articles, or you start from the biographical texts left by 
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the author and undertake a biographical interpretation of a literary text depicting 
small-town life. The two are not actually contradictory, even though they might 
be perceived as such. What Lindgren does as an adult is to describe the small 
town in contrast to the big city of Stockholm where she was living at the time. 
From that point of view, of course, the range of theatrical events in Vimmerby 
seemed meagre. At the same time, she says that she took every opportunity to see 
theatre, but without estimating the number of opportunities there were. We learn 
about this from the other picture, the one painted by the archives, and here we 
can observe that the author, from an early age, had ample experience of what the 
theatre can be, what can be created on a stage. To this we can add her own acting. 
Lindgren herself tells us about this in different places, but never in an overall 
picture. Many different sources contribute pieces of the puzzle.

Astrid’s own acting
It is possible to find information about five plays in which Astrid Ericsson 
participated. The sources are diverse. In a conversation with me, Lindgren’s 
daughter Karin Nyman spoke about Anna Maria Lenngren’s Grevinnans besök 
(“The Countess’s Visit”), while Féens guddotter (“The Fairy’s Goddaughter”) is 
revealed through a combination of a text by Lindgren, an advertisement, and data 
from the Swedish Meteorological and Hydrological Institute, SMHI. Lindgren 
writes about a sudden peal of thunder one evening in May as she was taking off 
the crown she was wearing as part of her stage costume. The advertisement says 
when Anna Wahlenberg’s Féens guddotter was to be performed, and the SMHI 
records confirm the thunderstorm over Småland that evening. A third play can 
be detected in the Vimmerby Association Archives. In one photograph, Astrid 
Ericsson is seen sitting with handwork in her lap. Behind her are other young 
people within the gold frame that is explained by the title, Porträtterna (“The 
Portraits”), yet another poem by Lenngren. A fourth play is found through a letter 
from Lindgren to Olenius, in which she highlights a line that she remembers 
saying on the stage of Sveasalen, and which a search in Litteraturbanken.se (a 
database assembling much of Sweden’s older literature) leads to Axel och Anna 
(“Axel and Anna”) by Fredrika Bremer. The fifth performance is seen in an 
advertisement from 27 January 1926: “The play Småflickor: fröknarna Fasth och 
Ericsson” (“Little Girls: The Misses Fasth and Ericsson”, Hellström 2015, pp. 
98–108). The assembled data demonstrate the importance of piecing together 
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whatever archival and press material is available. Together this paints a picture 
that is not complete but can still be used as a starting point for discussing the 
cultural experiences that Astrid Lindgren may have had, and the understanding 
of children’s acting that she brought with her into her writing.

Often the play is part of a larger context, an event frequently labelled as 
a soirée. This often included songs, music, and poetry, and the purpose was not 
infrequently to raise money for some good cause. The Red Cross children’s home 
on Öland was supported by Småflickor, a play by Ernst Lundquist published in 
1891 (Hellström 2015, p. 98) This is a script, “a trifle in one act” as the subtitle says, 
as is Féens guddotter, published in Sagoteatern (“The Fairytale Theatre”) in 1911. 
Other texts by Anna Maria Lenngren and Fredrika Bremer were not written 
for the stage. The former was active in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, the latter in the nineteenth century, and their works, in various cheap 
editions, reached large sections of the population, and they could often be found in 
the lending libraries that many temperance associations founded. In other words, 
their texts were easily accessible when scripts for the theatre were otherwise hard 
to come by. This can be seen in the associations’ discussions about the possibility of 
staging plays on their stages, and in the choices made by young people (Hellström 
2015, p. 62). They chose whatever texts were available that contained dialogue and 
some kind of conflict.

In Grevinnans besök the young daughter is held up as a fine example as long 
as the Countess is visiting. Then she hears a very different tone from her mother. 
It is a matter of maintaining a facade in which the family’s young daughter is 
expected to be the jewel that her mother does not otherwise consider her to be. 
The hypocrisy in the dialogue between the two women is palpable (Lenngren 
1907, p. 41). It is much the same in Porträtter, where we are more certain about 
which role Astrid Ericsson played than in Grevinnans besök. The girl opposite her 
in the photograph is dressed as an older lady of the upper class, and a dialogue 
between her and the maid played by Astrid Ericsson is what the audience heard. 
The lady talks about the relatives in the portraits, who probably acted by miming 
or commenting. Finally, the maid says something negative about the lady and is 
thrown out. It turns out that the less flattering qualities attributed to the relatives 
fit her too (Lenngren 1907, p. 53). The play can be regarded as a short comedy, as 
can Fredrika Bremer’s Axel och Anna, from which Astrid Lindgren remembered 
the line: “You can get jaundice” (Hellström 2015, p. 105). Two young people are 
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yearning for each other but their romance is stopped by an elderly relative. The 
letters they exchange are just as much about the old man’s contrary nature as they 
are about love. The comedy lies in the argumentation against the older generation, 
in the way the youngsters claim that they are in keeping with the times while the 
old people’s opinions are a thing of the past (Bremer 1911, p. 6).

