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THE MASTER BUILDER AND OTHER PLAYS

HENRIK IBSEN (1828–1906) is often called ‘the Father of Modern Drama’. He was born in the small Norwegian town of Skien and made his debut as a writer with the three-act play Catilina (1850). Between 1851 and 1864 he was artistic director and consultant for theatres in Bergen and Christiania (later spelt Kristiania; now Oslo), and contributed strongly to a renewal of Norwegian drama, writing plays such as The Vikings at Helgeland (1858), Love’s Comedy (1862) and The Pretenders (1863). In 1864 he left Norway on a state travel stipend and went to Rome with his wife Suzannah. This marked the beginning of what would become a 27-year-long voluntary exile in Italy and Germany. Ibsen experienced a critical and commercial success with the verse drama Brand (1866); this was followed by his other great drama in verse, Peer Gynt (1867), the prose play The League of Youth (1869) and his colossal Emperor and Galilean (1873), a ‘world-historical play’, also in prose. The next decisive turn in Ibsen’s career came with The Pillars of Society (1877), the beginning of the twelve-play cycle of modern prose plays. Here he turned his attention to contemporary bourgeois life, rejecting verse for good. This cycle would include A Doll’s House (1879), Ghosts (1881), An Enemy of the People (1882), The Wild Duck (1884), Rosmersholm (1886), The Lady from the Sea (1888), Hedda Gabler (1890), The Master Builder (1892), Little Eyolf (1894), John Gabriel Borkman (1896) and, finally, When We Dead Awaken (1899). By the time Ibsen returned to Norway in 1891, he had acquired Europe-wide fame, and his plays soon entered the canons of world literature and drama. Following a series of strokes, he died at home in Kristiania at the age of seventy-eight.

BARBARA J. HAVELAND is a freelance literary translator. She translates fiction, poetry and drama from Norwegian and Danish to English. She has translated novels by many leading Danish and Norwegian writers, including Peter Høeg, Ib Michael, Jens Christian Grøndahl, Øystein Lønn, Jan Kjærstad and Linn Ullmann. On the poetry side, she has been involved in collaborations with such Danish poets as Pia Juul, Morten Søndergaard and Ursula Andkjær Olsen. She has also produced English translations of two other works by Ibsen, A Doll’s House and Enemy of the People, for the ‘Ibsen in Translation’ project run by The Centre for Ibsen Studies, University of Oslo.

ANNE-MARIE STANTON-IFE read Modern and Mediaeval Languages at Newnham College, Cambridge and subsequently studied at University College London, gaining an MA in Comparative Literature and a PhD on Henrik Ibsen, supported by a period of research at the University of Oslo Centre for Ibsen Studies. She has published a number of articles on Ibsen, with a focus on the tragedies, and co-translated Ibsen’s Emperor and Galilean (with Marie Wells) for the National Theatre. Other translations include Hans Frederik Dahl’s biography of Vidkun Quisling from the Norwegian (CUP, 1998) and several dramatic and prose works from the Modern Greek.

TORIL MOI is James B. Duke Professor of Literature and Romance Studies and Professor of English, Theater Studies and Philosophy at Duke University. Among her books are Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (1985); Simone de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman (1993; 2nd edn 2008); Sex, Gender and the Body: The Student Edition of What Is a Woman? (2005) and Henrik Ibsen and the Birth of Modernism: Art, Theater, Philosophy (2006).

TORE REM is Professor of British Literature at the Department of Literature, Area Studies and European Languages, the University of Oslo. He has published extensively on British and Scandinavian nineteenth-century literature and drama, including the books Dickens, Melodrama and the Parodic Imagination (2002) and Henry Gibson/Henrik Ibsen (2006), as well as on life writing, the history of the book, reception studies and world literature. Rem has been Christensen Visiting Fellow at St Catherine’s College, Oxford, was director of the board of the Centre for Ibsen Studies and is a member of the Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters.







Chronology

1828 Henrik Johan Ibsen born to Marichen and Knud Ibsen, a retailer and timber trader, in the town of Skien, 100 km south of Oslo (then Christiania).

1833 Starts school at Skien borgerskole (borgerskoler were schools for the bourgeoisie of the towns).

1835 Knud Ibsen is declared bankrupt. The family’s property is auctioned off, and they move to the farm Venstøp in the parish of Gjerpen, just east of Skien.

1843 Travels to the coastal town of Grimstad, about 110 km south of Skien, where he is made apprentice in an apothecary’s shop.

1846 Hans Jacob Hendrichsen is born to Else Sophie Jensdatter, the apothecary’s maid, on 9 October. Ibsen accepts patrimony and is required to pay maintenance for the next fourteen years.

1849 Writes Catilina, his first play, as well as poetry, during the winter. Has his first poem, ‘I høsten’ (‘In Autumn’), published in a newspaper at the end of September.

1850 Leaves Grimstad on 12 April, the publication date of Catilina. The play is published under the pseudonym Brynjulf Bjarme. Visits his family in Skien for the last time.

Goes to the capital, Christiania, where he sits the national high school exam in the autumn, but fails in arithmetic and Greek.

His first play to be performed, Kjempehøien (The Burial Mound), is staged at the Christiania Theater on 26 September.

1851 Starts the journal Manden, later Andhrimner, with friends. The famous violinist Ole Bull hires Ibsen for Det norske Theater (the Norwegian Theatre), his new venture in Bergen. Ibsen begins as an apprentice, then becomes director and resident playwright. He agrees to write and produce one new play for the theatre every year.

1852 Spends over three months in Copenhagen and Dresden studying Danish and German theatre.

1853 Sancthansnatten (St John’s Night) opens on 2 January, the founding date of Det norske Theater.

1855 Fru Inger til Østeraad (Lady Inger of Ostrat) performed at Det norske Theater on 2 January.

1856 First real success with Gildet paa Solhoug (The Feast at Solhoug) at Det norske Theater; the play is subsequently performed at the Christiania Theater and published as book.

Becomes engaged to Suzannah Daae Thoresen.

1857 Olaf Liljekrans premieres at Det norske Theater to a disappointing reception.

Moves to Christiania during the summer, and takes up the position of artistic director at the Kristiania Norske Theater (Kristiania Norwegian Theatre) from early September.

First performance outside of Norway when The Feast at Solhoug is staged at the Kungliga Dramatiska Theatern (Royal Dramatic Theatre) in Stockholm in November.

1858 Marries Suzannah Thoresen in Bergen on 18 June.

Hærmendene paa Helgeland (The Vikings at Helgeland) has its first night at the Kristiania Norske Theater on 24 November and is met with a resoundingly positive response.

1859 A son, Sigurd Ibsen, is born to Suzannah and Henrik Ibsen on 23 December.

Writes the long poem ‘Paa Vidderne’ (‘On the Moors’) as a ‘New Year’s Gift’ to the readers of the journal Illustreret Nyhedsblad.

1860–61 Ibsen accumulates private debt, owes taxes and is taken to court by creditors. He drinks heavily during this period, and the family has to move a number of times. He is criticized for his choice of repertory at the Kristiania Norske Theater.

His epic poem ‘Terje Vigen’ appears in Illustreret Nyhedsblad.

1862 The theatre goes bankrupt, and Ibsen is without regular employment.

Ethnographic expedition to the West of Norway in summer, collecting fairy tales and stories.

Publishes Kjærlighedens Komedie (Love’s Comedy) in Illustreret Nyhedsblad.

1863 Employed as ‘artistic consultant’ at the Christiania Theater from 1 January and made able to pay off most of his debts. The first, short Ibsen biography published by his friend Paul Botten-Hansen in Illustreret Nyhedsblad. Applies for a state stipend in March, but is instead awarded a travel grant of 400 spesidaler (in 1870 a male teacher would earn around 250 spesidaler a year) for a journey abroad.

Kongs-Emnerne (The Pretenders) published in 1,250 copies in October.

1864 The Pretenders performed at the Christiania Theater on 17 January. A great success.

Ibsen leaves Norway on 1 April and settles in Rome.

1865 Writes Brand in Ariccia.

1866 The verse drama Brand is published in 1,250 copies by Ibsen’s new publisher Gyldendal in Copenhagen on 15 March, with three more print runs before the end of the year. The play is Ibsen’s real breakthrough, helping to secure financial stability.

Given an annual stipend of 400 spesidaler by the Norwegian government, plus a new travel grant.

1867 Writes the verse drama Peer Gynt on Ischia and in Sorrento. Published in 1,250 copies on 14 November, with a second, larger print run appearing just two weeks later.

1868 At the beginning of October moves to Dresden in Germany, where he lives for the next seven years.

1869 Travels to Stockholm for a Nordic meeting for establishing a common Scandinavian orthography. Publishes De unges forbund (The League of Youth) in 2,000 copies on 30 September; the play is performed at the Christiania Theater on 18 October.

Travels from Marseilles to Egypt in October and participates as official guest in the festivities at the opening of the Suez Canal.

1871 Digte (Poems), his first and only collection of poetry, is published in 4,000 copies on 3 May.

The Danish critic Georg Brandes, the propagator of the so-called ‘Modern Breakthrough’, comes to Dresden and meets Ibsen for the first time.

1872 Edmund Gosse’s article ‘Ibsen’s New Poems’ appears in The Spectator in March.

1873 Gosse’s ‘Henrik Ibsen, the Norwegian Satirist’ appears in The Fortnightly Review in January.

Travels to Vienna in June, as a member of the jury for fine art at the World Exhibition.

Kejser og Galilæer (Emperor and Galilean) published in 4,000 copies on 16 October; there is a new print run of 2,000 copies in December.

Love’s Comedy performed at the Christiania Theater on 24 November.

1874 Ibsen and his family in Christiania from July to the end of September, his first visit since leaving Norway in 1864.

1875 Catilina published in revised edition to celebrate Ibsen’s twenty-fifth anniversary as a writer.

The family moves from Dresden to Munich on 13 April.

1876 Peer Gynt receives its first performance at the Christiania Theater, with music composed by Edvard Grieg.

Emperor and Galilean translated by Catherine Ray, Ibsen’s first translation into English.

The Vikings at Helgeland premieres at Munich’s Hof-theater (Court Theatre) on 10 April, making it the first Ibsen production outside of Scandinavia.

1877 Is made honorary doctor at the University of Uppsala in Sweden in September.

Samfundets støtter (Pillars of Society) is published in 7,000 copies on 11 October and performed at the Danish Odense Teater on 14 November.

1878 Moves to Rome in September.

1879 Travels to Amalfi with his family in July and writes most of his new play, Et Dukkehjem (A Doll’s House), there. Goes on to Sorrento and then Rome in September and moves back to Munich in October.

Edmund Gosse publishes Studies in the Literature of Northern Europe, devoting much space to Ibsen.

A Doll’s House is published in 8,000 copies on 4 December and receives its premiere at Det Kongelige Theater (the Royal Theatre) in Copenhagen on 21 December.

1880 Ibsen returns to Rome in November.

Quicksands, an adaptation by William Archer of The Pillars of Society, at London’s Gaiety Theatre, 15 December.

1881 Goes to Sorrento in June and writes most of Gengangere (Ghosts) there; the play is published in 10,000 copies on 13 December and is met with much harsh criticism, affecting subsequent book sales.

1882 First performance of Ghosts takes place in Chicago on 20 May.

Miss Frances Lord translates A Doll’s House as Nora.

En folkefiende (An Enemy of the People) published in 10,000 copies on 28 November.

1883 An Enemy of the People first staged at the Christiania Theater on 13 January.

1884 Breaking a Butterfly, Henry Arthur Jones and Henry Herman’s adaptation of A Doll’s House, premieres at the Prince’s Theatre, London, on 3 March.

Vildanden (The Wild Duck) is published in 8,000 copies on 11 November.

1885 First performance of The Wild Duck at Den Nationale Scene (the National Stage) in Bergen on 9 January.

First performance of Brand at the Nya Teatern (New Theatre) in Stockholm on 24 March.

Henrik and Suzannah Ibsen go to Norway in early June. They travel back via Copenhagen at the end of September, and in October settle in Munich again, where they live for the six following years.

Ghosts, translated by Miss Frances Lord, serialized in Britain in the socialist journal To-Day.

1886 Rosmersholm published in 8,000 copies on 23 November.

1887 A breakthrough in Germany with the production of Ghosts at the Residenz-Theater (Residency Theatre) in Berlin on 9 January.

Rosmersholm staged at Den Nationale Scene in Bergen on 17 January.

1888 Ibsen turns sixty. Celebrations in Scandinavia and Germany. Henrik Jæger publishes the first biography in book form.

Fruen fra havet (The Lady from the Sea) published in 10,000 copies on 28 November.

Newcastle-based Walter Scott publishes Pillars of Society, and Other Plays (it includes Ghosts and An Enemy of the People) under the editorship of the theatre critic William Archer and with an introduction by Havelock Ellis.

1889 The Lady from the Sea premieres both at the Hoftheater in Weimar and at the Christiania Theater on 12 February.

The production of A Doll’s House, with Janet Achurch as Nora, at the Novelty Theatre in London on 7 June, marks his breakthrough in Britain. This production goes on a world tour.

Pillars of Society is produced at London’s Opera Comique.

1890 André Antoine produces Ghosts at the Théâtre Libre (Free Theatre) in Paris, leading to a breakthrough in France.

The Lady from the Sea translated into English by Karl Marx’s youngest daughter, Eleanor.

Hedda Gabler published in 10,000 copies in Copenhagen on 16 December, with translations appearing in near-synchronized editions in Berlin, London and Paris.

1891 Hedda Gabler receives its first performance at the Residenz-Theater (Residency Theatre) in Munich on 31 January with Ibsen present. Competing English translations by William Archer and Edmund Gosse soon follow.

Several London productions of Ibsen plays, starting with Rosmersholm at the Vaudeville Theatre in February. In order to avoid censorship, Ghosts is given a private performance by the new Independent Theatre on 13 March, leading to a big public outcry. Hedda Gabler is produced under the joint management of Elizabeth Robins and Marion Lea in April, with Robins in the title role, and The Lady from the Sea follows in May.

George Bernard Shaw publishes his The Quintessence of Ibsenism, based on his lectures to the Fabian Society in the preceding year.

Henry James publishes ‘On the Occasion of Hedda Gabler’ in The New Review in June.

Ibsen returns to Kristiania (as it was now written after the Norwegian spelling review of 1877) on 16 July and settles there for the remainder of his life. This year he befriends the pianist Hildur Andersen, thirty-six years his junior, often considered the model for Hilde Wangel in The Master Builder.

1892 The Vikings at Helgeland is performed in Moscow on 14 January.

William and Charles Archer translate Peer Gynt in a prose version.

Sigurd marries the daughter of Ibsen’s colleague and rival Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson.

Bygmester Solness (The Master Builder) is published in 10,000 copies on 12 December.

1893 The Master Builder is first performed at the Lessingtheater in Berlin on 19 January. It is co-translated by William Archer and Edmund Gosse into English, and premieres at London’s Trafalgar Square Theatre on 20 February.

The Opera Comique in London puts on The Master Builder, Hedda Gabler, Rosmersholm and one act from Brand between 29 May and 10 June.

An Enemy of the People is produced by Herbert Beerbohm Tree at the Haymarket Theatre on 14 June. Ibsen’s first commercial success on the British stage.

F. Anstey (pseudonym for Thomas Anstey Guthrie) writes a series of Ibsen parodies called Mr Punch’s Pocket Ibsen.

1894 The Wild Duck at the Royalty Theatre, London, from 4 May.

Lille Eyolf (Little Eyolf) is published in 10,000 copies on 11 December.

Two English verse translations of Brand, by C. H. Herford and F. E. Garrett.

1895 Little Eyolf is performed at the Deutsches Theater (German Theatre) in Berlin on 12 January.

1896 Little Eyolf at the Avenue Theatre in London from 23 November, in a translation by William Archer.

John Gabriel Borkman is published in 12,000 copies on 15 December.

1897 World premiere of John Gabriel Borkman at the Svenska Teatern (Swedish Theatre) and the Suomalainen Teaatteri (Finnish Theatre) on 10 January, both in Helsinki.

1898 Gyldendal in Copenhagen publishes a People’s Edition of Ibsen’s collected works.

Ibsen’s seventieth birthday is celebrated in Kristiania, Copenhagen and Stockholm, and he receives greetings from all over Europe and North America.

1899 Når vi døde vågner (When We Dead Awaken), his last play, is published in 12,000 copies on 22 December.

1900 When We Dead Awaken is performed at the Hoftheater in Stuttgart on 26 January.

C. H. Herford translates Love’s Comedy; William Archer translates When We Dead Awaken.

Ibsen suffers a first stroke in March, and his health deteriorates over the next few years.

James Joyce’s ‘Ibsen’s New Drama’ appears in The Fortnightly Review in April.

1903 Imperial Theatre, London, produces When We Dead Awaken on 25 January and The Vikings at Helgeland on 15 April.

1906 On 23 May Henrik Ibsen dies in his home in Arbins gate 1 in Kristiania.

The Collected Works of Henrik Ibsen, translated and edited by William Archer, appears in twelve volumes over the next two years.







A Note on the Translation

In a letter of 1872 Henrik Ibsen himself summed up the challenges for the literary translator: ‘To translate well,’ he wrote, ‘is a difficult matter. It is not simply a question of translating the meaning but also, to a certain extent, of re-creating the style and the images and ultimately of adapting the entire form of expression to the structure and demands of the language into which one is translating.’1 It is a daunting remit: to provide English texts that both trust the letter and spirit of Ibsen’s drama and seek to bring out as much of their original linguistic, cultural and historical complexity and nuance as possible. This means always keeping an eye on the overall structure, while remaining true to the micro level of language, in order to convey the necessary weight, rhythm and tension in the dialogue.
The four plays in this volume, the last Ibsen was to write, register a shift in vision and technique. Figures such as the Rat-Maid and Irene tend to resist definition by realist measures, while individuals such as Solness and Borkman are entrenched in their own myths. The dialogue becomes increasingly poetic, enacting the mythopoeia of castles, trolls, forests, mines and mountains, while the scenic space shifts from the stuffy interiors that suffocate Erhart Borkman to the outdoor spaces. There is an inexorable outward progression beginning in The Master Builder and culminating in When We Dead Awaken, set exclusively outside and ending on a cold mountain plateau with a Latin benediction. At the same time, Ibsen continues to develop his stage directions, making them increasingly nuanced and novelistic.
Translating Ibsen is not, therefore, limited to a re-creation of ‘the style and images’. Each play has its own distinct storyworld, shaped by its setting, its characters and their language. This, too, must be credibly and faithfully rendered; each possesses its own voice or tone, just as each character has his or her own linguistic idiosyncrasies which the translator must endeavour to replicate. In The Master Builder, for example, Hilde Wangel’s breezy, forthright manner acts as a counterpoint to Solness’s reluctance to say things straight out; her often effusive language, the repeated use of such words and phrases as ‘terribly splendid’, ‘glorious’, ‘wonderfully exciting’, contrasts sharply with Kaja’s meekness and Aline’s at times querulous, at times resigned tone. When We Dead Awaken similarly produces many tensions in register: Rubek’s struggle with his identity as an artist; the self-important spa manager; the coarse sexual menace of Ulfheim; the elusive abstractions of Irene; Maja’s pragmatism and the Sister of Mercy’s closing benediction.
While rooted in the quotidian, Ibsen’s dialogue in these plays is subtle, poetic and often symbolic, his approach to language fresh and innovative. He frequently coined his own words and phrases, which, like all neologisms, sounded odd in his Dano-Norwegian of the 1890s,2 although some of them have now been absorbed into modern Norwegian. One example of this is Borkman’s overskurk, here translated as ‘übervillain’, a formulation as self-conscious as the original. Rather than smooth over such quirks with bland, clichéd renderings, the translator must allow what Inga-Stina Ewbank calls Ibsen’s ‘inalienable strangeness’ to speak for itself.3 And although the aim is to transpose these plays into a natural modern English, we have resisted formulations that are so colloquial that they will quickly become dated.
Such is the precision and economy of Ibsen’s language that the translator is often presented with the challenges inherent in translating poetry. He saw his entire dramatic oeuvre, particularly the twelve plays beginning with Pillars of the Community, as a cycle. Recurring themes and key words run through them like threads, keeping them poised in constant dialogue with each other. Frequently, these words are taken from the lexicon of ordinary language, foregrounded and made extraordinary through repetition and modulation. Concepts such as glæde (joy), plikt (duty), skyld (guilt) and gæld (debt) run through the corpus and reveal Ibsen’s developing philosophy of the key coordinates of human life. We have tried to render this development as consistently as possible.
Characters repeat words and phrases of profound personal importance, as well as picking up words used by others and investing them with their own significance. The result is a remarkably coherent storyworld, in which the characters structure something approaching not only an idiolect, but often an entire personal philosophy and mythology around key words such as lykke (happiness).
John Gabriel Borkman is a case in point. When undertaking the first English translation in 1897, William Archer argued that the greatest difficulty was to find a happy English equivalent for the word oprejsning, which can be rendered variously as ‘restitution’, ‘restoration’, ‘rehabilitation’, ‘amends’ and ‘redemption’. The verb oprejse can mean anything from ‘to erect’ to ‘to raise from the dead’. Through repetition Ibsen exposes, in an unlaboured manner, how each character’s understanding of oprejsning, the meanings they derive from it as well as invest in it, reveals their preoccupations and vision. For Gunhild, the material and social dimension is paramount; Foldal understands it as a legal obstacle, while Erhart refuses to be drawn into any narrative constructed around it. Borkman, despite the fact that his vision remains determinedly solipsistic and secular, plunders both the social and material dimension of the word as well as its religious overtones of atonement and redemption, in much the same way that he yearns to extract metal ore from deep inside the mountains.
There are, of course, instances where dogged adherence to the principle of consistency is ill advised and context has to be the deciding factor, sometimes in order to avoid contrived formulations, and sometimes because the context determines another primary connotation of a word in English. In Little Eyolf, while ond, in many instances, has to translate as ‘evil’ to tie in with the image of the ‘evil eyes’, in Rita’s and Allmers’s recurring discussion of onde and of becoming onde og stygge (ugly), ‘evil’ strikes a wrong note. In this context ‘wicked’ was deemed the better, less metaphysical alternative.
Apart from the difficulties presented by discrete words and concepts, the translator should also aim at preserving the physicality of the plays, communicated through both dialogue and stage directions. Through these means Ibsen pinpoints the precise position of his characters: seated, standing or walking around, moving towards or away from something or someone. One of the ways he achieves this is by using constructions common in his Dano-Norwegian, such as sidde (sit), stå (stand) and gå (‘go’ or ‘walk’) in combination with other verbs, whereas in English, ‘standing looking’ or ‘sat and thought’ are not obvious formulations. In order to preserve this, we have sometimes opted for a more literal wording than might otherwise have been chosen. For example, at the beginning of Act Two of Little Eyolf Allmers is sitting on a bench gazing at the fjord. Three times within the first few lines Asta refers to the fact that he is ‘sitting’ there: ‘Du skulde ikke sidde her ned i gråvejret, Alfred’ (‘You shouldn’t be sitting down here in this grey weather, Alfred’), she says. And then: ‘Har du siddet længe her nede?’ (‘Have you been sitting down here long?’). Further down this is then followed by: ‘Å, Alfred, sid ikke og stir ud på den fjorden!’ (‘Oh, Alfred, don’t sit there staring at that fjord!’). In all three cases it would be quite possible to omit the word ‘sit’ in translation. But the image of the grief-stricken father who can do nothing but sit there, gazing at the waters that have stolen his son, is continually reinforced by Ibsen.
On Ibsen’s stage, the relative social positions of the characters are clearly established through different forms of address – formal and informal. In nineteenth-century Norway these were rigidly adhered to, the informal, singular personal pronouns du and dig being used only with family and intimate friends. In all other cases, the formal, plural De and Dem forms were used. Such distinctions are lost in English, but since in Ibsen modes of address tell us something about social, professional and personal relationships, they cannot simply be ignored in translation. In When We Dead Awaken even the venal, menacing Ulfheim, alone on the mountain with Rubek’s wife, is careful to use the polite form when he threatens to tie her up with a dog leash. The translator has therefore to find other ways of reflecting particular modes of address: by using the name or title of the person addressed (‘doctor’, for example) or occasionally by the use of ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’.
Ibsen’s women frequently address and refer to their husbands and other male characters by surname, a nineteenth-century Norwegian convention that does not have the distancing effect it does in English. It seemed advisable either to use the Christian name, in the case of a spouse, or to add ‘Mr’ where necessary. The same problem arises with the custom of addressing people by their professional, trade or academic titles. Because English makes much less use of names in direct address than Norwegian, the insistence on professional attribute as well as name is jarring and only creates a distraction for the reader. We have therefore opted to use these designations only for the purpose of establishing identities, unless a particular tone is desired or a wider point has to be made.
Few things are quite straightforward in Ibsen, and this is also true on the stylistic level. The dialogue is frequently qualified by common Norwegian modal particles such as da, vel, jo, visst and nok, subtle modifiers whose function may in part be covered by English wordings such as ‘oh’, ‘well’, ‘why’, ‘surely’ or ‘of course’, depending on context. Sometimes they are not directly translated at all, but their sense is woven into correspondingly colloquial and natural-sounding English formulations instead. These ‘fillers’ give the lines their flow and rhythm; they colour remarks and statements, setting their tone, giving them lightness or weight. When Hilde makes her entrance in The Master Builder her speech is positively bouncing with vels and das, a jaunty directness which stands in contrast to Solness’s initially stiff and reserved responses. In the mouths of other characters, however, these and other modifiers can express hesitancy or assertiveness, resignation or resolve. So the translator continually has to ask: who is speaking here? What exactly is being communicated?
Common to all translators of classic literary texts is a sense of indebtedness to previous translators. And if ever translators had occasion to feel the anxiety of influence, it is in translating Ibsen. William Archer, Michael Meyer, Rolf Fjelde, James McFarlane, Una Ellis-Fermor, Peter Watts and Inga Stina-Ewbank constitute an illustrious yet incomplete list. Ibsen himself deplored the idea of language as an obstacle between his writing and the English-speaking world. In a letter to Edmund Gosse in 1872 he wrote: ‘The English are so close to us Scandinavians in spirit, in their way of thinking, and in their emotional life, and precisely for this reason it has been painful for me to think that the language should put up a barrier between my writing and all this great, kindred world.’4 We hope that with these new translations of Ibsen’s last four plays we have also played our part in breaking down the barrier between the greatest dramatist of the nineteenth century and the English-speaking reader of the twenty-first century.

Barbara J. Haveland

Anne-Marie Stanton-Ife, 2014

Notes

1.   Letter to Fredrik Gjertsen, 21 March 1872, in Narve Fulsås, ed., Henrik Ibsens Skrifter, vol 13: Brev (1871–1879) (Oslo: Aschehoug, 2008), p. 52.

2.   Danish was the official written language of Norway under Danish rule (1563–1814) and continued to be throughout the nineteenth century, despite the growing force of native Norwegian language movements. Ibsen’s Danish is characterized by its many ‘Norwegianisms’.

3.   Inga-Stina Ewbank, ‘Henrik Ibsen: National Language and International Drama’, in Bjørn Hemmer and Vigdis Ystad, eds., Contemporary Approaches to Ibsen, vol. 6 (Oslo: Norwegian University Press, 1988), p. 65.

4.   Letter to Gosse, 2 April 1872, in Fulsås, ed., Henrik Ibsens Skrifter, p. 56.







A Note on the Text

This Penguin edition is the first English-language edition based on the new historical-critical edition of Henrik Ibsen’s work, Henrik Ibsens Skrifter (2005–10) (HIS). The digital edition (HISe) is available at http://www.ibsen.uio.no/forside.xhtml. The texts of HIS are based on Ibsen’s first editions.







Introduction

Ibsen’s Late Style

In 1891, at the age of sixty-three, Henrik Ibsen returned to Norway after twenty-seven years in Italy and Germany. He had left Christiania (now Oslo) for Rome as a vigorous young writer in the prime of life; he returned as a world-famous dramatist entering into old age. After the move, Ibsen continued to publish a play every other year. Of the last four plays, The Master Builder appeared in 1892, Little Eyolf in 1894 and John Gabriel Borkman in 1896. In 1898 Ibsen was too busy to write a new play. He turned seventy in March and participated in extensive birthday celebrations all over Scandinavia. At the same time he was preparing the first edition of his collected works in both Danish and German.1 By February 1899, however, he was working on his next play, which appeared in December. The following year Ibsen suffered two strokes, from which he never recovered. When We Dead Awaken, with its prescient subtitle ‘A Dramatic Epilogue’, became his last play.

As Ibsen returned to Kristiania (as it was now written, after the Norwegian spelling review of 1877), he was already one of Europe’s most controversial playwrights. His plays were widely performed in Scandinavia and Germany and had begun to make their way in Britain and France. In the 1890s, however, Ibsen’s plays exploded on to the stage all over Europe. In Scandinavia, every new Ibsen play had long been a publishing sensation, but even there, readers’ interest peaked in the 1890s: in December 1896, the whole first printing of 12,000 copies of John Gabriel Borkman sold out so fast that a second printing of 3,000 copies had to be ordered before the first had even reached the booksellers.2 In the 1890s, European-wide translations appeared within a few weeks. The Danish first edition of The Master Builder included a note informing readers that authorized translations into English, German and French were appearing ‘almost simultaneously’, to be followed ‘somewhat later’ by translations into Russian, Dutch, Hungarian, Czech and Polish.3

European theatres competed for the rights to produce the latest Ibsen play as soon as possible after publication. The Master Builder, for example, was published on 12 December 1892.4 Just one month later, on 19 January 1893, the world premiere took place at the Lessingtheater in Berlin. By the end of May, the play had also been performed in Trondheim, Leipzig, London, Helsinki, Kristiania, Copenhagen, Rome, Gothenburg and Turin.5 Little Eyolf, published in December 1894, had an even faster international trajectory: by the end of May 1895, it had opened in eighteen different theatres, not just in Kristiania, Copenhagen, Berlin and London, but also in cities such as Helsinki, Amsterdam, Milan, Paris and Boston. The enthusiasm for When We Dead Awaken, which opened in twelve different European theatres in the spring of 1900, was less intense, but still striking.

The 1890s: Ibsen’s Theatrical Power Revealed

The 1890s were an unusually complex period in the history of literature, theatre and the other arts, a decade in which old aesthetic dividing lines were dissolving, while new ones were not yet firmly in place. Alongside older movements, a bewildering array of new ‘isms’ were thriving: thus symbolism, decadence, vitalism, aestheticism, impressionism, neo-Romanticism, verismo, realism and naturalism all flourished in the 1890s. In the theatre, Ibsen’s Swedish rival, August Strindberg, remained ferociously productive, and playwrights as different as Maurice Maeterlinck, Oscar Wilde, Anton Chekhov and Gerhart Hauptmann all achieved their dramatic breakthrough in the 1890s.

The aesthetic diversity of the 1890s proved that Ibsen was a gift to actors, regardless of their performance style. In this decade, his plays were taken up by actors and directors of vastly different aesthetic persuasions. Henry James, who attended some of the London rehearsals of The Master Builder in 1893, noted that Ibsen’s ‘strangely inscrutable art’ was peculiarly attractive to actors: ‘What is incontestable is the excitement, the amusement, the inspiration of dealing with material so solid and so fresh.’6 By the end of the decade, it was clear that Ibsen could be successfully performed in any style, and in every kind of theatre, from the extreme avant-garde to the most established institutional theatres.

Ibsen’s breakthrough in France exemplifies this aesthetic diversity. While scholars have long had a tendency to align the French reception of Ibsen with symbolism, Kristen Shepherd-Barr has shown that French Ibsen productions in the 1890s were in fact quite varied, ranging from Théâtre Antoine’s naturalist production of Ghosts in 1890 to the popular actress Gabrielle Réjane’s success with A Doll’s House at a Paris variety theatre in 1894.7 Symbolism was nevertheless important. At the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre in Paris, Aurélien Lugné-Poë produced highly experimental, symbolist versions of Maeterlinck’s and Ibsen’s plays, in which the characters appeared as ethereal shadows and spoke in monotonous sing-song tones.8 (In 1896, Chekhov satirized this specific theatrical style in The Seagull.) Lugné-Poë also toured Europe with these productions. In October 1894, his company visited Kristiania with Ibsen’s Rosmersholm and The Master Builder, and Maeterlinck’s Pelléas and Mélisande.9 Ibsen, who turned up to see his own plays, apparently told the Danish writer Herman Bang that the symbolists’ production of The Master Builder was ‘the resurrection of my piece’.10

However much he enjoyed Lugné-Poë’s production, Ibsen was careful not to align himself with one specific aesthetic trend. In particular, he vehemently objected to the idea that his characters were ‘symbolic’ rather than real. In an 1892 letter to the Danish writer and critic Edvard Brandes, who had hailed The Master Builder as a masterpiece, he expressed particular gratitude that Brandes had grasped the play’s most fundamental point, namely that the characters were ‘human beings straight out of real life’.11

Ibsen was right to avoid espousing one aesthetic label over another. The vitality and diversity of aesthetic life in the 1890s revealed Ibsen’s theatrical power and turned him into a classic: by the early 1900s Ibsen’s place in the theatrical canon was largely secure.12

From Obscurity to Difficulty

Ibsen’s late works quickly earned a reputation for obscurity. In response to the late plays, even the Scandinavians, who generally found Ibsen easier to understand than other Europeans, began to refer to him as the ‘Norwegian Sphinx’.13 Modern critics have also consistently found the late plays to be particularly difficult.

A closer look at the reception, however, shows that Ibsen’s contemporaries were not always as puzzled by his late plays as we are today. First of all, in the 1890s, claims about Ibsen’s obscurity were neither ideologically nor aesthetically neutral. A great deal of Ibsen’s reputation for being obscure, enigmatic or plain incomprehensible was the product of anti-Ibsenite hostility to all of Ibsen’s plays. In France, anti-Ibsenites liked to talk about les brumes nordiques – the Nordic fog that they considered fundamentally opposed to French clarity. In such a situation, Ibsen’s supporters may be suspected of declaring his plays clear and straightforward just to spite the opposition.

Regardless of ideological conflicts over Ibsen’s obscurity, it does seem to be true that The Master Builder was perceived as particularly enigmatic by Ibsen’s contemporaries.14 In Norway, one critic complained that the play was nothing but ‘obscure symbolism’, yet acknowledged that this didn’t prevent him from grasping the ‘work’s main idea’.15 One hostile reviewer of the 1893 London production wrote, rather amusingly: ‘But what it all means the trolls only know … What are the “castles in the air”? Why all the prolonged metaphor about “churches,” and “homes for human beings,” and “towers pointing up, up, up”?’16

Ibsen’s Scandinavian contemporaries found Little Eyolf quite easy to understand. The Danish writer Edvard Brandes thought that the play would surely not inspire the same sort of convoluted attempts at clever interpretation as Ibsen’s two previous plays.17 A Danish reviewer declared that John Gabriel Borkman had a clear and straightforward action and was entirely devoid of mysticism and underlying symbolic meanings.18 While a vocal minority held that When We Dead Awaken was overburdened with enigmatic symbols and philosophical reflection, most Scandinavian critics did not complain about obscurity and confidently identified the play’s major themes and preoccupations.19

In contrast, modern Ibsen scholars almost always take Ibsen’s late plays to be both ‘enigmatic’ and ‘challenging’, to quote the Norwegian critic Atle Kittang.20 Strikingly, many of the best modern critics have found Little Eyolf extraordinarily difficult. James McFarlane calls it ‘fearsomely convoluted’, and the Norwegian Frode Helland considers it ‘cryptic to the point of hermeticism’.21

In such reactions we measure the distance between the 1890s and our own time. Ibsen’s contemporaries still generally took clarity to be an unquestioned aesthetic ideal. After modernism, however, ‘challenging’, ‘enigmatic’, ‘ambiguous’, ‘open’ and ‘multi-layered’ have become terms of critical praise. In the 1890s, to call a work ‘obscure’ was to damn it. Today, to call it ‘difficult’ is to praise it.

Late Style: Autobiography, Self-Reflection, Finitude

Whether critics find Ibsen’s last plays clear or obscure, easy or difficult, they agree that they have common preoccupations. All the late plays engage in metatheatrical self-reflection, analyse the creative ambition and the drive for power in men and investigate the role of love in the life of ambitious and powerful men.22 To modern critics, they also raise the question of irony. Do the plays, as most of Ibsen’s contemporaries thought, espouse positive values, such as freedom, creative power or love? Or should we read them, as many modern critics do, as savagely ironic and deeply melancholic negations of all values and ideals?

These themes and questions remain highly relevant for Ibsen’s four last plays, and I will weave them into my exploration of Ibsen’s late style. But I will go beyond them, to investigate finitude and death in these plays. Inspired by some remarks by Edward Said, I shall ask how the ‘decay of the body, the onset of ill health’ – the proximity of death – affects an artist’s style.23 Said was particularly interested in ‘artistic lateness [expressed] as intransigence, difficulty and unresolved contradiction’.24 Nothing exemplifies such a late style better than late Ibsen, Said writes, for his ‘final works, especially When We Dead Awaken, tear apart the career and artist’s craft and reopen the questions of meaning, success and progress’.25 As he wrote On Late Style, Said was suffering from leukaemia. He died before he could write more on Ibsen. I shall show that his intuition that Ibsen’s awareness of his own mortality left a distinctive mark on his 1890s plays is absolutely right.

The frailty – the finitude – of the human body is deeply personal, something the artist experiences in his own body. Does this explain the thematic shift in Ibsen’s late plays? Before Ibsen returned to Norway, he wrote three major plays focused on relatively young female characters: Rebecca West in Rosmersholm, Ellida Wangel in The Lady from the Sea and the eponymous Hedda Gabler. After his return, he began to write about ageing men endowed with varying degrees of creative ambition and power: Halvard Solness, the master builder; Alfred Allmers, the failed philosopher; John Gabriel Borkman, the embezzling titan of finance; and finally, the only artist among them: Arnold Rubek, the celebrated sculptor.

Struck by this thematic shift, some critics have taken Ibsen’s late plays to be autobiographical, expressions of an ageing artist’s relentless self-scrutiny. There are, for example, obvious parallels between Solness’s fascination with Hilde Wangel and Ibsen’s own infatuation with a series of young women in this period: Emilie Bardach, Rosa Fittinghoff, Hildur Andersen and others. We also know that Ibsen began to write When We Dead Awaken only after first toying with the idea of writing an autobiography.26

Yet for Ibsen the personal was not the private. We should remember that the generally Sphinx-like Ibsen considered that to write (å digte) was to give form to something the writer had ‘lived through’ (gjennemlevet): ‘Nobody can give poetic form to anything unless he has – to a certain degree, or at least from time to time – the model within himself.’27 For him, however, the kind of personal experience a writer draws on is always shared with his fellow countrymen: ‘For if that weren’t the case, what would then construct the bridge of understanding between the one who brings forth and those who receive?’28 The challenge is to find a way to read late Ibsen that fully acknowledges the personal, the ‘lived-through’ aspects of these plays, without ever descending to the merely private.

If Ibsen’s late style is an effect of his awareness of death, his late plays can be read as meditations on human finitude. By finitude I understand above all the fact that we are mortal: the frail and suffering human body is the best emblem of human finitude. But to have a finite body also means that we are existentially alone, separated from others. To acknowledge finitude is not just to acknowledge death, but the need to find a way to live with others.29 Sexuality is deeply bound up with our mortality and our separation from others. It can be used either to connect us to others or to isolate us from them, to affirm or deny our mortality. Ibsen’s four late plays work through different ways to deal with human finitude with consummate mastery. In so doing, Ibsen both affirms and denies their personal nature. For finitude is at once personal and universal: nothing could be more characteristic of humankind, nothing more intimately personal. These plays, then, are deeply personal, yet never private, and never straightforwardly autobiographical, in their explorations of existential attitudes towards human separation and death.

I shall show that in his late plays Ibsen takes a particular interest in characters who deny their finitude. Since the denial of finitude is a form of denial of reality, these plays are intensely concerned with the relationship between reality and fantasy. How do we know what’s real? What happens when we lose touch with reality? Can theatre show us the difference between fantasy and reality? In these plays Ibsen connects his abiding interest in theatre and theatricality with a newly urgent investigation of the meaning of life, and particularly of a creative life, in the presence of death.

The Master Builder: Fantasy and Reality

At first glance, no Ibsen play is more autobiographical than The Master Builder. An older man, Halvard Solness, feels threatened by the rise of the younger generation, incarnated in the young architect, Ragnar Brovik, who works for him. Both Ragnar and his father, Knut Brovik, fear and resent Solness, who refuses to give Ragnar a chance to begin his own practice. Trapped in an empty marriage to his wife Aline, Solness enjoys manipulating the affections of vulnerable young women (exemplified by his bookkeeper, Kaja Fosli) until, inevitably, he gets seriously obsessed with one of them, Hilde Wangel. Many critics have seen parallels between Ibsen and Solness; between Ibsen’s wife Suzannah and Aline; between the young writer, Knut Hamsun, who challenged Ibsen in a series of lectures in Kristiania in 1891, and Ragnar Brovik; and between Ibsen’s constant companion as he wrote the play, the young concert pianist Hildur Andersen, and Hilde Wangel.

Such parallels, however, don’t take us very far. At most, they tell us something about the initial situation of the play. They won’t help us to understand how this play hurls its protagonists towards their tragic end. Nor do we need to know much biography to realize that in The Master Builder Ibsen explores an existential situation which had special resonances for him, namely that of an extremely successful older man, an artist of sorts, who feels ambushed by his age and who is terrified to contemplate his shrinking future.

The Master Builder systematically undermines the distinction between reality and fantasy, both thematically and formally. The play begins with a perfectly realistic office scene, but the moment Hilde Wangel enters, it moves away from realism and towards something else, something new in Ibsen’s writing.30 Thematically, the same movement away from reality towards fantasy is embodied in Solness’s preoccupation with madness. Thus Solness, in somewhat paranoid fashion, is convinced that both his wife and his doctor suspect that he is ‘sick – and deranged – and mad and so on’. At first, we – like Doctor Herdal – see no reason to agree. But as his relationship with Hilde develops, our faith in Solness’s grounding in reality slowly erodes.

Audacious and flirtatious, Hilde turns up with a tale about the past that Solness at first does not remember at all.31 The only thing the two agree on is that, ten years earlier, Solness had built a new church in her home town. According to Hilde, he climbed to the top of the church tower and sang as he stood there, strong and free as a god. At that point, she heard ‘harps playing in the air’. Afterwards, Solness found her alone in a drawing room, grabbed her and kissed her violently. Then he called her his princess, promised her a kingdom and told her that he would come back for her in ten years. Now she has returned, ten years later to the day, to claim her kingdom. Is this true? Or is it just an expression of the wild and alluring Hilde’s own fantasy world? How far can we trust memory, and particularly memory about sex, violence and trauma?

Another man might have suspected Hilde of being mad. Solness, however, is instantly attracted to her. Why? Is it her earthy talk about her dirty underwear? Or rather her lofty invocations of ‘harps playing in the air’? However that may be, the two of them quickly build an erotically charged fantasy world, made up in equal parts of erotic attraction and fantasies about power, a world in which Solness is the omnipotent demiurge, who will build ‘castles in the air’ for Hilde.

In his conversations with Hilde, Solness reveals his complicated, guilt-ridden relationship to his wife Aline. When Aline’s childhood home burned down, Solness got the break he needed to launch his career: he built villas on the land, and those villas assured his reputation. The fire also, indirectly, led to the death of their newborn twins. After the fire, Aline, who was still breastfeeding, caught an infection, which she passed on to her little babies. In spite of firm evidence that the fire had nothing to do with the crack in the chimney, Solness is convinced that he caused the fire because he never fixed it.

In Solness’s fantasy, he is surrounded by invisible ‘helpers and servants’, invisible demonic spirits who do his bidding when he wishes for something with extreme intensity. Thus Solness is convinced that he ‘willed’ Kaja Fosli to come and work for him, just as he ‘willed’ Aline’s childhood home to burn down.

Maybe Hilde imagines the harps in the air, and the kisses in the drawing room, too. Maybe Solness imagines his ‘helpers and servants’. But that makes them a fine pair: they both fear reality so intensely that they retreat into their fantasy kingdom at the slightest provocation. They don’t fear the same aspects of reality, however. For Hilde, sex is the ultimate, traumatic bedrock of existence she at once fears and wants. Solness is desperate to deny death, and anything connected to it. The young Ragnar Brovik is not just Oedipal competition but a reminder of the inexorable march of time. That Ragnar’s father, Knut, is dying during the play reinforces the point. Once the young Solness elbowed Knut Brovik aside; now the time has come for Solness to be displaced by Brovik’s son. At first, Solness takes Hilde’s youth to be the opposite of Ragnar’s: he is aggression and death; she seduction and vitality. In the end, however, Hilde’s absolute refusal to accept reality turns out to be far more dangerous to Solness than Ragnar’s resentment.

Challenged and seduced to prove his virility to Hilde, Solness undertakes to do the impossible: to defy his vertigo and carry a celebratory wreath to the top of the tall tower on his own new house. Solness reaches the top of his high tower, but once he is there, he is overcome with dizziness and falls to his death. Hilde’s frantic waving of Mrs Solness’s white shawl may have contributed to his fall. At the very end of the play Solness is dead, and Hilde is imprisoned in her fantasy kingdom, left alone to speak her ‘bewildered’ words: ‘But he got to the very top. And I heard harps playing in the air’. There is more than a hint of madness here.

Rather than seeing this as a purely negative ending, I read the play as a study of two people’s denial of human finitude.32 This play is obsessed with sex and death, yet Hilde’s and Solness’s fantasy world negates both. Ultimately, Ibsen places the question of death before Solness, before Hilde and before the audience. Can a sexually and professionally powerful man face his own decline? Solness’s refusal to acknowledge the claims of time and youth (embodied in Knut and Ragnar Brovik, respectively) shows the depth of his denial. When Hilde bursts in, he is all primed to fall in with her fantasies about his own timeless power. That she drives him to his death is the ultimate paradox of the play.

Yet Ibsen didn’t necessarily think of this as a disaster, for he once remarked that Hilde’s arrival ‘lifts him [Solness] up higher than before, to do things he had not been able to do for a long time (symbolically). But he stakes his life on it – and is killed. But was it so mad if it cost him his life, if he did it for his own happiness and only then, for the first time, achieved it?’33 According to Ibsen, then, Solness’s end may not even be a tragedy, but a perfectly fine way for a titan to leave the world. This play challenges us to reflect on our own mortality, on the inevitable end of our own projects and ambitions, but it does not follow that it is relentlessly negative.

The end of The Master Builder raises fundamental existential questions: are a life’s achievements still worth caring about when death approaches? How should we look at young people – those who will remain when we are gone? What happens when we annex them to our own fantasies of immortality and survival? What is the meaning of success and creativity in the shadow of death? Is it possible to find meaning in life when one feels that one’s future is shrinking with every day that passes?

Little Eyolf: From Fantasy to Love and Realism

Little Eyolf continues the preoccupations of The Master Builder, but turns them upside down.34 In their denial of time and death, Solness and Hilde have no thought of others; in Little Eyolf, the characters realize that they must break out of their fantasy world and begin to care about other human beings.

Little Eyolf is the story of the death of a nine-year-old child and its aftermath. Lame in one leg, Eyolf lives with his parents, Alfred and Rita Allmers, in a luxurious mansion overlooking the fjord. Rita, a curvy, sexy, passionate woman, is frustrated with Allmers’s lack of sexual interest in her. Allmers is strongly attached to Asta, his twenty-five-year-old half-sister, who is courted by the road-builder Borgheim. Thanks to Rita’s fortune, Allmers has been able to spend the last ten years following his vocation: to write a grand philosophical tome on human responsibility. As the play begins, Allmers has decided to abandon his book and devote himself to little Eyolf’s education instead. The Rat-Maid, a mysterious character who kills rats by compelling them to jump into the fjord to follow her boat, turns up to ask for work, but receives none. Instead Allmers and Rita begin a quarrel in which Rita comes close to wishing Eyolf dead. At that moment we learn that Eyolf has drowned: he walked off the jetty transfixed by the Rat-Maid rowing away in her little boat.

In the next two acts the characters probe their past, struggle with guilt and recrimination and wonder how to continue to live. We learn that Eyolf’s leg was crippled when he fell off a table while his parents were having rip-roaring sex. We also learn that, when they were much younger, Asta and Allmers used to play a game in which she dressed up as a boy in his old clothes, and he called her his ‘little Eyolf’. When Allmers declares that the only human relationship not subject to the ‘law of change’ is that between brother and sister, Asta tells him that some old letters from her mother prove that they aren’t related at all.35

The structure of Little Eyolf is quite unusual: the first act ends with the uncanny, almost unreal, death of a child. In the second act, the experience of despair and meaninglessness after Eyolf’s death leads to key revelations concerning sex and sexuality, and an impending divorce. The last act contains both a marriage and a re-marriage of sorts and ends on a somewhat uncertain decision to embark on a philanthropic project.

Many critics have thought that Ibsen was wrong to place the death of Eyolf at the end of the first act, since it made the rest of the play undramatic. Such critics probably subscribe to Aristotle’s idea that a play should have as its high point a reversal (peripeteia) followed by recognition, or insight (anagnorisis). But in Little Eyolf Ibsen lets the reversal (Eyolf’s death) be followed by confusion rather than insight. The plot structure shows that the focus of this play is squarely on Aristotle’s third plot element, pathos or suffering, defined as external suffering visibly displayed on stage.36 Ibsen, however, is interested in the suffering of the soul. Thematically, the last two acts of Little Eyolf explore inner pain; formally, they ask about the power of theatre to express the inner life.

Two questions have always puzzled readers of Little Eyolf. What is the ‘law of change’ (forvandlingens lov), which the characters begin to obsess about after Eyolf’s death? And what are we to make of the Rat-Maid? In Little Eyolf, all the characters except Borgheim fear change. Rita thinks of forvandling as a threat and a curse, and Allmers speaks of the ‘law of change’ as a law of nature, as something to which we are subject whether we like it or not. In this respect Little Eyolf differs strongly from a number of earlier Ibsen plays, in which forvandling is represented as a hope and an achievement (A Doll’s House, The Lady from the Sea and Rosmersholm).

What, then, is this law that scares Allmers but holds no terror for Borgheim? Connected to desire, birth and death, it appears to be the Schopenhauerian or Buddhist insight that nothing is permanent except change itself; and that in the end change will destroy us and everything that matters to us. Change is temporal: to fear the law of change is to fear time and thus, ultimately, to fear death. The law of change is the law of human finitude: we are subject to change because we have human bodies and are therefore vulnerable in our sexuality and our mortality. For Allmers, the only human relationship not subject to the law of change is the relationship between brother and sister, presumably because he considers it the least carnal, the least sexual, the least embodied of all love relationships.37 Given the obvious sexual tension between him and his ‘half-sister’, nothing could be more ironic. In Little Eyolf, then, the ‘law of change’ stands for the real conditions of human life, the reality the characters refuse to acknowledge.