In all three plays, Grevinnans besök, Porträtterna, and Axel och Anna, it 
is the way the older generation clings to convention, social hierarchies, and an 
impeccable exterior that is criticized. The young woman in Grevinnans besök 
reveals that the tone very is different when there is no one to brag to, while the 
maid in Porträtterna shows that the fine elderly lady is stuck in her own false 
image of her relatives. In Axel och Anna, the mockery concerns antiquated ideas 
about what a relationship between two young people should look like.

The theme is incorporated in one of the plays that Lindgren wrote for Elsa 
Olenius’ youth groups, Jag vill inte vara präktig (“I Don’t Want to be Goody-
Goody”). But here the conflict is not between young people and adults, but 
between two sisters who have different ideas about what a husband should be like 
and what the relationship should be like in terms of independence and equality. A 
conflict between the generations about upbringing, adaptation, and independence 
can instead be seen in the plays about Pippi. The policemen, the schoolteacher, 
and the ladies at the coffee party say many of the things that are expressed in the 
plays where Astrid Ericsson acted, but in a pithier form and in a manner clearly 
intended to provoke conflict. This is because Pippi’s task in these scenes is to 
question and challenge, but also because the adults are somewhat caricatured. For 
Lenngren, the aim is not to give the young people an advantage, but to create a 
caricature of the situation. The young people are passive and express their criticism 
out of the corner of their mouths (Grevinnans besök), by accidentally saying too 
much (Porträtterna), or in letters to another young person (Axel och Anna). The 
critique is not spoken directly to the adult generation, with the intention of 
shaking their foundations. The texts do not side with the young generation, as 
Lindgren does in the play about Pippi.

Play scripts for amateur dramatics
Féens guddotter and Småflickor are plays written for the amateur theatre. The first is 
aimed at children, the second at adolescents; Astrid Ericsson acted in the former 
in May 1921 and in the latter in January 1926 (Hellström 2015, pp. 102–109). 
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The interval between these performances was a formative time. In September 
1921 Wimmerby Tidning printed the first text by Astrid Lindgren, an essay titled 
“På vår gård” (“On Our Farm”), and in 1924 she got a job at the newspaper 
(Andersen 2014, pp. 40 ff.). And two months after the staging of Småflickor she 
got pregnant. Her childhood and youth came to a end. 

One of the characters in Féens guddotter by Anna Wahlenberg is a queen, 
the one whose crown Astrid Ericsson removes. One can imagine her playing this 
clever, bitter, and slightly ill-tempered part; no dress would fit the queen anymore 
and she was forced to realize that the days of youth were over. For Astrid Ericsson, 
it was the other way around, she was thirteen years old on this occasion when she 
got to perform Wahlenberg’s rather witty dialogue, which in a way is reminiscent 
of the dialogues Lindgren would write. It is not as pale and tame as is often the 
case in fairytale plays from the time. This is especially noticeable in Lindgren’s 
dramatization of Snow White, and in the parody of fairytale plays, Serverat, Ers 
Majestät! (“Served, Your Majesty!”), but also generally in the dialogue written by 
Lindgren in her plays and novels.

Småflickor from 1891 was already old when it was performed. Two young 
people meet, one of whom is a member of the secret society S.F. This stands for 
“Strindbergsföreningen”, the association of people who surreptitiously read the 
writings of the subversive August Strindberg, or it can stand for the disparaging 
term Småflickor, “Little Girls.” In the 1890s, Strindberg was perceived as a radical 
writer whose ideas were not appreciated in the conservative camp, but after his 
death he became more of a national icon and in 1926 his plays were included in 
the repertoire performed for the somewhat reactionary Vimmerby audience. He 
was no longer dangerous. The second theme is more timeless, the question of 
whether a popular boy appreciates one or the other of the girls. The dialogue full 
of scheming machinations and must have entertained the audience. This play is 
surely the one of the five that felt most like a play rather than just a short sketch.

Astrid Ericsson probably participated in more plays than this, and these will 
perhaps be revealed through more systematic searches of Lindgren’s interviews, 
letters, and other material. But the five plays presented here are enough to confirm 
that she had experience and that she understood the children in Stockholm who 
wanted to play theatre, and how they, like the youth of Vimmerby, needed scripts 
that could satisfy their ability and their desire. From the texts staged in Vimmerby, 
we can see what was wanted. First of all, the play should not be too long, preferably 
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with just one scene, a fast-moving dialogue with a clear conflict and above all with 
comic potential. Lindgren chiselled this out in her dramatization of the story of 
Pippi Longstocking. But she did not find the form immediately.

Astrid Lindgren and Vår Teater
If Astrid Ericsson’s longing had been directed towards the theatre, more would 
have been written about her acting in Vimmerby. But nothing is known about 
any such ambition, and her artistic breakthrough took place later in life than is 
customary for actors. She moved to Stockholm at an early age, but she neither 
acted nor did any writing there (Hellström 2015, pp. 111–125). She was in her 
forties when Britt-Mari lättar sitt hjärta was published, and a year later, in 1945, 
Pippi Longstocking. But a play suitable for children’s theatre groups was also 
published that year, Huvudsaken är att man är frisk (“The Main Thing is That 
You Are Healthy”). The reason for this is her contact with Elsa Olenius, who 
needed a play for young people. Olenius was a member of the two committees 
that awarded prizes to Lindgren’s first books, and she soon came asking for texts 
for the theatre. A reply by letter with suggestions for parts of Britt-Mari lättar sitt 
hjärta that might be suitable for reading on the radio, where Olenius also worked 
making programmes for children and young people, is preserved in the Royal 
Library, and we can see there that humour was requested (Hellström 2015, pp. 
137 ff.). Humour is also prominent in Huvudsaken är att man är frisk. Some young 
people are hanging out in a “sports cabin”, and a radio broadcast about a robber 
on the run creates excitement and comedy in the youngsters’ ongoing masquerade 
game. Who is the culprit and who is a friend in disguise? The young people are 
reminiscent of the children in Mästerdetektiven Blomkvist (Master Detective: A Kalle 
Blomkvist Mystery), which appeared the following year, and which was printed as 
a play in 1948. Huvudsaken är att man är frisk has the humour that Elsa Olenius 
requested in the selection from Britt-Mari lättar sitt hjärta, and it is possible that 
she inquired after the selected chapters and a humorous play at the same time. 
Such forwardness is not surprising if we may judge from the description of Elsa 
Olenius by Kent Hägglund and Anita Lindvåg in their books about Vår Teater 
and Elsa Olenius respectively (Hägglund 2002; Lindvåg 1988). It is clear that 
Olenius had a strong will. A clear example of this is that Ingmar Bergman’s semi-
professional children’s theatre was thrown out of Medborgarhuset in favour of 
Olenius’ theatre with children, for children (Lindvåg 1988, p. 36). At this time 
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the director who would later have an international impact that no director from 
Sweden ever had before or since was forced to give way to the pioneer of children’s 
theatre, Elsa Olenius.

Ethel Sjögren as Pippi Longstocking
In a letter to her parents, Lindgren says that she is going to write a play about Pippi 
Longstocking. The reason was that at Christmas 1945 she had seen Ethel Sjögren 
play one of the roles in Huvudsaken är att man är frisk. Lindgren viewed her as a 
child prodigy (Hellström 2015, p. 138), and already in March 1946 the play Pippi 
Långstrumps liv och leverne was premiered. One of the participants, Åke Hassler, 
has told me in conversation that Lindgren invited the ensemble to her home and 
presented her dramatization with the modest description: “I have put some things 
together.” Lindgren thus participated in the work on the production (Hellström 
2015, p. 143). On Saturdays they all met for exercises in drama and rehearsals, 
and a core troupe also rehearsed on Mondays (Hägglund 2002, pp. 25–27). This 
probably involved the children cast in the leading roles in the play about Pippi, 
those who played Tommy and Annika and, above all, Pippi as portrayed by Ethel 
Sjögren. There are several testimonials about how she played the lead role. Some 
come from interviews I have done, with Åke Hassler and Karin Nyman, already 
mentioned, but also with Margareta Byström and Kerstin Hallert. Likewise, Olle 
Johansson has shared memories in an interview of which I have heard a recording. 
In addition, there are several reviews in newspapers, which is both surprising, 
since it was unusual even then for children’s cultural efforts to be reviewed in the 
daily press, confirming the traction Olenius had and the impact that Lindgren’s 
presence gave to whatever she was engaged in, even at the beginning of her 
career. The overall picture is that Ethel Sjögren had a unique presence on stage 
for a children’s theatre ensemble. Karin Nyman says that she was outstandingly 
good, forceful and with the right emphasis and timing, and Margareta Byström 
paints a similar picture, describing her as pleasant, cheerful, noisy and steady in 
a way that made her a natural choice for the role. Åke Hassler describes her 
as gentle and likable, and in Olle Johansson’s voice one can hear his tenderness 
when he describes Ethel Sjögren’s way of wearing the braids. The most eloquent 
formulation is by Kerstin Hallert, whom I have interviewed by e-mail. She begins 
her answer by comparing Ethel Sjögren’s Pippi to Inger Nilsson’s, the child who 
portrayed Pippi in the 1968 television series; she describes Pippi in 1946 as a 
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conscious revolutionary, a cool resistance woman who challenged the adults’ blind 
spots without being a frolicsome type. Ethel Sjögren’s own personality lacked the 
self-awareness that could easily have arisen from the trust she was shown by Elsa 
Olenius and Astrid Lindgren. Kerstin Hallert believes that was one reason why 
she was able to keep the role, despite fierce competition, for several years after the 
premiere in 1946 and also in the revival in 1950 (Hellström 2015, pp. 141–144).