The Rat-Maid embodies the ‘law of change’. She may be based on a memory from Ibsen’s childhood (as Ibsen insisted), or she may be a figure out of a fairy tale, a version of the Pied Piper of Hamelin.38 Whatever her origins, she instantly exposes Allmers’s denial of reality. When she asks: ‘would your lordships have anything a-gnawing here in the house?’ Allmers answers: ‘Us? No, I don’t think so.’ Maybe he genuinely has forgotten that he used the word ‘gnaw’ about his feelings about Eyolf’s lame leg just moments earlier (‘Oh Rita – how this gnaws at my heart!’). But even if he has, the theatre audience has not. In the self-deluded Allmers household, the Rat-Maid represents the awful irruption of reality, for she is the embodiment of suffering, ageing and death, the incarnation of the law of change, a constant reminder of human finitude. It is significant that Borgheim, the only character in the play who doesn’t fear change, is also the only character who is not present when the Rat-Maid enters.

In Little Eyolf the characters’ attempts to deny finitude and time take the form of a complete incapacity to acknowledge others. To understand that we exist in limited, finite bodies also means understanding that we are separate from other human bodies, and that other people are therefore different from ourselves – and not simply projections of our own desires. (Allmers, for example, can only see Eyolf as an extension of his own ambitions; he has no idea what his son is really like.) Little Eyolf thus becomes a play about the difficulty modern human beings have in seeing others as genuinely other, as persons with their own needs and wishes. To illuminate this question, the play methodically works through four kinds of others: one’s spouse or lover; one’s child; one’s sibling; and, finally, the children of strangers, that is to say, the whole of humanity, here embodied by the poor boys living down by the fjordside, who remain invisible, but not inaudible, to the characters and to the audience.

The play ends with the two protagonists’ hesitant efforts to acknowledge even these children. The action of the play takes them from blindness and hard-heartedness to an effort to look with compassion at the boys who mocked Eyolf, or, as Rita tentatively puts it, in the hope that she will find ‘Something resembling love of a sort.’ Little Eyolf shows that if we have the courage to face reality, the only viable response to the suffering of others, and to our own sense of guilt and responsibility for their suffering, is love, not in the sense of some new feeling or inner experience (Rita knows that she does not feel genuine love for the boys by the shore), but simply in the sense of doing the things that a loving person would do.

Little Eyolf is structured as a double, or simultaneous, movement away from fantasy towards reality, away from selfishness towards love. The first act focuses on characters living in an atmosphere of dreamlike unreality or fantasy (at once heightened and contrasted by the presence of the Rat-Maid); the second on the pain caused when reality and the law of change can no longer be denied; and the third, in its avoidance of either a happy or a tragic end, on the characters’ effort to live in a world of suffering.

The end of Little Eyolf is a challenge to the audience: just as Rita and Allmers will try to acknowledge the suffering of the children by the fjordside, we will have to try to acknowledge their own suffering. That these two characters are neither heroic nor ideal, and not necessarily well equipped to carry out their project, makes the task more difficult. After seeing Little Eyolf with Ibsen, Caroline Sontum, a friend of Ibsen, expressed sympathy for Rita: ‘Poor Rita, now she has to go to work with all those mischievous boys!’ Ibsen replied: ‘Do you really believe so? Don’t you rather think it was more of a Sunday mood with her?’39 But even if we share Ibsen’s doubts about Rita’s persistence and resolve, it doesn’t follow that she is wrong to try to lead a life of charity and compassion.

In its relatively plotless dwelling on what we do once the worst has happened, Little Eyolf becomes a precursor of radically modernist plays such as Beckett’s Waiting for Godot or Endgame. But Little Eyolf also contains three elements that break with modernist aesthetics. First, the figure of Borgheim provides a reminder of the power and possibilities of what Osvald and Mrs Alving in Ghosts call the ‘joy of life’. Second, Little Eyolf is explicitly concerned with ethical and moral problems: given that there is no God, how are we to live in the presence of the pain of others? Third, the play emphasizes love as a moral and dramatic force. While Act One is all about the characters’ selfish fantasy world, and Act Two is about guilt and responsibility, Act Three asks how to go on living in the full knowledge of the guilt we bear and the responsibility we have for the suffering of others. Little Eyolf is not a tragedy in Aristotle’s sense. It has no heroic figures, and it is not intended to inspire pity and fear, nor to provide catharsis. This is not tragedy, not comedy and not melodrama, either, but a new form of realism that hovers on the brink of modernism.

John Gabriel Borkman: Time and Death

Ibsen’s contemporaries were impressed by the structure of John Gabriel Borkman. Many reviewers admired its remarkable unity of time. One pointed out that the time of the dramatic action corresponds almost exactly to the time it takes to perform it.40 And time is indeed of the essence in this play. The characters constantly count and recount time: years of imprisonment, months to live, days required to fulfil their grandest scheme. They fear time, and connect it to death: ‘Time flies you know: the years fly past; life – ah, no – I daren’t think about that!’ Borkman exclaims.

John Gabriel Borkman is obsessed with mortality and its existential consequences. The parallel between Borkman’s fear of time and Allmers’s fear of ‘the law of change’ is obvious. In John Gabriel Borkman, however, the themes of death and time are more insistent than in Little Eyolf. Instead of an abstract philosophical ‘law’, this play presents us with Camille Saint-Saëns’ Danse macabre, the Dance of Death, which the young Frida Foldal regularly plays on the piano for Borkman. In the Dance of Death, Death is the Great Leveller, the destiny that respects no human distinctions.

The action of John Gabriel Borkman is peculiarly elusive. Modern critics still disagree on what the plot actually is. Some have complained that the fourth act adds nothing to the action, while others see it as the very essence of the play. In my view, such disagreements arise because critics overlook what I want to call Ibsen’s radical ‘perspectivism’ in John Gabriel Borkman, by which I mean that in this play the action looks different depending on which character one imagines as its bearer.

In 1956, the German critic Peter Szondi famously argued that John Gabriel Borkman was not a play, but a novel. The play was obsessed by the past, and the characters’ inner life, neither of which were suitable for dramatic presentation.41 But because Szondi overlooks Ibsen’s ‘perspectivism’, his claim is convincing only in relation to certain characters, and not to others.

As the play opens, Borkman, a powerful banker imprisoned for embezzlement, has spent sixteen years in some form of confinement: three years in custody, five years in prison and eight years in self-imposed imprisonment in the great gallery of the manor house that he once owned. In the first act, we don’t see him at all. But we hear him pacing the floor like ‘a sick wolf pacing in a cage’, as his wife, Gunhild, puts it. In the second act, Borkman engages in conversation with his only friend, Frida’s father, Vilhelm Foldal, a failed poet, and with Ella Rentheim, the woman he once loved. Borkman decides to go back to work. In the third act Borkman meets his wife, Gunhild, Ella’s twin sister, for the first time in sixteen years. In the fourth act, Borkman walks out into the cold winter night with Ella. They reach a bench with a splendid view, where Borkman dies from a heart attack. This action could be summarized as: ‘John Gabriel Borkman decides to begin to work again, and then he dies.’ While this confirms Szondi’s claim about the absence of external conflict, it also shows that the play is not just concerned with his past, but essentially focused on Borkman’s present-day change of mind.

From the point of view of Borkman’s son, Erhart, however, this evening is a moment of frantic action, the moment when he gives up his whole life in Norway and turns his back on his family. Around Erhart, conflicts abound. His mother wants him to restore the Borkman name to its former glory. His aunt, who brought him up after the scandal had engulfed his father, wants Erhart to take the name of Rentheim and stay with her for the months she has left to live. His father wants Erhart to work with him to realize his grand visions.

Erhart refuses it all, not with arguments, but simply by repeating – five times! – some version of the exclamation: ‘I’m young! I want to live, live, live!’ To him, this is clearly a momentous discovery, a true turning point. (‘I’m young! I’d never realized it before!’) It makes Erhart refuse every idea of work, and of self-sacrifice. Instead he will travel south with the alluring, rich and somewhat older Fanny Wilton, a divorcée with liberal views on relationships between men and women. The strong conflicts over Erhart contradict Szondi’s point entirely, for they are classical examples of external dramatic action concerned with present conflicts. However, the ‘Erhart-plot’ finishes abruptly with the dramatic departure of all the young characters at the end of the third act.

In the end, Szondi’s description is John Gabriel Borkman as seen from the twin sisters’ point of view. For them, the play’s action is in fact both internal and concerned with the past. The loving Ella is disappointed in her wish to get Erhart to herself. Inga-Stina Ewbank points out that at the end of the play, Ella’s realization that Borkman gave her up for ‘the kingdom – and the power – and the glory –’ is a kind of recognition (anagnorisis), one of the key elements of Aristotle’s conception of drama.42 While this illuminates Ella’s understanding of her past, it has no consequences for the future.

For Gunhild, the vindictive wife, Erhart’s disappearance is devastating. Left without her son, she no longer has a reason to live. At the end, she too seems to have a moment of recognition concerning the past, namely that lack of love kills. (I take her claim that Borkman died from ‘the cold that lies in the heart’ to mean that he died both from his own and other people’s, including her own, coldness of heart.)

When the play ends, the two sisters no longer have a future. Their lives are as finished as Borkman’s, and they know it. One sister is already marked by death, the other might just as well be. They have become shadows: ‘We two shadows – over the dead man.’ Because they no longer have any projects to give life meaning, time comes to a standstill for them. In this respect, the end of John Gabriel Borkman points forward to the ‘death in life’ or ‘life in death’ of Irene and Rubek in When We Dead Awaken.

Like Solness, Borkman thinks he is exceptional, a member of the chosen few (‘we, the exceptional, we, the elect’), whose greatness is such that ‘the masses – all the average folk’ can’t possibly understand him. He is convinced that one day the leaders of the new bank (founded after he bankrupted the old) will knock on his door and beg him to take over. Like Solness, who thinks that when he wishes something intensely, it simply must happen, Borkman persuades himself ‘That they must, must, must come to me one day.’ Foldal, who lost all his money in Borkman’s swindle, supports him in this belief, on one condition: that Borkman reciprocate by believing that the tragedy Foldal wrote in his youth is a great, misunderstood masterpiece. For eight years they have stuck to this pact. But then something goes wrong.

The true turning point in Borkman’s situation comes in a conversation with Foldal in the second act. Surprisingly, the two break over their radically different view of women. It turns out that Borkman’s scheme was betrayed by Hinckel, his best friend, who was in love with Ella. Borkman himself loved Ella and knew that she was deeply in love with him. But, as Borkman later proudly admits, his ambition, his love of power, was stronger than his love for a woman. So he bought Hinckel’s support by marrying Gunhild and leaving Ella to him. When Ella refused Hinckel’s advances, Hinckel betrayed him.

Borkman considers the whole disaster to be Ella’s fault: ‘Women! They corrupt and complicate life for us. Confound our entire destinies – our march to victory.’ Borkman’s misogyny clashes violently with Foldal’s Romanticism. For Foldal fervently believes in the existence of the ‘true woman’ (den sande kvinde). When Borkman angrily rejects any talk of the ideal woman as ‘poetic claptrap’, Foldal declares that Borkman is completely irrational to think that he will ever be asked to run a bank again, for the law simply doesn’t permit it. Borkman haughtily declares that exceptional people are above the law; Foldal retorts that the law draws no such distinction. This dramatic scene precipitates Borkman’s decision to emerge from his isolation.

Borkman now appears as a changed man, as someone yearning for a new realism: ‘And now I want to get out of those dreams.’ He realizes that he has wasted eight precious years, that he should have left his fantasy world for the harsh, dreamless world of reality and begun to work himself up from the bottom again. Borkman’s analysis of his situation is obviously right. Any existentialist philosopher would surely agree that if Borkman is to get the ‘restitution’ he wants, he can’t expect Erhart, or anyone else, to provide it for him. However, such philosophers would surely also point out that Borkman’s decision to return to work is a case of bad faith, an excuse to avoid having to acknowledge the past, avoid taking responsibility for his past actions, avoid facing his crime and his lack of love.

The deeper trouble with his idea of beginning afresh is that Borkman has no future. There is a striking contrast between Erhart’s repetition of the refrain of ‘I’m young! I want to live, live, live!’ and Borkman’s failure to realize that he is old, that he must die, die, die. In his eagerness to live as if the past never happened, he denies his own finitude: the frailty of the body, time, mortality. Ironically, Borkman’s rejection of his old delusions leaves him mired in a much more fundamental one.

When We Dead Awaken

The subtitle of When We Dead Awaken is ‘A Dramatic Epilogue in Three Acts’. When he published the play, Ibsen declared that it was intended as an epilogue to the series of plays that preceded it, but he was quite unclear on what exactly he meant by that. On different occasions, he suggested that the play was the epilogue either to all his plays, or to the series of plays that began with A Doll’s House, or just to the series beginning with The Master Builder.43 There is even a fourth candidate, namely the series that begins with Brand (1866), the first play Ibsen wrote after leaving Norway (and which he saw performed for the first time in Copenhagen in April 1898, just as he was beginning work on When We Dead Awaken). For, like Brand, When We Dead Awaken ends with an avalanche that sweeps the protagonists away. Since the play is full of references to earlier Ibsen plays from all periods of his career, all the answers are plausible.

The dictionary informs us that an epilogue can either be a conclusion or an appendix; either the full fruition of a work, or something more like an afterthought. But if Ibsen was thinking of the theatre, he would have known that an epilogue was a ‘speech or short poem addressed to the spectators by one of the actors after the conclusion of the play’, as the Oxford English Dictionary puts it. The most famous epilogue in dramatic history is Prospero’s speech at the end of The Tempest, in which he breaks his staff, bids farewell to magic and illusion and begs the audience to release him back into the ordinary world. Here, the epilogue is a moment of transformation, a mid-point between art and everyday life, between the character of Prospero and the actor who will walk off stage, to become again an ordinary man in the ordinary world.

To read When We Dead Awaken as a ‘dramatic epilogue’ means to see it as a moment in which Ibsen takes a step back, positioning himself halfway between the fictional worlds of his previous plays and reality, in which he himself exists as Ibsen, an elderly playwright of international fame. Seen from this angle, the characters and the themes of the play at once continue the preoccupations of the preceding ‘series’ and acquire an exceptionally insistent metatheatricality which invites reflections on the status of art and the artist around 1900.

The setting of When We Dead Awaken is unusual for Ibsen, for it takes place entirely out of doors. The first act is set outside a hotel by the seaside, the second outside a sanatorium in the mountains, and the last on a steep mountainside, next to an old, ruined cabin. As the play opens, Arnold Rubek, a world-famous sculptor, has returned to Norway with his younger wife, Maja. The action begins as Rubek recognizes Irene, the model for his world-famous breakthrough sculpture, Resurrection Day. Dressed all in white, Irene is clearly more than a little mad. She is accompanied by her nurse, a nun, dressed all in black.

Irene is distraught when Rubek confesses that he has changed the sculpture, moved her further back and surrounded her with realistic figures, ‘people with animal faces concealed beneath the skin. Women and men – just as I knew them in life.’ In the foreground he has placed a version of himself, a man regretting his life. After the success of the great group, he has lost faith in art and begun to carve portrait busts with ‘animal faces behind the masks’. Rubek clearly develops from a Romantic idealist to some kind of naturalist obsessed with the animality, or bestiality, lurking behind the human surface.

When Rubek tells Maja that he is bored with her and wants to be with Irene, Maja goes hunting with Ulfheim, a well-off bear hunter, whose earthy vitalism contrasts with Irene’s ethereal idealism. In the last act, as a dangerous storm threatens, Maja and Ulfheim descend from the mountains, while Irene and Rubek begin to climb upwards. As they disappear from sight, we hear Maja singing a jubilant song that begins ‘I am free! I am free! I am free!’ (thus echoing Erhart’s ‘I’m young! I want to live, live, live!’ in John Gabriel Borkman). An avalanche comes thundering down, and the nun appears just in time to see Rubek and Irene disappear in the snow. Making the sign of the cross, she says ‘Pax vobiscum!’ (Peace be with you), as Maja’s joyful song of freedom still resounds from the lowlands below.

It is possible to read When We Dead Awaken metatheatrically as Ibsen’s final judgement on idealism, the aesthetic tradition that dominated his youth, and which all his great plays work to undo.44 Around 1900, idealism, which had been the dominant aesthetic paradigm throughout the nineteenth century, had begun slowly to give way to modernism. Idealism has its roots in Romanticism. Idealists believed that the role of art was to show us the true, the good and the beautiful. Late nineteenth-century idealists thus looked for reconciliation and moral uplift in art, and particularly in the most public art available at the time, namely the theatre. The violence of the ‘Ibsen wars’ in different countries depends, in part, on the strength of idealism in the specific context, for Ibsen’s plays challenged everything idealists held dear.

There is no doubt that Rubek began his artistic career as an idealist. When he met Irene, he had long had the idea for a work representing a young woman arising from death: ‘It was to be the world’s most noble, pure, ideal woman, awakening. Then I found you.’ The irony is that the more Rubek worships the ideal woman, the more he denies love. Rubek is Pygmalion in reverse: by not kissing Irene, he turned her into stone. Once the sculpture was completed, Rubek said farewell to Irene, calling their work together an ‘episode’. Irene never recovered. She disappeared and spent her life posing naked in tableaux vivants and in living sculptures: the pure woman fallen, the madonna turned whore. She has, she says, killed her first husband, or at least inspired him to kill himself. She has spent time in an insane hospital, and her nurse carries a straitjacket in her suitcase.

Rubek’s idealism theatricalized Irene: it turned her into a spectacle, a mere surface. By refusing to love her, and – even more damaging to Irene – by refusing to acknowledge that she loved him – he desouled her and turned her into a statue. Rubek’s sin is not that he couldn’t distinguish between the woman and the sculpture, but that he preferred the sculpture.

After he finished his great group, Rubek has not been able to create. Like Ulrik Brendel in Rosmersholm, he refers to his imagination as a locked box, to which only Irene has the key. When Maja responds that Rubek clearly regrets marrying her, he defends himself by saying: ‘You have no real concept of what an artistic nature looks like from the inside’, to which Maja ripostes: ‘Lord, I haven’t any concept of what I look like from the inside.’ In his condescending way, Rubek takes this as evidence of Maja’s frivolousness. We, however, are free to see it as her rejection of Rubek’s unilateral demand for complete acknowledgement of his soul and of his narcissistic self-idealization in the name of art. Rubek, then, does not want a woman; he wants a muse able to read his mind, someone entirely unconcerned about reciprocity (she is not supposed to have a mind of her own, let alone a mind she wishes him to read and express): unless he finds such a creature, he cannot express himself artistically.

Traditionally, readers and directors take Rubek to be the play’s anguished hero, whether in an idealist or ironic mode. This perspective invariably overlooks his belittling treatment of Maja. I owe this insight to Copenhagen’s Betty Nansen Theatre’s extraordinary 2002 production of When We Dead Awaken, directed by Peter Langdal, with Sofie Gråbøl (later to become famous for her role as Sarah Lund in the TV series The Killing) as Maja. In this production, Maja came across as a modern, perspicacious woman caught up in a bad marriage to a selfish artist. Gråbøl managed to convey Maja’s powers of observation, her sharp insights into Rubek’s thoughts and feelings, as well as her realization that he has used her to fill a void in his own life. As played by Gråbøl, Maja was right to feel free as she leaves her horrible marriage. Her song may not be great poetry, but that is the point: Maja is not interested in art, but in life and love. (She is delighted to discover that Ulfheim’s mansion has no artworks in it.) And as the critic Sofie Ottesen has pointed out, her song demonstrates that Maja finally has found her own voice.45

When We Dead Awaken demonstrates that Ibsen had a late style. But it also shows him exaggerating and rehearsing it, halfway between irony and seriousness. Brimful of references to the three plays that precede it, this play contains the same conflict between love and ambition as we found in John Gabriel Borkman, and a more intense version of the kind of folie à deux first explored in The Master Builder. Like Little Eyolf, it presents us with a marriage in which the husband has lost sexual interest in his wife, and with an artist who can no longer create. (In Little Eyolf we have a philosopher who can’t write.) While no actual child dies, Irene refers to the sculpture as ‘our child’ and claims to have killed all the children she had, or might have had, after leaving Rubek. As for Hilde Wangel and Solness, the borderline between fantasy and reality dissolves entirely for them, as it does for Irene, and ultimately for Rubek too. In contrast, Maja and Ulfheim embrace ordinary life without illusions, much like Allmers and Rita at the end of Little Eyolf. Finally, Rubek and Irene’s ascent up into the raging storm represents the ultimate denial of human finitude: they deny sexuality (in the name of a utopian, transfigured sexuality); they deny time (by appearing to believe – like Borkman, and like Solness – that they can just begin over again, as if the past had not happened); and they deny bodily frailty and mortality (by refusing to heed the storm).

All the late plays reveal the monstrous egoism involved in the denial of finitude: the heroes of these plays never learn to acknowledge others. (If Little Eyolf looks like an exception, it is because the question of working for the good of others is explicitly broached there, but we should remember that, at the end of the play, a child is dead, and when the curtain falls, the protagonists haven’t actually done anything for others yet.) These characters wreck their own lives and those of others because they don’t know how to see others, don’t know how to love and don’t know how to begin coming to terms with their own mortality.

So why should we care about them? Because, in their illusions and their denials, they are like us. We should be relieved that Ibsen was capable of looking at them with ‘a just and loving gaze’, as Iris Murdoch called it, that is to say, with the kind of realism that gives them – gives us – a chance of understanding what Wittgenstein called ‘our real need’ and Marx and Engels the ‘real conditions of life’.46

Toril Moi, 2014
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THE MASTER BUILDER1

A PLAY IN THREE ACTS

      









CHARACTERS

HALVARD SOLNESS, master builder1

MRS2  ALINE SOLNESS, his wife

DR HERDAL, the family doctor

KNUT3 BROVIK, former architect, now assistant to Solness

RAGNAR BROVIK, his son, draughtsman

KAJA FOSLI, his niece, bookkeeper

MISS4 HILDE WANGEL

SOME LADIES

CROWD ON THE STREET

The action takes place at the house of Halvard Solness.







Act One

A plainly furnished office in the house of Solness the master builder. Double doors in the left wall1 lead to the hall. On the right, the door to the rooms beyond. In the back wall an open door on to the drawing office. In the foreground on the left is a desk strewn with books, papers and writing things. Beyond the door a stove. In the right-hand corner a sofa and two chairs grouped round a table. On the table a water carafe and glasses. In the foreground, on the right, a smaller table flanked by a rocking-chair and an armchair. Work lamps burn on the table in the drawing office, the table in the corner and the desk.

In the drawing office KNUT BROVIK and his son RAGNAR are working on plans and doing calculations. At the desk in the office, KAJA FOSLI is making entries in the ledger. KNUT BROVIK is a thin old man with white hair and beard. He is clad in a rather threadbare, but well-cared-for black coat. He wears glasses and a somewhat yellowed white neckcloth. RAGNAR BROVIK is in his thirties, smartly dressed, fair-haired, with a slight stoop. KAJA FOSLI is a slightly built young woman in her early twenties, neatly attired, but of a rather sickly appearance. She wears a green eye-shade. – All three work for some time in silence.

KNUT BROVIK [getting up suddenly from the drawing-board in some distress, breathing heavily and with difficulty as he makes for the open door]: No, I really can’t take much more of this!

KAJA [going over to him]: You’re not at all well this evening, are you, Uncle?

BROVIK: Oh, I feel I’m getting worse by the day.

RAGNAR [has risen and now comes closer]: You’d best go home, Father. Try to get some sleep –

BROVIK [impatiently]: Go to bed maybe? D’you want me to downright suffocate!

KAJA: Well, go for a little walk then.

RAGNAR: Yes, do that. I’ll come with you.

BROVIK [vehemently]: I’m not leaving until he gets here! Tonight I’m going to have it out with – [with suppressed indignation] with him – the master.2

KAJA [anxiously]: Oh no, Uncle – wait awhile with that, please!

RAGNAR: Yes, better to wait, Father!

BROVIK [gasping for breath]: Hah – hah –! I doubt I’ve time to wait all that long.

KAJA [listening]: Ssh! I can hear him on the stairs!

All three return to their work.

A brief silence.

HALVARD SOLNESS, the master builder, comes through the door from the hall. He is a man in late middle age, hale and hearty with close-cropped, curly hair, a dark handlebar moustache and dark, bushy eyebrows. He wears a moss-green jacket, buttoned up, with a stand-up collar and broad lapels. On his head he has a soft grey felt hat and under his arm he carries a couple of files.

HALVARD SOLNESS [in the doorway, pointing towards the drawing office and whispering]: Have they gone?

KAJA [softly, shaking her head]: No. [She removes her eye-shade.]

SOLNESS crosses the room, tosses his hat on to a chair, places the files on the coffee table and approaches the desk. KAJA carries on writing, but she seems flustered and nervous.

SOLNESS [loudly]: What’s that you’re entering in the ledger, Miss Fosli?

KAJA [starting]: Oh, it’s just something that –

SOLNESS: Let me see, Miss Fosli. [Bends over her, pretends to be looking at the ledger and whispers] Kaja?

KAJA [softly, writing slowly]: Yes?

SOLNESS: Why do you always take that eye-shade off when I come in?

KAJA [as before]: Well, because I look so awful with it on.

SOLNESS [smiling]: Ah, and that’s not how you want to look, Kaja?

KAJA [glancing sidelong at him]: Not for anything in the world. Not in your eyes.

SOLNESS [stroking her hair gently]: Poor, poor little Kaja –

KAJA [ducking her head]: Ssh, they can hear you!

SOLNESS wanders over to the right, turns round and stops at the drawing-office door.

SOLNESS: Has anyone been asking for me?

RAGNAR [getting to his feet]: Yes, the young couple who want the villa3 built out at Løvstrand.

SOLNESS [gruffly]: Oh them? Well, they’ll have to wait. I don’t have the design quite clear in my mind yet.

RAGNAR [closer, rather hesitantly]: But they were so very anxious to have the plans soon.

SOLNESS [as before]: Oh, heaven help us – isn’t that what they all want!

BROVIK [looking up]: It’s just that they long so much to have a place of their own, they said.

SOLNESS: Yes, yes; well we’ve heard that before! And they’ll end up taking any old thing. Settling for a – a house. Just some place to live. But not a home. No, thank you very much! Let them go to someone else in that case. Tell them that next time they come.

BROVIK [pushing his glasses up on to his brow and staring at him in astonishment]: To someone else? You’d really give the job away?

SOLNESS [impatiently]: Yes, yes, yes, dammit!4 If that’s how it has to be, then yes –. Rather that than just build willy-nilly. [Bursting out] I mean, I scarcely know these people yet!
 
BROVIK: They’re solid enough people. Ragnar knows them. He’s a friend of the family. Extremely solid people.

SOLNESS: Oh, solid – solid! That’s not what I mean at all. Dear God – don’t you understand me now either? [Vehemently] I won’t have anything to do with these strangers. Let them go to whoever they like, for all I care!

BROVIK [rising]: Is that your honest opinion?

SOLNESS [dourly]: Yes, it is. – For once. [He walks forward.]

BROVIK exchanges a glance with RAGNAR, who raises a cautionary hand before stepping out into the back room.

BROVIK: Might I have a word with you?

SOLNESS: Certainly.

BROVIK [to KAJA]: Step in there for a moment, girl.

KAJA [anxiously]: Oh, but Uncle –

BROVIK: Do as I say, child. And shut the door after you.

Hesitantly, with an anxious, imploring glance at SOLNESS, KAJA goes into the drawing office and closes the door.

BROVIK [lowering his voice]: I don’t want those poor children to know how bad things are with me.

SOLNESS: Yes, you do look very frail these days.

BROVIK: It’ll all be over soon for me. I’m growing weaker – with every day that passes.

SOLNESS: Sit down a moment.

BROVIK: Thank you – may I?

SOLNESS [shifting the armchair slightly]: Here. There you are. – Now then?

BROVIK [having seated himself with difficulty]: Yes, well, it’s this business with Ragnar. That’s the hardest part. What’s to become of him?

SOLNESS: Your son can of course stay here with me as long as he wants.

BROVIK: But that’s exactly what he doesn’t want, you see. Doesn’t feel that he can – not any more.

SOLNESS: Oh, I would have thought he was pretty well paid. But were he to ask for more I wouldn’t be unwilling to –

BROVIK: No, no! It’s not that at all. [Impatiently] But at some point he must have the chance to work for himself as well!

SOLNESS [without looking at him]: D’you think Ragnar has what it takes for that?

BROVIK: Ah, you see, that’s the awful part. That I’ve begun to doubt the lad. Because you’ve never said so much as – as a single encouraging word about him. And yet I find it hard to believe otherwise. Surely he has what it takes.

SOLNESS: Yes, but he hasn’t really learned anything – not properly, I mean. Apart from drawing, that is.

BROVIK [eyeing him with veiled loathing, says hoarsely]: You, sir, hadn’t learned much about the trade either, when you were in my service. But you forged ahead all the same, so you did. [Breathing heavily] And set up on your own. And stole a march on me and – and on so many others.

SOLNESS: Yes, but you see – that was how it worked out for me.

BROVIK: You’re right there. Everything worked out for you. But you surely can’t have the heart to let me go to my grave – without seeing what Ragnar is capable of. And I would so like to see those two married – before I’m gone.

SOLNESS [sharply]: Is she the one who wants this?

BROVIK: Not Kaja so much. But Ragnar talks about it every day. [Imploringly] You must – you must help him to get some work of his own now! I must get to see something the lad has done. Do you hear!

SOLNESS [indignantly]: But I can’t pluck commissions out of thin air for him, dammit!

BROVIK: He could get a fine commission right now. A big job.

SOLNESS [surprised and perturbed]: He could?

BROVIK: If you would give your consent.

SOLNESS: What job might that be?

BROVIK: [somewhat hesitantly]: He could build that villa out at Løvstrand.

SOLNESS: That! But I’m going to be building that!

BROVIK: Ah, but you don’t really want to do it.

SOLNESS [outraged]: Not want to! Me! Who dares to say that?

BROVIK: You said it yourself a moment ago.

SOLNESS: Oh, never listen to what I – say. Ragnar could build that villa?
 
BROVIK: Yes. As I say, he knows the family. And – merely for his own amusement – he’s made drawings and an estimate and all –

SOLNESS: And these drawings, they’re pleased with them? The people who’ll be living there?

BROVIK: Yes. If you’d only take a look at them and approve them, then –

SOLNESS: Then they would have Ragnar build their home for them?

BROVIK: They so very much liked what he wanted to do. They felt that it was so totally new, they said.

SOLNESS: Aha! New! Not the sort of old-fashioned rubbish that I usually build!

BROVIK: They felt it was different.

SOLNESS [with smouldering resentment]: So it was Ragnar they came here to see – while I was out!

BROVIK: They came here to meet you. And to ask if you’d be willing to withdraw –

SOLNESS [incensed]: Withdraw! Me!

BROVIK: If you felt that Ragnar’s drawings –

SOLNESS: Me! Withdraw in favour of your son!

BROVIK: Withdraw from the commission, is what they meant.

SOLNESS: Oh, it comes to the same thing. [Laughing bitterly] So that’s it! Halvard Solness – he’s to start withdrawing now! Make room for the younger ones. For the very youngest, perhaps! Simply make room! Room! Room!

BROVIK: Heavens above, there must be plenty of room here for more than just one –

SOLNESS: Oh – there’s not all that much room around here, you know. Yes, well, be that as it may. But I’ll never withdraw! Never stand aside for anyone! Never willingly! Never in the world will I do that!

BROVIK [rising with difficulty]: Am I then to depart this life with no peace of mind? With no joy? With no faith or trust in Ragnar? Without having seen a single work by him? Am I?

SOLNESS [turning a little to one side and muttering]: Hm – ask me no more now.

BROVIK: Yes, answer me that. Am I to depart this life so poor?

SOLNESS [appears to be struggling with himself; at length he says quietly but firmly]: You’ll have to depart this life as best you can.

BROVIK: Well, so be it. [He walks away.]

SOLNESS [going after him, almost despairingly]: But I can’t do otherwise, you see! I am the way I am, after all! And I can hardly change my nature, can I?

BROVIK: No, no – I don’t suppose you can. [Staggers and pauses next to the coffee table] Might I take a glass of water?

SOLNESS: But of course. [Fills the glass and hands it to him.]

BROVIK: Thank you. [Drinks and puts the glass down.]

SOLNESS walks over to the drawing-office door and opens it.

SOLNESS: Ragnar – you’d better come and take your father home.

RAGNAR jumps up. He and KAJA come into the office.

RAGNAR: What’s the matter, Father?

BROVIK: Take my arm. We’re leaving.

RAGNAR: All right. Kaja, you get your coat too.

SOLNESS: Miss Fosli will have to stay behind. Just for a moment. I’ve a letter that needs to be written.

BROVIK [looking at SOLNESS]: Goodnight. Sleep well – if you can.

SOLNESS: Goodnight.

BROVIK and RAGNAR leave through the hall door. KAJA walks over to the desk. SOLNESS stands to the right of the armchair with his head bowed.

KAJA [uncertainly]: Is there a letter –?

SOLNESS [brusquely]: No, of course there isn’t, no. [Regarding her sternly]: Kaja!

KAJA [nervously, softly]: Yes?

SOLNESS [pointing peremptorily to a spot on the floor]: Come here! This instant!

KAJA [hesitantly]: Yes.

SOLNESS [as before]: Closer.

KAJA [obeying]: What do you want of me?

SOLNESS [considers her for a moment]: Is it you I have to thank for this?

KAJA: No, no, please don’t think that!

SOLNESS: But now you mean to marry – isn’t that right?

KAJA [softly]: Ragnar and I have been engaged for four – five – years, and so –

SOLNESS: And so you feel that’s long enough. Isn’t that it?

KAJA: Ragnar and Uncle say I must. And so I suppose I have to go along with that.

SOLNESS [more gently]: But Kaja, you do also care a little bit for Ragnar, don’t you?

KAJA: I used to care very much for Ragnar. – Before I came here, to you.

SOLNESS: But no longer? Not at all?

KAJA [ardently, with clasped hands raised to him]: Oh, you know there’s only one person I care for now! And no one else in all the world! I’ll never care for anyone else!

SOLNESS: Ah, so you say. And yet you mean to leave me anyway. Leave me here to cope with everything alone.

KAJA: But couldn’t I still stay on with you, even if Ragnar –?

SOLNESS [dismissively]: No, no, that’s quite out of the question. If Ragnar goes off and sets up his own business then he’ll have need of you himself.

KAJA [wringing her hands]: Oh, I don’t see how I can be parted from you! I simply don’t see how I ever could!

SOLNESS: Then see if you can’t talk Ragnar out of these stupid notions of his. Marry him as much as you like –. [Changing his tone] No, what I mean is – make him stay on in the good position he has here with me. Because then I can keep you as well, dear Kaja.

KAJA: Oh, yes, how wonderful it would be if things turned out that way!

SOLNESS [taking her head in his hands and whispering]: Because I cannot do without you, you see. Need to have you here with me every single day.

KAJA [in tremulous ecstasy]: Oh, God! Oh, God!

SOLNESS [kissing her hair]: Kaja – Kaja!

KAJA [sinking to her knees]: Oh, how kind you are to me! How indescribably kind you are!

SOLNESS [sharply]: Get up! Get up, for –! I think I hear someone. [He helps her up. She staggers over to the desk.]

MRS SOLNESS enters through the door on the right. She looks thin and haggard, though still showing traces of former beauty. Blonde ringlets.5 Elegantly dressed all in black. Speaks rather slowly and querulously.

MRS SOLNESS [from the doorway]: Halvard!

SOLNESS [turning]: Oh, you’re there are you, dear –?

MRS SOLNESS [with a glance at KAJA]: I’ve come at an inconvenient moment, I see.

SOLNESS: Not at all. Miss Fosli just has one little letter to write.

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, I see that.

SOLNESS: What was it you wanted with me, Aline?

MRS SOLNESS: I only wanted to say that Dr Herdal is in the parlour. Might you perhaps join us, Halvard?

SOLNESS [eyeing her dubiously]: Hm – does the doctor really need to speak to me, dear?

MRS SOLNESS: No, he doesn’t really need to. He popped in to see me. And he would so like to say hello to you while he’s here.

SOLNESS [laughing quietly]: Yes, I’m sure he would. Well, you’ll have to ask him to wait a bit.

MRS SOLNESS: So you’ll look in on him later?

SOLNESS: I might. Later – later, dear. Shortly.

MRS SOLNESS [with another glance at KAJA]: Yes, well don’t forget now, Halvard. [Withdraws, closing the door behind her.]

KAJA [softly]: Oh, God, oh, God – the mistress thinks badly of me, I’m sure!

SOLNESS: Not at all. Not any more than usual at any rate. But it’s best that you go now anyway, Kaja.

KAJA: Yes, yes, now I must go.

SOLNESS [sternly]: And you’ll straighten out that other matter for me. Do you hear?

KAJA: Oh, if only it truly was up to me, then –

SOLNESS: I will have it straightened out, I tell you! And that by tomorrow!

KAJA [anxiously]: If all else fails then I’ll gladly break it off with him.

SOLNESS [flaring up]: Break it off! Have you gone quite mad! You would break it off?

KAJA [desperately]: Yes, rather that. Because I must – I must stay here with you! Can’t leave you. Simply couldn’t ever – never ever!

SOLNESS [bursts out]: But, dammit all – what about Ragnar! Ragnar’s the one I –

KAJA [staring at him with startled eyes]: Is it mainly because of Ragnar – that you –?

SOLNESS [collecting himself]: Oh no, of course not, no! You simply don’t understand. [Softly and tenderly] It’s you I want, of course. You, above all, Kaja. But that’s exactly why you have to persuade Ragnar to stay on here as well. There, there – go home now.

KAJA: Yes, well, goodnight then.

SOLNESS: Goodnight. [As she turns to leave] Oh, just a moment! Are Ragnar’s drawings in there?

KAJA: Yes, I didn’t see him take them with him.

SOLNESS: Well, go on in and find them for me. Maybe I could have a look at them after all.

KAJA [happily]: Oh yes, please do!

SOLNESS: For your sake, dear Kaja. Well, hurry up and fetch them for me, d’you hear!

KAJA hurries into the drawing office, rummages frantically in the desk drawer, takes out a portfolio and brings it to him.

KAJA: Here are all the drawings.

SOLNESS: Good. Leave them over there on the desk.

KAJA [putting down the portfolio]: Goodnight then. [Beseechingly] And think well and kindly of me.

SOLNESS: Ah, I always do. Goodnight, dear little Kaja. [Glancing to the right] Off with you, now!

MRS SOLNESS and DR HERDAL enter through the door on the right. He is a stout, elderly gentleman with a round, contented face, clean-shaven;6 he has pale, wispy hair and wears gold-rimmed glasses.

MRS SOLNESS [still in the doorway]: Halvard, I can’t keep the doctor waiting any longer.

SOLNESS: Well, come on in then.

MRS SOLNESS [to KAJA, who is turning down the desk lamp]: All done with that letter, young lady?

KAJA [in confusion]: Letter –?

SOLNESS: Yes, it was quite a short one.

MRS SOLNESS: It must have been very short.

SOLNESS: You may go now, Miss Fosli. And be here on time again tomorrow.

KAJA: I will. – Goodnight, ma’am. [She leaves by the hall door.]

MRS SOLNESS: It must be such a good thing for you, Halvard, to have found that young woman.

SOLNESS: Yes indeed. She’s useful in all sorts of ways.

MRS SOLNESS: She seems to be.

DR HERDAL: A good bookkeeper, too?

SOLNESS: Well – she’s had a fair bit of practice over the past two years. And she’s pleasant and willing to take on anything.

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, that must be most agreeable –

SOLNESS: That it is. Especially when one isn’t used to such indulgence.

MRS SOLNESS [mildly reproachful]: Halvard, how can you say that?

SOLNESS: Oh, no, no, dear Aline. I beg your pardon.

MRS SOLNESS: No matter. – Now, doctor, you will come back later and have tea with us?

DR HERDAL: I’ll just make that one house call, then I’ll be back.

MRS SOLNESS: Many thanks. [She exits through the door on the right.]

SOLNESS: Are you in a hurry, doctor?

DR HERDAL: No, not at all.

SOLNESS: In that case may I have a word with you?

DR HERDAL: Yes, by all means.

SOLNESS: Why don’t we sit down then?

He motions the DOCTOR to the rocking-chair and sits down himself in the armchair.

SOLNESS [giving the DOCTOR a searching glance]: Tell me – did you notice anything about Aline?

DR HERDAL: When she was here just now, you mean?

SOLNESS: Yes. In her manner towards me? Did you notice anything?

DR HERDAL [smiling]: Yes, dammit – I couldn’t help but notice that your wife – er –

SOLNESS: Well?

DR HERDAL: – that your wife has no great liking for that Miss Fosli.

SOLNESS: Nothing else? That much I can see for myself.

DR HERDAL: And it’s not so strange really, is it?

SOLNESS: What?

DR HERDAL: That she’s not exactly happy about you having another woman around all the time.

SOLNESS: No, no, you could be right about that. And Aline too. But that – well, that can’t be otherwise.

DR HERDAL: Could you not take on a clerk instead?

SOLNESS: The first man that comes along? No, thank you – that would not serve my purpose.

DR HERDAL: But if your wife –? As she’s so delicate –. If she can’t bear to see this?

SOLNESS: Well, by heavens, that’s just too bad – I might almost say. I have to keep Kaja Fosli. Can’t use anyone but her.

DR HERDAL: No one but her?

SOLNESS: No, no one but her.

DR HERDAL [drawing his chair closer]: Look here, my dear Solness. May I ask you a question, in strictest confidence?

SOLNESS: Yes, go ahead.

DR HERDAL: Women, you see – they have a damned fine instinct for certain things.

SOLNESS: That they have. That’s very true. But –?

DR HERDAL: Right. Now just listen. If your wife simply cannot abide this Kaja Fosli –?

SOLNESS: Yes, what of it –?

DR HERDAL: – might she not have some – some small grounds for this instinctive aversion?

SOLNESS [looks at him and gets to his feet]: Aha!

DR HERDAL: Don’t take this the wrong way. But might she not?

SOLNESS [curtly and emphatically]: No.

DR HERDAL: Absolutely no grounds whatsoever?

SOLNESS: None apart from her own suspicious nature.

DR HERDAL: I realize that you have known a lot of women in your time.

SOLNESS: Yes, I have.

DR HERDAL: And been quite fond of a few of them, too.

SOLNESS: Oh yes, that too.

DR HERDAL: But as far as this Miss Fosli is concerned –? There’s nothing of that sort going on there, is there?

SOLNESS: No. Nothing at all – on my part.

DR HERDAL: But on hers?

SOLNESS: I don’t think you have the right to ask that, doctor.

DR HERDAL: It was your wife’s instinct we were talking about.

SOLNESS: That’s right, it was. And as far as that goes –. [Lowering his voice] Aline’s instinct, as you call it – has, to some extent, been proved right.

DR HERDAL: Well – there you are, then!

SOLNESS [sitting down]: Dr Herdal – I’m going to tell you a strange story. If you would like to hear it, that is.

DR HERDAL: I’m always happy to hear strange stories.

SOLNESS: All right then. You remember, I’m sure, how I took Knut Brovik and his son into my service – that time when the old man was so down on his luck.

DR HERDAL: I know something of it, yes.

SOLNESS: Because they are in fact a couple of very able men, those two, you see. They’re both gifted, each in his own way. But then the son decided to get engaged. And then, of course, he was all set to marry – and start building himself. Because that’s how they all think nowadays, the young people.

DR HERDAL [laughing]: Yes, they do have a bad habit of wanting to pair off.

SOLNESS: Well, anyway, that would hardly have served me. Because I had need of Ragnar myself. And of the old man. He’s so good at calculating load-bearing capacity and cubic capacity – and all that devilish stuff, you see.

DR HERDAL: Ah yes, that is all part of it, I suppose.

SOLNESS: Indeed it is. But Ragnar, he was absolutely determined to start up on his own. There was nothing to be done about that.

DR HERDAL: But he has stayed with you anyway.

SOLNESS: Yes, now wait till you hear this. One day that girl, Kaja Fosli, came to see them on some errand. She’d never been here before. And when I saw how totally besotted with each other those two were the thought struck me: if I could bring her here to the office Ragnar might also stay on.

DR HERDAL: A reasonable thought I would say.

SOLNESS: Yes, but I didn’t utter a single word about any such possibility at the time. Merely stood and looked at her – and wished with all my heart that I had her here. Then I had a friendly little chat with her – about this and that. And off she went.

DR HERDAL: Yes?

SOLNESS: But the following day, sometime in the evening, after old Brovik and Ragnar had gone home, she came here to me again, acting as though I’d come to some arrangement with her.

DR HERDAL: An arrangement? Regarding what?

SOLNESS: Regarding exactly what I had stood here wishing for. But hadn’t said a single word about.

DR HERDAL: How very odd.

SOLNESS: Yes, wasn’t it? And now here she was, wanting to know what her duties would be. If she could start first thing the next day. And so on.

DR HERDAL: Don’t you think she did this so she could be with her sweetheart?

SOLNESS: That was also my first thought. But no, that wasn’t the case. She seemed to drift away from him entirely – once she was well settled in here with me.

DR HERDAL: And drifted towards you?

SOLNESS: Yes, completely and utterly. I can tell that she senses me looking at her when her back is turned. She shivers and shakes if I come anywhere near her. Now what do you make of that?

DR HERDAL: Hm – there must be some explanation.

SOLNESS: Ah, but what about the other part? That she thought I had mentioned to her something that I had merely wished for and hoped for – in silence, as it were. Inwardly. To myself. What do you say to that? Can you explain such a thing to me, Dr Herdal?

DR HERDAL: No, that I would not venture to do.

SOLNESS: I thought as much. That’s why I’ve never wanted to speak of it either. – But it’s such a damned nuisance for me in the long run, you see. Here am I, having to go around pretending day in, day out … that I –. And it’s so unfair on her, poor thing. [Fiercely] But I cannot do otherwise! Because if she runs out on me – then Ragnar will leave too.

DR HERDAL: And you haven’t explained this situation to your wife?

SOLNESS: No.

DR HERDAL: Well, why on earth don’t you?

SOLNESS [fixes his eyes on him and says softly]: Because I feel there is a kind of – kind of salutary self-torture for me in simply allowing Aline to think unjustly of me.

DR HERDAL [shaking his head]: I don’t understand one blessed word of this.

SOLNESS: Ah, but you see – it’s like paying off some small portion of a vast and bottomless debt –

DR HERDAL: To your wife?

SOLNESS: Yes. And it always eases my mind a little. I can breathe more freely for a while, if you know what I mean.

DR HERDAL: No, by God, I don’t understand one word –

SOLNESS [interrupting, jumping to his feet again]: Well, well – then we’ll say no more about it.

He wanders across the room, comes back and stops by the desk.

SOLNESS [looking up at the DOCTOR with a gentle smile on his face]: I suppose you think you’ve really got me going now, eh, doctor?

DR HERDAL [rather irritably]: Got you going? Again, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, Mr Solness.

SOLNESS: Oh, why don’t you just say it? Because I’ve been so well aware of it, you know!

DR HERDAL: Aware of what?

SOLNESS [softly, slowly]: Of how you go around, keeping a quiet eye on me.

DR HERDAL: I do? Why in the world would I do that?

SOLNESS: Because you think – [flaring up] oh, dammit – you think the same of me as Aline does?

DR HERDAL: Oh, and what does she think of you?

SOLNESS [calm again]: She has begun to think that I’m – well, you know – sick.

DR HERDAL: Sick! You! She’s never said one word about that to me. What could possibly ail you, my dear fellow?

SOLNESS [leans over the back of the chair and whispers]: Aline has got it into her head that I’m mad. She has.

DR HERDAL [rising]: But Solness, my dear good fellow –!

SOLNESS: No, upon my soul –!7 It’s true. And she’s got you believing it as well! Oh, I tell you, doctor – I can see it, I can see it on you. Because I’m not that easily fooled, you know.

DR HERDAL [staring at him in amazement]: Mr Solness, never – never has such a thought entered my head.

SOLNESS [with an incredulous smile]: Really? Not ever?

DR HERDAL: No, never! Nor your wife’s either, I’m sure. I think I could almost swear to that.

SOLNESS: Oh, you’d better not do that. Because to some extent, you see, she – she might actually have reason to think such a thing.

DR HERDAL: Oh, now really –!

SOLNESS [interrupting with a wave of the hand]: Well, well, my dear doctor – let’s not pursue this matter any further. We’ll just have to agree to differ. [His mood switches to one of quiet jocularity.] But tell me, doctor – hm –

DR HERDAL: Yes?

SOLNESS: If you don’t, in fact, believe that I’m – you know – sick – and deranged – and mad and so on –

DR HERDAL: Well, what of it?

SOLNESS: Then you must surely imagine me to be a very happy man?

DR HERDAL: Would that be mere imagining?

SOLNESS [laughing]: No, no – of course not! God forbid! Just think – to be Solness the master builder! Halvard Solness! Oh, I’m grateful, I am!

DR HERDAL: Well, I really must say that to me you seem to have been quite incredibly fortunate.

SOLNESS [suppressing a sad smile]: So I have. Can’t complain about that.

DR HERDAL: First that ghastly old baronial pile8 of yours burned down. And that certainly was a great stroke of luck.

SOLNESS [gravely]: It was Aline’s family home that burned down. Don’t forget that.

DR HERDAL: Yes, of course, for her it must have been a great sorrow.

SOLNESS: She still hasn’t got over it. Even after all this time, these twelve – thirteen years –.

DR HERDAL: But what came after, that must have been the hardest blow for her.

SOLNESS: The one on top of the other.

DR HERDAL: But you – you, Solness – you used it as a springboard. Started out as a poor boy from the country – and now here you are, the top man in your field. Oh, yes, Mr Solness, Fortune has certainly been on your side.

SOLNESS [eyeing him warily]: Ah, but you see, that is what worries me so dreadfully.

DR HERDAL: Worries you? That Fortune is on your side?

SOLNESS: It makes me so afraid – so afraid, day and night. Because at some point the turn9 must come, you see.

DR HERDAL: Oh, nonsense! Where will it come from, this turn?

SOLNESS [positively and firmly]: It will come from the younger generation.

DR HERDAL: Rubbish! The younger generation! I would hardly have said that you, sir, were past it. No, no – you must rest on a more solid foundation here now than you’ve ever done.

SOLNESS: The turn will come. I can tell. And I feel it drawing closer. Someone is going to shout: Get out of my way! And then all the others will come charging after, shaking their fists and yelling: make way – make way – make way! Oh yes, you’d better watch out, doctor. One day the younger generation is going to come here and knock on that door –

DR HERDAL [laughing]: Oh, good heavens, and what of it?

SOLNESS: What of it? Why, then it’s all up with Solness the master builder.

There is a knock on the door to the left.

SOLNESS [flinching]: What was that? Did you hear something?

DR HERDAL: There’s someone at the door.

SOLNESS [calling out]: Come in!

HILDE WANGEL enters through the hall door. She is of medium height, lithe and slender. Lightly suntanned. She is wearing a travelling costume10 with the skirt looped up and a wide sailor collar, and a little sailor cap on her head. A knapsack on her back, a rolled-up blanket fastened with a strap and an alpenstock.

HILDE WANGEL [walking up to SOLNESS, her eyes merry and sparkling]: Good evening!

SOLNESS [regarding her uncertainly]: Good evening –

HILDE [laughing]: I almost believe you don’t recognize me!