In the Stockholm newspaper Svenska Dagbladet, Ethel Sjögren was regarded 
as an outstanding Pippi of eleven years, acting with splendid ruthlessness, and the 
other Stockholm newspaper Dagens Nyheter also had a favourable review of the 
play. The local press also described Ethel Sjögren as a natural when the group 
toured provincial towns, or when she alone travelled with Olenius and Lindgren to 
various events. The performances then appear to have been improvisations, which 
put Sjögren to the test even more. There are descriptions of magical virtuosity as 
she switched between the role of villain at one moment, to become Pippi in the 
next, and fighting with herself in between (Hellström 2015, pp. 145–150).

Lindgren describes her impressions of the play
The play ran for several years, in Stockholm and on tour, within a radius equal to 
the distance that one could travel from the capital over one day at the time. On the 
home stage, the play was revived several times, but it was also performed on the 
stage of the Concert Hall and in Humlegården during a celebration of “Children’s 
Day” in August 1949 (Hellström 2015, p. 174). Both of these occasions have left 
traces that are reflected in the new version of the play that Lindgren presented 
in 1950. After the performance in the Concert Hall, comments could be seen in 
the press arguing that Pippi spoke too much of a mixture of child language and 
adult language, and that many of the jokes that adults appreciated went over the 
heads of children (Hellström 2015, p. 147). And when excerpts from the play 
were performed in Humlegården for a much larger crowd than planned for, it 
was obvious that they had to emphasize the lively action at the expense of the 
witty language. Articles from the time call this performance “the Humlegården 
chaos” (Hellström 2015, p. 179) and Lindgren refers to this event in letters to 
various people staging the play. One of these letters, written to the director of a 
children’s theatre in Norway in 1950, indirectly explains the changes Lindgren 
had made between the 1946 production, the script of which was published in 
book form the same year, and the revival in 1950, which was also published in 
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1950 in the collection 6 pjäser för barn och ungdom (“Six Plays for Children and 
Young People”). I quote the most important part of Lindgren’s rather long letter:

I have seen Pippi performed in so many theatres and I have closely 
observed the children’s reactions everywhere, I have collaborated 
with the director of Stockholm Children’s Theatre and time and time 
again I have made changes to my plays according to her instructions. 
That’s why I know that what children want on stage, above all, is 
movement. Long lines and discussions, no matter how funny they 
are, are totally wasted on a young audience. Something has to be 
happening on stage all the time, otherwise the kids get distracted 
and start talking to each other, and then it’s even harder to hear the 
actors’ lines and the audience becomes even more distracted. In my 
play about Pippi there are two things that go down well, far more 
than anything else. The first is when Pippi is chased by the police, 
the second is when the thieves break into her house. The scene in the 
school does not cause the same amusement at all, because they are 
just speaking all the time but nothing happens. The same goes for 
the scene with the coffee party. There, the moment when Pippi dips 
her face in the cream cake causes lots of laughter, but the rest, which 
is mostly talk, leaves the audience rather indifferent (Hellström 
2015, p. 201).