SOLNESS: No – I must honestly say that – just at this moment –

DR HERDAL [moving closer]: But I recognize you, miss –

HILDE [delighted]: Oh, aren’t you the gentleman who –!

DR HERDAL: Yes, it’s me right enough. [To SOLNESS] We met up at one of the mountain lodges11 this summer. [To HILDE] So what became of the other ladies?

HILDE: Oh, them – they went west.

DR HERDAL: They didn’t much like all the rumpus we made in the evenings I suppose.

HILDE: No, they didn’t seem to like that.

DR HERDAL [wagging his finger at her]: And it cannot be denied that you did flirt with us a little.

HILDE: Well, it was more fun than sitting knitting stockings with all those old grannies.

DR HERDAL [laughing]: I couldn’t agree with you more!

SOLNESS: Have you just come to town this evening?

HILDE: Yes, I’ve only just arrived.

DR HERDAL: All alone, Miss Wangel?

HILDE: Yes indeed!

SOLNESS: Wangel? Your name is Wangel?

HILDE [regarding him with cheerful surprise]: Why yes, of course it is.

SOLNESS: You wouldn’t happen to be the daughter of the county doctor up at Lysanger?

HILDE [as before]: Yes, who else’s daughter would I be?

SOLNESS: Ah, so that’s where we met. That summer when I was up there to build the tower on the old church.

HILDE [more seriously]: Yes, of course that’s when it was.

SOLNESS: My, that was a long time ago.

HILDE [eyeing him steadily]: It was exactly ten years ago.

SOLNESS: And you would have been only a child back then, I suppose.

HILDE [airily]: About twelve or thirteen at any rate.

DR HERDAL: Is this your first visit to our town, Miss Wangel?

HILDE: Yes, it certainly is.

SOLNESS: Then you probably don’t know anyone here?

HILDE: No one apart from you. Oh, and your wife.

SOLNESS: So you know her too?

HILDE: Only slightly. We spent some days together at the sanatorium –

SOLNESS: Ah, up there –

HILDE: She said I was welcome to call on her if I ever came to town. [Smiles] Not that she needed to tell me that.

SOLNESS: Odd that she never mentioned it –

HILDE props her stick against the stove, removes her knapsack and places it and the blanket on the sofa. DR HERDAL tries to help. SOLNESS stands and stares at her.

HILDE [goes over to him]: And now I’d like to ask if I might stay the night here.

SOLNESS: I’m sure that can be arranged.

HILDE: I’ve only the clothes I stand up in, you see. Oh, and a change of underclothes in my knapsack. But they could do with a wash. Because they’re very dirty.

SOLNESS: Oh, well, I’m sure that can be remedied. Let me just tell my wife –

DR HERDAL: And in the meantime I’ll make that house call.

SOLNESS: Yes, do that. And then you’ll come back here, won’t you?

DR HERDAL [jovially, with a glance at HILDE]: Oh, you can be damn sure of that! [Laughing] Your prediction was right, after all, eh, Mr Solness?

SOLNESS: How do you mean?

DR HERDAL: The younger generation did come knocking at your door.

SOLNESS [brightly]: Ah yes, but in a quite different way.

DR HERDAL: Yes, indeed. Undeniably so.

He leaves by the hall door. SOLNESS opens the door on the right and speaks into the room next door.

SOLNESS: Aline! Could you come here, please? There’s someone here you know, a Miss Wangel.

MRS SOLNESS [appearing in the doorway]: Who did you say it was? [Sees HILDE.] Oh, it’s you, Miss Wangel. [Coming closer and offering her hand] So you did come to town after all.

SOLNESS: Miss Wangel has only just arrived. And she asks if she might stay the night here.

MRS SOLNESS: Here with us? Yes, she’s most welcome to.

SOLNESS: To freshen up her clothes a bit, you know.

MRS SOLNESS: I’ll do the best I can for you. It’s no more than my duty. Your trunk will be coming later, I assume?

HILDE: I have no trunk.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh well, that’ll sort itself out, I dare say. But you’ll have to make do with my husband’s company for the moment, while I see about having a room made nice and comfortable for you.

SOLNESS: Couldn’t we use one of the nurseries? They’re all fixed up and ready anyway.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, yes. We’ve plenty of room there. [To HILDE] Why don’t you sit down, Miss Wangel, and rest a while. [She exits to the right.]

HILDE roams around the room with her hands behind her back, looking at this and that. SOLNESS stands in front of the desk, also with his hands behind his back, following her with his eyes.

HILDE [stopping and looking at him]: Do you have several nurseries, sir?

SOLNESS: There are three nurseries in this house.

HILDE: That’s a lot. You must have a great many children then?

SOLNESS: No, we have no children. But now you can play at being a child for a while.

HILDE: For tonight, yes. And I won’t cry. I’m going to try to see if I can’t sleep like a log.

SOLNESS: Yes, you must be very tired, I’m sure.

HILDE: Not at all! And yet –. It’s so utterly glorious12 to lie there like that and dream.

SOLNESS: Do you often dream like that at night?

HILDE: Oh, yes! Almost always.

SOLNESS: And what do you dream of most?

HILDE: I’m not saying, not tonight. Another time – perhaps. [She roams around the room again, stops by the desk and sifts lightly through the books and papers.]

SOLNESS [stepping closer]: Are you looking for something?

HILDE: No, I’m just standing here taking in all of this. [Turns.] Or maybe I’m not allowed to?

SOLNESS: No, go ahead.

HILDE: Is it you who writes in that big ledger?

SOLNESS: No, it’s the bookkeeper.

HILDE: A woman?13

SOLNESS [smiling]: Yes, of course.

HILDE: Someone you have working here with you?

SOLNESS: Yes.

HILDE: Is she married, this woman?

SOLNESS: No, she’s a single lady.

HILDE: I see.

SOLNESS: But it looks as if she’ll be marrying soon.

HILDE: Well, that’s good for her.

SOLNESS: But not so good for me. Because then I’ll have no one to help me.

HILDE: Can’t you find someone else who’s just as good, though?

SOLNESS: Perhaps you could stay here and – and write in the ledger?

HILDE [eyes him up and down]: Oh, that will be right! No thank you – we’ll have none of that.

She wanders across the room again and sits down in the rocking-chair. SOLNESS too walks over to the coffee table.
 
HILDE [as if continuing]: – I mean there must be other things to do around here apart from that. [Smiling at him] Don’t you think so too?

SOLNESS: Certainly. First and foremost, though, I imagine you’ll want to do some shopping and get yourself all smartened up.

HILDE [cheerfully]: No, I think I’d better not do that!

SOLNESS: Oh?

HILDE: Yes, because I’ve squandered all my money, you see.

SOLNESS [laughing]: So, no trunk and no money!

HILDE: Neither, no. Well, never mind – it’s all one now.

SOLNESS: There, now that I really like you for!

HILDE: Only for that?

SOLNESS: For that and other things. [Sitting down in the armchair] Is your father still alive?

HILDE: Yes, Father’s alive.

SOLNESS: And now you’re thinking, perhaps, of studying here in town?

HILDE: No, that hadn’t occurred to me.

SOLNESS: But you’ll be staying here for some time, I presume?

HILDE: Depending on how things go.

She sits for a moment looking at him, half serious, half smiling. Then she takes off her hat and places it on the table in front of her.

HILDE: Mr Master Builder Solness?

SOLNESS: Yes?

HILDE: Are you very forgetful, sir?

SOLNESS: Forgetful? No, not as far as I know.

HILDE: Then don’t you want to talk to me at all about what happened up there?

SOLNESS [looks taken aback for a moment]: Up at Lysanger? [Indifferently] Well, there’s not much to talk about as far as that goes, I don’t think.

HILDE [regards him reproachfully]: How can you sit there and say such a thing!

SOLNESS: All right, you talk to me about it then.

HILDE: When the tower was finished we had a big celebration in the town.14

SOLNESS: Yes, I won’t forget that day in a hurry.

HILDE [smiling]: Oh, no? How nice of you, sir!

SOLNESS: Nice?

HILDE: There was a band playing in the churchyard. And hundreds and hundreds of people. We schoolgirls were dressed in white. And we were all carrying flags.

SOLNESS: Oh, yes, those flags – I remember them all right!

HILDE: Then you climbed straight up the scaffolding. All the way up to the very top. And you were carrying a big wreath. And you hung that wreath right up there on the weather-vane.

SOLNESS [brusquely, breaking in]: I used to do that back then. It’s an old custom, you see.

HILDE: It was so wonderfully exciting to stand there, down below, gazing up at you. What if he were to fall! Him – the master builder himself!

SOLNESS [as if changing the subject]: Yes, yes, yes, and Lord knows I might have done. Because one of those little white-clad devils – she carried on so, and shrieked up at me so –

HILDE [all aglow]: ‘Hooray for Master Builder Solness!’ Yes!

SOLNESS: – and waved that flag of hers so wildly that it – that it almost made my head spin to look at it.

HILDE [more quietly, gravely]: That little devil – that was me.

SOLNESS [staring hard at her]: Yes, I’m certain of that now. It had to be you.

HILDE [brightening again]: Because it was so splendid and so terribly exciting. I couldn’t believe there was a master builder in all the world who could build such an enormously high tower. And then the fact that you were standing up there yourself, at the very top! In person! And that you weren’t the slightest bit dizzy. That was the most – kind of – dizzying thought of all.

SOLNESS: But how could you be so sure that I wasn’t –?

HILDE [dismissively]: Oh – now really! I felt it inside. I mean, otherwise you couldn’t have stood up there and sung, could you?

SOLNESS [staring at her in amazement]: Sung? I sang?

HILDE: You most certainly did.

SOLNESS [shaking his head]: I’ve never sung a note in my life.

HILDE: Well, you sang then. It sounded like harps playing15 in the air.

SOLNESS [thoughtfully]: This is very odd – all this.

HILDE [is quiet for a moment, looks at him and says softly]: But then – afterwards – then came the real bit.16

SOLNESS: The real –?

HILDE [glowing]: Yes, oh now surely I don’t have to remind you about that?

SOLNESS: Oh yes, remind me just a little about that too.

HILDE: Don’t you remember the grand dinner that was held in your honour at the club?

SOLNESS: Ah, yes. That must have been that same afternoon. Because I left the next morning.

HILDE: And after the club you were invited to supper at our house.

SOLNESS: That’s quite correct, Miss Wangel. Remarkable how well all these little details have been imprinted on your memory.

HILDE: Little details! Oh, a fine one you are! And I suppose it was just a little detail that I was alone in the drawing room when you arrived?

SOLNESS: You were?

HILDE [not replying to this]: You didn’t call me a little devil then.

SOLNESS: No, I don’t imagine I did.

HILDE: You said that I looked lovely in my white dress. And that I was like a little princess.

SOLNESS: As I’m sure you were, Miss Wangel! And besides – feeling as free and easy as I did that day –

HILDE: And then you said that when I grew up I would be your princess.

SOLNESS [chuckling]: Well, well – I said that too?

HILDE: Yes, you did. And when I asked how long I would have to wait, you said you would come back in ten years – like a troll – and carry me off. To Spain or somewhere like that. And there, you promised, you would buy me a kingdom.

SOLNESS [as before]: Yes, well after a good dinner one can tend to be a bit extravagant. But did I really say all that?

HILDE [laughing softly]: Yes. And you even told me what my kingdom would be called.

SOLNESS: Really?

HILDE: You said it would be called the kingdom of Orangia.17

SOLNESS: Well, well, what an appetizing name.

HILDE: No, I didn’t like it at all. Because it sounded as if you were making fun of me.

SOLNESS: I’m sure I never meant to do that.

HILDE: No, I should certainly hope not. Considering what you did next, I mean –

SOLNESS: What on earth did I do next?

HILDE: Oh, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten that as well! Because no one could help remembering such a thing, I’m sure.

SOLNESS: Well, if you could just jog my memory a little, then perhaps –. Hm?

HILDE [looking him straight in the eye]: You went and kissed me, Master Builder Solness.

SOLNESS [open-mouthed, jumps up from his chair]: I did!

HILDE: Oh yes, you did. You put your arms around me, tilted me backwards and kissed me. Many times.

SOLNESS: Oh, but my dear, sweet Miss Wangel –!

HILDE [getting to her feet]: You’re not going to deny it, surely?

SOLNESS: Yes, I most certainly do deny it!

HILDE [eyeing him contemptuously]: I see.

She turns and walks slowly over to the stove and stands facing it, motionless, with her hands behind her back. Brief pause.

SOLNESS [warily coming up behind her]: Miss Wangel –?

HILDE neither moves nor says anything.

SOLNESS: Please don’t stand there like a stone pillar. This thing you spoke of, it must be something you’ve dreamed. [Laying a hand on her arm] Listen to me –

HILDE gives an impatient shake of her arm.

SOLNESS [as if a thought has occurred to him]: Or – Wait though! – There’s something here that goes deeper, you’ll see!

HILDE does not move.

SOLNESS [softly, but intently]: I must have thought all this. I must have willed it. Have wished for it. Have desired it. And then –. Might that not be the way of it?

HILDE still says nothing.

SOLNESS [impatiently]: All right, all right, dammit – then I must have done it as well!

HILDE [turns her head slightly, but does not look at him]: So you admit it now?

SOLNESS: Yes. Whatever you want.

HILDE: That you put your arms around me?

SOLNESS: Yes, yes!

HILDE: And tilted me back?

SOLNESS: A long, long way back.

HILDE: And kissed me?

SOLNESS: Yes, I did.

HILDE: Many times?

SOLNESS: As many as you like.

HILDE [spinning round to face him, eyes sparkling again]: There, you see, I got it out of you at last!

SOLNESS [smiling]: Yes – fancy me forgetting something like that.

HILDE [pouting slightly again and walking away from him]: Oh, well – you’ve kissed so many girls in your day, I expect.

SOLNESS: No, you mustn’t think that of me.

HILDE sits down in the armchair. SOLNESS stands with one hand on the rocking-chair.

SOLNESS [studying her closely]: Miss Wangel?

HILDE: Yes?

SOLNESS: How was it now? What else happened there – between us two?

HILDE: Nothing else happened. As you very well know. Because then the other guests arrived, and then – ugh!

SOLNESS: Yes, that’s right! The others arrived. Fancy me forgetting that, too.

HILDE: Oh, you haven’t really forgotten any of it. Just been a little ashamed. One doesn’t forget something like that, I know.

SOLNESS: No, it certainly seems that way.

HILDE [bright and bubbly again, looking at him]: Or have you perhaps also forgotten what day it was?

SOLNESS: What day –?

HILDE: Yes, on what day you hung the wreath on the tower? Well? Out with it now!

SOLNESS: Hm – the actual date, for the life of me, I can’t remember. I only know that it was ten years ago. In the autumn sometime.

HILDE [nodding her head slowly several times]: It was ten years ago. On the 19th of September.

SOLNESS: Ah, yes, it must have been around then. Well I never, you even remember that! [Stopping short] Wait a moment, though –! Yes – it’s the 19th of September today too.

HILDE: Yes, it is. And the ten years is up. And you did not come – as you promised me you would.

SOLNESS: Promised you? Threatened you with, don’t you mean?

HILDE: I wouldn’t call that much of a threat.

SOLNESS: Well, teased you a little, then!

HILDE: Was that all you wanted? To tease me?

SOLNESS: Well, to have a bit of fun with you then! Heaven help me, I don’t remember. But it must have been something like that. Because you were only a child back then.

HILDE: Oh, perhaps not so much of a child as all that. Not such a chit of a girl as you might think.

SOLNESS [eyeing her intently]: Did you really, seriously believe that I would come back?

HILDE [concealing a faintly mischievous smile]: Of course! I expected it of you.

SOLNESS: That I would come to your home and carry you off?

HILDE: Just like a troll, yes.

SOLNESS: And make you a princess?

HILDE: You promised me you would.

SOLNESS: And give you a kingdom, too?

HILDE [gazing at the ceiling]: Well, why not. I mean, it’s not as if it needed to be an ordinary, real sort of kingdom.

SOLNESS: But something else that was just as good?

HILDE: Yes, at least as good. [Considering him briefly] After all, if you could build the tallest towers in the world, then you had to be able to see your way to building some sort of kingdom too – or so I thought.

SOLNESS [shaking his head]: I just don’t know what to make of you, Miss Wangel.

HILDE: You don’t? It seems very simple to me.

SOLNESS: No, I can’t figure out whether you mean everything you’re saying. Or whether you’re only joking –

HILDE [smiling]: Making fun, maybe? Me too?

SOLNESS: Yes, exactly. Making fun. Of us both. [Looking at her] Have you known for a long time that I was married?

HILDE: Yes, I’ve known all along. Why do you ask that?

SOLNESS [casually]: Oh, the thought just occurred to me. [Regards her gravely and says in a low voice] Why did you come here?

HILDE: Because I want my kingdom. The time’s up, you know.

SOLNESS [laughing in spite of himself]: Oh, you’re a fine one, you are!

HILDE [gaily]: Hand over my kingdom, master builder! [Rapping on the table with her finger] Kingdom on the table!

SOLNESS [pushing the rocking-chair closer and sitting down]: Seriously, though – why did you come? What do you really mean to do here?

HILDE: Well, first I’m going to take a walk around and look at everything you’ve built.

SOLNESS: In that case you’ll have more than enough to keep you going.

HILDE: Yes, because you’ve built such an awful lot.

SOLNESS: That I have. Mainly in the last few years.

HILDE: A lot of church towers too? Enormously high ones?

SOLNESS: No. I don’t build church towers any more. No churches either.

HILDE: So what do you build now?

SOLNESS: Homes for people.

HILDE [thoughtfully]: Couldn’t you add a touch of – a touch of the church tower to those homes too?

SOLNESS [puzzled]: What do you mean by that?

HILDE: I mean – something that points – sort of up into the air. With the weather-vane so dizzyingly high above.

SOLNESS [ponders this for a moment]: It’s funny you should say that. Because there’s nothing I’d rather do.

HILDE [impatiently]: Well why don’t you do it then!

SOLNESS [shaking his head]: No, because it’s not what people want.

HILDE: Imagine – not to want that!

SOLNESS [more brightly]: I’m building a new home for myself now, though. Just across from here.

HILDE: For yourself?

SOLNESS: Yes, it’s almost finished. And that one does have a tower.

HILDE: High tower?

SOLNESS: Yes.

HILDE: Very high?

SOLNESS: People will probably say it’s far too high. For a home.

HILDE: First thing tomorrow morning I’m going out to have a look at that tower.

SOLNESS [sits with his hand on his cheek, staring at her]: Tell me, Miss Wangel – what is your name? Your first name, I mean.

HILDE: My name’s Hilde, of course.

SOLNESS [as before]: Hilde? Ah?

HILDE: Don’t you even remember that? You called me Hilde yourself. That day when you behaved so improperly.

SOLNESS: I did that as well?

HILDE: Only then you called me little Hilde. And that I did not like.

SOLNESS: So you didn’t like that, Miss Hilde?

HILDE: No, not then. – Come to think of it – ‘Princess Hilde’ –. That will sound rather good, I think.

SOLNESS: I see. Princess Hilde of – of –. What was it your kingdom was to be called?

HILDE: Oh, pooh! I’m not interested in that stupid kingdom. I want a very different one, I do!

SOLNESS [has sat back in his chair and is still looking at her]: Isn’t it strange –? The more I think about it now – the more I feel that for years and years I’ve been racking my brains, trying to – er –

HILDE: To what?

SOLNESS: To recall something – some experience which I felt I must have forgotten. But no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t think what it might be.

HILDE: You should have tied a knot in your handkerchief,18 master builder.

SOLNESS: Then I would just have gone around wondering what that knot was for.

HILDE: Oh, well, I suppose there must be trolls like that in the world too.

SOLNESS [slowly getting to his feet]: What a good thing it is that you have come to me now.

HILDE [regarding him intently]: Is it?

SOLNESS: Because I’ve been so alone. Sitting here, staring so helplessly at it all. [Lowering his voice] The thing is, you see – that I’ve begun to feel so afraid – so terribly afraid of the younger generation.

HILDE [snorts]: Bah – as if the younger generation were anything to be afraid of!

SOLNESS: It of all things. That’s why I’ve locked myself away. [Confidentially] The younger generation is going to come here, I tell you, and bang on the door! Break in on me!

HILDE: Then I think you should go and open the door to the younger generation.

SOLNESS: Open the door?

HILDE: Yes. And let the younger generation come in to you. Welcome it in.

SOLNESS: No, no, no! The younger generation – it spells retribution, don’t you see. It will spearhead the turn. Come under a new banner, so to speak.

HILDE [stands up, looks at him and says, with trembling lips]: Do you have a use for me, master builder?

SOLNESS: Yes, now I most certainly do. Because you also come – under a new banner, so to speak. The young against the young, in other words –!

DR HERDAL enters through the hall door.

DR HERDAL: Ah – are you and the young lady still here?

SOLNESS: Yes. We’ve had a great deal to talk about, us two.

HILDE: Matters old and new.

DR HERDAL: Well, well, have you now?

HILDE: Oh, it’s been such fun. Because the master builder here – he has the most amazing memory, so he has. He can call to mind all sorts of little details at the drop of a hat.

MRS SOLNESS enters through the door on the right.

MRS SOLNESS: There, Miss Wangel, your room’s all ready for you now.

HILDE: Oh, how kind you are to me!

SOLNESS [to his wife]: The nursery?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes. The middle one. But first I suppose we should go in to supper.

SOLNESS [nodding to HILDE]: So Hilde will be sleeping in the nursery.

MRS SOLNESS: Hilde?

SOLNESS: Yes, Miss Wangel’s first name is Hilde. I knew her when she was a child.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, did you, Halvard? Well, shall we go through? Supper’s on the table.

She takes DR HERDAL’s arm and leaves with him through the door on the right. HILDE, meanwhile, has picked up her travelling things.

HILDE [in a hurried whisper to SOLNESS]: Is it true what you said? Do you have a use for me?

SOLNESS [taking her things from her]: You are the one I have needed most sorely.

HILDE [looking at him with rapturous, wondering eyes and clapping her hands]: Oh, you great, glorious world –!

SOLNESS [expectantly]: What –?

HILDE: Well, now I have my kingdom after all!

SOLNESS [impulsively]: Hilde –!

HILDE [her lips trembling again]: Almost – I was about to say.

She exits to the right. SOLNESS follows her.







Act Two

A small, elegantly furnished drawing room in the home of Solness the master builder. In the rear wall, French windows leading out to a terrace and the garden. On the right a corner bay with plant stands and a large window. A similar corner bay on the left. In this, a narrow door flush with the wall. In each of the side walls an ordinary door. In the foreground on the right a console table under a large mirror. Flowers and plants in abundance. In the foreground on the left a sofa, table and chairs. Further back, a bookcase. In the middle of the room, in front of the window bay, a small table and a couple of chairs. It is mid-morning.

HALVARD SOLNESS is sitting at the small table with RAGNAR BROVIK’s portfolio open in front of him. He leafs through the drawings, examining some of them closely. MRS SOLNESS moves noiselessly around the room with a little watering can, tending to the flowers. She is dressed in black as before. Her hat, coat and parasol are lying on the chair next to the mirror. SOLNESS looks up once or twice and observes her, all unnoticed.

Neither of them speaks.

KAJA FOSLI enters quietly through the door on the left.

SOLNESS [looking round, says with casual indifference]: Oh, it’s you, is it?

KAJA: I just wanted to let you know I’d arrived.

SOLNESS: Yes, yes, all right. Isn’t Ragnar there too?

KAJA: No, not yet. He had to stay and wait for the doctor. But he said he’d be along later to inquire –

SOLNESS: How is the old man today?

KAJA: Not good. He very much regrets that he’ll have to keep to his bed today.

SOLNESS: Heavens, yes. Of course he must. Now you go and get on with your work.

KAJA: Yes. [Pauses in the doorway] Would you want to speak to Ragnar when he gets here?

SOLNESS: No – I don’t know of any reason to.

KAJA goes out through the door on the left.

SOLNESS carries on leafing through the drawings.

MRS SOLNESS [over by the plants]: I wonder if he isn’t going to die as well.

SOLNESS [looking over at her]: As well? As well as who?

MRS SOLNESS [not replying to this]: Oh, yes; old Brovik – it looks as if he’s going to die now too, Halvard. You’ll see.

SOLNESS: Aline dear, weren’t you going for a walk?

MRS SOLNESS: Well, yes, I was actually.

She carries on seeing to the flowers.

SOLNESS [bent over the drawings]: Is she still asleep?

MRS SOLNESS [looking at him]: Is it Miss Wangel you’re sitting there thinking about?

SOLNESS [nonchalantly]: I just happened to call her to mind.

MRS SOLNESS: Miss Wangel has been up for ages.

SOLNESS: Oh, has she now?

MRS SOLNESS: When I looked in she was mending her clothes.

She walks over to the mirror and slowly puts on her hat.

SOLNESS [after a brief pause]: Well, we found a use for a nursery after all, didn’t we, Aline?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, I suppose we did.

SOLNESS: And that’s better, I’d say, than having them all standing there empty.

MRS SOLNESS: All that empty space is quite dreadful. You’re right about that.

SOLNESS [closing the portfolio, rising and walking over to her]: Just you wait and see, Aline, from now on things will be better for us. Much pleasanter. Easier to live. – Especially for you.

MRS SOLNESS: From now on?

SOLNESS: Yes, believe you me, Aline –

MRS SOLNESS: You mean – now that she has come here?

SOLNESS [controlling himself]: I mean, of course – once we’ve moved into the new house.

MRS SOLNESS [picking up her coat]: Oh, do you think so, Halvard? That things will be better then?

SOLNESS: Well, I can’t imagine otherwise. And surely you must think so too?

MRS SOLNESS: I’ve no thoughts whatsoever about the new house.

SOLNESS [despondently]: It truly hurts me to hear that. Because it was mainly for your sake I built it, you know. [He goes to help her with her coat.]

MRS SOLNESS [pulling away]: Really you do far too much for my sake.

SOLNESS [more vehemently]: No, no, you simply mustn’t say such things, Aline! I can’t bear to hear you talk like that!

MRS SOLNESS: Well, then, I won’t say it, Halvard.

SOLNESS: I stand by what I said, though. It’s going to be so good for you over there in the new house, you’ll see.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, God – good for me –!

SOLNESS [eagerly]: Yes, of course! Of that you can be sure, Aline! Because there, you see – you’ll have so many things to remind you of your own –

MRS SOLNESS: Of everything that was once Father’s and Mother’s. – And that burned down – all of it.

SOLNESS [softly]: Yes, I know, my poor Aline. What a dreadfully hard blow for you that was.

MRS SOLNESS [crying out]: You can build whatever in the world you want, Halvard – but you’ll never be able to build a real home for me again.

SOLNESS [walking off across the room]: Well, then, for heaven’s sake let’s not talk about this any more.

MRS SOLNESS: But we never do talk about it anyway. Because you merely brush it aside –

SOLNESS [stopping short and staring at her]: I do? And why should I do that? Brush it aside?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh yes, Halvard, I know you so well. You want so much to shield me. And excuse me too. As much – as ever you can.

SOLNESS [with amazement in his eyes]: You? Is it you – yourself, you’re speaking of, Aline!

MRS SOLNESS: Well, I don’t know who else it could be but me.

SOLNESS [involuntarily, to himself]: That too!

MRS SOLNESS: Because with the old house – well, there was nothing to be done about that. Good heavens – it was an accident, and the damage was done, so –

SOLNESS: Yes, you’re right. Accidents will happen – so they say.

MRS SOLNESS: But what the fire brought in its wake –! That’s the terrible thing! That, that, that!

SOLNESS [vehemently]: Just don’t think about that, Aline!

MRS SOLNESS: Ah, but that is the one thing I’m bound to think about. And finally be allowed to talk about too. Because I don’t think I can stand it any longer. And the fact that I can never forgive myself –!

SOLNESS [exclaiming]: Yourself –!

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, because I had duties on both sides. To you and to the babies. I should have hardened myself. Not let the shock get such a hold on me. Or the grief over my home having burned down. [Wringing her hands] Oh, if only I could have, Halvard!

SOLNESS [slowly, shaken, drawing nearer]: Aline – you must promise me that you will never think such thoughts again. Promise me, please, dear!

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, God – promise! Promise! I could promise you anything you like –

SOLNESS [clenching his hands and crossing the floor]: Oh, but this is all so hopeless! Never a ray of sunshine! Not so much as a glimmer of light falling into this home!

MRS SOLNESS: This is no home, Halvard.

SOLNESS: Oh no, well may you say that. [Heavily] And God knows you could be right – maybe things won’t be any better for us in the new house either.

MRS SOLNESS: They never will. Just as empty.1 Just as desolate. There as here.

SOLNESS [fiercely]: Then why on earth did we build it? Can you tell me that?

MRS SOLNESS: No, you’ll have to answer that question yourself.

SOLNESS [glancing suspiciously at her]: What do you mean by that, Aline?

MRS SOLNESS: What do I mean?

SOLNESS: Yes, dammit –! It was so strange the way you said it. As if you were hinting at something else.

MRS SOLNESS: No, I can honestly assure you –

SOLNESS: Oh, please – I know what I know. And I see things, and hear things too, you know, Aline. Of that you can be sure!

MRS SOLNESS: But what things? What?

SOLNESS [coming up to face her]: Are you going to tell me that you don’t detect some sly, underhand meaning in the most innocent word I say?

MRS SOLNESS: I, you say! I do that!

SOLNESS [laughing]: Ha-ha-ha! Well, I suppose it’s fair enough, Aline! When you have to put up with having a sick man in the house, then –

MRS SOLNESS [in alarm]: Sick! Are you sick, Halvard?

SOLNESS [bursting out]: A half-mad man, then! A deranged man! Call me what you will.

MRS SOLNESS [gropes for the back of the chair and sits down]: Halvard – for the love of God –!

SOLNESS: But you’re wrong, both of you. Both you and the doctor. That’s not how things are with me.

He paces up and down the room. MRS SOLNESS follows him anxiously with her eyes. Then he walks up to her.

SOLNESS [calmly]: In fact there’s nothing wrong with me at all.

MRS SOLNESS: No, of course not! But what is it that’s troubling you, then?

SOLNESS: What’s troubling me is that I so often come close to collapsing under this terrible burden of debt –

MRS SOLNESS: Debt, you say! But you’re not in debt to anyone, Halvard!

SOLNESS [softly, with emotion]: In bottomless debt and obligation to you – to you, to you, Aline.

MRS SOLNESS [getting slowly to her feet]: What’s behind all this? You might as well tell me right now.

SOLNESS: There is nothing behind it! I have never done anything to hurt you. Not knowingly or willingly, at any rate. And yet – it feels as though I am weighed down by a crushing debt.

MRS SOLNESS: A debt to me?

SOLNESS: Mainly to you.

MRS SOLNESS: In that case you are – sick after all, Halvard.

SOLNESS [heavily]: I think I must be. Or something of the sort. [His eyes go to the door on the right, which opens.] Ah! Now things are brightening up.

HILDE WANGEL comes in. She has altered a few things on her costume. The skirt of her dress is no longer looped up.2

HILDE: Good morning, Mr Master Builder!

SOLNESS [nodding]: Slept well?

HILDE: Quite blissfully! As if I were in a cradle. Ooh – lay and stretched like – like a princess!

SOLNESS [with a little smile]: Pretty comfortably, then.

HILDE: I should say so.

SOLNESS: And dreamed too, no doubt?

HILDE: Oh yes. But that was horrid.

SOLNESS: Oh?

HILDE: Yes, because I dreamed that I fell off a terribly high, steep cliff. Don’t you ever have dreams like that, master builder?

SOLNESS: Well, yes – now and again, I –

HILDE: It’s so exciting – when you’re falling and falling like that.

SOLNESS: I find it rather chilling myself.

HILDE: Do you draw your legs up underneath you while it’s happening?

SOLNESS: Yes, as high as I can.

HILDE: So do I.

MRS SOLNESS [picking up her parasol]: Well, I suppose I’d better be off into town, Halvard. [TO HILDE] And I’ll see if I can’t pick up the odd thing that you might have need of, Miss Wangel.

HILDE [making as if to throw her arms around her]: Oh, dear, sweet Mrs Solness! You really are far too kind! Terribly kind –

MRS SOLNESS [fending her off, freeing herself]: Oh, by no means. It’s no more than my duty, after all. And so I’m quite happy to do it.

HILDE [huffily, pouting]: Anyway, I’m quite sure I could go out as I am – now that I’ve done this up so nicely. Or couldn’t I?

MRS SOLNESS: To be honest I think you’d probably get a few looks.

HILDE [snorting]: Pooh! Is that all? But that would just be fun.

SOLNESS [with veiled sarcasm]: Ah, but you see, then people might get the idea that you were mad as well.

HILDE: Mad? Are there so tremendously many mad people living in this town then?

SOLNESS [pointing to his temple]: You’re looking at one right here for a start.

HILDE: You – master builder!

MRS SOLNESS: Oh! Now Halvard dear, really!

SOLNESS: Haven’t you noticed that yet?

HILDE: No, I certainly have not. [Collects herself and gives a little laugh.] Or at least, in one respect maybe.

SOLNESS: There now, d’you hear that, Aline?

MRS SOLNESS: And what might that be, Miss Wangel?

HILDE: No, I’m not telling.

SOLNESS: Oh yes, do tell.

HILDE: No, thank you – I’m not that mad.

MRS SOLNESS: When you and Miss Wangel are alone I’m sure she’ll tell you, Halvard.

SOLNESS: Ah – so that’s what you think, is it?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh yes, indeed. After all, you’ve known her so well in the past. Since she was just a child – so you say. [She leaves by the door on the left.]

HILDE [after a brief pause]: Your wife, can she really not bring herself to like me?

SOLNESS: Did you notice something of that sort about her?

HILDE: Didn’t you notice it yourself?

SOLNESS [evasively]: Aline has become so very shy of people over the past few years.

HILDE: That as well, is she?

SOLNESS: But if you could just get to know her properly. – Because you see, deep down she’s so nice – and so kind – and so good.

HILDE [impatiently]: But if she’s all that – why does she keep going on about duty!

SOLNESS: About duty?

HILDE: Yes, didn’t she just say that she was going out to buy some things for me. Because it was her duty – she said. Oh, I can’t abide that nasty, horrid word!

SOLNESS: But why?

HILDE: Oh, because it sounds so cold and sharp and prickly. Duty – duty – duty. Don’t you think so too? That it sort of pricks at you?

SOLNESS: Hm – I’ve never given it much thought.

HILDE: Oh, but it does! And if she is as nice – as you say she is – why would she say such a thing?

SOLNESS: But good heavens, what should she have said?

HILDE: She could have said that she was going to do it because she liked me so much. She could have said something like that. Something really warm and sincere – you know?

SOLNESS [regarding her]: Is that how you would have it?

HILDE: Yes, just like that.

She walks around the room, stops by the bookcase and looks at the books.

HILDE: You have a great many books, sir.

SOLNESS: Oh yes, I’ve built up quite a collection.

HILDE: And do you read all these books?

SOLNESS: In the past I did try to. Do you read?

HILDE: No! Never – not any more. Because I can never make head nor tail of it anyway.

SOLNESS: That’s just how I feel too.

HILDE wanders around, stops by the small table, opens the portfolio and leafs through it.

HILDE: Did you do all these drawings?

SOLNESS: No, they were done by a young man I have to help me.

HILDE: Someone you’ve trained yourself?

SOLNESS: Oh well, I suppose he’s learned a thing or two from me as well.

HILDE [sitting down]: He must be very good then. [Running an eye over a drawing] Isn’t he?

SOLNESS: Oh, he’s not bad. For my purposes, that is –

HILDE: Oh, but of course! He must be frightfully good.

SOLNESS: You feel you can tell that from those drawings?

HILDE: Huh – those scribbles! But if he has trained under you, then –

SOLNESS: Ah, as to that –. There are plenty around here who’ve trained under me. And still didn’t amount to much.

HILDE [looking at him and shaking her head]: No, for the life of me I don’t know how you can be so stupid.

SOLNESS: Stupid? You think I’m very stupid, then?

HILDE: Yes, I certainly do. That you can go around training up all these fellows, and –

SOLNESS [puzzled]: Well? And why shouldn’t I?

HILDE [standing up, half in earnest, half laughing]: Oh, pooh, Mr Master Builder! What’s the good of that! No one but you should be allowed to build anything. You and you alone. Do it all yourself. So now you know.

SOLNESS [impulsively]: Hilde –

HILDE: What?

SOLNESS: What on earth brought all this into your head?

HILDE: Why – do you consider it so very wrong of me to think that?

SOLNESS: No, it’s not that. But I have to tell you something.

HILDE: Oh? What?

SOLNESS: I find myself wrestling here – constantly – in silence and in solitude – with that same thought.

HILDE: Yes, well, that seems only natural, I would say.

SOLNESS [giving her a rather searching glance]: And this you have already observed, I’m sure?

HILDE: No, I truly haven’t, not at all.

SOLNESS: But earlier – when you said you thought I was – not quite right? In one respect, I mean –?

HILDE: Ah, I was thinking of something else entirely.

SOLNESS: Of what else?

HILDE: Never you mind, master builder.

SOLNESS [crossing the room]: Well, well – please yourself. [Stopping in the window bay] Come over here and I’ll show you something.

HILDE [moving closer]: What is it?

SOLNESS: See there – down at the bottom of the garden –?

HILDE: Yes?

SOLNESS [pointing]: Just above the big quarry –?3

HILDE: That new house, you mean?

SOLNESS: The one that’s under construction, yes. Almost finished.

HILDE: It looks as if it has a very tall tower on it.

SOLNESS: The scaffolding is still up.

HILDE: That’s your new house, is it?

SOLNESS: Yes.

HILDE: The house you’ll soon be moving into?

SOLNESS: Yes.

HILDE [looking at him]: Are there nurseries in that house too?

SOLNESS: Three, as here.

HILDE: And no children?

SOLNESS: Nor will there be any.

HILDE [with a faint smile]: There, now isn’t it just as I said –?

SOLNESS: What –?

HILDE: That you are – you know – a little bit mad after all.

SOLNESS: Was that what you were thinking of?

HILDE: Yes, of all those empty nurseries I slept in.

SOLNESS [lowering his voice]: We did have children – Aline and I.

HILDE [regarding him expectantly]: You did –!

SOLNESS: Two little boys. They were the same age.

HILDE: Twins, you mean.

SOLNESS: Yes, twins. Eleven – twelve years ago that is now.

HILDE [gently]: So they’re both –? So those twins, they’re no longer with you?

SOLNESS [with quiet emotion]: We only had them for about three weeks. Barely that even. [Bursting out] Oh, Hilde, I can’t tell you how glad I am that you came! For now, at last, I have someone I can talk to!

HILDE: But can’t you do that with – with her, too?

SOLNESS: Not about this. Not the way I want to and need to. [Heavily] And not about so many other things either.

HILDE [quietly]: Was that all you meant when you said you had need of me?

SOLNESS: Mostly that, I suppose. Yesterday, that is. Today, though, I’m not so sure – [Breaking off] Come here, Hilde, let’s sit down. You sit yourself here, on the sofa – so you have a view of the garden.

HILDE sits down on the sofa.

SOLNESS [drawing a chair closer]: Would you like to hear about it?

HILDE: Yes, I’d love to sit and listen to you.

SOLNESS [sits down]: In that case I’ll tell you all about it.

HILDE: There, now I have a view of the garden and of you, master builder. All right, tell me all! This instant!

SOLNESS [pointing to the bay window]: Over there on the hill – where you can see the new house –

HILDE: Yes?

SOLNESS: – that’s where Aline and I lived for the first few years. Because up there in those days there was an old house that had belonged to her mother. And we inherited it from her. And the huge garden that came with it.

HILDE: Was there a tower on that house too?

SOLNESS: No, nothing like that. From the outside it looked like a great, hideous, gloomy wooden box. But inside it was really very warm and cosy.

HILDE: So did you pull down the old dump?

SOLNESS: No, it burned down.

HILDE: The whole thing?

SOLNESS: Yes.

HILDE: Was that a terrible blow to you?

SOLNESS: Depends on how you look at it. That fire, it took me to the top as a master builder –

HILDE: Yes, but –?

SOLNESS: Our two baby boys had been born just before this –

HILDE: Those poor twins, yes.

SOLNESS: They came into the world so strong and healthy. And they grew day by day, so much so that you could actually see them growing.

HILDE: Babies do grow very fast during those first days.

SOLNESS: It was the most beautiful sight imaginable, to see Aline lying there with the two of them. – But then came the night of the fire –

HILDE [breathlessly]: What happened?! Tell me! Was anyone killed!

SOLNESS: No; it wasn’t that. Everyone was brought out of the house safe and sound –

HILDE: I see, then what –?

SOLNESS: The fright had shaken Aline terribly. The fire alarm – the evacuation – in such a rush – and in the freezing night air at that. Because they had to be carried out just as they were, you see. Both she and the babies.

HILDE: And they didn’t come through that?

SOLNESS: No, no, they came through that all right. But Aline caught a fever. And that affected her milk.4 She still insisted on feeding them herself, though. Because it was her duty, she said. And both our little boys, they – [wringing his hands] they – oh!

HILDE: That they did not get over.

SOLNESS: No, that they did not get over. That was what took them from us.

HILDE: It must have been terribly hard for you.

SOLNESS: Hard enough for me. But ten times worse for Aline. [Clenches his fists in quiet fury.] Oh, that such things can be allowed to happen in this world! [Shortly and firmly] From the day I lost them I wouldn’t build a church if I could help it.

HILDE: Not even our church tower, perhaps?

SOLNESS: Not even that. I know how happy and relieved I was when that tower was finished.

HILDE: I know it too.

SOLNESS: And now I never – never build such things, not any more! Neither churches nor church towers.

HILDE: Just houses for people to live in.

SOLNESS: Homes for human beings, Hilde.

HILDE: But homes with tall towers and spires on them.

SOLNESS: Preferably, yes. [More brightly] You see – as I said – that fire, that is what took me to the top. As a master builder, I mean.

HILDE: Why don’t you call yourself an architect, like the others?

SOLNESS: Haven’t had enough book-learning for that. Most of what I know I’ve picked up as I went along.

HILDE: But you got to the top anyway, master builder.

SOLNESS: On the back of the fire, yes. I divided almost all of the garden up into plots for villas. And there I could build exactly as I pleased. And then things took off for me.

HILDE [studying him carefully]: You must be a very happy man. With the life you have.

SOLNESS [dully]: Happy? You say that too, do you? Like everyone else.

HILDE: Yes, because I would think you must be. If only you could stop thinking about those two little babies, I mean.

SOLNESS [slowly]: Those two little babies – there’s really no getting away from them, Hilde.

HILDE [a little uncertainly]: Do they still stand so much in the way? After such a long, long time?

SOLNESS [eyes fixed on her, not answering this]: Happy man, you said –

HILDE: Yes, well aren’t you – in other respects.

SOLNESS [eyes still fixed on her]: When I told you all that about the fire – hm –

HILDE: Well?

SOLNESS: Was there not one thought in particular – that struck you about it?

HILDE [giving this some thought, without success]: No. What thought might that have been?

SOLNESS [softly and emphatically]: It was solely thanks to that fire that I was able to build homes for people. Cosy, warm, bright homes in which fathers and mothers and whole broods of children could live secure and content in the knowledge of what a very happy thing it is to be in the world. And most of all to belong together – in all things, great and small.

HILDE [eagerly]: Yes, but doesn’t it give you great happiness, that you’re able to build such lovely homes?

SOLNESS: The price, Hilde. The terrible price I had to pay in order to get on.

HILDE: But surely it must be possible to get over that?

SOLNESS: No. To be able to build homes for others I had to give up – give up for ever, any possibility of having a home myself. I mean a home for that brood of children. And for the father and mother too.

HILDE [gently]: But did you really have to? For ever, as you say?

SOLNESS [nodding slowly]: That was the price of the happiness that people are always talking about. [Breathing a heavy sigh] That happiness – hm – that happiness, it didn’t come cheap, Hilde.

HILDE [as before]: But couldn’t that still be made right?

SOLNESS: No, never. It never can. That too is a consequence of the fire. And of Aline’s subsequent illness.

HILDE [considering him, an indefinable look in her eyes]: And yet you build all those nurseries.

SOLNESS [gravely]: Have you never noticed, Hilde, how the impossible – seems somehow to pull at and call out to us?

HILDE [thinking about this]: The impossible? [Brightly] Why, yes! Do you feel that way too?

SOLNESS: Yes, I do.

HILDE: Then there must be – a bit of the troll in you too?

SOLNESS: Why troll?

HILDE: Well what would you call it then?

SOLNESS [standing up]: No, no, you may well be right. [Vehemently] But must I not become a troll – the way things always go for me! Always!

HILDE: How do you mean?

SOLNESS [softly, in inner turmoil]: Mark what I say, Hilde. That everything I’ve succeeded in producing, building, creating, all the beauty, the security, the warmth and comfort – and the grandeur too –. [Clenching his hands] Oh, isn’t it terrible to think –!

HILDE: What is so terrible?

SOLNESS: That all of this I have to compensate for. Pay for. Not with money. But with human happiness. And not only my own happiness, but other people’s too. Yes, oh yes, don’t you see, Hilde! That’s what my standing as an artist has cost me – and others. And every single day I have to watch that price being paid for me anew. Again, and again – time and again, for ever!

HILDE [rising, eyes fixed on him]: Now you’re thinking, I take it, of – of her.

SOLNESS: Yes. Mostly of Aline. Because Aline – she had her calling in life,5 too. Just as I had mine. [His voice quivers.] But her calling, that had to be thwarted, it had to be quashed, shattered – so that mine could win through to – to a great triumph of sorts. Oh yes, because the fact is, you see, that Aline – she also had a talent for building.

HILDE: Her! For building?

SOLNESS [shaking his head]: Not houses and towers and spires and so on – the sort of thing that I do –

HILDE: Well, what then –?

SOLNESS [tenderly and with feeling]: For building up the little souls of children, Hilde. Building up children’s souls in such a way that they could grow into well-balanced, noble and beautiful forms. So they could rise up into tall, upstanding adult souls. That is what Aline had a gift for. – And all of that – it lies there now. Unused – and unusable from now on. And all for nothing. Just like the piles of rubble left after a fire.

HILDE: Yes, but even if that were so –

SOLNESS: It is so! It is so! I know it.

HILDE: All right, but you’re certainly not to blame for that.

SOLNESS [fixing his eyes on her and nodding slowly]: Ah, but you see, that is the big – the awful – question. That is the doubt that nags at me – night and day.

HILDE: That!

SOLNESS: Yes, because what if it were so? That I was to blame. In a way, I mean.

HILDE: You! For the fire!

SOLNESS: For everything. All of it. – And yet, perhaps – completely innocent.

HILDE [regarding him anxiously]: Oh, Mr Master Builder – if you can say such a thing then I think you must be – sick after all.

SOLNESS: Hm – I don’t think I’ll ever be entirely well in that respect.

RAGNAR BROVIK gently opens the narrow concealed door in the left-hand corner.

HILDE moves away.

RAGNAR [seeing HILDE]: Oh, I beg your pardon, Mr Solness – [He makes to withdraw.]

SOLNESS: No, no, stay. Let’s get this out of the way.

RAGNAR: Oh yes – if only we could!

SOLNESS: Your father is no better, I hear.

RAGNAR: Father is sinking fast now. Which is why I beg you, sir – write a good word or two about me on one of the drawings! Something Father can read before he –

SOLNESS [vehemently]: Don’t say another word to me about those drawings of yours!

RAGNAR: Have you looked at them?

SOLNESS: Yes – I have.

RAGNAR: And they’re no good? And I’m no good either, am I?

SOLNESS [evasively]: Stay here with me, Ragnar. You can have everything just as you want it. Then you can marry Kaja. Live free of care. Happily even, perhaps. Just don’t think of building for yourself.

RAGNAR: I see, well I’ll just have to go home and tell Father that, then. Because I promised him I would. – Shall I tell him that – before he dies?

SOLNESS [sighing]: Oh, tell him – tell him whatever you like for all I care. Better still, don’t tell him anything! [Exclaiming] I cannot act any other way, Ragnar.

RAGNAR: In that case may I take my drawings away with me?

SOLNESS: Yes, take them – go on, take them! They’re over there on the table.

RAGNAR [crossing to the table]: Thank you.

HILDE [placing a hand on the portfolio]: No – no, leave them.

SOLNESS: Why?

HILDE: Well, because I’d like to look at them too.

SOLNESS: But you have – [To RAGNAR] Oh, all right, leave them here, then.

RAGNAR: Very well.

SOLNESS: Now get on home to your father.

RAGNAR: Yes, I suppose I’d better.

SOLNESS [despairingly]: Ragnar – you mustn’t ask of me something which I cannot give; do you hear me, Ragnar! You mustn’t!

RAGNAR: No. No, I’m sorry –

He bows and leaves by the narrow door in the corner.

HILDE goes over and sits down on a chair near the mirror.

HILDE [eyeing SOLNESS crossly]: That was horrid of you.

SOLNESS: You think so too, do you?

HILDE: Yes, it was absolutely horrid. And harsh and wicked and cruel too.

SOLNESS: Ah, but you’ve no idea how I feel.

HILDE: Even so –. No, that’s no way for you to behave.

SOLNESS: But you said yourself a moment ago that no one but me should be allowed to build anything.

HILDE: I’m allowed to say that. But not you.

SOLNESS: Surely me more than anyone. Since I’ve bought my standing so dearly.

HILDE: Oh, yes – with what you call domestic bliss – and what-not.

SOLNESS: And my peace of mind into the bargain.

HILDE [standing up]: Peace of mind! [Fervently] Oh, yes, you’re right there! – Poor master builder – you’ve convinced yourself that –

SOLNESS [chuckling softly]: Now just sit down again, Hilde. And I’ll tell you something funny.

HILDE [sits down again, tense and expectant]: Yes?

SOLNESS: It sounds such a silly little thing. Because this whole business comes down, you see, to a crack in a chimney.

HILDE: No more than that?

SOLNESS: No, not to begin with anyway.

He pulls a chair closer to HILDE and sits down.

HILDE [impatiently, pounding her knee]: The crack in the chimney – what about it!

SOLNESS: I had spotted this chink in the chimney wall a long, long while before the fire. Every time I was up in the attic I would check to see if it was still there.

HILDE: And it was?

SOLNESS: Yes, because no one else knew about it.

HILDE: And you said nothing?

SOLNESS: No, I didn’t.

HILDE: Never thought about fixing the chimney wall either?

SOLNESS: Thought about it maybe – but never got beyond that. Every time I was about to see to it, it was exactly as if a hand got in the way. Not today, I’d think. Tomorrow. And nothing was ever done.

HILDE: But why did you keep putting it off like that!

SOLNESS: Because I got to thinking. [Slowly, softly] Through that tiny black crack in the chimney I might win my way to the top – as a master builder.

HILDE [gazing into space]: That must have been so exciting.

SOLNESS: Almost irresistible. Utterly irresistible. Because back then it all seemed so simple and straightforward to me. I wanted it to happen in the winter some time. Just before midday.6 I would have taken Aline for a ride in the sleigh.7 At home they would have the stoves well stoked up –

HILDE: Yes, because it would be dreadfully cold that day, wouldn’t it?

SOLNESS: Bitterly so – yes. And they would want it to be really nice and warm for Aline when she came home.

HILDE: Because she really feels the cold, I expect.

SOLNESS: Yes, she does. And it would be on the way home that we would see the smoke.

HILDE: Just the smoke?

SOLNESS: First the smoke. But by the time we got to the garden gate the whole of that old wooden box would be ablaze. – That was how I wanted it to happen, you see.

HILDE: Oh, dear God, why couldn’t it have happened like that?

SOLNESS: Ah yes, why indeed, Hilde.

HILDE: Yes, but listen, Mr Master Builder. Are you quite sure that the fire started from that tiny crack in the chimney?

SOLNESS: No, on the contrary. I’m quite sure that that tiny crack in the chimney had absolutely nothing, as such, to do with the fire.

HILDE: What!

SOLNESS: It’s been clearly established that the fire broke out in a cloakroom – in another part of the house entirely.

HILDE: Then why are you sitting here babbling on about that cracked chimney!

SOLNESS: May I talk to you some more, Hilde?

HILDE: Yes, but only if you’ll talk sense –

SOLNESS: I’ll try to.

He draws his chair closer.

HILDE: Out with it then, Mr Master Builder.

SOLNESS [confidentially]: Hilde, don’t you too believe that there are certain special, chosen people who have been granted the blessing and the power and the ability to wish for something, desire something, want something so deeply and so – so inexorably – that they’re bound to get it in the end. Don’t you believe that?

HILDE [with an indefinable look in her eyes]: If that’s so, then some day we’ll see – whether I am one of those chosen ones.

SOLNESS: You don’t accomplish such great things alone. Oh no – the helpers and servants – they have to play their part too, if anything is to be achieved. But they – they never come of their own accord. You have to call out to them loud and long. In your mind, I mean.

HILDE: What are they, these helpers and servants?

SOLNESS: Oh, we can talk about that some other time. For the moment let’s stick to this business of the fire.

HILDE: Don’t you think the fire would have happened anyway – even if you hadn’t wished for it?

SOLNESS: If old Knut Brovik had owned that house it would never have burned down so conveniently for him. Of that I’m certain. Because he doesn’t know how to summon the helpers, nor the servants either. [Getting up restlessly] So you see, Hilde – I am, after all, to blame for the fact that both those little boys had to pay with their lives. And might I not also, then, be to blame for Aline not becoming the person she could and should have been? And who she most wanted to be?

HILDE: Yes, but if it’s only a matter of these helpers and servants –?

SOLNESS: But who summoned the helpers and the servants? I did! And they came and bowed to my will. [Growing more and more agitated] That is what folk call having Fortune on your side. But let me tell you how that Fortune feels! It feels like a large, raw patch here on my chest. And the helpers and servants, they go around tearing chunks of skin off other people in order to close my wound! – But still the wound won’t heal. Never – never! Oh, if you only knew how it aches and stings sometimes.

HILDE [eyeing him intently]: You are sick, master builder. Very sick, I almost think.

SOLNESS: Say mad. Because that’s what you mean, surely?

HILDE: No, I don’t think you’re especially wanting in your wits.

SOLNESS: What’s wrong with me then? Tell me!

HILDE: I do wonder whether you might have been born with an ailing conscience.

SOLNESS: An ailing conscience? What sort of a devilish notion is that?

HILDE: I mean that your conscience is very frail. Delicate, you might say. Can’t take any exertion. Can’t lift and carry heavy burdens.

SOLNESS [gruffly]: Hm! And how should a conscience be, might I ask?

HILDE: In you I would prefer a conscience that was – well –really robust.

SOLNESS: Ah? Robust? I see. Do you by any chance have a robust conscience?

HILDE: Yes, I think I do. I’ve never noticed any signs to the contrary.

SOLNESS: It’s never seriously been put to the test, though, I don’t think.

HILDE [with trembling lips]: Oh, it wasn’t so easy to leave my father, whom I’m so dreadfully fond of.

SOLNESS: Oh, come now! Only for a month or two –

HILDE: I’ll never go home again, I don’t think.

SOLNESS: Never? Then why did you go away and leave him?

HILDE [half in earnest, half in jest]: Have you forgotten again that the ten years is up?

SOLNESS: Oh, nonsense. Was there some problem at home? Hm?

HILDE [very serious]: There was this thing inside me that urged me on and drove me here. Beckoned and drew me here too.

SOLNESS [excitedly]: There we have it! There we have it, Hilde! There’s a troll dwelling inside you as well. As there is in me. Because the troll inside us – that’s what summons those outside powers, you see. And we have to surrender to them – whether we want to or not.

HILDE: I think you might be right, master builder.

SOLNESS [walking around the room]: Oh, there are so impossibly many devils in the world that we can’t see, Hilde!

HILDE: Devils too?

SOLNESS [standing still]: Good devils and bad devils. Fair-haired devils and black-haired ones. If only we could always tell whether it was the fair ones or the dark ones that had hold of us! [Wanders around.] Ho-ho! Then there would be no problem!

HILDE [following him with her eyes]: Or if one had a really vigorous, strong and healthy conscience. So one dared to do what one really wanted.

SOLNESS [stopping by the console table]: I believe, though, that most people are every bit as cowardly8 as I am when it comes to that.

HILDE: That might well be true.

SOLNESS [leaning against the table]: In the sagas –. Have you read any of the old sagas?

HILDE: Of course! In my book-reading days, I –

SOLNESS: The sagas tell of Vikings who sailed to foreign lands and plundered and burned and killed men –

HILDE: And carried off women –

SOLNESS: – and held on to them –

HILDE: – and took them home with them on their ships –

SOLNESS: – and carried on with them like – like the worst sort of trolls.

HILDE [staring into space, misty-eyed]: I think that must have been so exciting.

SOLNESS [with a gruff little laugh]: What, capturing women?

HILDE: Being captured.

SOLNESS [with a quick glance at her]: Aha.

HILDE [as if to change the subject]: But what are you getting at with all this talk of Vikings, Mr Master Builder?

SOLNESS: Well, you see, those fellows, they had robust consciences! And when they got home they ate and they drank. And were as happy as sandboys. And the women! Many a time those women had no wish ever to leave again. Can you believe such a thing, Hilde?

HILDE: Oh, I can well understand those women.

SOLNESS: O-ho! Do you think you could do the same?

HILDE: Why not?

SOLNESS: Live – of your own free will – with such a brute?

HILDE: If it was a brute I’d really come to care for, then –

SOLNESS: Could you come to care for such a character?

HILDE: Heavens, we can’t help who we come to care for, I’m sure.

SOLNESS [considering her thoughtfully]: No – I suppose it’s the troll within us that decides that.

HILDE [with a little laugh]: And all those blessed devils that you know so well. Both the fair-haired and the dark-haired.

SOLNESS [softly and tenderly]: Then I hope those devils will choose kindly for you, Hilde.

HILDE: For me they have already chosen. Once and for all.

SOLNESS [eyeing her intently]: Hilde – you’re like a wild woodland bird.

HILDE: Not at all. I don’t go hiding myself under bushes.

SOLNESS: No, no. There’s probably more of the bird of prey in you.

HILDE: More that – possibly. [Fiercely] And why not a bird of prey! Why shouldn’t I go hunting too? Catch whatever quarry I please. If I can get my claws into it that is. Overpower it.

SOLNESS: Hilde – do you know what you are?

HILDE: Yes, I’m some sort of weird bird apparently.

SOLNESS: No. You are like a new day dawning. When I look at you – it’s as if I were looking at the sunrise.

HILDE: Tell me, master builder – are you sure you never called out to me? Inwardly, I mean?

SOLNESS [softly and slowly]: I’m beginning to think I must have done.

HILDE: What did you want of me?

SOLNESS: You, Hilde, are the younger generation.

HILDE [smiling]: That younger generation that you’re so afraid of.

SOLNESS [nodding slowly]: And that, deep down, I yearn for so much.

HILDE gets up, walks over to the little table and picks up RAGNAR BROVIK’s portfolio.

HILDE [handing him the portfolio]: Now, about these drawings –

SOLNESS [curtly, dismissively]: Put those things away! I’ve seen enough of them.

HILDE: Yes, but you have to endorse them for him.

SOLNESS: Endorse them! Never.

HILDE: But now, when that poor old man is lying at death’s door! Couldn’t you do him and his son one kindness before they are parted? And maybe he’ll even have the chance to build to these designs.

SOLNESS: Oh, that’s exactly what he does have. He’ll have made sure of that, I’ll bet – that fellow-my-lad!

HILDE: Well, good heavens – in that case – couldn’t you lie just a teeny-weeny bit?

SOLNESS: Lie? [Furious] Hilde – get away from me with those blasted drawings!

HILDE [drawing the portfolio towards her slightly]: Now, now – don’t bite my head off. – You talk about trolls, sir. If you ask me, you’re behaving like a troll yourself. [Glancing round about] Do you have a pen and ink somewhere?

SOLNESS: I’ve nothing of that sort in here.

HILDE [making towards the door]: But out on that girl’s desk you must have –

SOLNESS: Stay where you are, Hilde! – I should lie, you said. Oh well, for his old father’s sake I suppose I could. Seeing that I once broke him. Brought him down.

HILDE: Him too?

SOLNESS: I needed room for myself. But this Ragnar – he must on no account be allowed to get on.

HILDE: Poor soul, he’s not likely to anyway. If he’s no good, I mean –

SOLNESS [drawing closer, looking at her and whispering]: If Ragnar Brovik gets on, then he’ll bring me down. Break me – the way I broke his father.

HILDE: Break you! So he is good?

SOLNESS: Oh, you bet your boots he’s good! He’s the younger generation that’s all set to knock on my door. And put paid to Solness the master builder completely.

HILDE [regarding him quietly, reproachfully]: And still you would shut him out. For shame, master builder!

SOLNESS: The battle I’ve fought has cost enough of my heart’sblood. And besides, I’m afraid that the helpers and servants, they’re no longer obeying me.

HILDE: Well, then you’ll just have to get by on your own. There’s nothing else for it.

SOLNESS: It’s hopeless, Hilde. The turn is coming. A little sooner or a little later. Because the retribution, there’s no escaping that.

HILDE [in distress, covering her ears]: Don’t talk like that! Do you want to be the death of me! Rob me of what is dearer to me than life itself!

SOLNESS: And what is that?

HILDE: To see you covered in greatness. See you with a wreath in your hand. High, high up on a church tower. [Calm again] Now, get out your pencil. You do have a pencil on you, don’t you?

SOLNESS [taking out his wallet]: I have one here.

HILDE [laying the portfolio on the coffee table]: Good. Now we’re going to sit down here, you and I, master builder.

SOLNESS sits down at the table.

HILDE [behind him, leaning over the back of the chair]: And we’re going to write an endorsement on these drawings. Write something really, really nice and sincere. For this horrid Roar – or whatever his name is.

SOLNESS [writing a few lines, turning his head and looking up at her]: Tell me something, Hilde.

HILDE: Yes?

SOLNESS: If, as you say, you waited ten years for me –

HILDE: Well, what of it?

SOLNESS: Why didn’t you write to me? Then I could have replied to you.

HILDE [hastily]: No, no, no! That’s just what I didn’t want.

SOLNESS: Why not?

HILDE: I was afraid that then it would all be ruined for me. But we were supposed to be endorsing these drawings, master builder.

SOLNESS: So we were.

HILDE [leaning over and watching him write]: So kind and generous. Oh, how I hate – how I hate this Roald –

SOLNESS [writing]: Have you never been really – you know, fond of anyone, Hilde?

HILDE [tightly]: What did you say?

SOLNESS: I asked whether you’d ever been fond of anyone.

HILDE: Of anyone else, you mean?

SOLNESS [looking up at her]: Of anyone else, yes. Have you never? In all these ten years? Never?

HILDE: Oh, yes, now and then. When I was really mad at you because you didn’t come.

SOLNESS: Then you did care for others too?

HILDE: A little. For a week or so. Heavens, master builder, you know how these things are.

SOLNESS: Hilde – what did you come here for?

HILDE: Don’t waste time talking. That poor old man could be drawing his last breath as we speak.

SOLNESS: Answer me, Hilde. What do you want of me?

HILDE: I want my kingdom.

SOLNESS: Hm –

He shoots a glance at the door on the left then carries on writing on the drawings.

Just then MRS SOLNESS comes in, carrying some packages.

MRS SOLNESS: Here you are, Miss Wangel, I’ve brought you a few things. The larger parcels will be delivered later.

HILDE: Oh, but that’s so very kind of you.

MRS SOLNESS: Just plain duty. No more than that.

SOLNESS [reading what he has written]: Aline!

MRS SOLNESS: Yes?

SOLNESS: Did you notice whether that girl – the bookkeeper – was in there?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, of course she was.

SOLNESS [slipping the drawings into the portfolio]: Hm –

MRS SOLNESS: She was at her desk, as she always is – when I pass through the room.

SOLNESS [getting up]: Then I’ll give this to her now. And tell her –

HILDE [taking the portfolio from him]: Oh no, let me have the pleasure! [Moves towards the door, then turns.] What’s her name?

SOLNESS: Her name is Miss Fosli.

HILDE: Ugh, that sounds so cold! No, her first name, I mean?

SOLNESS: Kaja – I believe –

HILDE [opening the door and calling through it]: Kaja! Come in here! Hurry! The master would like a word with you.

KAJA FOSLI comes in.

KAJA [eyeing him timidly]: Here I am –?

HILDE [holding the portfolio out to her]: See here, Kaja! You can take these away with you. Because now the master has endorsed them.

KAJA: Oh, at last!

SOLNESS: Give them to the old man as soon as you can.

KAJA: I’ll take them home right away.

SOLNESS: Yes, do that. Then Ragnar will be able to start building.

KAJA: Oh, sir, may he come to see you and thank you for everything –?

SOLNESS [harshly]: I want no thanks! You can tell him that from me.

KAJA: Yes, I will –

SOLNESS: And while you’re about it you can tell him that I have no further use for him. Nor for you.

KAJA [softly, her voice trembling]: Nor me?

SOLNESS: You’ll have other things to think about now. And to see to. And that’s just as it should be. Right, then, off you go home with those drawings, Miss Fosli. Quickly now! D’you hear!

KAJA [as before]: Yes, Mr Solness.

She leaves.

MRS SOLNESS: Goodness, what shifty eyes she has.

SOLNESS: Her! That poor little fool.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh – I see what I see, Halvard. – Are you really dismissing them?

SOLNESS: Yes.

MRS SOLNESS: Her too?

SOLNESS: Wasn’t that what you wanted?

MRS SOLNESS: But how you are to manage without her –? Oh, well – no doubt you already have someone else up your sleeve, Halvard.

HILDE [blithely]: Well, I certainly wouldn’t be any good behind a desk!

SOLNESS: There, there, Aline – it’ll be all right. Now all you have to think about is moving into our new home – as soon as you can. This evening we’ll put the wreath on the top – [turning to HILDE] – right on the very top of the spire. What do you say to that, young Hilde?

HILDE [gazing at him with sparkling eyes]: How terribly splendid it will be to see you so high up again.

SOLNESS: Me!

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, good heavens, Miss Wangel, don’t even think of such a thing! My husband –! With such a bad head for heights as he has!

HILDE: A bad head for heights! No, that he certainly does not have!

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, but I assure you he has.

HILDE: But I’ve seen him with my own eyes, standing at the very top of a tall church tower!

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, well I’ve heard talk of that, of course. But it’s absolutely impossible –

SOLNESS [vehemently]: Impossible – impossible, yes! Nonetheless I did stand up there!

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, how can you say that, Halvard? You can’t even step out on to the balcony on the first floor of this house. You’ve always been like that.

SOLNESS: You might see something different this evening.

MRS SOLNESS [fearfully]: No, no, no! That I shall never see, please God! I’m going to write to the doctor straight away. And he’ll talk you out of it, you’ll see.

SOLNESS: But Aline –!

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, because you’re sick, Halvard! There can be no other explanation for this! Oh, dear God – dear God!

She hurries out to the right.

HILDE [eyeing him intently]: Is it true or is it not?

SOLNESS: That I have a bad head for heights?

HILDE: That my master builder dare not – cannot – climb as high as he actually builds?

SOLNESS: Is that how it seems to you?

HILDE: Yes.

SOLNESS: I doubt there is a corner of me that is safe from you.

HILDE [looks towards the bay window]: So – up there. Way up there –

SOLNESS [moving closer]: You could live in the topmost room of that tower, Hilde. Could live like a princess there.

HILDE [an indefinable note in her voice, somewhere between gravity and jest]: Yes, well, that is what you promised me.

SOLNESS: Did I really?

HILDE: Shame on you, Mr Master Builder! You said that I would be a princess. And that you would give me a kingdom. And then you went and – Well!

SOLNESS [gently]: Are you quite certain that it wasn’t a dream – some notion you’ve got into your head?

HILDE [sharply]: Or maybe you didn’t do all that?

SOLNESS: I hardly know myself –. [More quietly] But what I do know now is that I –

HILDE: That you –? Say it now!

SOLNESS: – that I ought to have done.

HILDE [gaily exclaiming]: You with a bad head for heights – never!

SOLNESS: This evening we’ll hang up the wreath – Princess Hilde.

HILDE [with a touch of bitterness]: On your new home, yes.

SOLNESS: On the new house. Which will never be a home to me.

He walks out through the French windows.

HILDE [gazing into space, misty-eyed, and whispering to herself. The only words heard are]: … terribly exciting …







Act Three

A long, broad veranda attached to Halvard Solness’s residence. Part of the house, with the door on to the veranda, is seen on the left. To the right the balustrade of the veranda. Farthest away, at the end of the veranda, is a flight of steps leading down to the garden below. The branches of big, old trees in the garden stretch over the veranda towards the house. On the far right, just visible through the trees, is the lower half of the new villa and the scaffolding around the tower. In the background the old picket fence at the foot of the garden. Beyond the fence a street lined with small, tumbledown houses.

Evening sky with sunlit clouds.

On the veranda, set against the wall of the house, is a garden seat and in front of the seat a longish table. On the other side of the table an armchair and some stools.

All the furniture is of cane.

MRS SOLNESS, wrapped in a white crêpe shawl, is relaxing in the armchair, gazing out to the right.

After a few moments HILDE WANGEL comes up the steps from the garden. She is dressed as before, but with her hat on. Pinned to her bosom is a little nosegay of common garden flowers.

MRS SOLNESS [turning her head slightly]: Have you been for a walk round the garden, Miss Wangel?

HILDE: Yes, I’ve been having a look around down there.

MRS SOLNESS: And found flowers, too, I see.

HILDE: Oh, yes! There are plenty of them, you know. In among the bushes, that is.

MRS SOLNESS: No, are there really? Still? Well, of course, I’m hardly ever down there.

HILDE [coming closer]: What! You mean you don’t race down into the garden every day!

MRS SOLNESS [with a languid smile]: Me – no, I don’t really ‘race’ anywhere. Not any more.

HILDE: Oh, but don’t you go down once in a while to say hello to all the lovely things growing there?

MRS SOLNESS: It’s all become so foreign to me now. I’m almost afraid to see it again.

HILDE: Your own garden!

MRS SOLNESS: I don’t feel it is mine any longer.

HILDE: Oh, what a thing to say –!

MRS SOLNESS: No, no, it isn’t. It isn’t like it was in Mother’s and Father’s day. They’ve taken away such an awful lot of the garden, Miss Wangel. Just think – they divided it into plots – and built houses for strangers. People I don’t know. And now they can sit and look at me from their windows.

HILDE [brightly]: Mrs Solness?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes?

HILDE: May I sit here with you for a while?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, of course, if you’d like to.

HILDE pulls a stool closer to the armchair and sits down.

HILDE: Aah – here you really can sit and bask in the sun like a cat.

MRS SOLNESS [placing a hand lightly on the back of HILDE’s neck]: It’s nice of you to sit with me. I thought you were on your way in to see my husband.

HILDE: Why would I go in to him?

MRS SOLNESS: To help him, I assumed.

HILDE: No, thank you. And anyway, he isn’t in the house. He’s over there with the workmen. But he looked so ferocious that I didn’t dare speak to him.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, but deep down he’s so gentle and sweet-natured.

HILDE: Him?

MRS SOLNESS: You don’t really know him yet, Miss Wangel.

HILDE [regarding her with glowing eyes]: Are you glad, now that you’re moving into the new house?

MRS SOLNESS: I ought to be glad, of course. Because Halvard so wants me to be.

HILDE: Oh, not just for that reason, I’m sure.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh yes, Miss Wangel. After all, it’s no more than my duty to bow to his wishes.1 Although it’s often very hard to school one’s mind to obedience.

HILDE: Yes, that must be hard.

MRS SOLNESS: Believe me, it is. When one is no better a person than I –

HILDE: When one has endured as much hardship as you have –

MRS SOLNESS: How do you know that?

HILDE: Your husband told me.

MRS SOLNESS: He hardly mentions those things to me. – Oh yes, believe me, Miss Wangel, I – I’ve endured plenty in my life.

HILDE [eyeing her sympathetically and nodding slowly]: Poor Mrs Solness. First your house burned down –

MRS SOLNESS [with a sigh]: Yes. Everything of mine, burned –

HILDE: And then, of course, came an even harder blow.

MRS SOLNESS [looking at her in bewilderment]: Harder?

HILDE: The very hardest.

MRS SOLNESS: What are you talking about?

HILDE [gently]: Well – that you lost both your baby boys.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh them, yes. Ah, but you see that was different. A higher power had a hand in that. And we cannot but bow to such things. And give thanks.

HILDE: And do you do that?

MRS SOLNESS: Not always, I’m afraid. Though I know very well it’s my duty to do so. And yet I can’t.

HILDE: No, no, that’s perfectly reasonable, I would say.

MRS SOLNESS: And time and again I have to tell myself that I only got what I deserved.

HILDE: How so?

MRS SOLNESS: Because I wasn’t strong enough in the face of misfortune –

HILDE: But I don’t see how that –

MRS SOLNESS: No, no, Miss Wangel – don’t say another word to me about those two little boys. We must just be happy for them. Because all’s well with them now – all’s well with them. No, it’s the little losses in life that cut one to the heart. To lose all those things that other people consider of little or no account.

HILDE [hugging her knees and gazing ardently up at her]: Dear Mrs Solness – tell me, what are those things?

MRS SOLNESS: As I say – just little things. All the old portraits on the walls burned up, for example. And all the old silk costumes burned up. The ones that had been in my family for such a long time. And all Mother’s and Grandmother’s lace – that too burned up. And, just think – even the jewellery! [Mournfully] And all my dolls.

HILDE: Your dolls?

MRS SOLNESS [tearfully]: I had nine lovely dolls.

HILDE: And they burned up too?

MRS SOLNESS: Every one. Oh, it was so painful – so painful for me.

HILDE: So had you kept all those dolls stored away? From when you were little?

MRS SOLNESS: Not stored away. The dolls and I went on living together.

HILDE: After you grew up?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, long after that.

HILDE: After you were married too?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh yes. As long as he didn’t see it, then –. But then they perished in the flames, poor things. No one thought of saving them. Oh, it doesn’t bear thinking of. Ah, but you musn’t laugh at me, Miss Wangel.

HILDE: I’m not laughing.

MRS SOLNESS: Because there was life in them too in a way. I carried them beneath my heart. Like small unborn children.

DR HERDAL comes through the door, hat in hand, and catches sight of MRS SOLNESS and HILDE.

DR HERDAL: What – sitting out here catching cold, are you, ma’am?

MRS SOLNESS: I think it’s lovely and warm out here today.

DR HERDAL: Well, well. But is something amiss here in the house? I received a note from you.

MRS SOLNESS [rising]: Yes, there’s something I need to talk to you about.

DR HERDAL: All right. Perhaps we should go inside then. [To HILDE] In hiking uniform again today, Miss Wangel?

HILDE [gaily, getting up]: Absolutely! All tricked out! But I won’t be climbing the heights and breaking my neck today. We’re going to stay quietly down below and watch, you and I, doctor.

DR HERDAL: And what will we be watching?

MRS SOLNESS [whispering anxiously to HILDE]: Hush now, for heaven’s sake! He’s coming! Just try to talk him out of this whim. And let us be friends, Miss Wangel. Can we not?

HILDE [flinging her arms around her]: Oh, if only we could.

MRS SOLNESS [gently extricating herself]: Now, now! There he is! Doctor – a word, if you please.

DR HERDAL: Is it to do with him?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, of course, him. Come inside.

She and the DOCTOR go into the house.

A moment later HALVARD SOLNESS comes up the steps from the garden. HILDE’s face grows solemn.

SOLNESS [glancing at the door, which is closed softly from inside]: Have you noticed, Hilde, that as soon as I appear, she leaves?

HILDE: I’ve noticed that as soon as you appear you cause her to leave.

SOLNESS: Maybe so. But I can’t help that. [Eyeing her closely] Are you cold, Hilde? You look to me as if you are.

HILDE: I’ve just climbed out of a tomb.

SOLNESS: What’s that supposed to mean?

HILDE: That I’m chilled to the bone, master builder.

SOLNESS [slowly]: I think I understand –

HILDE: What brings you up here now?

SOLNESS: I spotted you from over there.

HILDE: But then you must have seen her too?

SOLNESS: I knew she’d leave right away if I appeared.

HILDE: Does it hurt you very much, the way she avoids you?

SOLNESS: In a way it’s also something of a relief.

HILDE: Not to have her right before your eyes?

SOLNESS: Yes.

HILDE: Not to constantly see how heavily it weighs on her – this thing with your little boys?

SOLNESS: Yes, mainly that.

HILDE strolls across the veranda with her hands behind her back, stops by the balustrade and looks out across the garden.

SOLNESS [after a short pause]: Did you talk to her for long?

HILDE stands there motionless and does not reply.

SOLNESS: For long, I asked.

HILDE says nothing, as before.

SOLNESS: So what was she talking about, Hilde?

HILDE remains silent.

SOLNESS: Poor Aline! She was talking about the little boys, wasn’t she?

A shudder runs through HILDE; she gives two quick nods.

SOLNESS: Never get over it. She’ll never, ever get over it. [Moving closer] Now you’re standing there like a stone pillar again. You stood like that last night too.

HILDE [turning and looking at him with wide, solemn eyes]: I’m going to leave.

SOLNESS [sharply]: Leave!

HILDE: Yes.

SOLNESS: No – I won’t let you!

HILDE: What can I do here now?

SOLNESS: Simply be here, Hilde!

HILDE [eyeing him up and down]: Oh, no thank you. Because it wouldn’t stop there.

SOLNESS [impulsively]: So much the better!

HILDE [passionately]: I cannot hurt someone I know! Cannot take away something that belongs to her.

SOLNESS: Who’s asking you to do that!

HILDE [carrying on]: A stranger, yes! That would be quite a different matter! Someone I had never laid eyes on before. But someone I’ve become close to –! Oh, no! Oh, no! Ugh!

SOLNESS: But I’ve never suggested that you should!

HILDE: Oh, master builder, I think you know what would happen. And that’s why I’m leaving.

SOLNESS: And what’s to become of me when you’re gone? What will I have to live for then? After that?

HILDE [with that indefinable look in her eyes]: Oh, I’m sure you’ll be all right. You have your duties to her, after all. Live for those duties.

SOLNESS: Too late. These powers – these – these –

HILDE: – devils –

SOLNESS: Yes, devils! And the troll within me too. They’ve drained all the lifeblood out of her.2 [Laughing hopelessly] They did it for the sake of my happiness! Oh, yes! [Dully] And now she’s dead – for my sake. And I am chained, living, to the dead. [Frantically] I – I, who cannot live a joyless life!

HILDE walks around the table and sits down on the garden seat with her elbows on the table and her head in her hands.

HILDE [sits for some moments looking at him]: So – what are you going to build next?

SOLNESS [shaking his head]: Don’t think there’ll be much more now.

HILDE: No warm, happy homes for mothers and fathers? And for broods of children?

SOLNESS: I wonder whether there will be any need of such homes after this.

HILDE: Poor master builder! And here you’ve been all these ten long years – devoting your life – to nothing but that.

SOLNESS: Ah, well may you say that, Hilde.

HILDE [exploding]: Oh, I think it really is so stupid, so stupid – all of it.

SOLNESS: All what?

HILDE: That a person doesn’t dare to reach out and seize his own happiness. His own life! Simply because someone they know is standing in the way!

SOLNESS: Someone they’ve no right to pass by.

HILDE: Who’s to say that one doesn’t, in fact, have the right to do that. But then again –. Oh, if only one could sleep through the whole thing!

She stretches her arms out flat on the table, rests the left side of her face on her hands and shuts her eyes.

SOLNESS [turning the armchair round and sitting down at the table]: Did you have a warm, happy home, Hilde – up at Lysanger with your father?

HILDE [unmoving, answering as if half-asleep]: A cage was all I had.

SOLNESS: And you’ve absolutely no wish to return to that?

HILDE [as before]: The wild woodland bird won’t ever be caged.

SOLNESS: Better to hunt in the open air –

HILDE [still as before]: The bird of prey likes best to hunt –

SOLNESS [resting his eyes on her]: Oh, to have that dauntless Viking spirit –3

HILDE [in her normal voice, opens her eyes, but does not move]: And the other thing. Tell me, what was that?

SOLNESS: A robust conscience.

HILDE straightens up brightly. The merry sparkle is back in her eye.

HILDE [nodding at him]: I know what you’re going to build next!

SOLNESS: Then you know more than I do, Hilde.

HILDE: Oh, yes – the master builders, they’re such a silly lot, they are.

SOLNESS: And what will that be, then?

HILDE [nodding again]: The castle.

SOLNESS: What castle?

HILDE: My castle, of course.

SOLNESS: So you want a castle now?

HILDE: And don’t you owe me a kingdom, might I ask?

SOLNESS: Yes, well, so you tell me.

HILDE: Right then. You owe me this kingdom. And as far as I know a kingdom has to have a castle!

SOLNESS [perking up more and more]: Yes, that’s usually the case.

HILDE: Good; then build it for me! Right away!

SOLNESS [laughing]: Right this minute, you mean?

HILDE: Yes! Because they’re up – the ten years are up. And I’m not going to wait any longer. So – let’s be having my castle, master builder!

SOLNESS: It’s no joke being in debt to you, Hilde.

HILDE: You should have thought of that before. It’s too late now. So – [rapping the table] – castle on the table! It’s my castle! And I want it now!

SOLNESS [more seriously, leaning closer, his arms on the table]: How have you imagined this castle should look, Hilde?

Her eyes gradually veil over. She seems to be looking inside herself.

HILDE [slowly]: My castle should lie high up. Very high up it should lie. And be open on all sides. So that I can see far – far and wide.

SOLNESS: And there should be a tall tower too, I suppose?

HILDE: An awfully tall tower. And at the very top of the tower there will be a balcony. And out on that I will stand –

SOLNESS [instinctively putting a hand to his brow]: How you can enjoy standing at such a dizzy height –

HILDE: Oh, yes! Up there is where I’ll stand and watch the others – the ones who build churches. And homes for mothers and fathers and broods of children. And you can come up there and watch as well.

SOLNESS [softly]: Will the master builder be allowed to come up and see the princess?

HILDE: If the master builder wants to.

SOLNESS [even more softly]: Then I think the master builder will come.

HILDE [nodding]: The master builder – he’ll come.

SOLNESS: But never build anything else – poor master builder.

HILDE [brightly]: Oh yes he will! We’ll do it together, you and I. And we shall build the loveliest – the very loveliest things in the world.

SOLNESS [eagerly]: Hilde – tell me, what are these things!

HILDE [smiling at him, shaking her head slightly, pouting her lips and speaking as if to a child]: Master builders – they are such silly – silly people.

SOLNESS: Yes, they certainly are silly. But tell me, what are these things? That are the loveliest in the world? And that you and I shall build together?

HILDE [is quiet for a moment then says, with an indefinable look in her eyes]: Castles in the air.

SOLNESS: Castles in the air?

HILDE [nodding]: Yes, castles in the air! Do you know what they are – castles in the air?

SOLNESS: The loveliest things in the world, according to you.

HILDE [jumps up and gives an almost dismissive wave of her hand]: Yes, of course they are! Castles in the air – they’re so easy to retreat into. And easy to build, too – [eyeing him scornfully] – especially for those master builders with – with dizzy consciences.

SOLNESS [rising]: From this day on we’ll build together, Hilde.

HILDE [with a slightly doubtful smile]: A real castle in the air, do you mean?

SOLNESS: Yes. One with a solid foundation.

RAGNAR BROVIK comes out of the house. He is carrying a large green wreath bound with flowers and ribbon.

HILDE [with a cry of delight]: The wreath! Oh, how terribly splendid it’s going to be!

SOLNESS [in surprise]: You’ve brought the wreath, Ragnar?

RAGNAR: I promised the foreman I would.

SOLNESS [with relief]: Ah, then your father must be feeling better?

RAGNAR: No.

SOLNESS: Did what I wrote not buck him up?

RAGNAR: It came too late.

SOLNESS: Too late!

RAGNAR: By the time she came back with it he was no longer conscious. He had had a stroke.

SOLNESS: Well, go home to him then! Go see to your father!

RAGNAR: He no longer needs me.

SOLNESS: But you need to be with him, surely?

RAGNAR: She is by his bedside.

SOLNESS [somewhat uncertainly]: Kaja?

RAGNAR [glaring at him]: Yes – Kaja, yes –.

SOLNESS: Go home, Ragnar. To him and to her. Give me the wreath.

RAGNAR [suppressing a derisive smile]: You don’t mean to say that you –?

SOLNESS: I’ll take it down myself, that I will. [Taking the wreath from him] Now go on home. We have no need of you today.

RAGNAR: I know you have no need of me from now on. But today I am staying.

SOLNESS: All right, stay, then, if you insist.

HILDE [by the balustrade]: Mr Master Builder – I’m going to stand right here and watch you.

SOLNESS: Watch me!

HILDE: It’s going to be terribly exciting.

SOLNESS [lowering his voice]: We’ll discuss this later, Hilde.

He walks off with the wreath, down the steps and across the garden.

HILDE [watches him go, then turns to RAGNAR]: I think you could at least have thanked him.

RAGNAR: Thanked him? I should have thanked him?

HILDE: Yes, you most certainly should have!

RAGNAR: Surely it’s really you I should thank.

HILDE: How can you say such a thing?

RAGNAR [not replying to this]: But be on your guard, miss! Because you don’t really know that man yet.

HILDE [hotly]: Oh, I know him better than anyone!

RAGNAR [with a bitter laugh]: Thank the man who has kept me down year after year! The man who has caused my father to doubt me. Caused me to doubt myself –. And all of that just so that –!

HILDE [with growing suspicion]: So that what –? Tell me now!

RAGNAR: So that he could keep her here with him.

HILDE [starting towards him]: That desk-girl!

RAGNAR: Yes.

HILDE [menacingly, with clenched fists]: It’s not true! You’re lying.

RAGNAR: I wouldn’t have believed it either, until today – when she said it herself.

HILDE [as if beside herself]: What did she say?! I want to know! Now! Now!

RAGNAR: She said he has taken hold of her mind – completely and utterly. Taken all of her thoughts to himself alone. She says she can never let him go. That she wants to stay here with him –

HILDE [eyes flashing]: She’s not allowed to.

RAGNAR [somewhat probingly]: Oh, who won’t allow it?

HILDE [hastily]: Well, he won’t either!

RAGNAR: Ah no, of course – I understand only too well now. After this she would only be – in the way.

HILDE: You understand nothing – if you can say such a thing! No, I’ll tell you why he held on to her.

RAGNAR: And why was that?

HILDE: So that he could keep you.

RAGNAR: Has he told you that?

HILDE: No, but it is so! It has to be so! [Desperately] I will – I will have it so!

RAGNAR: And as soon as you came along – he let her go.

HILDE: You – it was you he let go! What do you think he cares for such strange young women?

RAGNAR [considering this]: Has he been going around feeling afraid of me?

HILDE: Him – afraid! I don’t think you’ve any call to be quite so cocky.

RAGNAR: Ah, but he must have realized a long time ago that I’m good too. And besides – afraid – that’s just what he is, you know.

HILDE: Him! Oh, don’t give me that!

RAGNAR: In a way he is afraid. Him, the great master builder. To cheat other people of happiness in life – as he has done with both my father and me – that he’s not afraid to do. But a simple thing like climbing some measly scaffolding – that he would beg by God Almighty to be spared!

HILDE: Oh, but you should have seen him as I once saw him, standing so high up – so high up it would make your head spin!

RAGNAR: You’ve seen that?

HILDE: Yes, I most certainly did. Standing so free and so proud, fixing the wreath to the weather-vane.

RAGNAR: I know he did dare to do it once in his life. Just the one time. We younger ones have often talked about it. But no power on earth could make him do it again.

HILDE: Today he’s going to do it again!

RAGNAR [scoffing]: Hah, don’t you believe it!

HILDE: We will see it!

RAGNAR: That neither you nor I shall see.

HILDE [tempestuously, uncontrollably]: I will see it! I must and I will see it!

RAGNAR: But he won’t do it. Simply doesn’t dare to do it. Because he has this one failing, you see – him, the great master builder.

MRS SOLNESS comes out of the house on to the veranda.

MRS SOLNESS [looking around her]: Isn’t he here? Where did he go?

RAGNAR: The master is over there with the workmen.

HILDE: He went down with the wreath.

MRS SOLNESS [in horror]: Went down with the wreath! Oh, dear God – oh, dear God! Brovik – you have to go down to him! Bring him back up here!

RAGNAR: Shall I tell him you’d like a word with him, ma’am?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, yes, dear boy, do that. – No, no – don’t say that I want him! Say there’s someone here to see him. And that he has to come right away.

RAGNAR: Very well, ma’am. I will.

He goes down the steps and off across the garden.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, Miss Wangel, you’ve no idea how I fear for him.

HILDE: But is this really worth getting into such a panic about?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh yes, surely you can see that. What if he goes through with it! If he takes it into his head to climb that scaffolding!

HILDE [eagerly]: Do you think he will?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, there’s never any telling what he might do. He’s quite capable of doing anything.

HILDE: Aha, so you also think he’s – you know –?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, where he’s concerned I no longer know what to think. Because the doctor has told me such a great many things. And when I put all of that together with the occasional thing I’ve heard Halvard say –

DR HERDAL looks through the door.

DR HERDAL: Won’t he be here soon?

MRS SOLNESS: Yes, I think so. Someone’s gone to fetch him, anyway –.

DR HERDAL [stepping closer]: But you had better come in, ma’am –

MRS SOLNESS: No, no. I’m going to stay out here and wait for Halvard.

DR HERDAL: Yes, but there are some ladies here to see you –

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, dear God, that as well? Now, of all times!

DR HERDAL: They say they simply have to see the ceremony.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, well, I’d better go in and attend to them nonetheless. It is my duty, after all.

HILDE: Couldn’t you just ask those ladies to go away?

MRS SOLNESS: No – I couldn’t possibly. Now that they’ve come it’s my duty to receive them. But you stay here – and receive him when he comes.

DR HERDAL: And try to hold him in conversation as long as possible –

MRS SOLNESS: Yes do, dear Miss Wangel. Hold on to him as tightly as only you can.

HILDE: Wouldn’t it be better if you did that yourself?

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, goodness, yes – it is my duty, I know. But when one has so many duties calling on one from so many sides –

DR HERDAL [looking down the garden]: Here he comes!

MRS SOLNESS: Oh dear – and I have to go in!

DR HERDAL [to HILDE]: Don’t say anything about me being here.

HILDE: No, no! I’ll find something else to chat to Mr Solness about, don’t you worry.

MRS SOLNESS: And do hold on to him. I think you are the best person to do that.

MRS SOLNESS and DR HERDAL go back into the house. HILDE is left alone on the veranda.

HALVARD SOLNESS comes up the steps from the garden.

SOLNESS: There’s someone here to see me, I hear.

HILDE: Yes indeed, Mr Master Builder, and that someone is me.

SOLNESS: Ah, is it you, Hilde. I was afraid it might be Aline and the doctor.

HILDE: You’re afraid of a lot of things, it seems!

SOLNESS: You think so, do you?

HILDE: Yes, people say you’re afraid of clambering about on things – up on the scaffolding.

SOLNESS: Ah, well that’s an exceptional case.

HILDE: But you are afraid of it – isn’t that so?

SOLNESS: Yes, I am.

HILDE: Afraid that you’ll fall to the ground and kill yourself.

SOLNESS: No, not of that.

HILDE: Well, of what then?

SOLNESS: I’m afraid of the retribution, Hilde.

HILDE: Retribution? [Shaking her head] I don’t understand.

SOLNESS: Sit down. And I’ll tell you something.

HILDE: Yes, do! This instant!

She sits down on a stool next to the balustrade and regards him expectantly.

SOLNESS [tossing his hat on to the table]: As you know, I first began by building churches.

HILDE [nodding]: Yes, I know.

SOLNESS: Because, you see, I was a boy from a religious home in a small village. And so it seemed to me that building churches, that was the worthiest occupation I could choose.

HILDE: Oh, yes.

SOLNESS: And I think I can safely say that I built those humble little churches with such an honest and warm and fervent heart, that – that –

HILDE: That –? What?

SOLNESS: Well, that I feel he ought to have been pleased with me.

HILDE: He? Who’s he?

SOLNESS: Him – the one the churches were for, of course! The one they were meant to glorify and praise.

HILDE: Oh, I see! But what makes you so sure that – that he wasn’t – you know – pleased with you?

SOLNESS [scornfully]: Him, pleased with me! How can you say such a thing, Hilde? The one who allowed the troll within me to go rampaging around as it pleased. The one who commanded them to be there, on the spot, night and day, to serve me – all those – those –

HILDE: Devils –

SOLNESS: Yes, of the one kind and the other. Oh, no, he certainly let me know that he was not pleased with me. [Secretively] You see, that was the real reason why he let the old house burn down.

HILDE: That was why?

SOLNESS: Yes, don’t you see? He wanted me to have the chance to become a true master in my own field – and build much more glorious churches to him. At first I didn’t understand what it was he wanted. But then, suddenly, it dawned on me.

HILDE: When was this?

SOLNESS: It was when I built the church tower up at Lysanger.

HILDE: I thought as much.

SOLNESS: Because you see, Hilde, up there in that strange town – so often up there I found myself considering things and mulling them over in my mind. And then I saw so clearly why he had taken my little children from me. He did it so that I would have nothing else to distract me. No love or happiness or anything like that, d’you see? I was simply to be a master builder. Nothing else. And I was to spend my whole life building for him. [Laughing] But that didn’t come to anything, of course!

HILDE: So what did you do then?

SOLNESS: First I searched and examined myself –

HILDE: And then?

SOLNESS: Then I did the impossible. I – as he had done.

HILDE: The impossible!

SOLNESS: Till then I’d never been able to bear climbing high up into the air. But that day I could.

HILDE [leaping up]: Yes, yes, you could!

SOLNESS: And when I stood there right at the very top and hung the wreath over the weather-vane, I said to him: now you listen to me, almighty one! From now on I’m going to be a free master builder too. In my own field. As you are in yours. I’m never going to build churches for you again. Only homes for people.

HILDE [with wide, sparkling eyes]: That was the song I heard in the air!

SOLNESS: Ah, but that was only grist to his mill.4

HILDE: What do you mean by that?

SOLNESS [eyeing her despondently]: Building homes for people, Hilde – it’s not worth tuppence.

HILDE: Now you say that?

SOLNESS: Yes, because I see it now. People have no need of these homes of theirs. Not in order to be happy – no. And nor would I have had need of such a home. If I’d owned one. [With a quiet, bitter laugh] So you see that’s what it all amounts to, no matter how far back I look. Nothing built, basically. And nothing sacrificed to be able to build anything either. Nothing, nothing – all of it.

HILDE: And you’ll never build anything new again?

SOLNESS [brightening up]: Oh, but I will, starting right now!

HILDE: What? What? Tell me now!

SOLNESS: The only things in which I believe human happiness can be contained – that’s what I’m going to build now.

HILDE [eyeing him steadily]: Mr Master Builder – now you’re talking about our castles in the air.

SOLNESS: Castles in the air, yes.

HILDE: I’m afraid your head will start to spin before we’ve gone halfway.

SOLNESS: Not if I’m climbing hand in hand with you, Hilde.

HILDE [with a flicker of suppressed resentment]: Just me? Won’t anyone else be coming with us?

SOLNESS: Who else were you thinking of?

HILDE: Oh – her, that Kaja, the desk-girl. Poor thing – aren’t you going to ask her to come too?

SOLNESS: Aha. Was that who Aline was talking to you about earlier?

HILDE: Is it so, or is it not?

SOLNESS [angrily]: I’m not going to answer such a question! You have to believe in me completely and utterly!

HILDE: For ten years I have believed absolutely, absolutely, in you.

SOLNESS: You must go on believing in me!

HILDE: Then let me see you stand free and high up in the air!

SOLNESS [sadly]: Oh, Hilde – standing like that is no ordinary, everyday thing for me.

HILDE [ardently]: I want it! I want it! [Beseechingly] Just one last time, master builder! Do the impossible once more!

SOLNESS [looking deep into her eyes]: If I attempt it, Hilde, then I’ll stand up there and talk to him as I did before.

HILDE [with growing excitement]: What will you say to him?

SOLNESS: I will say to him: listen to me, almighty Lord – you can judge me as you see fit. But from now on I’m only going to build the loveliest things in the world –

HILDE [rapturously]: Yes – yes – yes!

SOLNESS: – build them together with a princess whom I care for –

HILDE: Yes, tell him that! Tell him that!

SOLNESS: Yes. And then I will say to him: now I’m going to climb down and throw my arms around her and kiss her –

HILDE: – many times! Say it!

SOLNESS: – many, many times, I’ll say.

HILDE: And then –?

SOLNESS: Then I’ll wave my hat in the air – and climb down to earth – and do what I told him I would do.

HILDE [arms outstretched]: Now I see you again as you looked when there was singing in the air!

SOLNESS [looking at her, head bowed]: How did you come to be the way you are, Hilde?

HILDE: How have you made me the way I am?

SOLNESS [shortly and decisively]: The princess shall have her castle.

HILDE [exultantly, clapping her hands]: Oh, master builder –! My lovely, lovely castle. Our castle in the air!

SOLNESS: With a solid foundation.

A CROWD has gathered in the street. They can just be made out through the trees. The distant sound of brass band music can be heard beyond the new house.

MRS SOLNESS, with a fur tippet around her neck, comes out on to the veranda along with DR HERDAL, who is carrying her white shawl over his arm, and a number of LADIES. At the same moment RAGNAR BROVIK comes up the steps from the garden.

MRS SOLNESS [to ragnar]: Is there a band too?

RAGNAR: Yes. It’s the Building Workers’ Association band. [To SOLNESS] The foreman asked me to tell you that he’s ready to go up with the wreath.

SOLNESS [picking up his hat]: Good. I’ll go down there myself.

MRS SOLNESS [anxiously]: Why are you going down there, Halvard?

SOLNESS [curtly]: I have to be down below with the men.

MRS SOLNESS: Down below, yes. But only down below.

SOLNESS: Well, that’s where I usually am. Ordinarily.

He walks down the steps and off across the garden.

MRS SOLNESS [calling after him over the balustrade]: But do please ask that man to be careful climbing up there! Promise me that, Halvard!

DR HERDAL [to MRS SOLNESS]: There, you see? I was right, he has given up those mad ideas of his.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, what a relief! Twice now, we’ve had workers falling off buildings. And both were killed outright. [Turning to HILDE] Thank you, Miss Wangel, for keeping such a firm hold on him. I’m sure I could never have prevailed over him.

DR HERDAL [jovially]: Ah, yes, Miss Wangel, you know how to hold on to someone when you put your mind to it, all right!

MRS SOLNESS and DR HERDAL go over to the LADIES who are standing closer to the steps, looking out across the garden. HILDE remains by the balustrade in the foreground. RAGNAR comes up to her.

RAGNAR [in a half-whisper, stifling a laugh]: Miss Wangel – do you see all those young people down on the street?

HILDE: Yes.

RAGNAR: Those are friends of mine who want to see the master.

HILDE: Why do they want to see him?

RAGNAR: They want to see for themselves that he doesn’t dare climb to the top of his own house.

HILDE: Oh they do, do they, those lads!

RAGNAR [with indignant contempt]: He’s kept us down for so long, that man. Now we’re here to see how he likes being stuck down below.

HILDE: Well, you won’t see it. Not this time.

RAGNAR [smiling]: Oh? So where will we see him then?

HILDE: High – high up next to the weather-vane, that’s where you’ll see him!

RAGNAR [laughing]: Him! Hah, that’ll be the day!

HILDE: He wants to climb to the top. And so you’re going to see him up there.

RAGNAR: Oh, he wants to, yes! Of that I’ve no doubt. But the simple fact is that he can’t. His head will start to spin long, long before he’s even halfway up. He’ll have to crawl down again on his hands and knees!

DR HERDAL [pointing down the garden]: Look! There’s the foreman going up the ladders.

MRS SOLNESS: And he’ll have that wreath to carry too, of course. Oh, I do hope he’ll take care!

RAGNAR [staring in disbelief and shouting]: But that’s –!

HILDE [with a cry of delight]: It’s the master builder himself!

MRS SOLNESS [screaming in horror]: Yes, it’s Halvard! Oh, dear God –! Halvard! Halvard!

DR HERDAL: Ssh! Don’t scream at him!

MRS SOLNESS [almost beside herself]: I must go to him! Make him come back down!

DR HERDAL [holding her]: Stay perfectly still everyone! Not a sound!

HILDE [motionless, following SOLNESS with her eyes]: He’s climbing and climbing. Higher and higher. And higher still! Look! Just look!
 
RAGNAR [breathlessly]: Now he has to turn back. There’s nothing else for it.

HILDE: He’s climbing and climbing. He’ll soon be at the top.

MRS SOLNESS: Oh, I’ll die of fright. I cannot bear to watch!

DR HERDAL: Well, don’t look up at him then.

HILDE: There he is on the uppermost platform! At the very top!

DR HERDAL: Don’t anyone move! D’you hear?

HILDE [quietly exultant]: At last! At last! Now I see him great and free again!

RAGNAR [almost speechless]: But this is –

HILDE: This is how I’ve pictured him all through the past ten years. How solidly he stands! Terribly exciting, though. Look at him! Now he’s hanging the wreath on the spire!

RAGNAR: This – it’s like watching something that’s quite impossible.

HILDE: Ah, but that’s exactly what he is doing – the impossible! [With that indefinable look in her eyes] Can you see anyone else up there with him?

RAGNAR: There is no one else.

HILDE: Yes there is, he’s arguing with someone.

RAGNAR: No, you’re wrong.

HILDE: And I suppose you don’t hear singing in the air either?

RAGNAR: It must be the wind in the treetops.

HILDE: I can hear singing. A magnificent song! [Crying out in rapturous exultation] Look, look! Now he’s waving his hat in the air! He’s waving down at us! Oh, let’s wave back up at him! Because now, now it is finished!5 [She pulls the white shawl off the DOCTOR’s arm, waves it in the air and shouts up at the tower.] Hooray for Master Builder Solness!

DR HERDAL: Stop it! Stop it! For God’s sake –!

The LADIES on the veranda wave their handkerchiefs and cheers rise up from the street. Suddenly the cheering ceases, turning instead to cries of horror. Vaguely, through the trees, a body is seen plunging to earth along with planks and bits of wood.