These experiences of Ethel Sjögren’s way of playing Pippi influenced the changes 
between the different versions, and possibly also the next two parts of the book 
series, Pippi Långstrump går ombord (Pippi Longstocking Goes on Board) and Pippi 
Långstrump i Söderhavet (Pippi Longstocking in the South Seas). For example, 
Astrid Lindgren witnessed the audience’s enjoyment of her father’s return first 
on stage, before she wrote it in book form, in the second novel, Pippi Longstocking 
Goes on Board. The reviewer in Dagens Nyheter wrote that it seemed to be one 
of the high points of the production, the element of surprise when the father 
finally enters Pippi’s house, when it turns out that, amidst all Pippi’s invention 
and exaggeration, there is one thing that is true, that her father is a sea captain 
who lives on a South Sea island (Hellström 2015, p. 146). This part was also 
incorporated into the book.
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Similarly, it is possible to see that the emphasis on action and visual 
comedy, rather than dialogue and long speeches, is something that Lindgren 
herself continued in the third book, Pippi Longstocking in the South Seas. Here the 
focus is on adventure and the action is propelled forward quickly.

The presentation of Pippi on stage
When she started adapting her own text at the end of 1945, Astrid Lindgren 
had little experience of writing for the stage. She was in a hurry too, as one can 
understand from the short time that elapsed between the presentation of the 
idea and the premiere. Lindgren had previously written a text directly for the 
stage, Huvudsaken är att man är frisk, but it is a different matter to dramatize an 
existing work, moreover if it is the playwright’s own text. It is conceivable that a 
playwright who has all the authority to change and reshuffle her own text would 
do so, that she would take liberties that other dramatists might not dare to or be 
allowed to. But it can also be problematic to adapt a text that you yourself have 
written. It can be difficult to let go of the structure you created for the novel, and 
to see the possibilities that the theatre adds to the narrative, or to be aware of what 
might not have the same effect on a stage as on a page that a person reads at home. 
Lindgren learnt gradually, as she writes in the previously quoted letter.

In the 1946 version, one of Lindgren’s problems becomes visible in the 
first scene. In the novel, the reader is prepared for the person that Tommy and 
Annika are going to meet because the author has told the reader about Pippi 
Longstocking’s background, that her mother is an angel and her father a sea 
captain, and that she moved into the old house together with a monkey, a horse, 
and a suitcase full of gold coins. After that, Tommy and Annika are introduced 
to the reader, and we are told that they are unaware of the girl they see coming 
towards them. The reader knows something more about the main character than 
Tommy and Annika do. They are portrayed as very well-behaved and bored on 
their side of the fence, before Pippi appears.

The voice of an omniscient narrator is not part of the theatrical toolbox. 
Instead playwrights tend to use a newcomer arriving at the place, asking questions 
and learning about the situation. In Henrik Ibsen this is often an old relative, and 
in August Strindberg it is a friend of the main character who has been away for 
a long time. In her first version Lindgren introduces “Kalle”, who hears Tommy 
and Annika talking about Pippi. He does not believe what he hears and questions 
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everything they say about Pippi, which is exactly the same information that the 
narrator gives the reader in the novel before Tommy and Annika are seen playing 
croquet in their garden: that she lives on her own in the house, that her father 
is on a South Sea island where he has become king, that she has a monkey and 
a suitcase full of money. Pippi’s great strength is demonstrated when she enters 
the stage. She walks backwards, as in the novel, and the description of how she 
behaves in the same way as the Egyptians is very close to what is said in the 
book. Kalle questions this, starts arguing with Tommy and they wrestle for a 
while before Pippi steps in and lifts Kalle away. Annika calls Kalle stupid and 
says that they forgot the most important thing, that Pippi is the strongest person 
in the world. Kalle slouches away as Pippi utters the line about him being such a 
bonehead that you can see the bone.

It is not a likeable trio that is presented here. Their superior attitude is not 
exactly charming, and Pippi seems more like a boaster than anything else. Pippi 
here is more similar to the blunt Pippi we see in the version called Ur-Pippi, 
Lindgren’s first rejected manuscript, before the revised version was published 
by Rabén & Sjögren. That text that has now been published, but back then it 
was known only to Lindgren herself. Her background in both texts leads to a 
sequence of events that only she could write, but it is not to the play’s advantage. 
Perhaps this became clear to her when the text was performed on stage, when 
Ethel Sjögren was going to play Pippi as a bully. This is not very consistent with 
the descriptions we have of her way of playing Pippi.

In the 1950 edition the entire first scene, or first act as it is called, is 
changed. Here once again we see Tommy and Annika outside the deserted house, 
hoping that someone will move in. The author has realized that the audience 
does not need any advance information about Pippi Longstocking, who is now 
well known thanks to the book. It is different from the premiere, when children 
in the audience could cheer with joy when they were told that there was also a 
book about the girl they had seen on stage. We can read about this in the review 
in Svenska Dagbladet (Hellström 2015, p. 146) and I myself have been told about 
school classes that staged the play in 1946 without having read the book. Things 
had changed by 1950.