MRS SOLNESS AND THE LADIES [as one]: He’s falling! He’s falling!

MRS SOLNESS sways, swoons backwards and is caught by the LADIES amid shouts and confusion.

The CROWD on the street breaks down the fence and pours into the garden. DR HERDAL also rushes down. Brief pause.

HILDE [eyes turned unwaveringly upwards, in stunned tones]: My master builder.

RAGNAR [leaning, trembling, against the balustrade]: He must have been smashed to pieces. Killed outright.

ONE OF THE LADIES [while MRS SOLNESS is carried into the house]: Run for the doctor –

RAGNAR: My feet won’t budge –

ANOTHER LADY: Well, call down to someone then!

RAGNAR [tries to call out]: How is it? Is he alive?

A VOICE [from the garden]: Solness the master builder is dead!

MORE VOICES [closer to]: His head’s smashed in. – He fell straight into the quarry.

HILDE [turns to RAGNAR and says softly]: I can’t see him up there now.

RAGNAR: What a dreadful thing. So he wasn’t up to it after all.

HILDE [with a sort of quiet, bewildered triumph]: But he got to the very top. And I heard harps playing in the air. [She waves her shawl above her head and cries with wild rapture] My – my master builder!
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LITTLE EYOLF

A PLAY IN THREE ACTS

      








CHARACTERS

ALFRED ALLMERS, landowner, man of letters, former tutor

MRS RITA ALLMERS, his wife

EYOLF, their child, age nine

MISS1 ASTA ALLMERS, Alfred’s younger half-sister

MR BORGHEIM, 2engineer

THE RAT-MAID3

The action takes place at Allmers’s estate by the fjord a couple of miles outside of town.







Act One

An elegant, lavishly appointed conservatory. Lots of furniture, flowers and plants. In the background,1 French windows are open on to a veranda. Wide view of the fjord. Wooded hillsides in the distance. In each of the side walls a doorway, the one on the right, farthest back, with double doors.To the right in the foreground a sofa with scatter cushions and throws. Around the sofa some chairs and a small table. To the left in the foreground a larger table with armchairs set round it. On this table sits an open travelling bag. It is early on a summer morning, the weather warm and sunny.

MRS RITA ALLMERS stands by the table with her back turned to the right, unpacking the bag. She is a good-looking woman, quite tall, shapely, blonde, around thirty. She is wearing a light-coloured morning dress.

After a few moments MISS ASTA ALLMERS enters through the door on the right, clad in a light-brown summer costume with hat, jacket and parasol. Under her arm she carries a rather large locked attaché case. She is slim, of average height, with dark hair and deep, solemn eyes. Twenty-five years old.

ASTA [from the doorway]: Good morning, Rita dear!

RITA [turning her head and nodding to her]: Well, well – is that you, Asta! Come from town so early in the day? All the way out here to us?

ASTA [laying her outdoor things on a chair by the door]: Yes, I simply couldn’t rest. I felt I had to come out and see little Eyolf today. And you. [Places her attaché case on the table in front of the sofa] And so I took the steamer over.

RITA [smiling at her]: And you didn’t happen to meet some good friend on board? Quite by chance, I mean.

ASTA [placidly]: No, I didn’t meet anyone I knew. [Spies the travelling bag] But, Rita – what’s that over there?

RITA [continuing to unpack]: Alfred’s bag. Don’t you recognize it?

ASTA [happily, coming closer]: What! Has Alfred come home?

RITA: Yes, would you believe it – he arrived quite unexpectedly on the night train.

ASTA: Ah, so that was what I felt. That’s what drew me out here! – And he didn’t write in advance at all? Not so much as a postcard?

RITA: Not a word.

ASTA: Not even a telegram?

RITA: Well, yes, it arrived an hour before he did. Very curt and cold. [Laughing] Isn’t that just like him, Asta?

ASTA: Oh, yes. He keeps things so much to himself.

RITA: Ah, but then it was all the nicer2 to have him back.

ASTA: Yes, I’m sure it must have been.

RITA: A whole fortnight before I expected to see him!

ASTA: And all’s well with him? He’s not downhearted?

RITA [snapping the travelling bag shut and smiling at her]: He looked positively transfigured when he walked through the door.

ASTA: And wasn’t even a little tired?

RITA: Oh, I think he was tired all right. Very tired, in fact. But then, he’d walked most of the way, poor man.

ASTA: And the mountain air might well have been a bit too keen for him.

RITA: No, I don’t believe that for a minute. I haven’t heard him cough once.

ASTA: Well, there you are then! So it was a good thing after all that the doctor persuaded him to make that trip.

RITA: Yes, well now that it’s finally over, I suppose –. But I have to tell you, I’ve had the most awful time of it, Asta. I’ve never wanted to talk about it. And with you so seldom coming out to see me –

ASTA: Yes, that really wasn’t right of me, I suppose. But –

RITA: Now, now – you had your school in town, I know. [Smiling] And our road-builder – he was away too, of course.

ASTA: Oh, let’s not start that, Rita!

RITA: Well, all right then. Let the road-builder pass. But how I have missed Alfred, Asta! How empty3 it was here! How desolate! Ugh, it was as if someone had been buried in this house –!

ASTA: Oh, good heavens – it was only six – seven – weeks –

RITA: Yes, but you have to remember that Alfred’s never been away from me before. Never for as much as a whole day. Never in all the ten years –

ASTA: Well, then I’d say it was high time he got away for a while this year. He should have gone walking in the mountains every summer. He really should have.

RITA [with a half smile]: Oh, how you do talk. If I was as – as sensible as you, I suppose I might have let him loose before – possibly. But I didn’t see how I could, Asta! I had the feeling that I would never get him back. Surely you can understand that?

ASTA: No. But I suppose that’s because I don’t have anyone to lose.

RITA [with a roguish smile]: Do you really not have anyone –?

ASTA: Not that I know of. [Breaking off] But tell me Rita – where is Alfred? Is he asleep, perhaps?

RITA: Oh, far from it. He was up just as early today as he always is.

ASTA: Ah, so he can’t have been all that tired after all.

RITA: Oh, last night he was. When he arrived. But he’s had Eyolf in there with him for over an hour now.

ASTA: That poor pale little boy! Does he have to start studying and studying again?

RITA [with a shrug]: Well, Alfred will have it, you know.

ASTA: Yes, but I think you should set yourself against it, Rita.

RITA [somewhat impatiently]: No – you know – I really cannot interfere in that. Alfred understands these things far better than I do, I’m sure. – And besides, what do you suggest Eyolf should do with himself? I mean, it’s not as if he can run around and play – like other children, can he?

ASTA [firmly]: I’m going to speak to Alfred about this.

RITA: Yes, dear, you do that. – Ah, look here –

ALFRED ALLMERS enters through the door on the left, dressed in a summer suit, leading EYOLF by the hand. He is a slim, fine-boned man of thirty-six or thirty-seven, with gentle eyes, wispy brown hair and beard and a grave, thoughtful look about him. EYOLF wears a suit cut like a uniform, with gold braid and lion-embossed gilt buttons. He is lame and walks with a crutch under his left arm. His leg is paralysed. He is small for his age, sickly looking, but with fine, intelligent eyes.

ALLMERS [dropping EYOLF’s hand and stepping joyfully forward, extending both hands to ASTA]: Asta! Dearest Asta! That you should be out here! That I should see you so soon!

ASTA: I felt I had to –. Welcome home!

ALLMERS [shaking her hands]: Thank you so much.

RITA: Doesn’t he look splendid?

ASTA [eyes fixed on him]: Marvellous. Quite marvellous! Such a sparkle in your eyes! Yes, well I expect you got a lot of writing done while you were away. [Exclaiming happily] Or maybe the book’s actually finished, Alfred?

ALLMERS [shrugging]: The book –? Oh, that –

ASTA: Yes, I thought it would go so smoothly for you if you could just get away.

ALLMERS: I thought so too. But – it didn’t turn out that way at all, you see. In fact I haven’t written one line of my book.

ASTA: You haven’t written –!

RITA: So that’s it! I couldn’t understand why all that paper was still lying untouched in your bag.

ASTA: But, Alfred dear, what were you doing all that time?

ALLMERS [smiling]: Just walking, and thinking, thinking, thinking.

RITA [putting her arm around his shoulder]: Thinking a little of those at home too?

ALLMERS: Yes, you can be sure I did. A lot, in fact. Every single day.

RITA [letting go of him]: Well, then everything’s all right, isn’t it.

ASTA: But not written any of your book? And yet you look so happy and content? You don’t usually look like that. Not when your work’s not going well, I mean?

ALLMERS: You’re right. But that’s because I was so stupid before, you see. Thinking, that gives scope4 for the best in us. What gets put down on paper isn’t worth much.

ASTA [crying out]: Not worth much!

RITA [laughing]: Alfred, have you gone mad!

EYOLF [looking up at him trustingly]: Oh, but, Daddy – the things you write are worth something.

ALLMERS [smiles and strokes his hair]: Yes, yes, if you say so –. But mark my words – there’s someone coming after me5 who will do it better.

EYOLF: Who will that be? Oh, tell me!

ALLMERS: All in good time. He’ll come, you’ll see, and make himself known.

EYOLF: And what will you do then?

ALLMERS [gravely]: Then I’ll go back to the mountains –

RITA: Shame on you, Alfred!

ALLMERS: – up to the heights and the wide-open spaces.

EYOLF: Daddy, don’t you think I’ll soon be well enough to come with you?

ALLMERS [painfully moved]: Yes, yes, maybe you will, my little lad.

EYOLF: Because I think it would be so nice if I could go climbing in the mountains too.

ASTA [changing the subject]: My, how trim and smart you’re looking today, Eyolf!

EYOLF: Yes, don’t you think so, Aunt?

ASTA: Yes indeed. Did you put on your new suit for Daddy?

EYOLF: Yes, I asked Mummy if I could. Because I wanted Daddy to see me in it.

ALLMERS [whispering to RITA]: You shouldn’t have given him a suit like that.

RITA [softly]: Oh, but he’s been pestering me for so long. Begging for one. He would give me no peace.

EYOLF: And do you know what, Daddy? – Mr Borgheim bought me a bow. And taught me to shoot with it, too.

ALLMERS: Well, well, that’s just the thing for you, isn’t it, Eyolf.

EYOLF: And next time he comes I’m going to ask him to teach me to swim as well.

ALLMERS: To swim! Oh, now why would you want to do that!

EYOLF: Well, because all the boys down on the beach, they can swim. I’m the only one who can’t.

ALLMERS [moved, puts his arms around him]: You shall be allowed to learn anything you like. Anything you want.

EYOLF: Oh, Daddy, do you know what I want more than anything?

ALLMERS: What? Tell me.

EYOLF: More than anything I want to learn to be a soldier.

ALLMERS: Oh, little Eyolf, there are so many other things better than that.

EYOLF: Yes, but when I grow up I’ll have to be a soldier.6 You do know that, don’t you?

ALLMERS [clenching his fists]: Yes, yes; well, we’ll see –

ASTA [sitting down at the table on the left]: Eyolf! Come here to me and I’ll tell you something.

EYOLF [going over to her]: What is it, Aunt?

ASTA: Just fancy, Eyolf – I’ve seen the Rat-Maid.

EYOLF: What! You’ve seen the Rat-Maid! Oh, you’re only teasing me!

ASTA: No, it’s true. I saw her yesterday.

EYOLF: So where did you see her?

ASTA: I saw her on the road, outside of town.

ALLMERS: I saw her as well, further inland.

RITA [seated on the sofa]: Maybe we’ll get to see her too, Eyolf.

EYOLF: Aunt, don’t you think it’s odd, her being called the Rat-Maid?

ASTA: People just call her that because she travels up and down the country, driving out all the rats.

ALLMERS: Her real name’s Miss Varg, I think.

EYOLF: Varg? But that means a wolf.

ALLMERS [patting him on the head]: You know that as well, do you, Eyolf?

EYOLF [thoughtfully]: So maybe it’s true after all: that she turns into a werewolf at night. Do you think so, Daddy?

ALLMERS: Oh, no, I don’t think so. – Now run on down to the garden and play for a while.

EYOLF: Don’t you think it would be better if I took some books with me?

ALLMERS: No, no books from now on. Why not go down to the beach instead, to the other boys.

EYOLF [awkwardly]: No, Daddy, I don’t want to go down to the boys today.

ALLMERS: Oh? Why not?

EYOLF: Well, because I’m wearing this suit.

ALLMERS [frowning]: Do they make fun of – of your nice clothes!

EYOLF [evasively]: No, they wouldn’t dare. Because I’d punch them if they did.

ALLMERS: Ah, I see – then what –?

EYOLF: It’s just that they’re so rude and rough, those boys. And they say that I can’t ever be a soldier.

ALLMERS [with pent-up indignation]: What makes them say that, do you think?

EYOLF: I suppose they must be jealous of me. You see, Daddy, they’re all so poor that they have to go barefoot.

ALLMERS [softly, in strangled tones]: Oh, Rita – how this gnaws7 at my heart!

RITA [soothingly, getting up]: There, there!

ALLMERS [ominously]: But those boys, one of these days they’re going to find out just who’s master on that beach down there!

ASTA [listening]: Someone’s knocking.

EYOLF: It must be Mr Borgheim!

RITA: Come in!

THE RAT-MAID shuffles in softly through the door on the right. She is a small, thin, bent character, old and grey-haired with sharp, piercing eyes. She wears an old-fashioned, floral-print dress, a black poke bonnet and cape. In one hand she has a large red umbrella and, hanging from her arm by a cord, a black bag.

EYOLF [in a whisper, tugging at ASTA’s dress]: Aunt! That must be her!

THE RAT-MAID [curtseying in the doorway]: Begging your pardon most humbly – but would your lordships have anything a-gnawing here in the house?

ALLMERS: Us? No, I don’t think so.

THE RAT-MAID: Ah, because if you had, I’d be so happy to help your lordships be rid of it.

RITA: Yes, yes, we realize that. But there’s nothing like that here.

THE RAT-MAID: That’s most unfortunate, so it is. Because I’m just on my rounds now and there’s no knowing when I’ll be back in these parts again. – Oh, I’m that weary!

ALLMERS [pointing to a chair]: Yes, you look it.

THE RAT-MAID: Not that a body could ever grow weary of doing well by those poor wee mites, as grievously hated and hunted as they are. But it fairly takes it out of you.

RITA: Won’t you sit down and rest a while?

THE RAT-MAID: A thousand thanks to you. [Sits down on a chair between the door and the sofa.] All night I’ve been about my business, you see.

ALLMERS: Oh, you have?

THE RAT-MAID: Aye, over on the islands. [Chuckling] The folk there certainly had call for me. They balked at it, for sure. But there was nothing else for it. It was a bitter pill, so it was, but they had to swallow it. [Looking at EYOLF and nodding] A bitter pill, little master. A bitter pill.

EYOLF [blurting out, rather timidly]: Why did they have to –?

THE RAT-MAID: What?

EYOLF: Swallow it?

THE RAT-MAID: Why, because they couldn’t stand it any longer. What with the rats and all the wee rat babies, don’t you know, young master.

RITA: Oh! Those poor people – have they so many of them?

THE RAT-MAID: Aye, the place was swarming with them. [Giving a soft, gleeful chuckle] Creeping and crawling over the beds all night long, so they were. Plopping into the milk dishes. And scurrying and scrabbling hither and thither across the floors.

EYOLF [softly to ASTA]: I’m never going out there, Aunt.

THE RAT-MAID: But then I came – me and another. And we took them all away with us. The dear wee things! We two put paid to them every one.

EYOLF [crying out]: Daddy – look, look!

RITA: Good gracious, Eyolf!

ALLMERS: What’s the matter?

EYOLF [pointing]: There’s something wriggling about in that bag!

RITA [over on the left, screams]: Ugh! Get her out, Alfred!

THE RAT-MAID [laughing]: Oh, dear, sweet lady, don’t you be afraid of sich a wee beastie.8

ALLMERS: But what on earth is it?

THE RAT-MAID: ’Tis only my little Puggy-boy.9 [Opening the bag] Up you come out of the dark, my dearest one.

A little dog with a broad, black nose pokes its head out of the bag.

THE RAT-MAID [nodding and beckoning to EYOLF]: Come closer, my little wounded soldier, don’t be afraid! He won’t bite. Come! Come!

EYOLF [staying close to ASTA]: Oh, no, I daren’t.

THE RAT-MAID: Does the young master not think he has a gentle and lovable countenance?

EYOLF [astonished, pointing]: That thing!

THE RAT-MAID: Aye, him.

EYOLF [in a half-whisper, eyes riveted on the dog]: I think he has the most horrible – countenance I’ve ever seen.

THE RAT-MAID [drawing the bag closed]: Oh, it’ll come. It’ll come for sure.

EYOLF [edging closer in spite of himself, coming right up to her and gently stroking the bag]: Sweet – he is sweet, though.

THE RAT-MAID [in a gentle voice]: But now he’s so tired and weary, the poor thing. All tired out, so he is. [Looking at ALLMERS] For it takes it out of you – that sort of game, believe me, your lordship.

ALLMERS: What sort of game do you mean?

THE RAT-MAID: The luring game.

ALLMERS: Aha, so the dog lures the rats, is that it?

THE RAT-MAID [nodding]: Puggy-boy and me. Together we do it. And it goes so smooth. Or so it seems. We just tie a leash to his collar. Then I walk him round the house three times.10 And play the Jew’s harp. And when they hear that, then they must come up from the cellars, and down from the attics and out of their holes – all those blessed wee creatures.

EYOLF: And then does he bite them to death?

THE RAT-MAID: Oh, not at all! No, we walk down to the boat, he and I. And they follow us. Both the grown ones and their wee ones.

EYOLF [excitedly]: And then what –? Tell me!

THE RAT-MAID: Then we put out to sea. And I ply the oars and play the Jew’s harp. And Puggy-boy, he swims along behind. [Her eyes twinkle.] And all those creeping, crawling creatures they follow us and follow us, out into the waters of the deep. Aye, because they must, you see!

EYOLF: Why must they?

THE RAT-MAID: Simply because they don’t want to. Because they’re so mortal afraid of the water – so they must go out into it.

EYOLF: Do they drown then?

THE RAT-MAID: Every last one. [Lowering her voice] And then everything is as nice and quiet and dark for them as they could ever wish – the wee darlings. Sleeping down there, such a long, sweet slumber. All those creatures that folk hate and hunt. [Getting up] Aye, there was a time when I didn’t need a Puggy-boy. Back then I did the luring myself. I alone.

EYOLF: What sort of things did you lure?

THE RAT-MAID: People. One most of all.

EYOLF [eagerly]: Oh, who was it – tell me!

THE RAT-MAID [laughing]: My best beloved, that’s who it was, you little heartbreaker!

EYOLF: And where is he now?

THE RAT-MAID [harshly]: Down below with all the rats. [Pleasantly again] But now I have to be back about my business. Always on the go. [To RITA] Do your lordships have no use for me at all today? Because if you had I could deal with it straight away.

RITA: No, thank you; I don’t think that will be necessary.

THE RAT-MAID: Well-well, dear lady – you never know –. Should your lordships happen to notice anything nibbling and gnawing around here – and creeping and crawling – then just you send for me and Puggy-boy. – Farewell, farewell, a thousand farewells.

She leaves by the door on the right.

EYOLF [softly, exultantly to ASTA]: Oh, Aunt, just think, now I’ve seen the Rat-Maid too!

RITA steps out on to the veranda and fans herself with her handkerchief. Shortly afterwards EYOLF tiptoes out all unnoticed to the right.

ALLMERS [picking up the attaché case from the table in front of the sofa]: Is this your case, Asta?

ASTA: Yes. I have some of the old letters in it.

ALLMERS: Ah, the family letters –

ASTA: Well, you did ask me to sort them out for you while you were away.

ALLMERS [patting her on the head]: And you found time for that as well, did you!

ASTA: Yes, well – I did a bit out here and a bit at home in town.

ALLMERS: Thank you, my dear –. Did you come across anything in particular among them?

ASTA [carelessly]: Oh – one always comes across something among old papers like those, you know that. [Quieter, solemnly] In there, in that case, are the letters to Mother.

ALLMERS: Ah, but those you must keep yourself, of course.

ASTA [with some effort]: No. I want you to take a look at them too, Alfred. Sometime – later in life. But I don’t have the key to the case on me today.

ALLMERS: It’s not needed, Asta dear. Because I’ll never read your mother’s letters anyway.

ASTA [fixing her eyes on him]: Then one day – some quiet evening, I’ll tell you something of what’s in them.

ALLMERS: Yes, why don’t you do that? But just you keep your mother’s letters. You don’t have that much to remind you of her.

He hands ASTA the attaché case. She takes it and lays it on the chair, under her jacket.

RITA comes back into the room.

RITA: Ugh, I feel as though that ghastly old woman11 has brought the smell of death into the house.

ALLMERS: Yes, she was rather ghastly.

RITA: I felt quite ill just having her in the room.

ALLMERS: Although, I think I understand that enticing, ensnaring power of which she spoke. The solitude one finds up among the peaks and in the wide-open spaces exerts something of that same pull.

ASTA [eyeing him intently]: Something has happened to you, Alfred – what is it?

ALLMERS [smiling]: Happened to me?

ASTA: Yes, because something has. Like a transformation almost. Rita has noticed it too.

RITA: Yes, I saw it the minute you got here. But that can only be good, can’t it, Alfred?

ALLMERS: It ought to be good. And it must, it will be to the good.

RITA [crying out]: You experienced something on that trip! Don’t deny it! I can see it in your face!

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: Not a thing – not outwardly. But –

RITA [eagerly]: But –?

ALLMERS: Inside me a small revolution has taken place, it’s true.

RITA: Oh, heavens –!

ALLMERS [reassuringly, patting her hand]: In a good way, though, Rita dear. You can rest easy on that score.

RITA [sitting down on the sofa]: Now this you simply have to tell us about straight away. All of it!

ALLMERS [turning to ASTA]: Yes, why don’t we sit down as well, you and me. And I’ll try to tell you. As best I can.

He sits down on the sofa next to RITA. ASTA pulls up a chair and sits down close to him. Brief pause.

RITA [eyeing him expectantly]: Well –?

ALLMERS [gazing into space]: When I think back on my life – and my destiny – over the past ten or eleven years, it seems to me almost like a fairy tale, or a dream. Don’t you feel that too, Asta?

ASTA: Yes, in many ways I do feel that.

ALLMERS [continuing]: When I think of how we used to be, Asta. Poor, penniless orphans that we were –

RITA [impatiently]: Yes, yes, but that was all so long ago.

ALLMERS [ignoring her]: And now here I am, surrounded by affluence and luxury. Have been able to follow my calling.12 Have been able to work and study – just as I pleased. [Holds out his hand] And all of this great, this inconceivable good fortune13 – this we owe to you, you dearest Rita.

RITA [half in jest, half in annoyance, smacking his hand]: Oh, stop it now, enough of such talk.

ALLMERS: I only mention this by way of introduction, as it were –

RITA: Oh, skip the introduction!

ALLMERS: Rita – you mustn’t think it was the doctor’s orders that drove me up into the mountains.

ASTA: It wasn’t, Alfred?

RITA: So what was it that drove you?

ALLMERS: It was the fact that I could no longer find any peace at my desk.

RITA: No peace! But my dear, who disturbed you!

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: Outwardly no one. But I had the feeling that I was downright abusing – or, no – neglecting my greatest gifts. That I was squandering my time.

ASTA [wide-eyed]: When you were writing your book?

ALLMERS [nodding]: Because I can’t just have a gift for that and that alone, can I? I must surely be capable of doing something else too.

RITA: Was that what you were brooding about?

ALLMERS: Yes, more or less.

RITA: So that’s why you’ve been feeling so discontented with yourself lately. And with all of us too. Because you have been, you know, Alfred.

ALLMERS [staring into space]: There I sat, hunched over my desk, writing day after day. And often half the night too. Writing and writing for my great, fat book On Human Responsibility. Hm!

ASTA [placing a hand on his arm]: But, my dear – that book is to be your life’s work.

RITA: Yes, you’ve said so yourself often enough.

ALLMERS: I used to think that. From when I was a young man. [With glowing eyes] Then you enabled me to embark upon it, my dear Rita –

RITA: Oh, rubbish!

ALLMERS [smiling at her]: – you with your gold and green forests –14

RITA [half laughing, half chiding]: Start all that silly talk again and I’ll punch you.

ASTA [regarding him anxiously]: But the book, Alfred?

ALLMERS: It seemed to slip farther and farther away. And instead the thought grew and grew of the higher duties that made their demands on me.

RITA [face shining, grasping his hand]: Alfred!

ALLMERS: The thought of Eyolf, Rita dear.

RITA [disappointed, releasing his hand]: Ah – of Eyolf!

ALLMERS: Poor little Eyolf has become lodged inside me, deeper and deeper. After that disastrous fall from the table –. And more so now that we know for certain that it is beyond repair –

RITA [insistently]: But you do everything you possibly can for him, Alfred!

ALLMERS: As a schoolmaster, yes. But not as a father. And a father is what I want to be to Eyolf from now on.

RITA [looking at him and shaking her head]: I’m not sure I understand you.

ALLMERS: I mean that I’m going to try with all my might to make what is beyond repair as painless and as easy for him as possible.

RITA: Oh, but you know – I don’t think he feels it that deeply, thank goodness.

ASTA [moved]: Oh yes, Rita, he does.

ALLMERS: Yes, of that you can be sure, he feels it deeply.

RITA [shortly]: But my dear – what more can you do for him?

ALLMERS: I’m going to try to illuminate the whole wealth of possibilities now dawning in his childish mind. All the noble shoots within him I shall foster and help to grow – bear flowers and fruit. [With greater and greater fervour, getting to his feet] And I shall do more than that! I shall help him to attune his desires to what lies within his reach. Because that is not how he is now. He yearns only for those things which all his life will be beyond his reach. But I shall instil in his soul a sense of happiness.

He paces up and down the floor a couple of times. ASTA and RITA follow him with their eyes.

RITA: You ought to take these things more calmly, Alfred.

ALLMERS [stopping by the table on the left and looking at them]: Eyolf will carry on my life’s work. If he so wishes. Or he can choose to do something that is entirely his own. That might actually be best. – Anyway, to cover all eventualities, I’ll let my part in it rest now.

RITA [rising]: But Alfred, dearest – can’t you work both for yourself and for Eyolf?

ALLMERS: No, I can’t. Impossible! I can’t split myself in two where this is concerned. And so I’m standing aside. Eyolf shall be the complete one15 in our family. And I’m going to make it my new life’s work to bring him to that completion.

ASTA [has risen and walks over to him]: You’ve had to fight a terribly hard battle, Alfred.

ALLMERS: Yes, I have. Here at home I could never have got the better of myself. Never forced myself to such a renunciation.16 Never here at home.

RITA: So was that why you went away this summer?

ALLMERS [eyes shining]: Yes! And then I climbed up into that endless solitude. Saw the sunrise shining on the mountain peaks. Felt myself closer to the stars. Almost, as it were, in understanding and fellowship with them. And then I could do it.

ASTA [eyeing him mournfully]: But you’ll never write any more of your book On Human Responsibility?

ALLMERS: No, never, Asta. I told you, I can’t split myself between two tasks. – But I mean to practise human responsibility – in my own life.

RITA [with a smile]: Do you really believe you can hold to such lofty resolutions here at home?

ALLMERS [taking her hand]: Together with you I can. [Reaching out his other hand] And together with you too, Asta.

RITA [pulling her hand away]: With two people, in other words. So you can, in fact, split yourself in two.

ALLMERS: But Rita dearest –!

RITA walks away from him and stops by the French windows.

There is a quick, light knock on the door to the right. MR BORGHEIM, the engineer, steps smartly into the room. He is a young man of around thirty. Cheerful, jaunty manner. Upright bearing.

BORGHEIM: Good morning, good morning, ma’am! [Stops short in delight at sight of ALLMERS.] Well, well – what’s this I see! Back home so soon, Mr Allmers?

ALLMERS [shaking his hand]: Yes, I arrived last night.

RITA [gaily]: He wasn’t allowed any longer, Mr Borgheim.

ALLMERS: Oh, now, Rita, you know that’s not true –

RITA [drawing closer]: It most certainly is true. His leave had expired.

BORGHEIM: So you keep your husband on that tight a leash, do you, ma’am?

RITA: I insist on my rights. And everything has to come to an end sometime.

BORGHEIM: Oh, not everything – I hope. – Good morning, Miss Allmers!

ASTA [evasively]: Good morning.

RITA [looking at BORGHEIM]: Not everything, you say?

BORGHEIM: Yes, I firmly believe there are some things at least in this world that never end.

RITA: Here I take it you’re thinking of love – and that sort of thing.

BORGHEIM [ardently]: I’m thinking of everything that’s fine and good.

RITA: And that never ends. Yes, let’s think of that. Hope for it, all of us.

ALLMERS [coming over to join them]: I suppose you’ll soon be finished building that road out here?

BORGHEIM: I am finished. Was finished yesterday. It’s taken long enough. But that did come to an end, thank heavens.

RITA: And you’re tickled pink17 about that?

BORGHEIM: Yes, I am indeed!

RITA: Well, I must say –

BORGHEIM: Excuse me, ma’am?

RITA: That’s not particularly nice of you, Mr Borgheim.

BORGHEIM: Oh? Why not?

RITA: Well, because that means you won’t be coming out this way very often from now on.

BORGHEIM: No, that’s true. I hadn’t thought of that.

RITA: Ah, but I’m sure you’ll still come and see us now and again.

BORGHEIM: No, I’m afraid that won’t be possible for me, not for a long while.

ALLMERS: Oh? Why’s that?

BORGHEIM: Ah, because I’ve now been given another big job to do, one which I have to start on immediately.

ALLMERS: Have you indeed? [Shaking his hand] I’m delighted to hear it.

RITA: Congratulations, congratulations, Mr Borgheim!

BORGHEIM: Ssh, ssh – I’m not really supposed to talk about it openly yet! But I can’t help it! – It’s a big new road – up north. With mountains to cross – and the most incredible obstacles to overcome! [Exclaiming] Oh, this great, glorious world – what luck to be a road-builder!

RITA [smiling and giving him a sly look]: Is it only this new road that brings you here all cock-a-hoop today?

BORGHEIM: No, not just that. It’s all the bright prospects that are opening up for me.

RITA [as before]: Aha, might there be something even finer behind all this!

BORGHEIM [glancing at ASTA]: Who knows! When good luck comes it tends to come like a spring flood. [Turning to ASTA] Miss Allmers, shouldn’t we take a little stroll together, you and I? I mean, as we usually do?

ASTA [brusquely]: No. No, thank you. Not now. Not today.

BORGHEIM: Oh, come on! Just a tiny little stroll! I feel I have so much to talk to you about before I leave.

RITA: Maybe something you can’t talk about openly yet?

BORGHEIM: Hm, well that all depends –

RITA: Because you could always whisper it, you know. [In an undertone] Oh, Asta, do go with him.

ASTA: But Rita, dear –

BORGHEIM [imploringly]: Miss Asta – remember, this will be our last walk together – for a long, long time.

ASTA [picking up her hat and parasol]: All right then, let’s take a little stroll around the garden.

BORGHEIM: Oh, thank you, thank you.

ALLMERS: And look out for Eyolf while you’re down there.

BORGHEIM: Oh, Eyolf, of course! Where is Eyolf today? I have something for him.

ALLMERS: He’s playing down there somewhere.

BORGHEIM: No, really! So he’s started playing now? He usually just stays indoors and reads.

ALLMERS: There’s to be an end to that. We’re going to make a real outdoor boy of him.

BORGHEIM: There now, that’s the way! Out into the open air with him as well, the poor little soul! Goodness knows there’s nothing better in this blessed world than playing games. The way I see it life is just one big game! – Come on, Miss Asta!

BORGHEIM and ASTA walk out on to the veranda and down into the garden.

ALLMERS [watching them go]: Tell me, Rita – do you think there’s anything between those two?

RITA: I don’t know what to say. I used to think there was. But Asta’s become so inexplicable to me lately – so completely unfathomable.

ALLMERS: Oh? Has she? While I was away?

RITA: Yes, over the past week or so, I’d say.

ALLMERS: And you think she no longer cares all that much for him?

RITA: Not seriously. Not completely and utterly. Unreservedly. No, I don’t think so. [Giving him a searching look] Would it bother you if she did?

ALLMERS: Not bother me exactly. But it would be an alarming thought, there’s no denying it –

RITA: Alarming?

ALLMERS: Yes, because you have to remember that I’m responsible for Asta. For her happiness in life.

RITA: Oh, really! – responsible! Asta’s a grown woman, isn’t she? I’m sure she’s quite capable of making her own choices.

ALLMERS: Yes, well, we’ll have to hope so, Rita.

RITA: I, for one, don’t think any ill of Mr Borgheim.

ALLMERS: No, my dear – and neither do I. Quite the opposite. But still –

RITA [persisting]: And I’d be only too pleased to see him and Asta make a match of it.

ALLMERS [disgruntled]: I see, and why exactly?

RITA [with growing agitation]: Well, because then she’d have to go off with him, a long way away! And then she’d never be able to come out here to us as she does now!

ALLMERS [staring at her in astonishment]: What! Would you like to be rid of Asta!

RITA: Yes, yes, Alfred!

ALLMERS: But why on earth –?

RITA [throwing her arms passionately around his neck]: Ah, because then at last I’d have you to myself alone! Or, no – not even then! Not all to myself! [Bursts into floods of tears] Oh, Alfred, Alfred – I can’t let you go.

ALLMERS [gently disengaging himself]: Now Rita, dearest – be reasonable, please!

RITA: No, I don’t care a whit about being reasonable! All I care about is you! No one in the world but you! [Throwing her arms around him again] You, you, you!

ALLMERS: Let go, let go – you’re choking me –!

RITA [letting him go]: If only I could! [Regarding him with flashing eyes] Oh, if you knew how I’ve hated you –!

ALLMERS: Hated me –!

RITA: Yes – all those times when you were sitting in your study. Poring over your work. Long – long into the night. [Plaintively] So long – so late, Alfred. – Oh, how I hated your work!

ALLMERS: But that’s all over now.

RITA [with a bitter laugh]: Oh, yes! Only now you’re wrapped up in something even worse.

ALLMERS [appalled]: Worse! You call our child something even worse?

RITA [vehemently]: Yes, I do. Where our relationship is concerned that’s what I call him. Because, on top of everything else, that child – that child’s a living human being, you know. [Voice rising to an outburst] But I won’t stand for it, Alfred! I won’t stand for it – I’m telling you!

ALLMERS [softly, eyeing her steadily]: Many’s the time when I’m almost afraid of you, Rita.

RITA [darkly]: I’m often afraid of myself. Which is exactly why you mustn’t rouse the wickedness18 in me.

ALLMERS: Oh, in the name of God – do I do that?

RITA: Yes, you do – when you tear apart what is most sacred between us.

ALLMERS [earnestly]: But think about it, Rita. This is your own child – our only child, we’re talking about here.

RITA: The child is only half my own. [Her voice rising again] But you should be mine alone! All mine you should be! I have the right to demand that of you!

ALLMERS [shrugging]: Oh, Rita dear – it does no good to go demanding things. Everything must be given willingly.

RITA [regarding him intently]: And that you can’t do from now on?

ALLMERS: No, I can’t. I’ll have to split myself between Eyolf and you.

RITA: But what if Eyolf had never been born? What then?

ALLMERS [evasively]: Ah, that’s another matter. Because then I would only have you to care for.

RITA [softly, voice quivering]: Then I wish I had never borne him.

ALLMERS [outraged]: Rita! You don’t know what you’re saying!

RITA [trembling with emotion]: I gave birth to him in unspeakable agony. But I bore it all joyfully and with a glad heart for your sake.

ALLMERS [tenderly]: Yes, yes, I know you did.

RITA [firmly]: But that should be the end of it. I want to live my life. With you. No one but you. I can’t just be Eyolf’s mother. Just that. And nothing more. I won’t, I tell you. I can’t! I want to be everything to you! To you, Alfred!

ALLMERS: But you are, Rita. Through our child –

RITA: Oh – wishy-washy mealy-mouthed rubbish – and nothing but. No, no, Alfred, that sort of thing’s not for me. I was made to be mother to the child. But not to act the mother to it. You’ll have to take me as I am, Alfred.

ALLMERS: But you’ve always loved Eyolf so dearly.

RITA: I felt so sorry for him. Because you left him neglected.19 Just left him to swot and study. Hardly even noticed him.

ALLMERS [nodding slowly]: No, I was blind. The time had not yet come for me –20

RITA [looking at him]: I see – but now it has come?

ALLMERS: Yes, now at last. Now I see that my highest task in this world is to be a true father to Eyolf.

RITA: And to me? What will you be to me?

ALLMERS [gently]: You I shall continue to love. With quiet ardour.

He reaches for her hands.

RITA [shying away from him]: I’m not interested in your quiet ardour. I want to have you completely and utterly! And all to myself! The way I had you during those first glorious, passionate months. [Vehemently, harshly] I’ll never let myself be fobbed off with scraps and leftovers, Alfred!

ALLMERS [softly]: I’d have thought there was more than enough happiness here for all three of us, Rita.

RITA [contemptuously]: Then you’re easily pleased. [Sitting down at the table to the left] Now listen.

ALLMERS [coming closer]: Well? What now?

RITA [regarding him with a dull gleam in her eyes]: When I got your telegram yesterday evening –

ALLMERS: Yes? What then?

RITA: – then I dressed all in white –

ALLMERS: Yes, I noticed you were dressed in white when I came home.

RITA: Had let my hair down –21

ALLMERS: Your thick, fragrant hair –

RITA: – so it fell down over my shoulders and my back –

ALLMERS: I saw it. I saw it. Oh, how lovely you were, Rita!

RITA: There were rose-coloured shades on both lamps. And we were alone, the two of us. The only ones awake in all the house. And there was champagne on the table.

ALLMERS: I didn’t drink any.

RITA [eyeing him bitterly]: No, that’s true. [Laughing shrilly] ‘You had champagne, but you touched it not’22 – as the poet says.

She gets up from the armchair, walks almost wearily across to the sofa and half reclines on it.

ALLMERS [walking across the room and stopping in front of her]: My head was so full of weighty thoughts. I’d made up my mind to talk to you about our future life, Rita. And above all about Eyolf.

RITA [smiling]: And so you did, my dear –

ALLMERS: No, I didn’t get round to it. Because you began to undress.

RITA: Yes, and you talked about Eyolf all the while. Don’t you remember? You asked how little Eyolf’s stomach was.

ALLMERS [eyeing her reproachfully]: Rita –!

RITA: And then you climbed into your bed. And slept so soundly.

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: Rita – Rita!

RITA [lying down flat and looking up at him]: Alfred? Alfred?

ALLMERS: Yes?

RITA: ‘You had champagne, but you touched it not.’

ALLMERS [rather sharply]: No. I didn’t touch it.

He walks away from her and stands by the French windows. RITA lies for a while unmoving, with eyes closed.

RITA [suddenly jumping up]: But I’ll tell you one thing, Alfred.

ALLMERS [turns in the doorway]: What?

RITA: You shouldn’t feel so sure of yourself, you know.

ALLMERS: Sure of myself?

RITA: Yes, you shouldn’t be so complacent! Not so certain that you have me!

ALLMERS [drawing closer]: What do you mean by that?

RITA [with trembling lips]: Never by a single thought have I been untrue to you, Alfred! Never for a moment.

ALLMERS: Of course not, Rita, I know that. I, who know you so well.

RITA [eyes flashing]: But if you slight me –!

ALLMERS: Slight you –! I don’t know what you’re getting at!

RITA: Oh, you’ve no idea of all that could rise up in me, if –

ALLMERS: If –?

RITA: If I ever felt that you no longer cared about me. No longer loved me as you used to.

ALLMERS: Oh, but Rita, my dearest – the process of human change over the years – this is bound to take place in our life too. As it does in everyone else’s.

RITA: Not in me! And I won’t hear of any change in you either. I wouldn’t be able to bear it, Alfred. I want to keep you all to myself.

ALLMERS [giving her a worried look]: You have an awfully jealous mind –

RITA: I cannot change the way I am. [Ominously] If you divide yourself between me and someone else –

ALLMERS: What then –?

RITA: Then I’ll have my revenge on you, Alfred!

ALLMERS: And how would you have your revenge on me?

RITA: I don’t know. – Oh, yes, I think I do!

ALLMERS: Oh?

RITA: I’d go and throw myself away –

ALLMERS: Throw yourself away, you say!

RITA: Yes, I would. I’d throw myself into the arms of – of the first man who came along!

ALLMERS [gazing at her, eyes burning]: You’d never do that – not you, my honest, proud, faithful Rita.

RITA [wrapping her arms around his neck]: Oh, you don’t know what I might become if you – if you would have no more to do with me.

ALLMERS: Have no more to do with you? How can you say such a thing!

RITA [with a little laugh, letting go of him]: I could always cast my net for him – that road-builder who’s always around.

ALLMERS [with relief]: Oh, thank goodness – you were only joking.

RITA: Not at all. Why not him as well as any other?

ALLMERS: Well, because he appears to be pretty well tied already.

RITA: All the better! Because then I’d be taking him away from someone else. Which is exactly what Eyolf has done to me.

ALLMERS: You’re saying that our little Eyolf has done that?

RITA [pointing]: See! See! No sooner do you mention Eyolf’s name than you soften and your voice quivers! [Menacingly, clenching her fists] Oh, I could almost be tempted to wish – ah!

ALLMERS [regarding her apprehensively]: What could you wish, Rita –!

RITA [vehemently, walking away from him]: No, no, no – I’m not telling you! Never!

ALLMERS [going up to her]: Rita! I beg you – for your sake and mine, don’t be tempted to do anything wicked.

BORGHEIM and ASTA come in from the garden. They both show signs of restrained emotion. Their faces are solemn and downcast. ASTA stays out on the veranda. BORGHEIM steps into the living room.

BORGHEIM: There. Now Miss Allmers and I have taken our last stroll together.

RITA [giving him a puzzled look]: Ah! – And there’s to be no longer journey to follow that stroll?

BORGHEIM: For me, yes.

RITA: Only for you?

BORGHEIM: Yes, only for me.

RITA [glancing darkly at ALLMERS]: Do you hear that, Alfred? [Turning to BORGHEIM] I wouldn’t mind betting that evil eyes23 have been playing tricks on you here.

BORGHEIM [staring at her]: Evil eyes?

RITA [nodding]: Evil eyes, yes.

BORGHEIM: Do you believe in evil eyes, Mrs Allmers?

RITA: Yes, I’ve begun to believe in evil eyes. Particularly in evil child-eyes.

ALLMERS [shocked, whispering]: Rita – how can you –!

RITA [under her breath]: It’s you who makes me mean and wicked, Alfred.

Distant, confused shouts and screams are heard down by the shore.

BORGHEIM [walking over to the French windows]: What’s all the noise –?

ASTA [from the doorway]: Look at all those people running down to the jetty!

ALLMERS: What can it be? [Glances briefly outside.] Probably those street urchins up to their tricks again.

BORGHEIM [leaning over the balustrade and shouting]: Oy! You lads down there! What’s going on?

Sound of several voices all answering, indistinctly, at once.

RITA: What are they saying?

BORGHEIM: They say there’s a child drowned.

ALLMERS: A child drowned?

ASTA [uneasily]: A little boy, they say.

ALLMERS: Oh, but they can all swim, those lads.

RITA [crying out in alarm]: Where’s Eyolf!

ALLMERS: Calm down. Calm down. Eyolf’s in the garden playing, you know that.

ASTA: No, he wasn’t in the garden –

RITA [hands in the air]: Oh, please don’t let it be him!

BORGHEIM [listens then calls down]: Whose child is it, did you say?

A babble of indistinct voices is heard. Both BORGHEIM and ASTA utter muffled cries and rush down into the garden.

ALLMERS [in anguish]: It isn’t Eyolf, it isn’t Eyolf, Rita!

RITA [on the veranda, listening]: Hush; be quiet! Let me hear what they’re saying!

With a piercing shriek RITA flies back into the room.

ALLMERS [coming after her]: What did they say?

RITA [collapsing into the armchair on the left]: They said: Look – the crutch! It’s floating!24

ALLMERS [stunned]: No! No! No!

RITA [hoarsely]: Eyolf! Eyolf! Oh, but they have to save him!

ALLMERS [distraught]: How can they not! Such a precious life! Such a precious life!

He dashes off through the garden.







Act Two

A small, narrow glen in Allmers’s wood down by the beach. On the left, the spot is overhung by tall old trees. A stream tumbles down the hillside in the background and loses itself among the rocks on the edge of the wood. A path winds alongside the stream. On the right, a few solitary trees through which the fjord can just be made out. In the foreground the corner of a boathouse is visible, with a boat drawn up outside it. Under the old trees on the left is a table flanked by a bench and a couple of chairs, all made out of slender birch timbers. It is a dull, rainy day with low clouds drifting past overhead.

ALFRED ALLMERS, dressed as before, is sitting on the bench, his arms resting on the table. His hat lies in front of him. He is staring fixedly, blankly at the water.

Moments later, ASTA ALLMERS comes walking down the path through the wood. She is holding an umbrella over her head.

ASTA [approaching him, softly and hesitantly]: You shouldn’t be sitting down here in this grey weather, Alfred.

ALLMERS nods slowly but does not reply.

ASTA [closing her umbrella]: I’ve been out so long looking for you.

ALLMERS [expressionlessly]: Thank you.

ASTA [pulling up a chair and sitting down next to him]: Have you been sitting down here long? The whole time?

ALLMERS [makes no reply. After a few moments he says]: No, I can’t take it in. I simply don’t see how it’s possible – this.

ASTA [laying a sympathetic hand on his arm]: My poor Alfred.

ALLMERS [staring at her]: Is it really true then, Asta? Or have I gone mad? Or am I just dreaming? Oh, if only it were a dream! Think how marvellous it would be if I were to wake up!

ASTA: Oh, how I wish I could wake you.

ALLMERS [gazing out across the water]: How pitiless the fjord looks today. Lying there so heavy and drowsy. Leaden grey – flecked with gold – and reflecting the rain clouds.

ASTA [beseechingly]: Oh, Alfred, don’t sit there staring at that fjord!

ALLMERS [not listening to her]: On the surface, yes. But down in the depths – there the fierce undertow runs –

ASTA [anxiously]: Oh, dear God in heaven – don’t think about those depths!

ALLMERS [regarding her tenderly]: You probably think he’s lying just out there, don’t you? But he isn’t, Asta. You mustn’t think that. You have to bear in mind, you see, how swiftly the current runs here. Straight out to sea.

ASTA [slumps over the table, sobbing, her hands over her face]: Oh, God – oh, God!

ALLMERS [sorrowfully]: Which is why little Eyolf is now so far – so very far away from the rest of us.

ASTA [looking up at him entreatingly]: Oh, Alfred, don’t say such a thing!

ALLMERS: Well, work it out for yourself. You who are so clever –. In twenty-eight – twenty-nine hours –. Let me see –! Let me see –!

ASTA [crying out and covering her ears]: Alfred –!

ALLMERS [pounding the table with his fist]: But can you see the point of such a thing, Asta?

ASTA [looking at him]: Of what?

ALLMERS: Of this thing that’s befallen Rita and me.

ASTA: The point of it?

ALLMERS [impatiently]: Yes, the point, I said. Because there has to be some point to it. Life, existence – this visitation of fate can’t be so totally pointless, surely.

ASTA: Oh, who can say anything for certain about these things, Alfred dear?

ALLMERS [with a bitter laugh]: No, no; you’re probably right. Maybe it is all quite random, Asta. Things just going their own way, like a wrecked ship, drifting rudderless. That could well be the case. – It almost seems that way, at least.

ASTA [thoughtfully]: What if it only seems so –?

ALLMERS [angrily]: Well? Can you unravel it for me perhaps? Because I can’t. [More gently] Here is Eyolf, all set to enter the life of the mind. Carrying within him such infinite possibilities. Rich possibilities, perhaps. Set to fill my life with joy and pride.1 And all it takes is for a demented old woman to come along – and show off a dog in a bag –

ASTA: But we don’t know how it actually came about.

ALLMERS: Oh, we know. Because the boys saw her rowing out across the fjord. They saw Eyolf standing alone out at the end of the jetty. Saw him gazing after her – and seem to swoon. [Voice trembling] And then he plunged in – and was gone.

ASTA: Yes, yes. But still –

ALLMERS: She has lured him into the depths. You can be sure of that.

ASTA: But, my dear, why should she do that?

ALLMERS: Ah – now – that’s just it! Why should she? There’s no retribution behind it. Nothing to atone for, I mean. Eyolf has never done her any harm. Never called her names. Never thrown stones at the dog. He had never even laid eyes on her or the dog until yesterday. So, no retribution. So groundless, all of it. So utterly pointless, Asta. – And yet the world order requires it.

ASTA: Have you spoken to Rita about all this?

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: I find it easier to talk to you about such things. [Heaving a sigh] And about everything else as well.

ASTA takes sewing things and a small paper package from her pocket. ALLMERS looks on absent-mindedly.

ALLMERS: What have you got there, Asta?

ASTA [picking up his hat]: Some black crape.2

ALLMERS: Oh, and what might that be for?

ASTA: Rita asked me to. May I?

ALLMERS: Oh, all right; fine by me.

She stitches the crape around the crown of his hat.

ALLMERS [sitting watching her]: Where is Rita?

ASTA: She’s wandering about up in the garden, I think. Mr Borgheim’s with her.

ALLMERS [rather surprised]: Really? Borgheim’s out here again today, is he?

ASTA: Yes. He came out on the midday train.

ALLMERS: That I hadn’t expected.

ASTA [sewing]: He was so very fond of Eyolf.

ALLMERS: Borgheim’s a faithful soul, Asta.

ASTA [with quiet warmth]: Yes, he is certainly faithful. That’s true.

ALLMERS [eyes fixed on her]: You really are fond of him.

ASTA: Yes, I am.

ALLMERS: But still you can’t bring yourself to –?

ASTA [cutting him off]: Oh, Alfred dear, don’t talk about that –!

ALLMERS: Yes, yes – just tell me why you can’t –?

ASTA: Oh no! I beg you, please. You really mustn’t ask me. Because it’s very embarrassing for me, you see. – There now. That’s your hat done.

ALLMERS: Thank you.

ASTA: And now for that left arm.

ALLMERS: Crape for that as well?

ASTA: Well, it is customary, you know.

ALLMERS: Oh, all right – do what you like.

She moves closer and proceeds to sew on the crape.

ASTA: Hold your arm still. So I don’t jab you.

ALLMERS [with a little smile]: This is just like old times.

ASTA: Yes it is, isn’t it?

ALLMERS: When you were a little girl you used to sit just like this, fixing my clothes.

ASTA: As well as I could, yes.

ALLMERS: The first thing you sewed on for me – that was black crape too.

ASTA: Oh?

ALLMERS: On my graduation cap. When Father died.

ASTA: Was I sewing as early as that? – Fancy, I don’t remember that.

ALLMERS: Well, no; you were just a little girl at the time.

ASTA: Yes, I was a little girl.

ALLMERS: And then two years later – when we lost your mother – you sewed a big crape armband for me too.