In the later version it is Tommy and Annika who know nothing about 
Pippi. They are standing outside the fence wondering if someone with children 
might have moved in, because there is now a sign that was not there before. “Villa 
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Villekulla” it says, and Pippi appears soon after, and the dialogue that follows is 
similar to the one in the first book. Pippi’s personality here is more like the one in 
the book from 1945. Tommy and Annika are also recognizable, they are not at all 
mean, but they do skip the first lesson of school so that they can talk to Pippi, in 
contrast to their otherwise good behaviour.

Another noticeable difference is that, in the first version, there are no 
policemen chasing Pippi to put her in an orphanage. In the letter Lindgren wrote 
in 1950, she holds this up as one of the main attractions in her play. The 1950 
version includes this police chase, which suggests that the policemen were added 
sometime after the premiere and the publication of the first version. It was not 
only the way the role of Kalle ended up changing Tommy, Annika, and Pippi that 
was a problem, but also that the whole opening scene, which occupies a quarter of 
the play, contained too little action. The audience lost interest, and it was difficult 
to win it back. That was why the policemen were added, to very successful effect. 
Their first documented presence on stage is seen in the extended version written 
for the professional performance at Oscarsteatern at Christmas 1948, and in 
Elsa Olenius’ version starring Ethel Sjögren their presence is documented in the 
performance on Children’s Day in Stockholm in August 1949. It is possible that 
the policemen were added after the Oscarsteatern production, but more likely 
they had also been incorporated in the production at Vår Teater before 1948.

The police are tasked with taking Pippi to an orphanage because she has 
no parents. When she gets them to chase her, she climbs up Villa Villekulla and 
the policemen follow, getting stuck in the chimney, and they see Pippi taking 
away the ladder just as they are about to bring her down. Pippi excels in courage, 
strength, and cunning, and it is not difficult to see that this was enthusiastically 
applauded by the audience, as Lindgren describes.

Two pictures are preserved of Ethel Sjögren performing in the first act, 
one from each version. In the picture from 1946, Ethel Sjögren is seen lifting 
Kalle off Tommy, but not with any great enthusiasm. She looks rather hesitant. 
In the second picture, however, we see liveliness and joy; in the Children’s Day 
performance in 1949 she is lifting the two policemen by the collar. But in the 
latter picture she is a few years older and more accustomed to the character, it 
must be added.
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Acts two and three
The second act, which takes place in the classroom, is quite similar in the two 
versions. Pippi rides in, the audience hears only hooves and horse sounds, and 
then Pippi behaves as in the book. She misinterprets the teacher’s instructions and 
talks animatedly, and completely divorced from reality, about the school system 
in other parts of the world. The chapter ends with Pippi’s realization that school 
is not for her, and the teacher is relieved to agree with her about something. This 
is also included in the play, but it is somewhat disturbed by the fact that Annika 
has to be given space to invite Pippi home for coffee, a concession required by the 
necessity to link the scenes together. 

The scene in the classroom is one of those that Lindgren herself found less 
successful. It is mostly talk, and the fun is verbal in nature. When Lindgren created 
a shorter version for a smaller ensemble, the whole school scene was omitted, but 
as long as the play was meant to be suitable for performance by a children’s group, 
it had to be included in order to give all the children something to do in the play. 
All the parts except Pippi, Tommy, and Annika have only one scene to appear 
in, but the school scene gives everyone an opportunity to play another role and 
thus have a little more time in the limelight. Here they get a chance to play the 
astonished schoolchildren who observe Pippi’s antics.