ASTA: I felt that was as it should be.

ALLMERS [patting her hand]: Yes, yes, and it was just as it should be, Asta. And then, when we were left all alone in the world, the two of us –. Are you finished already?

ASTA: Yes. [Gathering up her sewing things] Those were actually good times for us, though, Alfred. Just the two of us.

ALLMERS: Yes, they were. Hard though we toiled.

ASTA: You toiled.

ALLMERS [more brightly]: Oh, you toiled too, you know, in your own way – [smiling] you, my dear faithful – Eyolf.

ASTA: Ugh – don’t remind me of that silly nonsense with the name.

ALLMERS: Well, if you’d been a boy, you would’ve been called Eyolf.

ASTA: Yes, if, yes. But even after you had graduated –. [Smiling in spite of herself] To think that you could still be so childish.

ALLMERS: I was childish!

ASTA: Yes, looking back on it I really think you were. Because you were ashamed that you didn’t have any brothers. Only a sister.

ALLMERS: No, it was you, I tell you. You were ashamed.

ASTA: Oh yes, perhaps I was too, a bit. And I felt rather sorry for you –

ALLMERS: Yes, I suppose you did. And you looked out those old clothes I’d had as a boy –

ASTA: Those smart Sunday clothes, yes. Do you remember the blue blouse and the knickerbockers?

ALLMERS [giving her a lingering look]: How well I remember you putting them on and walking about in them.

ASTA: Yes, but I only did that when we were at home alone.

ALLMERS: And how earnest and how self-important we were, Asta. And me calling you Eyolf all the time.

ASTA: But Alfred, you’ve never told Rita about this, have you?

ALLMERS: Yes, I think I did tell her about it once.

ASTA: Oh, but Alfred how could you!

ALLMERS: Ah, well you see – a man does tell his wife everything – or as good as.

ASTA: Yes, he would do, I suppose.

ALLMERS [as if coming to himself, puts his hand to his brow and leaps up]: Ah – how can I sit here and –

ASTA [standing up, giving him an anxious look]: What’s the matter with you?

ALLMERS: He was almost gone from me there. Completely gone he was.

ASTA: Eyolf!

ALLMERS: Here I was living in memories. And he wasn’t part of them.

ASTA: Oh, yes Alfred – little Eyolf was there behind it all.

ALLMERS: He wasn’t. He slipped out of my mind. Out of my thoughts. For a moment, while we were talking, I couldn’t see him before me. Completely forgot about him, all that time.

ASTA: Oh, but you must have some rest from your grief.

ALLMERS: No, no, no – that’s just what I must not do! That I may not do. Have no right to do. – And no heart to do, either. [Crossing to the right, in turmoil] I have only to linger out there, where he lies drifting down in the depths.

ASTA [going after him, holding on to him]: Alfred – Alfred! Don’t go down to the fjord!

ALLMERS: I have to go out to him! Let go of me, Asta! I need to get the boat.

ASTA [panic-stricken]: Don’t go down to the fjord, I say!

ALLMERS [giving in]: No, no – I won’t. Just leave me be.

ASTA [leading him back to the table]: You must give your mind a rest, Alfred. Come and sit down.

ALLMERS [goes to sit down on the bench]: Yes, all right – as you wish.

ASTA: No, don’t sit there.

ALLMERS: Yes, let me.

ASTA: No; don’t! Because then you’ll only sit and look out across the water –. [Pulling him down on to a chair so that he is facing left] There now. That’s better. [Sitting down on the bench] And now we can talk a little bit more.

ALLMERS [with an audible sigh]: It was good to ease the grief and the loss for a moment.

ASTA: You have to, Alfred.

ALLMERS: But don’t you think it’s awfully feeble and spineless of me – that I can?

ASTA: No, of course not. Because it must be impossible to concentrate on just one thing all the time.

ALLMERS: Well it’s impossible for me. Before you came down to find me I was sitting here tormented beyond words by this nagging, gnawing grief –

ASTA: Yes?

ALLMERS: And would you believe it, Asta –? Hm –

ASTA: What?

ALLMERS: In the midst of my torment I found myself wondering what we’d be having for dinner tonight.

ASTA [soothingly]: Yes, yes, well as long as there’s relief in it –

ALLMERS: Yes and do you know – I felt there was relief in it somehow. [Reaching a hand across the table to her] What a blessing it is that I have you, Asta. I’m so glad I do. Glad, glad – even in my grief.

ASTA [regarding him gravely]: Above all you should be glad that you have Rita.

ALLMERS: Well, that goes without saying, of course. But Rita is not my own kin. It’s not the same as having a sister.

ASTA [eagerly]: Really, Alfred?

ALLMERS: Yes, our family is one of a kind. [Half joking] Our names have always started with vowels.3 Remember how often we used to talk about that? And all our relatives – all of them equally poor. And all of us with the same eyes.

ASTA: You think I have them too –?

ALLMERS: No, you take after your mother completely, Asta. You don’t look at all like the rest of us. Not even Father. But even so –

ASTA: Even so –?

ALLMERS: Yes, I believe that even so our life together has stamped each of us with the other’s image. On our minds, I mean.

ASTA [deeply moved]: Oh, that you must never say, Alfred. It’s only me who’s taken your stamp. And it’s to you that I owe everything – everything that is good in the world.

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: You owe me nothing, Asta. On the contrary –

ASTA: I owe everything to you! You must be able to see that. No sacrifice has been too great for you.

ALLMERS [breaking in]: Oh, really – sacrifice! Don’t say such things. All I’ve ever done is love you, Asta. Ever since you were a baby. [After a brief pause] And besides, I always felt there were so many wrongs that I had to right.

ASTA [bewildered]: Wrongs! You?

ALLMERS: Not on my own account exactly. But –

ASTA [expectantly]: But –

ALLMERS: On Father’s.

ASTA [starting up from the bench]: On – Father’s! [Sitting down again] What do you mean by that, Alfred?

ALLMERS: Father was never very kind to you.

ASTA [sharply]: Oh, don’t say that!

ALLMERS: Yes, because it’s true. He didn’t love you. Not the way he should have.

ASTA [evasively]: No, perhaps not the way he loved you. But that’s understandable.

ALLMERS [persisting]: And he often treated your mother badly too. During those last few years, at any rate.

ASTA [softly]: But Mother was very, very much younger than him. Don’t forget that.

ALLMERS: Do you think they were ill-matched?

ASTA: They might have been.

ALLMERS: Yes, but even so –. Father, who was normally so gentle and warm-hearted –. So kind to everyone –

ASTA [quietly]: Mother may not always have behaved the way she should either.

ALLMERS: Your mother didn’t!

ASTA: Not always perhaps.

ALLMERS: Towards Father, you mean?

ASTA: Yes.

ALLMERS: I never noticed anything of that sort.

ASTA [standing up, fighting back the tears]: Oh, Alfred dear – let them rest – those who are gone.

She moves over to the right.

ALLMERS [rising]: Yes, let them rest. [Wringing his hands] But those who are gone – they don’t let us rest, Asta. Not by day or night.

ASTA [regarding him tenderly]: In time it will all become easier to bear, Alfred.

ALLMERS [eyeing her hopelessly]: Yes, don’t you think so too? – But how I’m to get through these terrible first days –. [Voice breaking] No, I don’t see how I can.

ASTA [imploring, placing her hands on his shoulders]: Go up to Rita. Oh please, I beg you –

ALLMERS [fiercely, pulling away]: No, no, no – don’t talk to me about that! Because I can’t, you see? [More calmly] Let me stay here with you.

ASTA: Yes, I won’t leave you.

ALLMERS [clutching her hand and holding it tight]: Thank you! [Looks out across the fjord for a moment] Where’s my little Eyolf now? [Smiling sadly at her] Can you tell me that – you, my big, wise Eyolf? [Shaking his head] No one in all the world can tell me that. I know only this one terrible thing: that I no longer have him.

ASTA [glancing up to the left and pulling her hand away]: They’re coming.

MRS ALLMERS and MR BORGHEIM come walking down the path through the wood; she in front; he following behind. She is sombrely dressed with a black veil over her head. He carries an umbrella under his arm.

ALLMERS [going to meet her]: How are you, Rita?

RITA [walking on past him]: Oh, don’t ask.

ALLMERS: What are you doing here?

RITA: Just looking for you. What are you doing?

ALLMERS: Nothing. Asta came down to me.

RITA: Yes, but before Asta came. You’ve been away from me all morning.

ALLMERS: I’ve been sitting here looking out across the water.

RITA: Ugh – how can you!

ALLMERS [shortly]: I’d prefer to be alone now!

RITA [pacing restlessly up and down]: And just sit still! On the one spot!

ALLMERS: I have absolutely nothing I need to be doing.

RITA: I can’t stand being anywhere. Least of all here – with the fjord so near at hand.

ALLMERS: Yes exactly, the fjord is so close.

RITA [to BORGHEIM]: Don’t you think he should come back up with the rest of us?

BORGHEIM [to ALLMERS]: I think it would be better for you.

ALLMERS: No, no – just leave me where I am.

RITA: Then I’m staying with you, Alfred.

ALLMERS: Oh all right, do as you please. – You stay too, Asta.

ASTA [whispering to BORGHEIM]: Let’s leave them alone!

BORGHEIM [with a look of understanding]: Miss Allmers – shall we walk a little way – along the beach? For the very last time?

ASTA [picking up her umbrella]: Yes, come. Let’s walk a little way.

ASTA and BORGHEIM walk off together round the corner of the boathouse.

ALLMERS wanders up and down for a while. Then he sits down on a rock under the trees on the left in the foreground.

RITA [drawing closer to stand facing him with her clasped hands hanging in front of her]: Can you really grasp it, Alfred – the thought that we’ve lost Eyolf?

ALLMERS [gazing bleakly at his feet]: We’ll have to get used to that thought.

RITA: I can’t. I can’t. And then there’s that horrible sight, which will haunt me as long as I live.

ALLMERS [looking up]: What sight? What have you seen?

RITA: I didn’t see anything myself. Only heard about it. Oh –!

ALLMERS: You might as well just say it.

RITA: I took Mr Borgheim down to the jetty with me –

ALLMERS: What for?

RITA: To ask the boys how it happened.

ALLMERS: But we know how.

RITA: We found out more.

ALLMERS: Oh!

RITA: It’s not true that he was gone in an instant.

ALLMERS: Is that what they’re saying now?

RITA: Yes. They say they saw him lying on the bottom. Deep down in the clear water.

ALLMERS [grinding his teeth]: And they didn’t save him!

RITA: They probably couldn’t.

ALLMERS: They could swim, all of them. – Did they say how he was lying when they saw him?

RITA: Yes. They said he was on his back. And with big wide-open eyes.

ALLMERS: Wide-open eyes. But quite still?

RITA: Yes, quite still. And then something came and swept him out to sea. They called it an undertow.

ALLMERS [nodding slowly]: And that was the last they saw of him?

RITA [tearfully]: Yes.

ALLMERS [dully]: And never – never will anyone see him again.

RITA [wailing]: Day and night he’ll be before me as he lay down there.

ALLMERS: With those big wide-open eyes.

RITA [shuddering]: Yes, with those big wide-open eyes. I see them! I see them before me!

ALLMERS [rising slowly and regarding her with quiet menace]: Were they evil, those eyes, Rita?

RITA [blanching]: Evil –!

ALLMERS [going right up to her]: Were they evil eyes, staring upwards? From down there in the depths?

RITA [backing away]: Alfred –!

ALLMERS [following her]: Answer me that! Were they evil child-eyes?

RITA [screaming]: Alfred! Alfred!

ALLMERS: Well, now we have things – just as you wished, Rita.

RITA: Me! What did I wish?

ALLMERS: That Eyolf wasn’t here.

RITA: Never, ever did I wish that! That Eyolf didn’t come between us – that was what I wished.

ALLMERS: Ah, well – from now on he won’t be doing that.

RITA [softly, staring into space]: From now on more than ever maybe. [Flinching] Oh, that horrible sight!

ALLMERS [nodding]: Those evil child-eyes, yes.

RITA [fearfully, backing away]: Leave me alone, Alfred! You’re scaring me! I’ve never seen you like this before.

ALLMERS [giving her a cold, hard stare]: Grief makes us mean and wicked.

RITA [frightened, but defiant]: It seems that way to me too.

ALLMERS crosses to the right and gazes out across the fjord. RITA sits down at the table. Brief pause.

ALLMERS [turning to look at her]: You never loved him fully and unreservedly. Never!

RITA [cool, composed]: Eyolf never let me catch and draw him to me, not fully and unreservedly.

ALLMERS: Because you weren’t willing.

RITA: Oh, no, Alfred. I was more than willing. But someone stood in the way. Right from the start.

ALLMERS [turning right round]: I stood in the way, you mean?

RITA: No, no. Not at the start.

ALLMERS [moving closer]: Who then?

RITA: The aunt.

ALLMERS: Asta.

RITA: Yes. Asta barred the way for me.

ALLMERS: Really, Rita?

RITA: Yes. Asta – she caught him to herself – from the moment it happened – that disastrous fall.

ALLMERS: If she did, then she did it out of love.

RITA [sharply]: Exactly! I can’t stand sharing anything with anyone else! Not out of love!

ALLMERS: The two of us should have shared him between us out of love.

RITA [eyeing him with contempt]: The two of us? Oh, you never had any real love for him either, not at bottom.

ALLMERS [staring at her in amazement]: I didn’t –!

RITA: No, you didn’t. First you were so caught up in that book – about responsibility.

ALLMERS [emphatically]: Yes, I was. But that, Rita – that I gave up for Eyolf’s sake.

RITA: Not out of love for him.

ALLMERS: Why then, do you think?

RITA: Because you were consumed by self-doubt. Because you had begun to wonder whether you had any great vocation to live for in this world.

ALLMERS [curiously]: Had you noticed something of this sort in me?

RITA: Oh, yes – little by little. And then you needed something new, to fulfil you. – I was obviously no longer enough for you.

ALLMERS: It’s the law of change,4 Rita.

RITA: That’s why you wanted to make a child prodigy of poor little Eyolf.

ALLMERS: That’s not what I wanted. I wanted to make a happy human being of him.That’s all I wanted.

RITA: But not out of love for him. Look inside yourself! [With a guarded look on her face] And examine all that lies beneath – and behind.

ALLMERS [avoiding her eye]: There’s something you’re evading.

RITA: You too.

ALLMERS [considering her]: If it is as you think, then we never really owned our child.

RITA: No. Not fully, with love.

ALLMERS: And yet here we are grieving so sorely for him.

RITA [bitterly]: Yes, it’s strange to think, isn’t it? To be grieving like this for a little stranger of a boy.

ALLMERS [crying out]: Oh, don’t call him a stranger!

RITA [shaking her head mournfully]: We never won that boy over, Alfred. Not me. Not you either.

ALLMERS [wringing his hands]: And now it’s too late! Too late!

RITA: And so utterly hopeless – all of it.

ALLMERS [suddenly flaring up]: You are to blame for this!

RITA [gets up]: Me!

ALLMERS: Yes, you! You are to blame for him being – as he was! It’s your fault that he couldn’t get himself out of the water.

RITA [protesting]: Alfred – don’t you go pinning that on me!

ALLMERS [becoming more and more worked up]: Yes, yes, I will! You’re the one who left that tiny baby to fend for itself on that table.

RITA: He was lying so snugly among those pillows. And sleeping so soundly. And you had promised to mind the baby.

ALLMERS: Yes, I had. [Lowering his voice] But then you came, you, you – and lured me to you.

RITA [eyeing him defiantly]: Oh, why don’t you just say that you forgot the baby and everything else?

ALLMERS [with suppressed fury]: Yes, that’s true. [More softly] I forgot the baby – in your arms!

RITA [shocked]: Alfred! Alfred – that’s despicable of you!

ALLMERS [quietly, shaking clenched fists at her]: At that moment you condemned little Eyolf to death.

RITA [frantically]: Well, in that case – so did you! So did you!

ALLMERS: Oh, yes – call me to account too – if you like. We’re both guilty. – So Eyolf’s death was a kind of retribution, after all.

RITA: Retribution?

ALLMERS [more calmly]: Yes. A judgement on you and me. Now we are paying for what we have done. In secret, craven remorse we shied away from him when he was alive. Couldn’t stand seeing that thing – that thing he had to drag around –

RITA [softly]: The crutch.

ALLMERS: Yes, that. – And what we now call grief and loss – that’s the gnawing of our consciences, Rita. Nothing else.

RITA [staring at him in bewilderment]: I feel this can only lead to despair – lead straight to madness for us both. Because we can never – never make it right again.

ALLMERS [in a quieter frame of mind]: I dreamed about Eyolf last night. I seemed to see him coming up from the jetty. He could run, just like other boys. Nothing had happened to him, you see. Neither the one thing nor the other. So that suffocating reality was only a dream, I thought to myself. Oh, how I thanked and I blessed – [breaking off] hm –

RITA [looking straight at him]: Who?

ALLMERS [evasively]: Who –?

RITA: Yes; who did you thank and bless?

ALLMERS [dismissively]: I was dreaming, I told you –

RITA: Someone you don’t actually believe in yourself?

ALLMERS: It just came over me, though. I was asleep –

RITA [reproachfully]: You shouldn’t have made me doubt, Alfred.

ALLMERS: Would it have been right of me to let you go through life with empty illusions?

RITA: It would have been better for me. Because then I would have had something to trust in. Now here I am not knowing what to think.

ALLMERS [eyeing her keenly]: What if you had the choice –? What if you could follow Eyolf, to wherever he is now –?

RITA: Yes? What of it?

ALLMERS: What if you were quite certain that you would find him again – know him – understand him –?

RITA: Yes, yes; what of it?

ALLMERS: Would you willingly make the leap across to him? Willingly leave behind all of this? Renounce this earthly life? Would you do it, Rita?

RITA [softly]: Now, this minute?

ALLMERS: Yes; now, this very day. This very hour. Answer me that. Would you?

RITA [hesitantly]: Oh, I don’t know, Alfred. – No; I think I’d want to stay here a while with you first.

ALLMERS: For my sake.

RITA: Yes, just for your sake.

ALLMERS: Well after that, then. Then would you –? Answer me!

RITA: Oh, how can I answer such a question? I couldn’t possibly leave you. Never! Never!

ALLMERS: Well, what if I went to join Eyolf? And you were absolutely certain that you would meet both him and me over there. Then would you come to us?

RITA: I would want to. Oh, so much! So much! But –

ALLMERS: What?

RITA [with a soft moan]: I couldn’t do it – I can tell. No, no; I simply couldn’t do it! Not for all the glories of heaven!

ALLMERS: Neither could I.

RITA: There, you see, Alfred! You couldn’t do it either!

ALLMERS: No. For here, in this earthly life, is where we, the living, belong.

RITA: Yes, here is the kind of happiness we understand.

ALLMERS [bleakly]: Oh, happiness – happiness, Rita –

RITA: You mean, I suppose, that happiness – that we will never find again? [Giving him an inquiring glance] But what if –? [Vehemently] No, no; I don’t dare say it! Not even think it.

ALLMERS: No, say it. Just say it, Rita.

RITA [falteringly]: Could we not try –? Might it not be possible for us to forget him?

ALLMERS: Forget Eyolf!

RITA: Forget the remorse and the gnawing guilt, I mean.

ALLMERS: Would you want that?

RITA: Yes. If it were possible, that is. [Bursting out] Because this – this I can’t bear for long! Oh, couldn’t we think of something that would bring forgetfulness!

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: What could that possibly be?

RITA: Couldn’t we try travelling far away?

ALLMERS: From home? You who are never happy anywhere but just here.

RITA: Well, have lots of people to visit, then. Keep open house. Throw ourselves into something that might deafen and deaden.

ALLMERS: That sort of life’s not for me. – No – in that case I’d do better to try taking up my work again.

RITA [sharply]: Your work? The very thing that has so often stood like a brick wall between us?

ALLMERS [slowly, eyes riveted on her]: There must always be a brick wall between you and me from now on.

RITA: Why must there –?

ALLMERS: Who’s to say that those big wide-open child-eyes aren’t watching us night and day?

RITA [slowly, shuddering]: Alfred – that’s a horrible thought!

ALLMERS: Our love has been like an all-consuming fire. Now it must be extinguished –

RITA [straight at him]: Extinguished!

ALLMERS [coldly]: It has been extinguished – in one of us.

RITA [stunned]: And this you dare say to me!

ALLMERS [more gently]: It’s dead, Rita. But in what, in complicity and penitence,5 I now feel for you – in that I glimpse what might be a resurrection –

RITA [furiously]: Oh, I don’t care about any resurrection!

ALLMERS: Rita!

RITA: But I’m a hot-blooded human being! I don’t wander around in a stupor – with fish blood in my veins. [Wringing her hands] And to be locked in for life – in remorse and gnawing guilt. Locked in with someone who’s no longer mine, mine, mine!

ALLMERS: It had to end like this some time, Rita.

RITA: Did it have to end like this! What began for us in such an engaging of hearts!

ALLMERS: My heart was not engaged at the start.

RITA: So what did you feel for me at the very start?

ALLMERS: Terror.

RITA: I can understand that. So how did I manage to win you anyway?

ALLMERS [under his breath]: You were so all-consumingly lovely, Rita.

RITA [giving him a searching look]: So it was only that, was it? Tell me, Alfred! Only that?

ALLMERS [with an effort]: No; there was something else too.

RITA [exclaiming]: I can guess what that was! It was my ‘gold and green forests’ as you call it. Was that it, Alfred?

ALLMERS: Yes.

RITA [regarding him with deep reproach]: How could you – how could you!

ALLMERS: I had Asta to think of.

RITA [fiercely]: Asta, yes! [Bitterly] So it was really Asta who brought us together.

ALLMERS: She knew nothing of it. To this day she has no idea.

RITA [dismissively]: It was Asta though! [Smiling, with a mocking sidelong glance at him] Or no – it was little Eyolf. Little Eyolf, that’s who!

ALLMERS: Eyolf –?

RITA: Yes, you used to call her Eyolf, didn’t you? I think you said that once – in an intimate moment. [Moving closer] Do you remember that – that all-consumingly sweet moment, Alfred?

ALLMERS [recoiling, as if in horror]: I remember nothing! Want to remember nothing!

RITA [pursuing him]: That was the moment – when your other little Eyolf became a cripple!

ALLMERS [dully, supporting himself on the table]: Retribution.

RITA [menacingly]: Yes, retribution!

ASTA and BORGHEIM come back round the corner of the boathouse. She is carrying some water-lilies.

RITA [collecting herself]: Well, Asta – have you and Mr Borgheim said all you have to say to one another?

ASTA: Oh, yes – more or less.

She puts down her umbrella and lays the flowers on a chair.

BORGHEIM: Miss Allmers was very quiet on our walk.

RITA: Oh, was she? Well, Alfred and I have said all we had to say and more –

ASTA [eyeing them both intently]: What’s going on here –?

RITA: – enough to do us for life, I’d say. [Breaking off] But why don’t we go back up, all four of us. We’re going to need people around us from now on. Alfred and I can’t cope with this alone.

ALLMERS: Yes, go on ahead, you two. [Turning] But I need to have a word with you first, Asta.

RITA [looks at him]: What – Oh, well, come along with me, Mr Borgheim.

RITA and BORGHEIM walk off up the path.

ASTA [anxiously]: Alfred, what’s the matter!

ALLMERS [grimly]: The matter is that I can’t stand it here any longer.

ASTA: Here! With Rita, you mean?

ALLMERS: Yes, Rita and I can’t go on living together.

ASTA [shaking his arm]: Oh, Alfred – don’t say such a dreadful thing!

ALLMERS: It’s true what I say. All we’re doing here is making each other mean and wicked.

ASTA [distressed]: Oh, never – never would I have thought such a thing!

ALLMERS: I didn’t realize it myself until today.

ASTA: And now you’re going to –! Yes, what are you going to do, Alfred?

ALLMERS: I’m going to go away from all this. Far away from it all.

ASTA: And stand all alone in the world?

ALLMERS [nodding]: As before, yes.

ASTA: But you’re not made to stand alone!

ALLMERS: Oh, yes I am. Or used to be at any rate.

ASTA: Used to be, yes. But then you had me with you.

ALLMERS [making to take her hand]: Yes. And it’s to you, Asta, that I’ll return home now.

ASTA [shying away from him]: To me! No, no, Alfred! That’s quite out of the question.

ALLMERS [regarding her sadly]: So Borgheim does stand in the way, after all?

ASTA [earnestly]: No, no; he doesn’t! You’re wrong about that!

ALLMERS: Good. Then I’ll come to you – my dear, dear sister. I must come back to you. Home to you to be cleansed and purified of my life with –

ASTA [shocked]: Alfred – you sin against Rita!

ALLMERS: I have sinned against her. But not in this. Ah, only think back, Asta! What was our life together like, yours and mine? Wasn’t it like one long festival from start to finish?

ASTA: Yes, it was, Alfred. But such times can’t be relived.

ALLMERS [bitterly]: You mean that my marriage has so irredeemably corrupted me?

ASTA [quietly]: No, I don’t mean that.

ALLMERS: Well, then we can relive our old life together.

ASTA [firmly]: No we can’t, Alfred.

ALLMERS: Yes, we can. Because the relationship between a brother and sister –

ASTA [expectantly]: What of it?

ALLMERS: That relationship is the only one that is not subject to the law of change.

ASTA [softly, tremulously]: But what if that relationship were not –

ALLMERS: Not –

ASTA:  – not the relationship we have?

ALLMERS [staring at her in astonishment]: Not what we –? My dear, what do you mean by that?

ASTA: It’s best that I tell you straight out, Alfred.

ALLMERS: Yes, yes, just tell me!

ASTA: The letters to Mother –. The ones in that attaché case –

ALLMERS: Yes – well?

ASTA: Those you have to read – once I’m gone.

ALLMERS: Why should I do that?

ASTA [battling with herself]: Well, because then you’ll see that –

ALLMERS: What!

ASTA:  – that I have no right to bear – your father’s name.

ALLMERS [staggering backwards]: Asta! What are you saying!

ASTA: Read the letters. Then you’ll see. And understand. – And perhaps be forgiving – of Mother, too.

ALLMERS [clutching his head]: I can’t understand this. Can’t grasp the thought. You, Asta – you’re not in fact –

ASTA: You are not my brother, Alfred.

ALLMERS [briskly, a touch defiantly, looking at her]: All right, but what does this change as far as the relationship between us is concerned? Nothing, really.

ASTA [shaking her head]: It changes everything, Alfred. Our relationship is not that of brother and sister.

ALLMERS: No, no. But it’s every bit as sacred for all that. Will always be every bit as sacred.

ASTA: Don’t forget – it’s subject to the law of change – as you said a moment ago.

ALLMERS [searching her face]: Are you saying that –?

ASTA [quietly, deeply moved]: Not another word – my dear, dear Alfred. – [Picking up the flowers from the chair] Do you see these water-lilies?

ALLMERS [nodding slowly]: They’re the kind that shoot up – from deep down on the bottom.

ASTA: I picked them at the tarn. Where it flows out into the fjord. [Holding them out] Do you want them, Alfred?

ALLMERS [taking them]: Thank you.

ASTA [with tears in her eyes]: They’re like a last greeting to you from – from little Eyolf.

ALLMERS [looking at her]: From Eyolf out there? Or from you?

ASTA [softly]: From us both. [Picking up her umbrella] Come now, let’s go up to Rita.

She walks off up the path.

ALLMERS [collecting his hat from the table and whispering sadly]: Asta. Eyolf. Little Eyolf –!

He follows her up the path.







Act Three

A scrub-covered hill in the Allmers’s grounds. In the background a sheer drop bounded by a railing, with steps leading down on the left. Wide view of the fjord, far below. Over by the railing is a flagpole, with ropes but no flag flying. In the foreground on the right a summerhouse covered with vines and creepers. Outside it, a bench. It is late on a summer evening; the sky clear. Twilight is falling.

ASTA is sitting on the bench with her hands in her lap. She wears a coat and hat, her parasol is lying next to her and a small travelling bag is slung over her shoulder on a strap.

BORGHEIM comes up from the background on the left. He too has a travelling bag over his shoulder. Over his arm he carries a furled flag.

BORGHEIM [catching sight of ASTA]: Ah, so you’re up here are you?

ASTA: I’m just taking one last look out there.

BORGHEIM: Well, then it’s a good thing I came up here as well.

ASTA: Have you been searching for me?

BORGHEIM: Yes, I have. I wanted to say goodbye to you – for now. But not for the last time, I hope.

ASTA [with the glimmer of a smile]: You’re persistent, aren’t you?

BORGHEIM: A groundbreaker has to be.

ASTA: Have you seen anything of Alfred? Or Rita?

BORGHEIM: Yes, I’ve seen them both.

ASTA: Together?

BORGHEIM: No. Each in their own corner.

ASTA: What are you going to do with that flag?

BORGHEIM: Mrs Allmers1 asked me to come up and run it up.

ASTA: Run up the flag now?

BORGHEIM: To half-mast. It’s to fly both night and day, she says.

ASTA [sighing]: Poor Rita. And poor Alfred.

BORGHEIM [busy with the flag]: Do you have the heart to leave them? I only ask because I see you’re dressed for travelling.

ASTA [in a soft voice]: I must leave.

BORGHEIM: Well, if you must, then –

ASTA: And you’re leaving this evening too, I see.

BORGHEIM: I must as well. I’m taking the train. Are you?

ASTA: No. I’m going over on the steamer.

BORGHEIM [shooting a glance at her]: Going our separate ways, eh?

ASTA: Yes.

She sits and watches as he raises the flag to half-mast. This done, he goes over to her.

BORGHEIM: Miss Asta2 – you’ve no idea how I grieve for little Eyolf.

ASTA [looking up at him]: Yes, I’m sure you do.

BORGHEIM: And it hurts so much. Because it’s really not in my nature to be sad.

ASTA [looking up at the flag]: It’ll pass, in time – all of it. All our sorrows.

BORGHEIM: All of them? You think so?

ASTA: Like a shower of rain. Once you are far away, then –

BORGHEIM: It’d have to be very far away.

ASTA: And then of course you’ve that big new road to build.

BORGHEIM: But no one to help me with it.

ASTA: Oh, but of course you have.

BORGHEIM [shaking his head]: No, no one. No one to share the joy with. Because the joy is what matters most.

ASTA: Not the trouble and the hardship?

BORGHEIM: Bah – that sort of thing one can always get through alone.

ASTA: But the joy – that must be shared with someone, you mean?

BORGHEIM: Yes, otherwise what’s the good in being happy?

ASTA: Oh, no – you may have a point there.

BORGHEIM: Yes, well one can, of course, get by for a while with simply being happy in oneself. But in the long run that’s not enough. No, joy, that takes two.

ASTA: Only ever two? Never more? Never many?

BORGHEIM: Ah, now you see – that’s another matter. – Miss Asta – are you sure you couldn’t bring yourself to share happiness and joy and – and trouble and hardship – with just one – with one single person alone?

ASTA: I did do – once.

BORGHEIM: You did?

ASTA: Yes, all those years when my brother – when Alfred and I were living together.

BORGHEIM: Ah, with your brother, of course. That’s something else entirely, though. That, I’d say, would be described as peace rather than happiness.

ASTA: Well, it was lovely, anyway.

BORGHEIM: There, you see – if you think that was lovely, then just imagine – if he hadn’t been your brother!

ASTA [feels the urge to get up, but remains seated]: But then we would never have been living together. Because I was a child back then. And he not much more than one.

BORGHEIM [after a brief pause]: Were they so very lovely, those years?

ASTA: Oh yes, believe me, they were.

BORGHEIM: And did you have some truly bright, happy times back then?

ASTA: Oh yes, so many. So very many.

BORGHEIM: Tell me a little bit about those times, Miss Asta.

ASTA: Just small things, really.

BORGHEIM: Such as –? Well?

ASTA: Such as the time when Alfred graduated. And had done so well. And when, by and by, he was offered a post at this school or that. Or when he was writing a thesis. And would read it to me. And then later, when it was published in a journal.

BORGHEIM: Yes, I’m sure that must have been a pleasant, peaceful life. Brother and sister, sharing the joy. [Shaking his head] I don’t see how your brother could let you go, Asta!

ASTA [with pent-up emotion]: Well, Alfred got married.

BORGHEIM: Wasn’t that hard for you?

ASTA: Yes, to begin with. I felt that all of a sudden I had lost him completely.

BORGHEIM: Ah, but luckily you hadn’t.

ASTA: No.

BORGHEIM: But still. That he could do it. Marry, I mean. When he could have kept you all to himself!

ASTA [gazing into space]: He must have been subject to the law of change, I suppose.

BORGHEIM: The law of change?

ASTA: That’s what Alfred calls it.

BORGHEIM: Bah – what a stupid law that must be! I don’t believe for a moment in such a law.

ASTA [rising]: In time you may come to believe in it.

BORGHEIM: Never in all the world! [Urgently] Oh, listen to me, Miss Asta! Be sensible, please – for once. In this instance, I mean –

ASTA [breaking him off]: Oh, no, no – let’s not go over all that again!

BORGHEIM [carrying on as before]: Yes, Asta – I can’t possibly let you go that easily. Your brother has everything just the way he wants it now, you know. He’s getting on with his life quite contentedly without you. Doesn’t miss you at all. – And then there’s this thing – something that changes your whole situation here at a stroke –

ASTA [with a start]: What do you mean by ‘this thing’?

BORGHEIM: The child that’s been snatched away. What else?

ASTA [collecting herself]: Little Eyolf is gone away, yes.

BORGHEIM: And what more can you really do here? You no longer have that poor little boy to care for. No obligations – no business here of any sort –

ASTA: Oh, please, dear Mr Borgheim – don’t press me so hard.

BORGHEIM: But yes; I’d be mad not to try my utmost. In a day or so I’ll be leaving town. Might not see you there. Might not see you again for a long, long time. And who knows what could happen in the meantime?

ASTA [smiling gravely]: Do you fear the law of change after all?

BORGHEIM: No, not at all. [Laughing wryly] And it’s not as if there’s anything to change, anyway. Not in you, I mean. Because you really don’t care much for me, I can tell.

ASTA: You know very well I do.

BORGHEIM: Yes, but not nearly enough. Not the way I’d like you to. [More forcefully] My God, Asta – Miss Asta – this is as wrong of you as it can possibly be! Just beyond today and tomorrow all the happiness in the world could be lying waiting for us. And we let it lie there! Might we not come to regret that, Asta?

ASTA [quietly]: I don’t know. But we’ll have to leave all bright prospects to lie there anyway.

BORGHEIM [looking at her, controlling his feelings]: So I’ll have to build my roads alone?

ASTA [fervently]: Oh, if only I could join you in that! Help you with the hardship. Share the joy with you –

BORGHEIM: Would you – if you could?

ASTA: Yes, I would.

BORGHEIM: But you cannot?

ASTA [lowering her eyes]: Would you be content with only half of me?

BORGHEIM: No. I need to have you completely and utterly.

ASTA [looking at him, murmuring]: Then I cannot.

BORGHEIM: Well, goodbye, Miss Asta.

He turns to leave. ALLMERS comes up the hill on the left in the background. BORGHEIM stops.

ALLMERS [still climbing the hill, softly, pointing]: Is Rita in there in the summerhouse?

BORGHEIM: No, there’s no one else here but Miss Asta.

ALLMERS draws closer.

ASTA [turning to him]: Shall I go down and see if I can find her? Bring her up here perhaps?

ALLMERS [dismissively]: No, no, no – don’t bother. [To BORGHEIM] Was it you who ran up that flag?

BORGHEIM: Yes, Mrs Allmers asked me to. That’s why I came up here.

ALLMERS: And you’re leaving this evening, are you?

BORGHEIM: Yes, I’m leaving this evening, for good and all.

ALLMERS [with a glance at ASTA]: And assured yourself of a good travelling companion, I take it?

BORGHEIM [shaking his head]: I travel alone.

ALLMERS [puzzled]: Alone!

BORGHEIM: Quite, quite alone.

ALLMERS [absently]: Is that so?

BORGHEIM: And will remain alone, too.

ALLMERS: There’s something horrible about being alone. It sends a kind of chill right through me.

ASTA: Oh, but Alfred dear, you’re not alone!

ALLMERS: There can be something horrible about that too, Asta.

ASTA [distressed]: Oh, don’t talk like that! Don’t think like that!

ALLMERS [not listening to her]: But if you’re not leaving with –? If there’s nothing tying you? Why then don’t you stay out here with me – and with Rita?

ASTA [flustered]: No, I can’t do that. I absolutely have to go back into town now.

ALLMERS: But only back into town, Asta. D’you hear!

ASTA: Yes.

ALLMERS: And you promise me you’ll come out here again soon.

ASTA [hastily]: No, no. That I daren’t promise, not any time soon.

ALLMERS: All right. As you wish. So we’ll see one another in town then.

ASTA [beseechingly]: No, Alfred, you have to stay here with Rita now!

ALLMERS [not replying, turns to BORGHEIM]: It’s probably best for you that you have no travelling companion yet.

BORGHEIM [involuntarily]: Oh, how can you say such a thing!

ALLMERS: Well, I mean, you never know who you might run into later on. Along the way.

ASTA [impulsively]: Alfred!

ALLMERS: The right travelling companion. When it’s too late. Too late.

ASTA [softly, tremulously]: Alfred! Alfred!

BORGHEIM [his eyes flickering from one to the other]: What is all this? I don’t understand –

RITA appears in the background on the left.

RITA [plaintively]: Oh, don’t go off and leave me, all of you!

ASTA [going to meet her]: But you wanted to be alone, you said –

RITA: Yes, but I don’t dare. It’s getting so horribly dark. I feel as though big wide-open eyes are watching me!

ASTA [gently, sympathetically]: And what if they are, Rita? You needn’t be afraid of those eyes.

RITA: How can you say that! Not afraid!

ALLMERS [earnestly]: Asta, I beg you – please – stay here – with Rita!

RITA: Yes! And with Alfred, too! Do, Asta! Do, please!

ASTA [struggling]: Oh, I want to more than I can say –

RITA: So stay then! Because Alfred and I can’t go through the grief and the loss alone.

ALLMERS [grimly]: Say rather – through the gnawing guilt and the anguish.

RITA: Well, whatever you choose to call it – we can’t bear it alone, the two of us. Oh, Asta, I’m begging you, please! Stay here and help us! Take Eyolf’s place for us –

ASTA [recoiling]: Eyolf’s –!

RITA: Yes, she can, can’t she, Alfred?

ALLMERS: If she’s willing and able.

RITA: You used to call her your little Eyolf after all. [Grasping her hand] From now on you shall be our Eyolf, Asta!  Eyolf, just like you used to be.

ALLMERS [with veiled emotion]: Stay – and share our life with us, Asta. With Rita. With me. With me – your brother!

ASTA [determined, pulling her hand away]: No. I can’t. [Turning] Mr Borgheim – when does the steamer leave?

BORGHEIM: Any time now.

ASTA: Then I’d better be getting on board. Will you come with me?

BORGHEIM [with a soft cry of joy]: Will I? Yes, yes, yes!

ASTA: Come then.

RITA [slowly]: Ah, so that’s it. Well in that case of course you can’t stay with us.

ASTA [throwing her arms around her]: Thank you for everything, Rita! [Going up to ALLMERS
and clasping his hand] Alfred – goodbye! A thousand, thousand goodbyes!

ALLMERS [softly, breathlessly]: What’s this, Asta? Because it looks like escape.

ASTA [with quiet trepidation]: Yes, Alfred – it is escape.

ALLMERS: Escape – from me!

ASTA [whispering]: Escape from you – and from myself.

ALLMERS [pulling away]: Ah –!

ASTA hurries off down the hill in the background. With a flourish of his hat BORGHEIM follows her.

RITA leans against the doorway of the summerhouse. ALLMERS, in a state of profound inner turmoil, walks up to the railing and stands there, looking down. Pause.

ALLMERS [turning around, speaking with hard-won composure]: Here comes the steamer now. There Rita, look.

RITA: I don’t dare look at it.

ALLMERS: You don’t dare?

RITA: No. Because it has a red eye. And a green one too. Big, staring eyes.

ALLMERS: Oh, that’s just the lights, you know that.

RITA: From now on they’re eyes. To me. Gazing and gazing out of the darkness. – And into the darkness, too.

ALLMERS: That’s it docking now.

RITA: So where’s it docking this evening?

ALLMERS [coming closer]: At the jetty, as it always does, my dear –

RITA [drawing herself up]: Oh, how can it dock there!

ALLMERS: Well, because it has to.

RITA: But that’s where Eyolf –! So how can those people dock there?

ALLMERS: Yes, life is cruel, Rita.

RITA: People are so heartless. They show no consideration. For the living or the dead.

ALLMERS: You’re right. Life, it just goes on. Exactly as if nothing in the world had happened.

RITA [staring into space]: Nothing has happened either. Not to anyone else. Only to us two.

ALLMERS [in growing anguish]: Yes, Rita – how pointless it was for you to give birth to him in pain and suffering. Because now he’s gone again – leaving no trace of himself.

RITA: Only the crutch was recovered.

ALLMERS [sharply]: Be quiet! Don’t mention that word to me!

RITA [mournfully]: Oh, I can’t bear the thought that we no longer have him.

ALLMERS [coldly and bitterly]: You managed very well without him while you had him. You could go half the day without seeing him.

RITA: No, because I always knew I could see him whenever I wanted to.

ALLMERS: Yes, and so we’ve gone on here, squandering the short time we had with little Eyolf.

RITA [listening, fearful]: Do you hear that, Alfred! Now it’s ringing again!

ALLMERS [looking out at the water]: It’s the steamer bell ringing. It’s about to leave.

RITA: Oh, I don’t mean that bell. All day I’ve heard it ringing in my ears. – Now it’s ringing again!

ALLMERS [turning to her]: You’re mistaken, Rita.

RITA: No, I hear it so clearly. It sounds like the death knell tolling. Slowly. Slowly. And always the same words.

ALLMERS: Words? What words?

RITA [head nodding in time]: ‘Look – the crutch, look – the crutch. Float-ing, float-ing.’ Oh, I don’t see how you could help but hear it.

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: I can’t hear anything. And there’s nothing to hear.

RITA: Yes, well, you can say what you like. I hear it so clearly.

ALLMERS [gazing over the railing]: They’re on board now, Rita. Because now the boat’s heading over to town.

RITA: Oh, how can you not hear it! ‘Look – the crutch. Float-ing, float–.’

ALLMERS [walking towards her]: Don’t stand there listening to something that doesn’t exist. Asta and Borgheim are on board now, I said. Already on their way. – Asta is gone.

RITA [eyeing him diffidently]: Then I suppose you’ll soon be gone too, Alfred?

ALLMERS [abruptly]: What do you mean by that?

RITA: That you’ll be following your sister.

ALLMERS: Has Asta said anything?

RITA: No. But you said yourself it was consideration for Asta that – that brought us together.

ALLMERS: Yes, but you, you bound me to you. Through our life together.

RITA: Ah, but in your eyes I’m no longer – no longer so – all-consumingly lovely.

ALLMERS: The law of change could perhaps keep us together after all.

RITA [nodding slowly]: There is a change taking place in me now. I’m so painfully aware of it.

ALLMERS: Painfully?

RITA: Yes, because there’s a kind of birth in this too.

ALLMERS: There is. Or a resurrection. A crossing to a higher life.

RITA [gazing despondently into space]: Yes – with the wreck of all – all life’s happiness.

ALLMERS: In that wreck lies our gain.

RITA [sharply]: Oh, words! Good heavens, we’re just earthly beings after all.

ALLMERS: We have a certain kinship with the sea and the sky too, Rita.

RITA: You maybe. Not me.

ALLMERS: Oh, yes. You more than you actually realize.

RITA [taking a step closer]: Alfred, listen – wouldn’t you consider taking up your work again?

ALLMERS: The work that you have hated so?

RITA: I’m more easily satisfied now. I’m willing to share you with your book.

ALLMERS: Why?

RITA: Merely to be able to keep you here with me. Close at hand, as it were.

ALLMERS: Oh, I can be of so little help to you, Rita.

RITA: But maybe I could help you.

ALLMERS: With my work, you mean?

RITA: No. With living life.

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: I don’t feel I have any life to live.

RITA: Well, with enduring life then.

ALLMERS [grimly, staring into space]: I think it would be best for both of us if we parted.

RITA [studying him]: Where would you go then? To Asta, perhaps, after all?

ALLMERS: No. Never again to Asta henceforth.

RITA: Where then?

ALLMERS: Up into the solitude.

RITA: Up among the mountains? Is that what you mean?

ALLMERS: Yes.

RITA: But this is nothing but a pipe-dream, Alfred! Up there you could never live.

ALLMERS: It’s up there that I’m drawn, nonetheless.

RITA: Why? Answer me that!

ALLMERS: Sit down. And I’ll tell you a story.

RITA: About something that happened to you up there?

ALLMERS: Yes.

RITA: And that you’ve withheld from Asta and me?

ALLMERS: Yes.

RITA: Oh, you keep things so much to yourself. You shouldn’t do that.

ALLMERS: Come and sit here. And I’ll tell you all about it.

RITA: Yes, yes – do tell me!

She sits down on the bench outside the summerhouse.

ALLMERS: I was alone up there. Out on the high fells. And I came to a vast, desolate mountain lake. And this lake I had to cross. But that I couldn’t do. Because there were no boats and no people.

RITA: Yes? And so?

ALLMERS: So I went my own way down a side valley. Because I thought that that way I could make it across the hills and between the peaks. And down again to the other side of the lake.

RITA: Oh, don’t tell me you got lost, Alfred!

ALLMERS: Yes, I took a wrong turn. Because there was no path or track. And I walked all day. And all the following night too. Until I thought I’d never find my way to the human world again.

RITA: Not come home to us? Oh, then I know that your thoughts must have flown here.

ALLMERS: No – they did not.

RITA: Not?

ALLMERS: No. It was so strange. Both you and Eyolf had drawn so far, far away from me, I felt. And so had Asta.

RITA: So what were you thinking about?

ALLMERS: I didn’t think. I kept on walking, dragging myself along the precipices – and savouring the peaceful, comforting sense of death.

RITA [leaping to her feet]: Oh, the horror of it, don’t speak of it so!

ALLMERS: That’s how I felt. Absolutely no fear. I had the sense that death and I were walking along together like two good travelling companions.3 It seemed so reasonable – so simple, the whole thing, or so I thought at the time. In my family folk don’t usually live to be very old –

RITA: Oh, enough of such talk, Alfred! You came through it all safe and sound, after all.

ALLMERS: Yes; all at once I was there. On the other side of the lake.

RITA: That was a night of terror for you, Alfred. But now that it’s behind you, you won’t admit it to yourself.

ALLMERS: That night raised me to resolution. And so it was that I turned around and walked straight home. To Eyolf.

RITA [softly]: Too late.

ALLMERS: Yes. And then – when my companion came and took him –. Then horror rose up from him. From everything. From all that – which, even so, we daren’t leave behind. So earthbound are we both, Rita.

RITA [her face brightening slightly]: Yes, isn’t that so! You too! [Coming closer] Oh, let’s just live our life together for as long as we can!

ALLMERS [with a shrug]: Live our life, yes! And have nothing with which to fill that life. Desolation and emptiness all around.4 No matter where I look.

RITA [fearfully]: Oh, sooner or later you’ll leave me, Alfred! I sense it! And I can see it in you too! You will leave me!

ALLMERS: With my travelling companion, you mean?

RITA: No, I mean something worse than that. You’ll leave me of your own free will. Because you feel that it’s only here, with me, that you have nothing to live for. Answer me! Isn’t that what you think?

ALLMERS [eyeing her steadily]: And what if I did think that –?

Sounds of uproar, voices raised in anger and agitation are heard far below.

ALLMERS walks over to the railing.

RITA: What’s that? [Crying out] Oh, they’ve found him, you’ll see!

ALLMERS: He’ll never be found.

RITA: Well, what can it be then?

ALLMERS [coming back towards her]: Just a brawl – as usual.

RITA: Down on the shore?

ALLMERS: Yes, that whole shanty town on the shore ought to be cleared away. The men have just come home. Drunk, as always. Beating the children. Hear those lads howling! And the women screaming for help for them –

RITA: Yes, shouldn’t we send someone down to help them?

ALLMERS [bitter and angry]: Help the ones who didn’t help Eyolf! No, let them perish – as they left Eyolf to perish!

RITA: Oh, you mustn’t talk like that, Alfred! Mustn’t think like that!

ALLMERS: I can’t think any other way. All those old shacks ought to be torn down.

RITA: And what will become of all those needy people then?

ALLMERS: They’ll have to betake themselves elsewhere.

RITA: And the children?

ALLMERS: Does it really matter that much where they perish?

RITA [quietly, reproachfully]: You’re forcing yourself to be this callous, Alfred.

ALLMERS [angrily]: From now on it is my right to be callous! And my duty too!

RITA: Your duty?

ALLMERS: My duty to Eyolf. He mustn’t go unavenged. That’s it, Rita! I’m telling you! Think this matter over. Have that whole shanty town down there razed to the ground – once I’m gone.

RITA [eyeing him intently]: Once you’re gone?

ALLMERS: Yes, because then at least you’ll have something with which to fill your life. And that you need to have.

RITA [firmly and resolutely]: You’re right. I do. But can you guess what I’m going to do – once you’re gone?

ALLMERS: No, what will you do?

RITA [slowly, decisively]: As soon as you leave me I’ll go down to the shore and bring all those wretched needy children up here to our house. All those rude, rough boys –

ALLMERS: What will you do with them here?

RITA: I’ll take them to me.

ALLMERS: You will?

RITA: Yes, I will. From the day you leave this is where they’ll be, all of them – as if they were my own.

ALLMERS [outraged]: In our little Eyolf’s place!

RITA: Yes, in our little Eyolf’s place. They’ll live in Eyolf’s rooms. They’ll read his books. Play with his toys. They’ll take it in turns to sit on his chair at the table.

ALLMERS: But this sounds like utter madness! I don’t know of anyone in the world less suited to such a task than you.

RITA: Then I’ll have to teach myself how to do it. Train myself. Practise.

ALLMERS: If this is your earnest intent – all that you say, then some change must have occurred in you.

RITA: And so there has, Alfred. And you brought it about. You’ve created an empty space inside me. And this I have to try to fill with something. Something resembling love of a sort.

ALLMERS [stands for a moment deep in thought; looks at her]: We haven’t actually done much for those needy people down there.

RITA: We’ve done nothing for them.

ALLMERS: Scarcely even thought of them.

RITA: Never thought of them with fellow feeling.

ALLMERS: Us, with our ‘gold and green forests’ –

RITA: Our hands were closed to them. And our hearts closed too.

ALLMERS [nodding]: So maybe it’s only reasonable after all, that they didn’t risk their lives to save little Eyolf.

RITA [softly]: Think about it, Alfred. Are you so sure that – that even we would have dared to?

ALLMERS [uneasily, dismissively]: No, never doubt that, Rita!

RITA: Oh, but we’re earthly beings, Alfred.

ALLMERS: What do you actually imagine yourself doing for all those wretched children?

RITA: I suppose I’ll try to see if I can ease – and enrich their lot in life.

ALLMERS: If you can do that then Eyolf will not have been born in vain.

RITA: And not taken from us in vain either.

ALLMERS [regarding her steadily]: Be clear about one thing, Rita. It’s not love that drives you to do this.

RITA: No, it’s not. Not yet, anyway.

ALLMERS: So what exactly is it then?

RITA [somewhat evasively]: You know how you’ve so often talked to Asta about human responsibility –

ALLMERS: About my book, which you hated.

RITA: I still hate that book. But I used to listen to what you said. And now I’m going to try to take that further myself. In my own way.

ALLMERS [shaking his head]: Not on account of that unfinished book –

RITA: No, I have another reason too.

ALLMERS: What’s that?

RITA [softly, smiling sadly]: I want to win favour with those big wide-open eyes, you see.

ALLMERS [impressed, eyes fixed on her]: Perhaps I could join you in that? And help you, Rita?

RITA: Would you like to?

ALLMERS: Yes – if I only knew that I could.

RITA [hesitantly]: But then you would have to stay here.

ALLMERS [softly]: Let’s try to see whether it would work.

RITA [barely audible]: Let’s do that, Alfred.

Both fall silent. Then ALLMERS walks over to the flagpole and runs the flag up to the very top.

RITA stands by the summerhouse, quietly watching him.

ALLMERS [coming back down to her]: We have a hard day’s work ahead of us, Rita.

RITA: Oh, you’ll see – the peace of the Sabbath will descend upon us now and again.

ALLMERS [quietly, deeply moved]: Then we’ll sense the presence of the spirits perhaps.

RITA [in a whisper]: The spirits?

ALLMERS [as before]: Yes. Then perhaps they’ll be around us – those whom we’ve lost.

RITA [nods slowly]: Our little Eyolf. And your big Eyolf too.

ALLMERS [gazing into space]: And maybe, now and then – on life’s road – we’ll even catch a glimpse of them.

RITA: Where should we look, Alfred –?

ALLMERS [eyes on her]: Upwards.

RITA: Yes, yes – upwards.

ALLMERS: Upwards – to the peaks. To the stars. To the great stillness.

RITA [giving him her hand]: Thank you!
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JOHN GABRIEL BORKMAN


A PLAY IN FOUR ACTS


      








CHARACTERS

JOHN GABRIEL BORKMAN, former banker

MRS1 GUNHILD BORKMAN, his wife

ERHART BORKMAN, their son, a student

MISS2 ELLA RENTHEIM, Mrs Borkman’s twin sister

MRS FANNY WILTON

VILHELM FOLDAL,3clerk4  in a government office

FRIDA FOLDAL, his daughter

MRS BORKMAN’S MAID5

The action takes place on a winter’s evening at the Rentheim family estate, outside the capital.







Act One

Mrs Borkman’s drawing room, its old-fashioned grandeur now faded. In the background,1 an open sliding door leading into a garden room with windows and a glass door. Through it a view of the garden; driving snow at dusk. On the side wall, right, a door from the hall. Further forward, a large old cast-iron stove, the fire burning. On the left, nearer the back, a smaller single door. In front of it, on the same side, a window hung with heavy curtains. Between the window and the door a horsehair sofa;2 a table in front with a cloth, a lighted lamp and shade. Next to the stove a high-backed armchair.

MRS GUNHILD BORKMAN sits on the sofa, crocheting. She is an older lady with a cold, distinguished appearance, a stiff bearing and a set expression. Her abundant hair has turned quite grey. Delicate, transparent hands. Dressed in a gown of heavy dark silk, once elegant but now past its best and rather worn. A woollen shawl over her shoulders.

She sits up straight for a while, motionless at her crocheting. Then the bells of a sleigh passing outside are heard.

MRS BORKMAN [listening; her eyes light up with joy and she whispers involuntarily]: Erhart! At last!

She stands up and looks out through the curtain. Seems disappointed, and sits back down on the sofa with her crocheting.

A little later the MAID comes in from the hall with a visiting card on a small salver.

MRS BORKMAN [quickly]: Has our student3 come after all?

MAID: No, ma’am. But there’s a lady outside –

MRS BORKMAN [puts her crocheting to one side]: Oh, that’ll be Mrs Wilton –

MAID [approaches]: No, this lady’s a stranger –

MRS BORKMAN [reaches for the card]: Let me see –. [Reads; stands up quickly and looks intently at the MAID.] Are you sure this is for me?

MAID: Yes, I understood it was for the lady of the house.

MRS BORKMAN: Did she ask to speak to Mrs Borkman?

MAID: She did, yes.

MRS BORKMAN [brisk, decisive]: Good. Then say that I am at home.

The MAID opens the door for the stranger and leaves. MISS ELLA RENTHEIM enters. Her appearance resembles her sister’s, but her face expresses suffering rather than hardness. It still shows traces of a once great, distinctive beauty. Her long thick hair, pulled back from her forehead in natural curls, has turned almost silver-white. She is dressed in black velvet with a hat and a fur-lined coat in the same fabric.

Both sisters stand in silence for a while, looking probingly at one another; each evidently waiting for the other to speak first.

ELLA RENTHEIM [who has kept close to the door]: No doubt you’re surprised to see me, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN [standing straight and motionless between the sofa and the table, resting her fingertips on the cloth]: Are you sure you’ve come to the right place? The estate manager lives in the wing, you know.

ELLA RENTHEIM: It’s not the estate manager I want to speak to today.

MRS BORKMAN: Is it me you want, then?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes. There are a few things I want to talk to you about.

MRS BORKMAN [steps forward]: Well – in that case, do sit down.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Thank you. I’m happy to stand for the moment.

MRS BORKMAN: As you wish. But at least unbutton that coat a little.

ELLA RENTHEIM [unbuttons her coat]: Yes, it is very hot in here –

MRS BORKMAN: I’m always cold.

ELLA RENTHEIM [stands and looks at her for a while with her arm resting on the back of the armchair]: So – Gunhild, it’s been almost eight years since we last saw each other.

MRS BORKMAN [coldly]: Since we last spoke, you mean.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Since we last spoke, yes. – Because I dare say you’ve seen me now and then – when I’ve had to make my annual visits to the estate manager.

MRS BORKMAN: Once or twice, perhaps.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I have caught a glimpse of you too, a couple of times. At the window, there.

MRS BORKMAN: That must have been behind the curtains, then. You do have good eyesight. [Harsh and shrill] But the last time we spoke – was here in my drawing room –

ELLA RENTHEIM [pre-emptively]: Yes, yes; I know that, Gunhild!

MRS BORKMAN: – the week before he – before he got out.

ELLA RENTHEIM [walks towards the back]: Don’t start on that!

MRS BORKMAN [firmly but quietly]: It was the week before he – before the banker was released.

ELLA RENTHEIM [moving forward]: Oh, I know, I know, I know! I’m not likely to forget that moment! But it’s far too oppressive to think about! Even to dwell on for a single instant – oh!

MRS BORKMAN [tonelessly]: Even so, one’s thoughts are never allowed to turn to anything else! [In an outburst, striking her hands together] No, I’ll never understand! Never in this world! I cannot comprehend how something like that – something so appalling could happen to a single family! And imagine – our family! Such a distinguished family as ours! How could one even imagine it hitting us!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, Gunhild – unfortunately it hit many, many other families besides ours.

MRS BORKMAN: Well, yes; but I don’t worry myself unduly about all those others. Because for them it was only a bit of money – or some securities –. But for us –! For me! And for Erhart! Just a child back then! [With mounting agitation] We were innocent, yet the shame we suffered! The dishonour! The appalling, ugly dishonour! And utterly ruined on top of everything else!

ELLA RENTHEIM [warily]: Tell me, Gunhild – how is he coping?

MRS BORKMAN: Erhart, you mean?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No – he, himself. How is he coping?

MRS BORKMAN [snorts contemptuously]: Do you really think I ask about that?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Ask? Surely you don’t have to ask –

MRS BORKMAN [looks at her in astonishment]: Surely you don’t think I have anything to do with him? Spend time with him? See anything of him?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Not even that!

MRS BORKMAN [as before]: With him? That man, who had to spend five years under lock and key! [Covers her face with her hands.] Oh, what crushing shame! [Flares up] And to think of everything the name John Gabriel Borkman used to stand for in the past! – No, no, no – never see him again! – Never!

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at her for a while]: You have a hard heart, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN: Where he’s concerned, yes.

ELLA RENTHEIM: He is your husband after all.

MRS BORKMAN: Didn’t he say in court that it was I who led to his ruin? That I spent far too much money –?

ELLA RENTHEIM [carefully]: But wasn’t there some truth in that?

MRS BORKMAN: Wasn’t that the way he wanted it? Everything had to be so absurdly extravagant –

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, I know. But that’s precisely why you should have held back. And you didn’t, did you?

MRS BORKMAN: How could I have known it wasn’t his own money – the money he gave me to spend? The money he spent himself, as well. Ten times worse than me!

ELLA RENTHEIM [quietly]: That was because of the position he held, I should think. For the most part, anyway.

MRS BORKMAN [scornfully]: Yes, we were always expected to ‘entertain’. Oh, he certainly ‘entertained’. Driving around in his coach-and-four – as though he were a king. Letting people bow and scrape to him as they would to a king. [With a laugh] They always called him by his first name4 – up and down the land – exactly as though he were the king himself. ‘John Gabriel’, ‘John Gabriel’. So everyone would know what a great man ‘John Gabriel’ was!

ELLA RENTHEIM [warmly and emphatically]: He was a great man back then.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, to all appearances he was. But he never said a single word to me about the reality of his situation. Never even hinted where he was taking the money from.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Of course – but none of the others could have known either.

MRS BORKMAN: The others – they were neither here nor there. But to me he had a duty to tell the truth. And he never did! He just lied – lied so abysmally –

ELLA RENTHEIM [interrupting]: Surely not, Gunhild! He kept things back maybe. But surely he didn’t lie?

MRS BORKMAN: All right, all right; call it what you like. It amounts to the same thing –. But then everything collapsed. – Everything. The whole lot,5 in the end.

ELLA RENTHEIM [to herself]: Yes, everything collapsed – for him – and for others.

MRS BORKMAN [drawing herself up threateningly]: But let me tell you, Ella – I haven’t given up yet! I’m going to make sure I get restitution6 – you can count on it!

ELLA RENTHEIM [tense]: Restitution? What do you mean by that?

MRS BORKMAN: Restitution of my name, my honour and my well-being! Restitution for my whole shattered fate; that’s what I mean! And, I’ll have you know, I have someone in reserve. – One who will wash everything clean7 – everything the banker defiled.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Gunhild! Gunhild!

MRS BORKMAN [with mounting excitement]: An avenger lives, Gunhild! He will right all the wrongs his father did me!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Erhart, you mean.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, Erhart – my magnificent boy! He will ensure the restitution of the family, the house, the name. Everything that can be restored.8 – And perhaps more besides.

ELLA RENTHEIM: And how do you suppose that will happen?

MRS BORKMAN: It’ll just happen. I don’t know how it will happen. But I know that it can and it will happen one day. [Looks searchingly at her] Oh, Ella – isn’t this essentially the same thing you’ve been thinking about ever since he was little?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No, I can’t really say it is.

MRS BORKMAN: Really? Then why did you take him in? When the storm broke over – over this house?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Because you were unable to care for him yourself back then, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN: No – that’s right, I couldn’t. And his father – had the perfect excuse – given where he was – so closely guarded –

ELLA RENTHEIM [upset]: Oh, how can you say such things –! You!

MRS BORKMAN [with a venomous expression]: And how could you bring yourself to take in a child of – of John Gabriel’s! Just as if he were your own? Take him away from me – take him home with you. And keep him with you, year after year. Until the boy was almost an adult. [Looks suspiciously at her.] Why did you actually do that, Ella? Why did you keep him?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I grew to love him so much –

MRS BORKMAN: More than me – his mother?

ELLA RENTHEIM [evasively]: That I don’t know. And then, Erhart was rather delicate as a child –

MRS BORKMAN: Erhart – delicate!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, I thought so – at least at the time. And then the air over there on the west coast is so much milder than here, as you know.

MRS BORKMAN [smiles bitterly]: Hm. Is it? [Breaking off] Yes, you truly have done a great deal for Erhart. [Changes tone.] But then again, you could afford to. [Smiles] You were so lucky, Ella. Everything that was yours was rescued.

ELLA RENTHEIM [offended]: That wasn’t my doing – I can assure you. I had no idea – not till much, much later – that the securities the bank held in my account – had been spared –

MRS BORKMAN: All right, all right; I have no head for these things! All I’m saying is that you were lucky. [Looks inquiringly at her] But when, on your own initiative, you undertook to bring up Erhart on my behalf –? What was your motive there?

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at her]: Motive –?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, you must have had a motive. What did you want to make him into? To make out of him, I mean?

ELLA RENTHEIM [slowly]: I wanted to smooth the path for Erhart to become a happy human being in this world.

MRS BORKMAN [snorts contemptuously]: Huh – people of our position have more important things to do than think about happiness.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Such as? What do you mean?

MRS BORKMAN [looks steadily and earnestly at her]: Erhart must first of all manage to shine so far and wide that people in this country no longer can so much as glimpse the shadow his father cast over me – and over my son.

ELLA RENTHEIM [probingly]: Tell me, Gunhild – is this something Erhart demands of his own life?

MRS BORKMAN [taken aback]: Yes, let’s hope it is!

ELLA RENTHEIM: –or is it rather something you demand of his life?

MRS BORKMAN [curtly]: Erhart and I always demand the same things of ourselves.

ELLA RENTHEIM [heavily and slowly]: You’re very sure of your boy, aren’t you, Gunhild?

MRS BORKMAN [with concealed triumph]: Yes, thank God, I am. You can count on it!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Then I suppose that you really must feel happy after all. Despite everything else.

MRS BORKMAN: And I do. In a way. But then, you see – every second, all the rest comes sweeping over me like a storm.

ELLA RENTHEIM [with a change in tone]: Tell me –. Just as well to at once. Because that’s really why I’ve come out to see you –

MRS BORKMAN: What?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Something I think I must talk to you about. – Tell me – Erhart isn’t living out here with – with you both, is he?

MRS BORKMAN [hard]: Erhart can’t live out here with me. He has to live in town –

ELLA RENTHEIM: He wrote to me about that.

MRS BORKMAN: He has to because of his studies. But he comes out to see me for a while every single evening.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Could I perhaps see him then? And speak to him right away?

MRS BORKMAN: He isn’t here yet. But I’m expecting him any minute.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But Gunhild – he must be. I can hear him walking around upstairs.

MRS BORKMAN [quickly glances overhead]: Up in the gallery?9

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes. I’ve heard him walking about up there ever since I arrived.

MRS BORKMAN [looks away]: That’s not him, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM [astonished]: Not Erhart? [It dawns on her.] Who is it then?

MRS BORKMAN: The banker.

ELLA RENTHEIM [quietly, with suppressed pain]: Borkman. John Gabriel Borkman!

MRS BORKMAN: That’s how he paces, up and down. Back and forth. From morning till evening. Day in and day out.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, of course I’ve heard rumours –

MRS BORKMAN: I dare say. I’m sure there are all sorts of rumours about us out here.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Erhart hinted at it. In his letters. That his father mostly kept to himself – up there. And you to yourself, down here.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes – that’s how we’ve been, Ella. Ever since they let him out. And sent him home to me. – All these eight long years.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But I never believed it could really be true. That it could be possible –!

MRS BORKMAN [nods]: It is true. And can never be otherwise.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at her]: This must be an appalling life, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN: Oh, worse than appalling. Almost impossible to bear any more.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I can easily understand that.

MRS BORKMAN: Always hearing his footsteps up there. Right from early in the morning till long into the night. – And you can hear everything so clearly down here!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, it is remarkable how clearly the sound carries.

MRS BORKMAN: It often seems to me that I have a sick wolf10 pacing in a cage up there in the gallery. Right above my head. [Listens and whispers] Just listen! Listen! Back and forth – back and forth goes the wolf.

ELLA RENTHEIM [warily]: Couldn’t things be different, Gunhild?

MRS BORKMAN [dismissively]: He’s never taken any steps in that direction.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Couldn’t you take the first step, then?

MRS BORKMAN [flares up]: Me? After all the wrongs he’s done me! – No, thank you! Better to leave the wolf padding around up there.

ELLA RENTHEIM: It’s too hot for me in here. You’ll have to allow me to take my things off after all.

MRS BORKMAN: Well, I did ask –

ELLA RENTHEIM takes off her hat and coat and puts them on a chair by the door to the hall.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Do you ever come across him, outside the house?

MRS BORKMAN [laughs bitterly]: Socially, you mean?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I mean when he goes out in the fresh air. On the paths in the forest, or –

MRS BORKMAN: The banker never goes out.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Not even at nightfall?

MRS BORKMAN: Never.

ELLA RENTHEIM [moved]: Can’t he bring himself to?

MRS BORKMAN: I don’t suppose he can. He keeps his big cloak and his felt hat hanging in the cupboard. The one in the hall, you know –

ELLA RENTHEIM [to herself]: – the cupboard we played in when we were little –

MRS BORKMAN [nods]: And every once in a while – late in the evening – I hear him coming down – to get ready to go out. But instead he stops halfway down the stairs – and turns round. And then goes back up to the gallery.

ELLA RENTHEIM [quietly]: Don’t any of his old friends ever go up there to see him?

MRS BORKMAN: He doesn’t have any old friends.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But he had so many – once.

MRS BORKMAN: Hm! Well, he made pretty sure that he got rid of them all. He became an expensive friend to his friends – John Gabriel.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, you may well be right there, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN [vehemently]: All the same, I have to say that it’s despicable, low, petty and contemptible of them to make so much of the paltry losses they may have incurred because of him. After all, it was only money they lost. Nothing else.

ELLA RENTHEIM [without answering]: So he lives up there all on his own. Utterly alone.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, I suppose he does. But I’m told an old clerk or copyist comes to see him now and then.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Ah, yes; that’ll probably be a man called Foldal. I know they were friends when they were young.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, I believe they were. But I know nothing else about him. He was never part of our social circle. When we had one, that is –

ELLA RENTHEIM: But now he visits Borkman?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, he’s not too particular for that. But of course he only comes after dark.

ELLA RENTHEIM: This Foldal – he was also one of those who suffered losses when the bank collapsed.

MRS BORKMAN [casually]: Yes, I think I do remember that he lost some money too. But apparently it was a completely insignificant sum –

ELLA RENTHEIM [with slight emphasis]: It was all he had.

MRS BORKMAN [smiling]: Yes, but for heaven’s sake – whatever he had, was surely a negligible trifle, Ella. Nothing worth mentioning.

ELLA RENTHEIM: And it wasn’t mentioned – by Foldal – during the trial.

MRS BORKMAN: In any event, I can assure you Erhart has amply compensated for that insignificant sum.

ELLA RENTHEIM [surprised]: Erhart! How can Erhart have done that?

MRS BORKMAN: He has taken Foldal’s youngest daughter under his wing. He’s taught her things – to give her a chance to make something of herself and perhaps become independent one day. You see – that’s a good deal more than the father could have done for her.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, I suppose the father lives in quite straitened circumstances.

MRS BORKMAN: And then Erhart has arranged for her to have music lessons. She’s already become so accomplished that she can go up to – go upstairs to play for – for him in the gallery.

ELLA RENTHEIM: So he’s still fond of music?

MRS BORKMAN: Oh, yes, I suppose he is. After all, he still has the piano you sent out here – when he was expected back –

ELLA RENTHEIM: And she plays it for him?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, occasionally. In the evenings. That’s another thing Erhart has set up.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But does the poor girl have to walk all the way out here? And then back to town again?

MRS BORKMAN: No, she doesn’t. Erhart has arranged for her to stay with a lady who lives nearby. A Mrs Wilton –

ELLA RENTHEIM [animated]: Mrs Wilton!

MRS BORKMAN: She’s a very rich lady. You wouldn’t know her.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I’ve heard the name. Mrs Fanny Wilton, I think –

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, that’s right.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Erhart has often mentioned her in his letters. – She lives out here now?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, she has rented a villa here. She moved out of town some time ago.

ELLA RENTHEIM [slightly hesitant]: They say, people say, she’s divorced from her husband.11

MRS BORKMAN: But her husband died many years ago.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, but they were divorced –. He divorced her.

MRS BORKMAN: He deserted her, actually. Apparently it wasn’t her fault.

ELLA RENTHEIM: You know her, then, do you, Gunhild?

MRS BORKMAN: Oh yes, pretty well. She does live nearby, after all. And she drops in to see me occasionally.

ELLA RENTHEIM: So you like her, then?

MRS BORKMAN: She’s so uncommonly understanding. So remarkably clear in her judgements.

ELLA RENTHEIM: In her judgements of people, you mean?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, of people mainly. Erhart, she’s made a veritable study of him – really thorough, right into his soul. And that’s why she idolizes him too – quite reasonably so.

ELLA RENTHEIM [slyly]: Then perhaps she knows Erhart even better than she knows you?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, Erhart used to see a good deal of her in town, before she moved out here.

ELLA RENTHEIM [impulsively]: And she moved out of town even so?

MRS BORKMAN [puzzled, looks sharply at her]: Even so? What do you mean by that?

ELLA RENTHEIM [evasively]: Oh, heavens – mean –?

MRS BORKMAN: You said it in such a peculiar way. You did mean something by it, Ella!

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks her straight in the eye]: Yes, that’s right, Gunhild. I did mean something by it.

MRS BORKMAN: I see. Then come straight out with it!

ELLA RENTHEIM: First of all, I want to say this, that I think I also have a kind of right to Erhart. Or perhaps you don’t think so?

MRS BORKMAN [looks around the room]: Of course you do. After all the money you’ve spent on him, I –

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, not because of that, Gunhild. Because I love him –

MRS BORKMAN [smiles contemptuously]: My son? Really? You? Despite everything?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, really. Despite everything. And I do. I love Erhart. To the extent that I am capable of loving another human being – at this stage. At my age.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, well, all right then; but –

ELLA RENTHEIM: So you see, that’s why I start to worry the minute I see something threatening him.

MRS BORKMAN: Threatening Erhart! But what is threatening him? Or rather, who is threatening him?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Well, you are, to begin with – in your own way –

MRS BORKMAN [in an outburst]: I am?

ELLA RENTHEIM: –and there’s that Mrs Wilton, too – she worries me.

MRS BORKMAN [looks at her speechless for a moment]: How can you think such a thing about Erhart! About my son! He, who has his great mission to fulfil!

ELLA RENTHEIM [dismissively]: What, his mission –!

MRS BORKMAN [indignantly]: How dare you say that with such scorn?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Do you believe that a happy, healthy young man Erhart’s age – do you honestly believe he will go sacrificing himself for – for something like a ‘mission’?

MRS BORKMAN [firm and emphatic]: Erhart will! I know he will.

ELLA RENTHEIM [shakes her head]: You neither know it nor believe it, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN: I don’t believe it?

ELLA RENTHEIM: It’s just something you go around dreaming of. Because if you didn’t have that to cling to, you feel that you’d fall into total despair.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, then I certainly would despair. [Vehemently] But perhaps that is what you really want, Ella!

ELLA RENTHEIM [with her head up]: Yes – that’s what I really want – if you can’t free yourself in a way that doesn’t affect Erhart.

MRS BORKMAN [threatening]: You’re trying to come between us! Between mother and son! You!

ELLA RENTHEIM: I want to free him from your power – your control – your dominance.

MRS BORKMAN [triumphantly]: You can’t do that any longer! You had him in your snare – right up to his fifteenth year. But I’ve won him back now, you see!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Then I’ll win him back again! [Hoarse, in a half whisper] This isn’t the first time we two have fought a life-and-death battle over a human being, Gunhild!

MRS BORKMAN [looks triumphantly at her]: Yes, and the victory was mine.

ELLA RENTHEIM [with a scornful smile]: And you still believe that you profited from that victory?12

MRS BORKMAN [darkly]: No – you’re absolutely right about that.

ELLA RENTHEIM: There won’t be any profit this time either.

MRS BORKMAN: No profit in maintaining a mother’s power over Erhart?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No; because it’s only the power you want.

MRS BORKMAN: What about you, then?

ELLA RENTHEIM [warmly]: I want his loving mind – his soul – his whole heart –!

MRS BORKMAN [in an outburst]: You’ll never have that again – not in this world!

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at her]: You’ve made sure of that, have you?

MRS BORKMAN [smiles]: Yes, I have actually allowed myself to do so. Couldn’t you tell from his letters?

ELLA RENTHEIM [nods slowly]: Yes. His letters were full of you in the end.

MRS BORKMAN [provocatively]: You see, I’ve made good use of the eight years I’ve been able to keep an eye on him.

ELLA RENTHEIM [controlled]: What have you said to Erhart about me? Do you think you might tell me?

MRS BORKMAN: Oh yes, I can certainly do that.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Well go ahead, then!

MRS BORKMAN: I’ve only told him the truth.

ELLA RENTHEIM: And?

MRS BORKMAN: I’ve always been at pains to impress upon him that he should better remember that it is you we have to thank for being able to live as well as we do. For being able to live at all.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Is that it?

MRS BORKMAN: Oh, but that sort of thing rankles, you know. I feel it myself.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But that’s more or less what Erhart already knew.

MRS BORKMAN: When he came back home to me he imagined that you had done it all out of the kindness of your heart. [Looks at her with malice] He no longer believes that, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM: So what does he believe now?

MRS BORKMAN: He believes what is true. I asked him how he explained the fact that Aunt Ella never came here to visit us –

ELLA RENTHEIM [interrupting]: He already knew why!

MRS BORKMAN: He knows better now. You had him believe that it was to spare me and – and him, the one walking about up there in the gallery –

ELLA RENTHEIM: But it was.

MRS BORKMAN: Erhart no longer believes a word of it.

ELLA RENTHEIM: So what have you got him to believe about me?

MRS BORKMAN: He thinks you’re ashamed of us – that you despise us, which you do. Or perhaps you don’t? Didn’t you once plan to tear him away from me completely? Think, Ella. Surely you remember?

ELLA RENTHEIM [dismissive]: That was at the height of the scandal. When the case was before the court. – I don’t think in those terms any more.

MRS BORKMAN: Even if you did, it wouldn’t get you very far. For what would become of his mission in that case? No, thank you! Erhart needs me – not you. That’s why he’s as good as dead to you! And you to him!

ELLA RENTHEIM [coldly, resolute]: We’ll see. Because I’ll be staying out here now.

MRS BORKMAN [stares at her]: Here? In this house?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, here.

MRS BORKMAN: Here – with us? For the rest of the night?

ELLA RENTHEIM: For the rest of my life if I have to.

MRS BORKMAN [collects herself]: Well, yes, Ella, it’s your property after all –

ELLA RENTHEIM: What –!

MRS BORKMAN: Everything is yours. The chair I’m sitting in is yours. The bed I toss and turn in at night belongs to you. The food we eat, we get from you.

ELLA RENTHEIM: That can’t be helped. Borkman can’t have any property in his own name; if he did, someone would be over in a trice to take it from him.

MRS BORKMAN: I’m well aware of that. We’ll just have to put up with living on your mercy and charity.

ELLA RENTHEIM [coldly]: I can’t stop you seeing it like that, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN: No, you can’t. – When do you want us to move out?

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at her]: Move out?

MRS BORKMAN [agitatedly]: Yes; you surely don’t imagine that I would stay on here, living under the same roof as you! – No, I’d rather the poorhouse,13 or be a vagrant!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Fine. Then let me take Erhart –

MRS BORKMAN: Erhart! My own son! My child!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes – because then I’d go home immediately.

MRS BORKMAN [after brief consideration, firmly]: Erhart himself will choose between us.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks doubtfully and uncertainly at her]: Erhart choose? Well! Do you dare, Gunhild?

MRS BORKMAN [with a hard laugh]: Do I dare? Let my boy choose between his mother and you! Oh yes, I dare all right!

ELLA RENTHEIM [listening]: Is someone coming? I think I can hear –

MRS BORKMAN: That will be Erhart –

There is a sharp knock at the door from the hall, which opens instantly. MRS WILTON enters, wearing evening dress, and a coat. Behind her the MAID, who has not had time to announce her14 and seems at a loss. The door is left half open. MRS WILTON is a strikingly beautiful, voluptuous lady in her thirties. Full, red, smiling lips. Sparkling eyes. Luxuriant dark hair.

MRS WILTON: Good evening, my dearest Mrs Borkman!

MRS BORKMAN [rather drily] Good evening, Mrs Wilton. [To the MAID, pointing towards the garden room] Fetch the lamp and light it.

The MAID fetches the lamp and leaves with it.

MRS WILTON [sees ELLA RENTHEIM]: Oh, I do beg your pardon – you have a visitor –

MRS BORKMAN: Only my sister; she’s just arrived from – ERHART BORKMAN, opening wide the half-open door, bursts in. He is a young man with bright, confident eyes. Elegantly dressed. An incipient moustache.

ERHART [radiant with joy; on the threshold]: What’s this! Aunt Ella here! [Rushes up to her, takes her hands] Aunt Ella! Aunt Ella! Is it possible! Are you really here?

ELLA RENTHEIM [throws her arms round his neck]: Erhart! My dear, kind boy! Goodness, how you’ve grown! Oh, it’s so good to see you again!

MRS BORKMAN [sharply]: What does this mean, Erhart – were you hiding in the hallway?

MRS WILTON [quickly]: Erhart – Borkman arrived with me.

MRS BORKMAN [looks him up and down]: I see, Erhart. So you don’t come to your mother’s first?

ERHART: I just had to pop in to Mrs Wilton’s for a moment – to pick up little Frida.

MRS BORKMAN: Is that Miss Foldal with you too?

MRS WILTON: Yes, we left her waiting in the entrance hall.

ERHART [calls through the open door]: Just go straight up, Frida.

Pause. ELLA RENTHEIM observes ERHART. He seems embarrassed and a little impatient; his face grows tense and cold.

The MAID brings the lighted lamp into the garden room, leaves and closes the door behind her.

MRS BORKMAN [with forced politeness]: Well, Mrs Wilton – if you would care to join us this evening, please –

MRS WILTON: Thank you so much, my dear Mrs Borkman. But I can’t even consider it. We have another invitation. We’re on our way down to the lawyer’s house, to the Hinkels’.

MRS BORKMAN [looking at her]: We? Who’s we?

MRS WILTON [laughing]: Oh, I really meant just myself. But I was on strict instructions from the ladies of the house to bring young Mr Borkman with me – if I happened to see him.

MRS BORKMAN: Which, I can see, you have.

MRS WILTON: Yes, luckily. He was kind enough to drop in – because of little Frida.

MRS BORKMAN [drily]: But, Erhart – I didn’t actually know you knew that family – the Hinkels.

ERHART [irritated]: No, in fact I don’t really know them. [Adds rather impatiently] It seems that you know better than anyone, Mother, who I know and don’t know.

MRS WILTON: Who cares! In that house you’re soon made to feel at home! Happy, merry, hospitable people. Full of young ladies.

MRS BORKMAN [with emphasis]: If I know my son, Mrs Wilton, they’re no company for him.

MRS WILTON: But heavens, dear Mrs Borkman, he’s young, too!

MRS BORKMAN. Yes, fortunately he is young. That’s just as well.

ERHART [concealing his impatience]: All right, all right, all right, Mother – it goes without saying I won’t be going along to the Hinkels this evening. I’ll stay here with you and Aunt Ella, of course.

MRS BORKMAN: I knew you would, my dear Erhart.

ELLA RENTHEIM: No, Erhart – you really mustn’t stay away on my account –

ERHART: Of course I will, my dear Aunt; I won’t hear of anything else. [Looks uncertainly at MRS WILTON.] But how are we to sort this out? Will it be all right? You’ve already accepted – on my behalf.

MRS WILTON [cheerfully]: What nonsense! Why shouldn’t it be all right? When I – abandoned and alone – enter those joyful, brightly lit rooms – just imagine! I will simply apologize – on your behalf.

ERHART [drawn out]: Well, if you’re sure that’s all right, then –

MRS WILTON [light, dismissively]: I have so often both accepted and declined invitations – on my own behalf. Would you really leave your aunt like that when she’s only just arrived? Shame on you, Monsieur Erhart – is that any way for a son to behave?

MRS BORKMAN [ill at ease]: Son?

MRS WILTON: Well, foster-son then, Mrs Borkman.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, you might add that.

MRS WILTON: Oh, I personally think people have more to thank a good foster-mother for than their own mothers.

MRS BORKMAN: Has that been your experience?

MRS WILTON: God knows I barely knew my mother. But if I’d had such a good foster-mother – perhaps I wouldn’t have turned out to be – as naughty as people say I am. [Turns towards ERHART.] Now, Mr Borkman – you stay at home with Mummy and Auntie like a good boy – and have tea! [To the ladies] Goodbye, goodbye, Mrs Borkman! Goodbye, Miss Rentheim.

The ladies nod in silence. She walks towards the door.

ERHART [goes after her]: Shouldn’t I walk a bit of the way with you?

MRS WILTON [in the doorway, stopping him]: Not a single step. I’m quite used to leaving alone. [Stops in the doorway, looks at him and nods.] But I’m warning you – watch out – Mr Borkman!

ERHART: Why should I watch out?

MRS WILTON [cheerfully]: Why? Because as I walk down the road – like I said, abandoned and alone – I’ll see if I can’t cast a spell15 on you.

ERHART [laughs]: Oh, I see! You’re going to try that again?

MRS WILTON [half serious]: Yes, just you be careful! As I walk down the road, I’ll say to myself – summoning all the power of my will – I will say: ‘Mr Erhart Borkman, get your hat at once!’

MRS BORKMAN: And do you think he will?

MRS WILTON [laughing]: Oh, good heavens – yes; he’ll grab his hat at once. And then I’ll say: ‘Now put on your overcoat, nicely, Erhart Borkman! And your galoshes! Make sure you don’t forget your galoshes! And then follow me! Good boy! Good boy! Good boy!’

ERHART [with forced cheerfulness]: Oh, you can count on it.

MRS WILTON [with a raised forefinger]: There’s a good boy! There’s a good boy! Goodnight!

She laughs and nods to the ladies, and closes the door behind her.

MRS BORKMAN: Does she really cast spells like that?

ERHART: No, not at all. How can you think that? She’s only joking. [Breaking off] But let’s not talk about Mrs Wilton now.

He urges ELLA RENTHEIM to sit down in the armchair beside the stove.

ERHART [stands and looks at her for a while]: I can’t believe you made that long journey, Aunt Ella! And in winter too!

ELLA RENTHEIM: I had to in the end, Erhart.

ERHART: Really? How so?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I had to come to consult the doctors.

ERHART: That’s good!

ELLA RENTHEIM [smiles]: Why do you think that’s so good?

ERHART: I mean that you finally made up your mind.

MRS BORKMAN [on the sofa, coldly]: Are you ill, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks hard at her]: You know very well I’m ill.

MRS BORKMAN: Well, yes, you have been somewhat sickly, for years –

ERHART: When I lived with you, I was forever telling you to go and speak to the doctor.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Well, there isn’t anyone back home I have any real confidence in. And, besides, it wasn’t so bad then.

ERHART: Is it worse now, then, Aunt?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, yes, my dear boy; it is rather worse now.

ERHART: But nothing dangerous, is it?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Well, that depends how you look at it.

ERHART [eagerly]: Yes but you know what, Aunt Ella – then you mustn’t make that journey home again so soon.

ELLA RENTHEIM: No, I don’t think I’ll be doing that.

ERHART: You must stay here in town. Because you can have the pick of the best doctors here.

ELLA RENTHEIM: That was what I was thinking when I set off from home.

ERHART: And you must make sure you find a really nice place to stay – a quiet, cosy little guesthouse.

ELLA RENTHEIM: This morning I checked into the old one, the one I stayed in before.

ERHART: Good, you’ll definitely be comfortable there.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, but I won’t be staying there after all.

ERHART: Really? Why not?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I changed my mind when I came out here.

ERHART [surprised]: Really –? You changed your mind –?

MRS BORKMAN [crocheting; without looking up]: Your aunt wants to live here on her own estate, Erhart.

ERHART [looking from one to the other]: Here! With us! Together with the rest of us! – Is this true, Aunt?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, I’ve made up my mind now.

MRS BORKMAN [as before]: Everything here does belong to your aunt, you know.

ELLA RENTHEIM: So I’ll be staying out here, Erhart. At least for now. For the time being. I’ll set up on my own over in the estate manager’s wing –.

ERHART: Oh, that’s a good idea. You’ve always kept rooms ready there. [Suddenly lively] But, honestly, Aunt – you must be exhausted after your journey!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh yes, I do feel a little tired.

ERHART: Well, then, I think you should get to bed nice and early.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at him, smiling]: I intend to.

ERHART [eagerly]: And then, you see, we can have a long chat tomorrow – or some other day. About this and that. About everything. You and Mother and I. Wouldn’t that be much better, Aunt Ella?

MRS BORKMAN [in an outburst, getting up from the sofa]: Erhart – you want to leave me; I can see it in your face!

ERHART [starts]: What do you mean by that?

MRS BORKMAN: You want to go down to – to the lawyer’s house – to the Hinkels’?

ERHART [involuntarily]: Oh, that! [Collects himself] Well, do you think I should sit here and keep Aunt Ella up half the night instead? She is ill, Mother. Remember that.

MRS BORKMAN: You want to go to the Hinkels’, Erhart!

ERHART [impatiently]: For goodness’ sake, Mother, I don’t see how I can get out of it. What do you think, Aunt?

ELLA RENTHEIM: It’s best if you act in absolute freedom, Erhart.

MRS BORKMAN [approaches her threateningly]: You want to separate him from me!

ELLA RENTHEIM [rises]: Yes, if only I could, Gunhild!

Music is heard from above.

ERHART [writhing as if in pain]: Oh, I can’t stand this! [Looking round] What have I done with my hat? [To ELLA] Do you recognize the music from the gallery?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No. What is it?

ERHART: It’s the Danse macabre16 – the Dance of Death. Aren’t you familiar with the Dance of Death, Aunt?

ELLA RENTHEIM [smiles gravely]: Not yet, Erhart.

ERHART [to MRS BORKMAN]: Mother – I’m begging you – pretty please – let me go!

MRS BORKMAN [looks at him hard]: Away from your mother? Is that what you want?

ERHART: But I’ll be back – perhaps tomorrow!

MRS BORKMAN [passionately distraught]: You want to leave me! To be with those strangers! With – with –; no, I don’t even want to think about it!

ERHART: It’ll be full of bright lights down there. And happy young faces. And there’s music there, Mother!

MRS BORKMAN [pointing to the ceiling]: There’s music up there too, Erhart.

ERHART: Yes, but that music – that’s exactly what is driving me out of the house.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Do you begrudge your father this rare moment when he can forget himself?

ERHART: No, I don’t. He’s welcome to it, a thousand times over – as long as I don’t have to listen to it.

MRS BORKMAN [looks admonishingly at him]: Be strong, Erhart! Strong, my son! Never forget your great mission.

ERHART: Oh, Mother – spare me the grand phrases! I wasn’t born to be a missionary. – Goodnight, dear Aunt! Goodnight, Mother! [He hurries out through the hall.]

MRS BORKMAN [after a short silence]: It won’t take you long to get him back after all, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM: If only I dared believe that.

MRS BORKMAN: But you won’t keep him long, you’ll see.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Because of you, you mean?

MRS BORKMAN: Because of me – or her, the other one.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Rather her than you.

MRS BORKMAN [nods slowly]: I can understand that. I’ll second that: rather her than you.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Whatever becomes of him in the end –

MRS BORKMAN: It won’t make much difference, I shouldn’t think.

ELLA RENTHEIM [folds her coat over her arm]: For the first time in our lives, we twin sisters agree. Goodnight, Gunhild.

She goes out through the hall.

The music from upstairs grows louder.

MRS BORKMAN [stands still for a moment, starts, winces and whispers involuntarily]: The wolf is howling again. – The sick wolf. [She stands for a moment then throws herself down on to the carpet, writhing in pain and groaning in whispered lament.] Erhart! Erhart – keep faith with me! Come home and help your mother! I can’t stand living like this any more!







ACT TWO

The grand former gallery on the first floor of the Rentheim house. The walls are covered with old tapestries depicting hunting scenes, shepherds and shepherdesses, all in faded, bleached-out colours. On the wall to the left, a folding door, and further forward, a piano. In the left-hand corner of the back wall, a door covered in a tapestry, without a frame. Against the middle of the right wall, a large carved oak writing table covered with books and papers. Further forward on the same side, a sofa with a table and chairs. The furniture is all in the stiff Empire style.1 Lighted lamps on the table and writing table.

JOHN GABRIEL BORKMAN stands next to the piano with his hands behind his back, listening to FRIDA FOLDAL playing the final bars of the Danse macabre.

BORKMAN is of average height, a compact, powerfully built man in his sixties. Distinguished appearance, chiselled profile, piercing eyes and greyish-white curly hair and beard. He is dressed in a slightly old-fashioned black suit and a white necktie. FRIDA FOLDAL is a pretty, pale girl of fifteen with a rather tired and strained expression. She is wearing a cheap, light-coloured dress.

The piece comes to an end. Silence.

BORKMAN: Can you guess where I first heard notes like those, Miss Foldal?

FRIDA [looks up at him]: No, Mr Borkman?

BORKMAN: It was down in the mines.

FRIDA [does not understand]: Really? Down in the mines?

BORKMAN: I’m a miner’s son,2 as you probably know. Or perhaps you didn’t?

FRIDA: No, Mr Borkman.

BORKMAN: A miner’s son. My father sometimes took me down into the mines with him –. Down where the metal ore sings.

FRIDA: Oh, does it – sing?

BORKMAN [nods]: As it’s being loosened. The hammer strokes that loosen it are the chimes of midnight; they strike and set it free. That’s why the ore sings – it sings with joy – in its own way.

FRIDA: Why does it do that, Mr Borkman?

BORKMAN: It wants to come up into the light of day and serve people.

He paces up and down the room, his hands all the while behind his back.

FRIDA [sits and waits a little, then looks at her watch and stands up]: Please excuse me, Mr Borkman. I’m afraid I have to leave.

BORKMAN [stands in front of her]: So soon, Miss Foldal?

FRIDA [puts her music in its case]: Yes, I’m afraid so. [Visibly embarrassed] I have another engagement this evening.

BORKMAN: Somewhere there’s a party?

FRIDA: Yes.

BORKMAN: And will you be playing for the guests?

FRIDA [biting her lip]: No; I’ll be doing the dance music.

BORKMAN: Only the dance music?

FRIDA: Yes; they’ll be dancing after dinner.

BORKMAN [stands and looks at her]: Do you like playing dance music? Going from house to house like that?

FRIDA [putting on her coat]: Yes, when I can get a booking. I always make a little from it.

BORKMAN [interested]: Is that what you think about as you sit there playing for the dances?

FRIDA: No; most of the time I think about how hard it is that I can’t join in the dancing.

BORKMAN [nodding]: That’s exactly what I wanted to know. [Moving restlessly across the floor] Yes, yes, yes – not being allowed to join in yourself, that’s the hardest thing of all. [Stops] But there is one thing that counts for more than that, Frida.

FRIDA [looks questioningly at him]: And what’s that, Mr Borkman?

BORKMAN: The fact that you have ten times more music in you than all those dancers put together.

FRIDA [smiles evasively]: Oh, I’m not so sure!

BORKMAN [holds up his index finger admonishingly]: Never be so mad as to doubt yourself!

FRIDA: But, dear Lord, if no one is aware of it –

BORKMAN: It’s enough that you are aware of it. Where is it you’re playing this evening?

FRIDA: Over at the lawyer’s house, at the Hinkels’.

BORKMAN [suddenly looks sharply at her]: The Hinkels’!

FRIDA: Yes.

BORKMAN [with a scathing smile]: Do people actually go to that man’s house? Can he persuade people to visit him?

FRIDA: Yes, there’ll be a lot of people there, according to Mrs Wilton.

BORKMAN [vehemently]: But what sort of people? Can you tell me that?

FRIDA [a little anxious]: No, I really don’t know. No – yes, I do. I do know that young Mr Borkman is to be there this evening.

BORKMAN [puzzled]: Erhart? My son?

FRIDA: Yes, he’s going.

BORKMAN: How do you know?

FRIDA: He said so himself. An hour ago.

BORKMAN: Is he out here today?

FRIDA: Yes, he’s been at Mrs Wilton’s all afternoon.

BORKMAN [searchingly]: Do you know whether he’s come here as well? I mean, has he been in and spoken to anyone downstairs?

FRIDA: Yes, he’s looked in on Mrs Borkman.

BORKMAN [bitterly]: Aha! – I might have known.

FRIDA: There was also a lady visiting, a stranger, I think.

BORKMAN: Was there? Really? Oh yes, I suppose Mrs Borkman does have visitors every now and then.

FRIDA: If I see young Mr Borkman later, shall I ask him to come up and see you too?

BORKMAN [harshly]: You will say nothing! I won’t have it. If people want to visit me, they’ll come of their own accord. I beg no one.

FRIDA: No, no; I won’t say anything, then. – Goodnight, Mr Borkman.

BORKMAN [pacing up and down and growling]: Goodnight.

FRIDA: But might I perhaps be allowed to run down the spiral staircase? It’s quicker.

BORKMAN: Oh, heavens – as far as I’m concerned you can run down whatever staircase you please. Goodnight to you!

FRIDA: Goodnight, Mr Borkman.

She exits through the little tapestry door at the back, left.

BORKMAN, preoccupied, goes up to the piano and is about to close it but leaves it as it is. Looks around the emptiness and begins pacing the floor, up and down, from the corner by the piano to the right-hand corner at the back – all the time restless and unsettled, back and forth. Eventually he walks over to the writing table, looks over in the direction of the folding door, hastily snatches a hand-held mirror, looks at himself in it and straightens his necktie.

A knock at the folding door. BORKMAN hears it, looks quickly towards the door but says nothing.

Shortly afterwards, another knock, louder this time.

BORKMAN [standing beside the writing table, his left hand resting on it and his right hand thrust inside his jacket]:3 Come in!

VILHELM FOLDAL enters the room warily. He is a stooped, exhausted man with gentle blue eyes and long, thin grey hair falling over his coat collar. A folder under his arm. A soft felt hat in his hand, and large horn-rimmed spectacles, which he pushes up on to his forehead.

BORKMAN [changes position and looks at the man who enters, with a mixture of disappointment and pleasure]: Oh, it’s you, is it?

FOLDAL: Good evening, John Gabriel. Yes, as you see, it’s me.

BORKMAN [with a stern look]: This is a bit late, isn’t it?

FOLDAL: Well, it’s quite a way, you know. Especially if you do it on foot.

BORKMAN: But why do you always walk, Vilhelm? The tram4 passes right outside your door.

FOLDAL: Walking is healthier – and you save the ten øre from the fare. – Anyway – has Frida been up here to play to you of late?

BORKMAN: She just this minute left. Didn’t you see her outside?

FOLDAL: No, I haven’t seen anything of her for a long time; not since she went to live with that Mrs Wilton.

BORKMAN [sits on the sofa and gestures at a chair]: You may sit too, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL [sits on the edge of the chair]: Thank you very much. [Looks at him with sadness.] You can’t imagine how lonely I’ve felt since Frida left home.

BORKMAN: Oh, come on – you have plenty to spare.

FOLDAL: Yes, God knows I have. Five in all. But Frida was the only one who even began to understand me. [Shaking his head sadly] The others don’t understand me at all.

BORKMAN [gloomy, staring straight ahead and drumming on the table with his fingers]: No, that’s just it. That is the curse which we, the exceptional, we, the elect,5 have to bear. The hoi polloi, the masses – all the average folk – they don’t understand us, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL [resigned]: I can live without being understood. With a little patience, one can always wait a bit longer for that. [In a choked voice] But there is something more bitter than that, you know.

BORKMAN [vehement]: There is nothing more bitter than that!

FOLDAL: Yes, there is, John Gabriel. There was a scene back at the house tonight – just before I came out here.

BORKMAN: Really? Why?

FOLDAL [in an outburst]: Those people at home – they despise me.

BORKMAN [flares up]: Despise –?

FOLDAL [wiping his eyes]: I’ve been aware of it for a long time. But today it all came out.

BORKMAN [after a short silence]: You certainly made a bad choice when you married, didn’t you?

FOLDAL: It wasn’t really a choice in my case. Besides, when the years start piling up, it makes you think hard about marriage. And back then I was so reduced, literally on my knees –

BORKMAN [jumps up in anger]: Are you referring to me? Blaming me –?

FOLDAL [alarmed]: No, for God’s sake, no, John Gabriel –!

BORKMAN: Yes, you were. You’re sitting there thinking about all the misfortune that swept over the bank –

FOLDAL [reassuringly]: But I don’t blame you for that! God forbid –!

BORKMAN [growling, sits down]: Well, that’s all right, then.

FOLDAL: Besides, you mustn’t think it’s my wife I’m complaining about. It’s true she hasn’t much education, poor thing; but she’s a good sort all the same. – No, it’s the children, you see –

BORKMAN: I thought as much.

FOLDAL: Because the children – well, they’re more cultured. And because of that they expect more from life.

BORKMAN [looks at him sympathetically]: And that’s why the young ones despise you, is it, Vilhelm?

FOLDAL [shrugs his shoulders]: But I haven’t made much of a career for myself, you see. It has to be said –

BORKMAN [moves closer, and puts his hand on FOLDAL’s arm]: Don’t they know that you wrote a tragedy in your youth?

FOLDAL: Yes, of course they know that. But it doesn’t seem to have made much of an impression on them.

BORKMAN: Then they don’t understand. Your tragedy is good. I’m quite convinced it is.

FOLDAL [brightening]: Yes, don’t you think there are some good things in it, John Gabriel? Good God, if only I could get it put on one day –. [Opens his folder, and begins looking through it eagerly.] Look! Just let me show you a part that I’ve changed –

BORKMAN: Have you got it with you?

FOLDAL: Yes, I have. It’s been so long since I last read it to you. I thought perhaps you might find it diverting to listen to an act or two –

BORKMAN [stands up with a deprecatory gesture]: No, no, save it for another time.

FOLDAL: All right, as you wish then.

BORKMAN paces up and down the floor. FOLDAL puts the manuscript away.

BORKMAN [stops in front of him]: You are quite right about what you just said – you’ve never had a proper career. But I promise you this, Vilhelm, when the hour of restitution strikes for me –

FOLDAL [begins to stand up]: Oh, thank you –!

BORKMAN [motions with his hand]: No, I’d rather you remain seated. [With mounting excitement] When the hour of restitution strikes –. When they realize they cannot do without me – when they come up to me here in this room – when they kiss the rod6 and beg me to assume the reins of the bank once more –! The new bank that they founded – but cannot manage –. [Positions himself by the writing table just as before and strikes his breast.] Here will I stand to receive them! And people far and wide, up and down the country, will be talking about the conditions John Gabriel Borkman has made in order to – [Stops suddenly and stares at FOLDAL.] You look so disbelievingly at me! Perhaps you don’t believe that they will come? That they must, must, must come to me one day? Don’t you believe that?

FOLDAL: Yes, God knows I do, John Gabriel.

BORKMAN [sitting back down on the sofa]: I am so firm in my belief. Unshakeable in the knowledge – that they will come. – If I did not have that certainty – I would have put a bullet through my head a long time ago.

FOLDAL [anxiously]: No! Not for anything in the world –!