The third act is set in Tommy and Annika’s home. Their mother is having 
a coffee party for a group of ladies, and the children have been allowed to invite 
a friend. This kind of coffee party was already perceived in 1946 as a venerable 
tradition maintained by housewives, and the general image that these parties were 
mostly for the purpose of gossip between the ladies is something that Lindgren 
takes advantage of. They talk of the shortcomings of maids and the hostess’s 
ability to bake good cakes, despite the post-war rationing of butter. But when 
Pippi marches in, it is not surprising that she turns the event upside down, and 
ends by dipping her head in the cream cake, the scene that, together with the 
police chase, provoked the most laughter in the audience according to Lindgren. 
The versions differ slightly, and here it is possible to see that Lindgren heeded 
the criticism expressed in a review of the printed play, which did not appreciate 
the way Pippi played with sugar in a time of food rationing (Hellström 2015, p. 
152). The part where sugar cubes and granulated sugar are scattered on the floor 
disappears in the second version.
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The more emotional ending of the second version
The final act shows the most interesting differences between the versions. It is set 
in Pippi’s house and she is seen sitting alone, counting her money on the floor. 
In the first version that is all that is happening before the thieves knock on the 
door, while the 1950 version gives room for a certain sadness and thoughtfulness 
in Pippi. She asks her monkey if he doesn’t feel alone sometimes, and she herself 
displays sadness at not having anyone close to her. This is expressed in a short line, 
but it gives the whole scene with the villains a different undertone, and leads to 
greater joy at the end of the play when Pippi’s father enters. In the first version 
he is presented with only a few lines and lots of hugs, but in the 1950 version he 
is brought in as a surprise by Tommy and Annika. There is also a pointer towards 
the second part, Pippi Longstocking Goes on Board, when all four at the end chant: 
“To the South Seas.”

In 1950, parts two and three of the trilogy had appeared. In addition, Pippi 
had been seen on the stage of Oscarsteatern in a version where some of the action 
was set on the South Sea island. The production was a professional one, with 
Pippi played by the adult actress Viveca Serlachius, and there was an orchestra 
and dancers. The set design was much more lavish than in the children’s theatre 
version, but the reviewers who compared the two versions favoured the one by 
Olenius and Sjögren (Hellström 2015, pp. 156 f.). The premiere was at Christmas 
1948, and just before that Pippi Longstocking in the South Seas was published. They 
are similar in that they both take into account what Lindgren said in her letter. 
Playfulness and slapstick are emphasized in both, while there are differences 
between the stage version and the book regarding the stereotyped image of South 
Sea islanders. From this perspective, the new act in the Oscarsteatern production 
is more problematic than the book, and this was perhaps something Lindgren 
realized and regretted when she saw the Oscarsteatern production, as she did not 
include the South Sea scenes in the new version of the play published two years 
later. On the other hand, in the play version from 1950 there is the melancholy 
that can be sensed in the last book. Perhaps Lindgren saw this portrayed by Ethel 
Sjögren and then let it influence her portrayal of Pippi. It is possible that the 
melancholy was quickly inserted into the stage version because of the way Ethel 
Sjögren played the role, but that, for those of us who have no recordings, it is not 
visible until the new version from 1950.

The third book, Pippi Longstocking in the South Seas, concludes with the 
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same sadness that Pippi expresses in the play to Mr Nilsson. Tommy and Annika 
can look into Pippi’s house from their own and can see her sitting at the table 
with a candle lit in front of her, and they express the hope that Pippi will always 
be there in Villa Villekulla.

The last stage version
Overall, it is a faster version that Lindgren achieved for the second published 
version. The lines, mostly Pippi’s, have been shortened. The second version probably 
represents the form that the play took on after several years of performance. 
There were periods when the play was not staged, but it was revived at regular 
intervals, always with Ethel Sjögren in the lead role, but with changes in the 
casting of the other parts. Several of the people I have spoken to describe Elsa 
Olenius as a rather severe lady whose trust one had to gain in order to retain a 
place in the flagship that was the play about Pippi Longstocking. Not least of all, 
Pippi Longstocking in dramatized form became a great symbol of “Stockholm 
Children’s Theatre”, as it was called before the term “Our Theatre” was coined in 
connection with Children’s Day in Humlegården in 1949. Newspapers and one 
of the theatre’s leaders, Brita Enberg, describe how chaos erupted when too many 
people wanted to see the performance. In her unpublished memoirs, Enberg 
writes about how valiantly Ethel Sjögren tried to make the story reach out to the 
great sea of people (Hellström 2015, p. 180). Most likely, she played the role more 
times after this, but this occasion can still be regarded as the grand finale after 
four years of playing the role.

The third and final version that Lindgren herself created was a one-acter 
for a production in Kungsträdgården in 1953. Stockholm was celebrating its 
700th anniversary and there were many performances on the stage in this park 
in the middle of the city. Having learnt something from the performance in 
Humlegården, Lindgren wrote down a version that differs from the previous ones 
and now takes it for granted that Pippi is a well-known figure, and that the vast 
majority of the audience would find it difficult to hear the lines from the stage. 
The play begins with Pippi entering down a slide. Lindgren wrote in a letter to 
a director at Alléscenen in Copenhagen in 1950 about different productions of 
the play, about how the children in the performance at the Edderkoppen theatre 
in Oslo came in on a slide. “Let’s have the slide and plenty of life and play and 
noise as soon as the curtain rises” (Hellström 2015, p. 200). That was Lindgren’s 
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idea of how the play should be staged, and this was the vision that she brought 
to fruition in the short version. Pippi, Tommy, and Annika are in it, and the two 
couples who are responsible for most of the chases and action in the story, first the 
two policemen and then the two thieves. That is the whole cast.

The one-acter was published in 1955 in Elsa Olenius’ collection of plays, 
Serverat, Ers Majestät! It can be seen as the termination of Lindgren’s work of 
transferring the story of Pippi from the page to the stage.

Conclusion
Astrid Lindgren’s understanding of what is needed in a play written for children, 
both as an audience and as actors, first came from her own experience of playing 
children’s theatre. Here we have seen how Lindgren herself as a child acted in 
plays that built on comedy, but they were poorly adapted to the use of children and 
adolescents as actors. She did not find it strange that children want to play theatre, 
and she understood the needs. It was on this basis that Lindgren wrote her stage 
versions, and she was active in every part of the process of putting on the show: 
she saw the intended children’s group in another performance, Huvudsaken är att 
man är frisk, discovered a person that could carry the leading role, Ethel Sjögren, 
presented the project to the children, visualized her ideas, and was quick in writing 
the first version. Then she seems to have been active during the rehearsals, and 
not least of all she saw repeated performances. This meant that both the audience 
response and the actors’ performance influenced what she went on to write about 
Pippi; this is absolutely certain when it comes to the play versions, but it may 
also apply to the books Pippi Longstocking Goes on Board and Pippi Longstocking 
in the South Seas. Here it is clear how the author adopts the children’s perspective, 
as has often been claimed about Lindgren. She observes the children from two 
directions, that of the receivers and that of the senders.

Ethel Sjögren plays a special role here. Admittedly, many actors have 
influenced the image of who Pippi is. Inger Nilsson in the 1969 television series 
is probably the one that most people in Sweden think about and see in front of 
them, but later people have also interpreted Pippi in many performances that 
have had an impact, such as the singer Siw Malmkvist in the early 1980s and the 
singer and show artiste Pernilla Wahlgren in the 1990s (Hellström 2015, p. 15). 
But none of these performers portrayed Pippi during the period when Astrid 
Lindgren continued to write about Pippi, as Ethel Sjögren did. 
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When the three plays about Pippi Longstocking are placed side by side, it 
is obvious how they became simpler and clearer, how the visual elements gained 
in prominence while the verbal elements were reduced. This is most clearly seen 
in the first act, where Pippi’s rather long monologues are shortened to make room 
for her antics with the policemen on the roof of Villa Villekulla, and in the last 
act when her father’s return is used for much more dance and play in the second 
version than in the first. Here it is also clear how emotions occupy a greater place 
in the later version, when Pippi talks about her loneliness, and her love for her 
father becomes even more prominent.

In the last version it is clear that the author submits to the situation in 
which the play must be performed. Lindgren takes into account the audience’s 
inability to concentrate and their chance of hearing what is said, and so puts 
all the emphasis on the visual elements. The introduction of a slide on stage is 
one of the main signs of this, as it has no basis in the literary original. This is 
clearly expressed in the letter quoted above to the children’s theatre director in 
Norway. Lindgren writes: “Excellent that Pippi fires a gun, hope it goes off with a 
good bang. Everything that makes a noise, everything that is thrown, everything 
that moves, the children like that” (Hellström 2015, p. 202). This is a line that 
was subsequently followed in Staffan Götestam’s musical with Siw Malmkvist 
as Pippi, and also when Pippi is portrayed in the theme park in Vimmerby built 
around Lindgren’s stories, Astrid Lindgren’s World. Here the audience is similar 
to the one that saw Pippi in Humlegården and in Kungsträdgården, in terms of 
both size and ability to concentrate. The more tender sides are instead handled 
in productions for an audience assembled solely to hear the story of Pippi, as in 
Jonna Nordensköld’s production at Stockholm City Theatre in 2007.

Two lines can be detected in the ideas that exist about how Pippi should 
be portrayed. One emphasizes the noise and the antics, the other the sensitive 
and thoughtful aspects (Hellström 2015, pp. 21–23). In Astrid Lindgren’s 
dramatizations we can see that the author advocated both lines, but always 
adapting in one direction or the other depending on the composition of the 
audience and the conditions for enjoying the play, and with great regard for the 
personality of the person playing Pippi.
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