BORKMAN [triumphantly]: But they are coming! They will come! You’ll see! I’m expecting them any day, any minute. And as you see, I am always ready to receive them.

FOLDAL [with a sigh]: I just wish they’d hurry up!

BORKMAN [agitated]: That’s right; time flies you know: the years fly past; life – ah, no – I daren’t think about that! [Looks at him] Do you know how I feel sometimes?

FOLDAL: How?

BORKMAN: I feel like a Napoleon, shot and maimed in his first battle.

FOLDAL [places his hand on his folder]: I know that feeling too.

BORKMAN: Yes, but on a smaller scale, of course.

FOLDAL [quietly]: John Gabriel, my little world of poetry is very precious to me.

BORKMAN [vehemently]: Yes, but I who could have made millions! All the mountain mines I would have had under my control! Countless new pits! The waterfalls!7 The quarries! Trade routes, shipping links covering every corner of the globe! I would have set it all up, all of it, singlehandedly!

FOLDAL: Yes, I know, I know that. You shrank from nothing.

BORKMAN [clenching his hands]: But now I have to sit here, like some great wounded game fowl8 looking on while others steal a march on me – taking it all away from me, piece by piece!

FOLDAL: That’s what is happening to me too.

BORKMAN [ignoring him]: Just think. How close I was to my goal! If only I’d had a margin of eight days to sort things out, all the deposits would have been honoured. All the securities I’d put to work with such daring would have been back in place, just as before. I came within a hair’s breadth of establishing dizzyingly vast corporations. And not a single person would have been even one øre out of pocket.

FOLDAL: Heavens, yes – you came so incredibly close –

BORKMAN [with suppressed rage]: And then to be overwhelmed by treachery! Right at the critical moment! [Looks at him.] Do you know what I hold to be the most infamous crime a man can commit?

FOLDAL: No, tell me.

BORKMAN: It’s not murder. Not robbery, nor nighttime break-ins. Not even perjury. Because people tend to do those things to people they hate, or are indifferent to, or don’t care about.

FOLDAL: So what is the most infamous crime, John Gabriel?

BORKMAN [with emphasis]: The most infamous of all crimes is abusing the trust of a friend.

FOLDAL [slightly dubious]: Yes, but listen –

BORKMAN [flares up]: I know what you’re going to say! It’s written all over your face. But you’re wrong. The people who had their securities in the bank would have got everything back – every little bit. No; listen, the most infamous crime a man can commit is to misuse a friend’s letters – reveal to the entire world what has been said to him in confidence, to him alone, in private, like whispering in a dark, empty, locked room. The kind of man who will stoop to such methods is poisoned to the core and infected with the morality of an übervillain.9 I once had a friend like that. – And it was he who crushed me.

FOLDAL: Oh, yes. I think I can guess who you mean.

BORKMAN: Every last blot on my copybook, I laid bare to him. Then when the moment came he turned the very weapons I had placed in his hands against me.

FOLDAL: I’ve never been able to understand why he –. Of course, there were all sorts of rumours going round at the time.

BORKMAN: What rumours? Tell me. I don’t know anything about this. I went straight into – into isolation. What were people saying, Vilhelm?

FOLDAL: That you were to be made a cabinet minister.

BORKMAN: I was offered it. But I turned it down.

FOLDAL: So you weren’t standing in his way?

BORKMAN: Oh, no; that wasn’t why he betrayed me.

FOLDAL: Well, then I really don’t see –

BORKMAN: I might as well tell you, Vilhelm –

FOLDAL: Go on?

BORKMAN: It was – some business involving a woman, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL: A woman? No but, John Gabriel –?

BORKMAN [interrupts]: Yes, yes, yes – enough of these stupid old stories. After all, neither of us became a minister, neither he nor I.

FOLDAL: But he went right to the top.

BORKMAN: And I to the bottom.

FOLDAL: Oh, it’s a frightful tragedy –

BORKMAN [nods to him]: Almost as frightful as yours, come to think of it.

FOLDAL [innocently]: Yes, at least as frightful.

BORKMAN [laughing quietly]: But from another perspective it really is a sort of comedy as well.

FOLDAL: A comedy? This?

BORKMAN: Yes, the way it’s now taking shape. Wait till you hear this –

FOLDAL: Yes?

BORKMAN: You say you didn’t see Frida when you arrived?

FOLDAL: No.

BORKMAN: As we two sit here, she’s playing the dance music at the home of the man who betrayed and ruined me.

FOLDAL: I had no idea!

BORKMAN: Yes, she took her sheet music and left me for – for the grand house.

FOLDAL [apologetically]: Yes, yes, poor child –

BORKMAN: And can you guess who she’s playing for – among others?

FOLDAL: Who?

BORKMAN: For my son, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL: What?

BORKMAN: What do you think of that, Vilhelm? My son is down among the dancers this evening. Now isn’t that, like I say, a comedy?

FOLDAL: Yes, but surely he doesn’t know, John Gabriel?

BORKMAN: Know what?

FOLDAL: He can’t know that he – that man – well –

BORKMAN: Go on, you can say his name. It doesn’t bother me any more.

FOLDAL: I’m certain your son isn’t aware of the connection, John Gabriel.

BORKMAN [gloomy, sits banging on the table]: Yes, he is – as surely as I’m sitting here.

FOLDAL: In that case how can you imagine that he should want to socialize in that house!

BORKMAN [shakes his head]: My son probably doesn’t see things with the same eyes as I do. I’ll swear he’s on the side of my enemies! He doubtless thinks, like the rest of them do, that Hinkel was only doing his damned duty when he went and betrayed me.

FOLDAL: But, my dear man, who could have presented it to him in that light?

BORKMAN: Who? Have you forgotten who brought him up? First his aunt – from when he was six or seven years old. And after that – his mother!

FOLDAL: I think you do them an injustice there.

BORKMAN [flares up]: I never do anyone an injustice! Both of them have gone and poisoned his mind against me, I tell you.

FOLDAL [subdued]: Yes, yes, yes, I suppose they have.

BORKMAN [indignant]: Women! They corrupt and complicate life for us. Confound our entire destinies – our march to victory.

FOLDAL: Not all of them, John Gabriel!

BORKMAN: Oh, no? Name me a single woman who is good for anything?

FOLDAL: That’s the difficulty. The few I do know aren’t good for much.

BORKMAN [snorts contemptuously]: Well, what’s the point of that, then? What’s the point of such women existing when you don’t know them?

FOLDAL [warmly]: No, John Gabriel, there is a point, even so. It’s such a happy and blessed thing to think that out there, round about us, far away – the true woman does exist after all.

BORKMAN [shifts impatiently on the sofa]: Oh, spare me the poetic claptrap!

FOLDAL [looks at him, deeply offended]: Poetic claptrap? Is that what you call my most sacred faith?

BORKMAN [harshly]: Yes, it is! It is what’s always been stopping you from getting on in the world. If only you would get all that out of your head, I could still help you get started – help you succeed.

FOLDAL [boiling inwardly]: Oh, but you can’t.

BORKMAN: Yes, I can, as soon as I’m back in power.

FOLDAL: But that day is surely a terribly long way off.

BORKMAN [vehemently]: Perhaps you think that day will never come? Answer me!

FOLDAL: I don’t know how to answer that.

BORKMAN [stands up, cold and dignified, motioning towards the door]: Then I no longer have any use for you.

FOLDAL [out of his chair]: No use –?

BORKMAN: Since you don’t believe that my luck will turn –

FOLDAL: But how can I believe that when it flies in the face of all reason? I mean, you’d need full restitution10 first –

BORKMAN: Go on! Go on!

FOLDAL: Well, I never passed my examination;11 but I have read enough in my time to know –

BORKMAN [quickly]: Impossible, you mean?

FOLDAL: There’s no precedent for something like this.

BORKMAN: Not essential for exceptional people.12

FOLDAL: The law does not recognize such a distinction.

BORKMAN [harsh and decisive]: You’re no poet, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL [involuntarily folds his hands]: Do you mean that in all seriousness?

BORKMAN [distant, without answering]: We’re just wasting each other’s time. Best if you don’t come again.

FOLDAL: Do you really want me to leave you?

BORKMAN [without looking at him]: Have no more use for you.

FOLDAL [meekly, takes his folder]: No, no, no; I dare say you haven’t.

BORKMAN: So all this time you’ve been lying to me.

FOLDAL [shakes his head]: Never lied, John Gabriel.

BORKMAN: Haven’t you sat here feeding me lies of hope, trust and confidence?

FOLDAL: It wasn’t a lie so long as you believed in my vocation. As long as you believed in me, I believed in you.

BORKMAN: Then all this time we’ve been deceiving each other. And perhaps deceiving ourselves too – both of us.

FOLDAL: But isn’t that basically what friendship is, John Gabriel?

BORKMAN [smiles bitterly]: Yes, to deceive – that’s what friendship means. You’re quite right. I’ve experienced that once before.

FOLDAL [looks at him]: No poetic vocation! That you had to be so blunt about it!

BORKMAN [in a gentler voice]: Well, I’m no expert in that area, you know.

FOLDAL: Perhaps more than you think.

BORKMAN: Who, me?

FOLDAL [subdued]: Yes, you. Because I’ve had my doubts – now and then, you know. The horrendous doubt – that I might have made a mess of my life for the sake of a delusion.

BORKMAN: Doubt yourself and you stand on slippery ground.

FOLDAL: That was why I took such comfort in coming here and leaning on you, who believed in me. [Taking his hat] – But you’re like a stranger to me now.

BORKMAN: And you to me.

FOLDAL: Goodnight, John Gabriel.

BORKMAN: Goodnight, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL goes out to the left.

BORKMAN stands for a moment staring at the closed door, makes as though to call FOLDAL back but changes his mind and starts pacing the floor with his hands behind his back. He then stops by the sofa table and extinguishes the lamp. The room falls into semi-darkness.

Shortly afterwards there is a knock at the tapestry door at the back, left.

BORKMAN [at the table, starts, turns, and asks in a loud voice]: Who’s that knocking?

No answer; another knock.

BORKMAN [without moving]: Who is it? Come in!

ELLA RENTHEIM appears in the doorway with a lighted candle in her hand. She is wearing her black dress, as before, with her coat thrown loosely over her shoulders.

BORKMAN [staring at her]: Who are you? What do you want with me?

ELLA RENTHEIM [closes the door and approaches]: It’s me, Borkman.

She puts the candle down on the piano and remains standing there.

BORKMAN [as though thunderstruck, stares fixedly at her and says in a half whisper]: Is it – is it Ella? Is it Ella Rentheim?

ELLA RENTHEIM. Yes – it’s your Ella – as you used to call me. Once. Many – many years ago.

BORKMAN [as before]: Yes, it is you, Ella – I see that now.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Do you recognize me?

BORKMAN: Yes, now I’m beginning to –

ELLA RENTHEIM: The years have taken their toll on me and ushered autumn in, Borkman. Don’t you think so?

BORKMAN [forced]: You have changed a little. At first glance, that is –

ELLA RENTHEIM: There aren’t any dark curls falling down my neck now. The ones you used to love twisting round your fingers.

BORKMAN [hurried]: That’s right! Now I see it, Ella. You’ve changed the style of your hair.

ELLA RENTHEIM [with a sad smile]: That’s it; it’s the way I do my hair that makes all the difference.

BORKMAN [changes the subject]: I had no idea you were in this part of the country.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Well, I’ve only just arrived.

BORKMAN: Why did you make the journey – now, in winter?

ELLA RENTHEIM: You’ll find out soon enough.

BORKMAN: Is there something you want with me?

ELLA RENTHEIM: With you too. But if we’re to discuss that, I’ll have to go back a long way.

BORKMAN: You seem tired.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, I am tired.

BORKMAN: Why don’t you sit down? There – on the sofa.13

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, thank you. I do need to sit down.

She walks over to the right and sits down on the front corner of the sofa. BORKMAN stands by the table with his hands behind his back and looks at her. A short silence.

ELLA RENTHEIM: It’s been unspeakably long since the two of us met face to face, Borkman.

BORKMAN [gloomily]: Long, long ago. All the terrible things separate then from now.

ELLA RENTHEIM: An entire lifetime. A wasted life.

BORKMAN [looks keenly at her]: Wasted!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, just that, wasted. For both of us.

BORKMAN [in a cold, business-like tone]: I don’t regard my life as wasted yet.

ELLA RENTHEIM: What about my life then?

BORKMAN: You have yourself to blame, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM [starts]: How can you say that?

BORKMAN: You could so easily have been happy without me.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Do you believe that?

BORKMAN: If you had only wanted to be.

ELLA RENTHEIM [bitterly]: Oh, yes, I know well enough there was someone waiting to take me on –

BORKMAN: But you turned him away –

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, I did.

BORKMAN: Time and again you turned him away. Year after year –

ELLA RENTHEIM [scornfully]: Year after year I turned happiness away, you mean?

BORKMAN: You could so easily have been happy with him too. And then I would have been saved.

ELLA RENTHEIM: You? –

BORKMAN: Yes, you would have saved me, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM: What do you mean by that?

BORKMAN: He thought I was behind your refusals – your endless rejections. So he took revenge. And it was so easy for him – he had all the letters I’d written him, confiding in him, holding nothing back. He made use of them – and that was the end of me – for the time being, that is. See, Ella, it was all your fault!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, you see, Borkman – when all’s said and done, perhaps it is I who am in debt to you!

BORKMAN: Depends how you look at it. I’m well aware of everything I have to be grateful to you for. You made sure you secured the property, the entire estate, at the auction. You put the house completely at my disposal – and your sister’s. You took in Erhart – and cared for him in every way –

ELLA RENTHEIM: – for as long as I was allowed to –

BORKMAN: Allowed by your sister, you mean. I never concerned myself with domestic matters. – And as I was about to say – I know what sacrifices you’ve made for me and for your sister. But you were able to do so, Ella; and you must remember that it was I who put you in that position.

ELLA RENTHEIM [agitated]: You’re so wrong, Borkman! It was my deepest, my warmest love for Erhart – and for you too – that made me do it!

BORKMAN [interrupting]: My dear, let’s not get into emotions and such things. Naturally, what I mean is that, when you acted as you did, it was because I had given you the means to do so.

ELLA RENTHEIM [smiles]: Hmm, the means, the means –

BORKMAN [passionate]: Exactly – the means! When the great decisive battle was about to begin – when I could afford to spare neither family nor friends – when I had to seize – when I did seize the millions entrusted to me – I spared everything that was yours, everything you had, everything you owned – even though I could have taken it, borrowed it and used it – as I did with all the rest!

ELLA RENTHEIM [cold and calm]: That’s perfectly true, Borkman.

BORKMAN: Yes it is. And that was why – when they came and took me away – they found everything that was yours untouched in the bank vaults.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at him]: I’ve often wondered – why in fact did you spare everything that was mine? And only what was mine?

BORKMAN: Why?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, why? Tell me.

BORKMAN [harsh and contemptuous]: I suppose you think I did it to have something to fall back on – in case everything went wrong?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh no, my friend – I’m sure you didn’t think like that in those days.

BORKMAN: Never! I was so utterly confident of victory.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Well then, why did you –?

BORKMAN [shrugs his shoulders]: Oh, Lord, Ella – it’s not so easy to recall motives that are twenty years old. All I remember is that, when I’d go grappling there, alone in silence with all the great plans I had to set in motion, I felt rather like the captain of a hot-air balloon14 must feel. All those sleepless nights I’d inflate a giant air balloon, preparing to sail away over all the world’s perilous, uncertain seas.

ELLA RENTHEIM [smiles]: You, who never doubted your victory?

BORKMAN [impatient]: That’s what people are like, Ella. They both doubt and believe in the same thing. [Looks straight ahead] And I suppose that must be why I didn’t want to take you and everything that was yours up with me in the balloon.

ELLA RENTHEIM [tensely]: But why, I ask you? Tell me why!

BORKMAN [without looking at her]: Nobody takes what is most precious to them on such a journey.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But you did have what was most precious to you on board. Your future life –

BORKMAN: Life isn’t always what is most precious.

ELLA RENTHEIM [breathless]: Is that how you felt at the time?

BORKMAN: I suppose it was.

ELLA RENTHEIM: That I was the most precious thing you knew?

BORKMAN: Yes, something along those lines, I think.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But years and years had passed since you betrayed me – and married – another woman!

BORKMAN: Betrayed you, you say? You know very well that I was compelled by higher motives – well – other motives. Without his support, I couldn’t have got anywhere.

ELLA RENTHEIM [controls herself]: So you betrayed me out of – higher motives?

BORKMAN: I couldn’t do without his help. And you were the price he named for his help.

ELLA RENTHEIM: And you paid the price. In full. No haggling.

BORKMAN: Had no choice. Had to conquer or fall.

ELLA RENTHEIM [in a trembling voice, looks at him]: Can what you’re telling me really be true, that at that time I was the most precious thing to you in the world?

BORKMAN: Both at that time and after that – long, long, after that.

ELLA RENTHEIM: And even so you bartered me away. Bargained away your right to love with another man. Sold my love for a – for the chairmanship of a bank.

BORKMAN [gloomy and bowed]: I was in the grip of inexorable necessity, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM [rises from the sofa, wild and trembling]: Criminal!

BORKMAN [starts, but controls himself]: I’ve heard that word before.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, don’t think for a minute I’m talking about anything you may have done against the law of the land! The use you made of all those share certificates and securities – or whatever they were – do you think I care about that! Had you let me stand by your side when everything came crashing down on you –

BORKMAN [tense]: Then what, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Believe me, I would have borne it with you, gladly. The shame, the devastation – all of it, all of it, I would have helped you to bear it –!

BORKMAN: Would you have done that? Could you?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Both would and could. Because at the time I didn’t know about your great, horrific crime.

BORKMAN: What crime? What are you talking about?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I’m talking about the crime for which there is no forgiveness.15

BORKMAN [stares at her]: You must be out of your mind.

ELLA RENTHEIM [steps closer]: You’re a murderer! You have committed the great mortal sin!

BORKMAN [moves back towards the piano]: Are you raving mad, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM: You killed the vital capacity for love16 in me. [Closer to him] Do you understand what that means? The Bible speaks of a mysterious sin for which there is no forgiveness. I’ve never been able to understand what that could possibly mean. But now I do. The great, unforgivable sin – is to murder the vital capacity for love in another human being.

BORKMAN: And you’re saying that is what I have done?

ELLA RENTHEIM: You have. I never really knew till this evening what had actually happened to me. That you betrayed me and turned to Gunhild instead – I just took to be common inconstancy on your part. And the result of heartless scheming on hers. I think I even despised you a little – in spite of everything. – But now I see it! You betrayed the woman you loved! Me, me, me! What was most precious to you in the world, you were prepared to barter away for the sake of profit. That’s the double murder you’re guilty of! The murder of your own soul and of mine!

BORKMAN [cold and controlled]: How well I recognize that passionate, indomitable spirit, Ella. It’s natural enough that you should see things the way you do. You’re a woman, after all. And as such it seems you neither know nor acknowledge any other consideration in the entire world.

ELLA RENTHEIM: No, as a matter of fact I don’t.

BORKMAN: You are ruled by your heart alone.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Only that! Only that! You’re right there.

BORKMAN: But you should remember that I am a man. As a woman, you were the most precious thing in the world to me. But in the final analysis, one woman can always be replaced by another –

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at him with a smile]: Was that your experience after you married Gunhild?

BORKMAN: No. But my tasks in life helped me bear that too. I wanted to subjugate all sources of power in this country. All the wealth contained in the earth, the mountains, the forests and the sea – I wanted to conquer and build myself a realm and through that promote the well-being of many, many thousands of others.

ELLA RENTHEIM [lost in memories]: I know. We spent so many evenings talking over your plans.

BORKMAN: Yes, I could talk to you, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I used to joke about your projects and ask whether you intended to rouse all the slumbering spirits of gold.17

BORKMAN [nods]: I remember that expression. [Slowly] All the slumbering spirits of gold.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But you didn’t take it as a joke. You said: Yes, yes, Ella, that is exactly what I want to do.

BORKMAN: And so it was. All I needed was to get my foot into the stirrup –. And that depended on that one man. He was able and willing to secure me the top job in the bank – on condition that I, for my part –

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, that’s right! If you for your part gave up the woman you loved – and who in return loved you beyond words.

BORKMAN: I knew about his consuming passion for you. I knew that he’d never agree to any other terms –

ELLA RENTHEIM: And so you struck your bargain!

BORKMAN [vehement]: Yes, I did, Ella! The lust for power was untameable in me, you see! So I struck the bargain. Had to. And he helped me halfway up to the beckoning heights I wanted to reach. And I climbed and climbed. Year by year, I climbed –

ELLA RENTHEIM: And I was as good as erased from your life.

BORKMAN: But then he hurled me back down into the abyss. Because of you, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM [after a short, thoughtful silence]: Borkman – doesn’t it seem to you as though there has been something like a curse on our entire relationship?

BORKMAN [looks at her]: Curse?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes. Don’t you think so?

BORKMAN [uneasy]: Yes. But why, though –? [In an outburst] Oh Ella – I don’t even know who’s right any more – you or I!

ELLA RENTHEIM: It is you who have sinned. You have caused all human joy in me to die.

BORKMAN [anguished]: Don’t say that, Ella!

ELLA RENTHEIM: All female joy at least. From the day when your image went blank inside me, I have lived my life as though in an eclipse. During those years it became more and more of a struggle – and in the end quite impossible – to love any living creature. Not humans, not animals, not plants. Only this single one –

BORKMAN: Which single one –?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Erhart, of course.

BORKMAN: Erhart –?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Erhart – your, your son, Borkman.

BORKMAN: Has he really been so close to your heart?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Why else would I have taken him in? And held on to him as long as I possibly could? Why?

BORKMAN: I thought it was out of pity. Like everything else.

ELLA RENTHEIM [with strong inner emotion]: Pity, you say! Ha, ha! I have never felt pity – not since you betrayed me. I was quite incapable of it. If a poor, starving child came into my kitchen, shivering with cold, crying, begging for a bit of food, I let the kitchen maid deal with it. Never felt any desire to take the child in with me, warm it at my own stove or take pleasure in watching it eat till it was satisfied. But I wasn’t like that when I was young; I remember it so clearly! It’s you who’ve created this empty, barren desert inside me – and around me too!

BORKMAN: Except for Erhart.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes. Except for your son. But not for any, for any other living thing. You’ve cheated me out of a mother’s joy and happiness in life. And a mother’s sorrows and tears too. And that was perhaps the greatest loss for me, you know.

BORKMAN: Do you think so, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Who knows? Perhaps a mother’s sorrows and tears would have served me best. [With stronger emotion] But at the time I couldn’t resign myself to the loss. And that’s why I took Erhart in. Won him over completely. Won his whole, warm, trusting infant heart for myself – until –. Oh!

BORKMAN: Until what?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Until his mother – his birth mother, I mean – took him back from me.

BORKMAN: But he had to leave you, I suppose. To come here, to town.

ELLA RENTHEIM [wringing her hands]: Yes, but you see, I can’t bear the desolation! The emptiness! I can’t bear the loss of your son’s heart!

BORKMAN [with a nasty look in his eyes]: Hmm – I’m sure you haven’t lost that, Ella. Hearts aren’t lost so easily to anyone in this house – downstairs on the ground floor.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But I have lost Erhart here. She has won him back. Or someone else has as well. It’s as clear as day in the letters he occasionally writes me.

BORKMAN: So that’s why you’ve come here – to take him back home with you?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, if only that were possible –!

BORKMAN: It’s possible enough, if you really want it. Because it’s you who have the prior and strongest claim to him.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, claims, claims! What’s the use of claims here? If I don’t have him of his own free will, I don’t have him at all. And I must have that! I must have my child’s heart, whole and undivided now!

BORKMAN: You must remember that Erhart is well into his twenties. You can hardly count on keeping his heart undivided, as you put it, for much longer.

ELLA RENTHEIM [with a heavy smile]: It wouldn’t have to be for so very long.

BORKMAN: Really? I’d have thought that if you wanted something, you’d want it to the end of your days.

ELLA RENTHEIM: And I do. But that doesn’t mean it has to be for long.

BORKMAN [taken aback]: What do you mean by that?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I expect you know I’ve been in poor health these last years?

BORKMAN: Have you?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Didn’t you know?

BORKMAN: No, can’t say I –

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at him surprised]: Hasn’t Erhart told you?

BORKMAN: I really can’t recall just now.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Perhaps he hasn’t talked about me at all?

BORKMAN: No, I believe he has talked about you. But then again, I see so little of him. Hardly ever. There’s a certain person downstairs who keeps him away from me. Far away, you see.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Are you absolutely sure about that, Borkman?

BORKMAN: Yes, I am. [Changes his tone] So, you’ve been ill, then, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, I have. And this autumn it has got worse, so much so that I’ve had to come here to speak to doctors who know more about it.

BORKMAN: And you’ve already seen them?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, this morning.

BORKMAN: And what did they say?

ELLA RENTHEIM: They confirmed what I’ve long suspected –

BORKMAN: What’s that?

ELLA RENTHEIM [calm and even]: That my illness is fatal, Borkman.

BORKMAN: Oh, don’t believe it, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM: You see it’s a disease there’s no help or cure for. There’s nothing the doctors can do. They have to let it take its course. They can’t keep it in check. Just alleviate the suffering a little, maybe. But that’s something, anyway.

BORKMAN: Oh, but it may yet take a long time to run its course – believe me, it may.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I’m told it might last the winter.

BORKMAN [without thinking]: Well yes – the winters are long, you know.

ELLA RENTHEIM [quietly]: Long enough for me, at any rate.

BORKMAN [eagerly, changes the subject]: But what on earth could have brought on this illness? You’ve always led such a healthy and regular life –? What can have brought it on?

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at him]: The doctors think perhaps that at some point in my life I’d had to go through some great emotional turmoil.

BORKMAN [flares up]: Emotional! Oh, I see! You mean this is my fault!

ELLA RENTHEIM [with mounting inward agitation]: It’s too late to discuss that now! But I must have my heart’s own and only child again before I go! It’s so unspeakably hard for me, the thought that I have to leave behind all that life is – leave behind the sun and light and air, without leaving behind me here one single human being who will think of me, remember me with love and mourn me – as a son thinks of and remembers the mother he has lost.

BORKMAN [after a short pause]: Take him, Ella – if you can win him.

ELLA RENTHEIM [animated]: Do you give your consent? Can you?

BORKMAN [gloomily]: Yes. And it’s no great sacrifice either. Because I don’t really own him anyway.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Thank you, thank you for the sacrifice all the same! – But I have one thing more to ask you. A big thing for me, Borkman.

BORKMAN: Well, just say it.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I expect you’ll think it childish of me – you wouldn’t understand –

BORKMAN: Then say it – say it!

ELLA RENTHEIM: When I’m gone, which will be soon, I’ll be leaving a fair bit –

BORKMAN: Yes, I suppose you will.

ELLA RENTHEIM: And it’s my intention to leave it all to Erhart.

BORKMAN: Well, you don’t really have anyone closer to you than him.

ELLA RENTHEIM [warmly]: No, indeed, I don’t have anyone closer to me than him.

BORKMAN: No one from your own family. You’re the last.

ELLA RENTHEIM [nods slowly]: Yes, that’s just it. When I die – the Rentheim name dies with me. And the thought of being wiped out of existence – down to my very name – is choking me.

BORKMAN [flares up]: Ah – I see where this is going!

ELLA RENTHEIM [passionately]: Don’t let it happen. Let Erhart carry on my name!

BORKMAN [looks hard at her]: I understand you well enough. You want to free my son from having to bear his father’s name. That’s the idea.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Never! I would have borne it alongside you, defiantly and gladly! But a mother, who’s about to die –. A name binds you more than you think or believe, Borkman.

BORKMAN [cold and proud]: Very well, Ella. I’m man enough to bear my name alone.

ELLA RENTHEIM [grasping and pressing his hand]: Thank you, thank you! There has been a full settlement of accounts between us now! Yes, yes, let it be! You’ve done everything in your power to make amends. Because when I have left this life, I shall be leaving Erhart Rentheim behind me!

The tapestry door is pushed open. MRS BORKMAN, with the large shawl over her head, stands in the doorway.

MRS BORKMAN [in violent agitation]: Never, in all eternity, shall Erhart be called that!

ELLA RENTHEIM [shrinks back]: Gunhild!

BORKMAN [harshly and threatening]: Nobody has permission to come up to my room!

MRS BORKMAN [one step inside]: I give myself permission.

BORKMAN [goes towards her]: What do you want from me?

MRS BORKMAN: I will fight and battle for you. Shield you from the forces of evil.

ELLA RENTHEIM: The worst forces are within you, Gunhild!

MRS BORKMAN [hard]: That may be so. [Menacingly, with her arm raised] But let me tell you this – he will bear his father’s name! And raise it up high in honour once more! And I alone shall be his mother! I alone! My son’s heart shall be mine. Mine, and no one else’s.

She goes out by the tapestry door and closes it behind her.

ELLA RENTHEIM [shaken and agitated]: Borkman – Erhart will be wrecked in this storm. You and Gunhild must reach an understanding. We must go down to her at once.

BORKMAN [looks at her]: We? You mean me as well?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Both you and I.

BORKMAN [shakes his head]: She’s hard, you know. Hard as the ore I once dreamed of wresting from the mountains.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Then try it now!

BORKMAN does not answer; he stands looking uncertainly at her.







Act Three

Mrs Borkman’s drawing room. The lamp is still burning on the sofa table. The garden room is completely dark.

MRS BORKMAN with the shawl over her head, enters through the hall door in a state of profound inner turmoil, walks up to the window and pulls the curtain a little to one side; she then goes over and sits down beside the stove,1 but soon jumps up again, goes across to the bell pull and rings. Stands next to the sofa and waits a moment. No one comes. Then she rings again, this time with greater force.

After a short while the MAID enters from the hall. She looks sullen and sleepy and appears to have dressed in a hurry.

MRS BORKMAN [impatiently]: Where have you been, Malene? I had to ring for you twice!

MAID: Yes, ma’am, I heard you.

MRS BORKMAN: But you didn’t come.

MAID [sulkily]: I had to throw a few clothes on first, you know.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, you’d better make yourself decent. And then you must run along and fetch my son right away.

MAID [looks at her in astonishment]: You want me to fetch young Mr Borkman?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes; just tell him he has to come home to me at once because I want to speak to him.

MAID [sulkily]: Then I suppose I’d better go and wake up the coachman over at the estate manager’s.

MRS BORKMAN: Why?

MAID: To harness the sleigh; it’s snowing something rotten tonight.

MRS BORKMAN: Oh, don’t bother with that. Only hurry up and go! It’s just round the corner.

MAID: But, ma’am, it is not just round the corner!

MRS BORKMAN: Of course it is. Don’t you know where the Hinkel villa is?

MAID [sarcastic]: Ahh! Is that where Mr Borkman is this evening?

MRS BORKMAN [surprised]: Why, where else would he be?

MAID [concealing a smile]: No, I just reckoned he’d be where he usually is.

MRS BORKMAN: Where do you mean?

MAID: At that Mrs Wilton’s, as they call her.

MRS BORKMAN: At Mrs Wilton’s? My son isn’t there much.

MAID [muttering]: No, only every day of the week, so I’m told.

MRS BORKMAN: What nonsense, Malene. Off you go now to Mr Hinkel’s and make sure you get hold of him.

MAID [with a toss of the head]: Yes, for goodness’ sake, I’m going.

She is about to leave through the hall. Just at that moment the hall door opens. ELLA RENTHEIM and BORKMAN appear in the doorway.

MRS BORKMAN [takes a step back]: What is the meaning of this?

MAID [terrified, involuntarily clasps her hands]: In the name of Jesus –!2

MRS BORKMAN [whispers to the MAID]: Tell him he must come at once, this minute.

MAID [quietly]: Yes, of course, ma’am.

ELLA RENTHEIM and, after her, BORKMAN enter the room. The MAID slips out behind them, through the door, closing it behind her.

Brief silence.

MRS BORKMAN [having regained her self-control, turns to ELLA]: What does he want with me down here?

ELLA RENTHEIM: He wants to try to reach an understanding with you, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN: He’s never tried to before.

ELLA RENTHEIM: He wants to tonight.

MRS BORKMAN: The last time we stood face to face – it was during the trial. When I was called to give evidence –

BORKMAN [approaching]: This evening I’m the one who’ll be giving evidence.

MRS BORKMAN [looks at him]: You!

BORKMAN: Not concerning my crime. The whole world knows about that.

MRS BORKMAN [with a bitter sigh]: Yes, that’s true. The whole world does know about it.

BORKMAN: But they don’t know why I did it; why I had to do it. People don’t understand that I had to because I was who I was – because I was John Gabriel Borkman – and no one else. And that is what I will try to explain to you.

MRS BORKMAN [shakes her head]: There’s no point. Motives aren’t grounds for acquittal. Nor are impulses.

BORKMAN: In their own eyes they are.

MRS BORKMAN [with a dismissive gesture]: Oh, stop! I’ve spent more than enough time turning that dark business of yours over and over in my mind!

BORKMAN: So have I. During those five interminable years in my cell – and elsewhere – I had ample time to think. And these last eight years up there in the gallery, I’ve had even more time. I’ve retried the entire case – on my own. Over and over. I’ve acted as my own prosecution, my own defence and my own judge. More impartial than anyone – that I will say. As I’ve paced the floor up there, I’ve turned every one of my actions inside out and upside down. Examined them from all sides, as unsparingly, as ruthlessly as any lawyer. And the verdict I keep returning to is this: the only victim of my crime is – myself.

MRS BORKMAN: But what about me? And what about your son?

BORKMAN: When I say myself that includes you and him.

MRS BORKMAN: And what about the hundreds of other people, then? The people you’re said to have ruined?

BORKMAN [more vehement]: I had the power! And then there was that irresistible calling within me! The trapped millions lay all over the country, deep inside the mountains, crying out to me! Crying out to me to free them! But none of the others heard it. Only I did, I alone.

MRS BORKMAN: Disgracing the Borkman name, yes.

BORKMAN: What I’d like to know is, if the others had had the power, don’t you think they would have acted exactly as I did?

MRS BORKMAN: Nobody, nobody but you would have done that!

BORKMAN: Perhaps not. But that would have been because they didn’t have my talents. And if they had done it, it wouldn’t have been with my vision of what could be achieved. It would have been a different action altogether. – In short – I have acquitted myself.

ELLA RENTHEIM [soft and imploring]: And you dare say that with such certainty, Borkman?

BORKMAN [nods]: Acquitted myself to that extent. But then comes the great, crushing self-reproach.

MRS BORKMAN: What’s that?

BORKMAN: I have squandered eight precious years of my life pacing around up there! The very day I was set free, I should have walked out into the real world – out into reality, as hard as iron and devoid of dreams! I should have started at the bottom and raised myself once more up to the heights – higher than ever before – in spite of everything that lay in between.

MRS BORKMAN: Oh, it would have just been the same life all over again – believe you me.

BORKMAN [shakes his head, and looks at her with a didactic expression]: Nothing new happens. But what has happened does not repeat itself. It is the eye that transforms the action. The eye, reborn,3 transforms the old action. [Breaks off.] But you don’t understand.

MRS BORKMAN [curt]: No, I don’t understand.

BORKMAN: Ah, that is precisely my curse – I’ve never found a single soul who understands me.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at him]: Never, Borkman?

BORKMAN: Except one – perhaps. A long, long time ago. In the days when I didn’t think I needed to be understood. Since then, at any rate, no one! I’ve never had anyone alert enough to be at hand to summon me – ring like a morning bell for me – urge me on to intrepid work once more –. And to impress upon me that I have done nothing that is irredeemable –

MRS BORKMAN [laughs contemptuously]: So that is still something you need to have impressed upon you from the outside?

BORKMAN [getting angrier]: Yes, when the whole world hisses in chorus that I am a man for whom restitution and redemption4 are impossible, there are moments when I almost believe it myself. [Raises his head] But then my inmost, conquering conviction asserts itself again. And that acquits me.

MRS BORKMAN [looks hard at him]: Why didn’t you ever come to me and ask for what you call understanding?

BORKMAN: What use would that have been – if I had come to you?

MRS BORKMAN [with a dismissive gesture]: You’ve never loved anything outside yourself – that’s the heart of the matter.

BORKMAN [proudly]: I have loved power.

MRS BORKMAN: Power, yes!

BORKMAN: – the power to create human happiness far and wide around me!

MRS BORKMAN: You once had the power to make me happy. Did you put it to that purpose?

BORKMAN [without looking at her]: Someone usually has to go under – in a shipwreck.

MRS BORKMAN: And your own son? Have you used your power – have you lived and breathed – to make him happy?

BORKMAN: I don’t know him.

MRS BORKMAN: No, that’s true. You don’t even know him.

BORKMAN [harshly]: You, his mother – you took care of that!

MRS BORKMAN [looks at him with an air of superiority]: Oh, you have no idea what I have taken care of!

BORKMAN: You?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, I. I alone.

BORKMAN: So tell me.

MRS BORKMAN: I have taken care of your posthumous reputation.

BORKMAN [with a short dry laugh]: My posthumous reputation? Well, well! You make it sound as if I’m already dead.

MRS BORKMAN [with emphasis]: And so you are.

BORKMAN [slowly]: Yes, you might be right about that. [Flares up] But no, no! Not yet! I’ve come close, so close. But now I’m awake again. Revived. There’s still life ahead of me. I can see this bright new life, fermenting, waiting for me –. And perhaps you’ll see it yourself, you too.

MRS BORKMAN [raises her hand]: Never dream of life again! Lie still – there where you are!

ELLA RENTHEIM [shocked]: Gunhild! Gunhild, how can you want this –!

MRS BORKMAN [not listening to her]: I will raise the monument over your grave.

BORKMAN: The monument of infamy,5 you mean?

MRS BORKMAN [with mounting passion]: Oh, no, this will be no ordinary monument in stone or in metal. No one will be allowed to carve scornful inscriptions on to the monument I shall raise. It will be as a cluster of living plants: trees and bushes, densely set, densely set around your buried life.6 All the darkness of what once was will be covered over. Obscured in oblivion from the eyes of men: John Gabriel Borkman!

BORKMAN [hoarse and cutting]: And you will carry out this labour of love, will you?

MRS BORKMAN: Not by my own strength alone. I wouldn’t dare contemplate that. I have raised a helper, someone who will dedicate his life to this one thing. He will live such a pure, elevated, radiant life that it will be as though your own pit-life has been wiped out up here on earth!

BORKMAN [dark and threatening]: If it’s Erhart you mean, say so at once!

MRS BORKMAN [looks him straight in the eye]: Yes, it is Erhart. My son. Erhart, whom you’re willing to renounce – to atone for your own actions.

BORKMAN [glancing at ELLA]: To atone for my greatest sin.

MRS BORKMAN [dismissively]: Only a sin against a stranger. Remember your sin against me! [Looks triumphantly at them both.] But he will not obey either of you! When I cry out to him in my need, he’ll come! Because it’s me he wants to stay with! With me, and never with anyone else – [Suddenly listens, and shouts] I can hear him! It’s him – it’s him! Erhart!

ERHART BORKMAN bursts in through the hall door into the drawing room. He is wearing an overcoat and still has his hat on.7

ERHART [pale and anxious]: Mother! – What in God’s name –! [He sees BORKMAN who is standing next to the door to the garden room. He starts and takes off his hat. After a moment’s silence, he asks] What do you want from me, Mother? What’s happened here?

MRS BORKMAN [stretches her arms out towards him]: I want to see you, Erhart! I want to have you with me – always!

ERHART [stammers]: Have me –? Always? What do you mean by that?

MRS BORKMAN: Have you, have you – that’s what I want! Because there’s someone who wants to take you away from me!

ERHART [takes a step back]: Ah – so you know about that?

MRS BORKMAN: Yes. Do you know about it too?

ERHART [surprised, looks at her]: Do I know about it? Yes, of course –

MRS BORKMAN: Aha, so it’s all been planned! Behind my back! Erhart! Erhart!

ERHART [quickly]: Mother, tell me – what exactly do you know?

MRS BORKMAN: I know everything. I know that your aunt has come here to take you away from me.

ERHART: Aunt Ella!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, listen to me first, Erhart!

MRS BORKMAN [continues]: She wants me to surrender you to her. She wants to be a mother to you, Erhart! From now on, she wants you to be her son, not mine. Wants you to inherit everything from her. Renounce your name and take hers instead!

ERHART: Aunt Ella, is this true?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, it’s true.

ERHART: I’ve heard nothing of the kind till now. But why do you want to have me back with you again now?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Because I feel that I’m losing you here.

MRS BORKMAN [harshly]: It’s because of me you’re losing him – yes. And that is just the way it should be.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks imploringly at him]: Erhart, I can’t afford to lose you. You see, I’m a lonely human being – who is dying.

ERHART: Dying –?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, dying. Will you be with me to the end? Join yourself to me completely? Be as my own child to me –

MRS BORKMAN [interrupting]: – and abandon your mother, and perhaps your mission in life as well? Is that what you want, Erhart?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I’m condemned to die. Answer me, Erhart.

ERHART [warmly, moved]: Aunt Ella – you’ve been so unbelievably kind to me. With you I was allowed to grow up feeling as carefree and happy as I believe any child could wish to be –

MRS BORKMAN: Erhart! Erhart!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, what a blessing it is that you can still see that!

ERHART: – But I can’t sacrifice myself to you now. It’s just not possible for me to devote myself wholly and entirely to being a son to you –

MRS BORKMAN [triumphantly]: Ah, I knew it! You won’t get him! You will not get him, Ella!

ELLA RENTHEIM [heavily]: I can see that. You’ve won him back.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, yes – he’s mine, and he’s going to stay mine! Erhart – isn’t that right – we two still have another stage in our journey together, don’t we?

ERHART [struggling with himself]: Mother – I may as well tell you straight out –

MRS BORKMAN [tense]: What?

ERHART: I’m afraid I’ll only be going a short way with you, Mother.

MRS BORKMAN [stands as though thunderstruck]: What do you mean by that?

ERHART [summoning courage]: For God’s sake, Mother – I’m young! I feel as if the stuffy air inside this drawing room8 will suffocate me in the end.

MRS BORKMAN: Here – in my house?

ERHART: Yes, here in your house, Mother.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Then come with me, Erhart!

ERHART: Oh, Aunt Ella, it’s not a whit better with you. It’s different there, but no better for all that. Not better for me. It smells of roses and lavender – stuffy drawing-room air – just like here.

MRS BORKMAN [shaken, but has regained her composure after a struggle]: Are you saying the air is stuffy inside your mother’s house, is that what you’re saying?

ERHART [with mounting impatience]: Yes, I don’t know how else to describe it. All this morbid fussing and – and idolization – or whatever you want to call it. I can’t bear it any longer!

MRS BORKMAN [looks at him with great seriousness]: Have you forgotten what you have dedicated your life to, Erhart?

ERHART [exploding]: What you have dedicated my life to, you mean. You, you have been my will. I’ve never been allowed any of my own. But I can’t bear this yoke any longer. I’m young! Remember that, Mother. [With a considerate, polite glance at BORKMAN] I cannot dedicate my life to atoning for someone else. Whoever that someone might be.

MRS BORKMAN [gripped with mounting anxiety]: Who has transformed you in this way, Erhart?

ERHART [disconcerted]: Who –? Couldn’t I have done it myself –?

MRS BORKMAN: No, no, no! You’re in thrall to some strange power. No longer in your mother’s power. And not in your – your foster-mother’s either.

ERHART [with forced defiance]: I’m in my own power, Mother! And subject to my own will too!

BORKMAN [moves forward towards ERHART]: Then perhaps my hour has come at last.

ERHART [with distant, measured politeness]: In what way –? What do you mean, Father?9

MRS BORKMAN [contemptuous]: Yes, I would like to ask the same question.

BORKMAN [continues undisturbed]: Listen, Erhart – why don’t you come with your father? A fallen man does not find redemption and restitution10 through the way another man leads his life. Those are just empty dreams, conjured up for you – down here in this stuffy drawing-room air. Even if you dedicated your life to living as purely as all the saints put together – it wouldn’t be of the slightest use to me.

ERHART [measured, respectful]: That’s very true.

BORKMAN: Yes, it is. And it wouldn’t be any use either if I decided to waste away in abject penance. All these years I’ve been trying to survive on hopes and dreams. But that kind of thing is no good to me. And now I want to get out of those dreams.

ERHART [bows slightly]: So what will – what will you do, Father?

BORKMAN: I’ll raise myself up,11 that is what I shall do. Start at the bottom again. Only through his present and his future can a man atone for his past. And by working – relentlessly working, for everything that in my youth represented life itself, but now seems a thousand times more important. Erhart – will you join me and help me in this new life?

MRS BORKMAN [raises her hand in warning]: Don’t do it, Erhart!

ELLA RENTHEIM [warmly]: Yes, yes, go on – do it! Oh, help him, Erhart!

MRS BORKMAN: You’re advising him to do that? You, the lonely – dying woman.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I don’t care about myself.

MRS BORKMAN: No, as long as it’s not me who’s taking him away from you.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Precisely, Gunhild.

BORKMAN: Will you, Erhart?

ERHART [in great distress]: Father – I can’t do it now. It’s utterly impossible!

BORKMAN: So what do you yourself want to do, then?

ERHART [glowing]: I’m young! I want to live life too, for once! I want to live my own life!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Not sacrifice a couple of short months to light up a poor, fading light?

ERHART: Aunt, I can’t, however much I’d like to.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Not even for the sake of someone who loves you more than words can say?

ERHART: As true as I live, Aunt Ella – I cannot.

MRS BORKMAN [looking sharply at him]: And no ties bind you to your mother any longer either?

ERHART: I shall always love you, Mother; but I can’t go on living for you alone. This is no life for me.

BORKMAN: Then come and join yourself to me, in spite of everything! Because life, life means work, Erhart. Come on, the two of us will go out into life and work together!

ERHART [passionately]: Yes, but I don’t want to work now! I’m young! I’d never realized it before; but now I feel it coursing so warmly through me. I don’t want to work! Just live, live, live!

MRS BORKMAN [cries out, guessing]: Erhart – what do you want to live for?

ERHART [with sparkling eyes]: For happiness, Mother!

MRS BORKMAN: And where do you suppose you’ll find that?

ERHART: I already have!

MRS BORKMAN [shrieks]: Erhart –!

ERHART hurries over to the hall door and opens it.

ERHART [calls out]: Fanny – you can come in now!

MRS WILTON in her coat, appears in the doorway.

MRS BORKMAN [with raised hands]: Mrs Wilton –!

MRS WILTON [a little shy, with an inquiring glance at ERHART]: Can I really –?

ERHART: Yes, you can come in now. I’ve told them everything.

MRS WILTON comes into the room. ERHART closes the door behind her. She gives a measured bow to BORKMAN who returns her greeting in silence.

A brief silence.

MRS WILTON [in a subdued but firm voice]: So it’s all out in the open. I am aware that I stand here as one who has brought great unhappiness to this house.

MRS BORKMAN [slowly, looks stiffly at her]: You have crushed what little I had left to live for. [In an outburst] But even so – this is utterly impossible!

MRS WILTON: I quite understand how impossible it must seem to you, Mrs Borkman.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, but surely you yourself must admit that it’s impossible. Or perhaps –?

MRS WILTON: I’d say rather utterly improbable. But nonetheless true.

MRS BORKMAN [turns round]: Are you really serious about this, Erhart?

ERHART: This for me means happiness, Mother – all the great, wonderful happiness life has to offer. What more can I say?

MRS BORKMAN [wringing her hands; to MRS WILTON]: Oh, you have tricked and seduced my unfortunate son!

MRS WILTON [tosses her head proudly]: No, I have not.

MRS BORKMAN: What, you’re telling me you haven’t?

MRS WILTON: No. I’ve neither tricked nor seduced him. Erhart came to me of his own free will. And of my own free will I met him halfway.

MRS BORKMAN [looks contemptuously down at her]: You did, yes. Oh, yes! I have no difficulty believing that.

MRS WILTON [controlled]: Mrs Borkman – there are forces in people’s lives that you seem to know very little about.

MRS BORKMAN: What forces, dare I ask?

MRS WILTON: The forces that compel two people to tie their lives, indissolubly – recklessly, together.

MRS BORKMAN [smiles]: I thought you were already indissolubly tied – to someone else.

MRS WILTON [curt]: That someone else deserted me.

MRS BORKMAN: But they say he’s still alive.

MRS WILTON: He’s dead to me.

ERHART [insistently]: Yes, Mother, he’s dead to Fanny. And besides, this other man is of no concern to me!

MRS BORKMAN [looks sternly at him]: So you know all about it – about this other man.

ERHART: Yes, Mother, I know it well – I know all about it!

MRS BORKMAN: And you can still say that it’s no concern of yours?

ERHART [with defiant bravado]: All I can say to you is that it’s happiness I want. I’m young! I want to live, live, live!

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, you are young, Erhart. Too young for all this.

MRS WILTON [firmly and gravely]: Mrs Borkman, please don’t think that I haven’t said as much to him myself. I’ve laid my entire life bare to him. I remind him time and time again that I am a whole seven years older than he is –

ERHART [interrupting]: Oh, who cares, Fanny – I knew all that before.

MRS WILTON: – but none of it – nothing was any use.

MRS BORKMAN: Really? No use? Then why didn’t you send him packing without further ado? Close your door to him? That’s what you should have done, before it was too late!

MRS WILTON [looks at her, and says in a low voice]: I simply couldn’t do that, Mrs Borkman.

MRS BORKMAN: Why not?

MRS WILTON: Because this, and this alone, meant happiness for me as well.

MRS BORKMAN [contemptuously]: Hm, happiness, happiness –

MRS WILTON: I never knew what happiness was till now. And I can’t possibly push happiness away, just because it’s come so late.

MRS BORKMAN: And how long do you think this happiness will last?

ERHART [interrupting]: However little or long it lasts, Mother – it doesn’t matter!

MRS BORKMAN [in anger]: What a blind creature you are! Don’t you see where all this is going?

ERHART: I’m not worried about what the future holds. I don’t want to look forward or in any other direction; all I want is to be allowed to live my own life – for once, like everyone else!

MRS BORKMAN [pained]: And you call this life, Erhart!

ERHART: Yes, can’t you see how lovely she is!

MRS BORKMAN [wringing her hands]: And I’ll have to bear this crushing shame too!

BORKMAN [in the background, harsh and cutting]: Ha – but you’re used to bearing that sort of thing, aren’t you, Gunhild?

ELLA RENTHEIM [imploringly]: Borkman –!

ERHART [similarly]: Father –!

MRS BORKMAN: Day after day I shall have to see my own son with a – a –

ERHART [interrupting harshly]: You’ll see nothing, Mother! You can put your mind at rest on that point. I’m not staying here any longer.

MRS WILTON [quickly and decisively]: We’re leaving, Mrs Borkman.

MRS BORKMAN [turns pale]: Are you leaving too? Together, perhaps?

MRS WILTON [nods]: Yes, I’m going abroad, to the South. With a young girl. And Erhart is coming with us.

MRS BORKMAN: With you – and a young girl?

MRS WILTON: Yes. It’s little Frida Foldal, whom I’ve had living with me. I want her to go abroad and study music.

MRS BORKMAN: So you’re taking her with you?

MRS WILTON: Yes; I can’t very well let the young child loose out there on her own.

MRS BORKMAN [suppressing a smile]: What have you got to say to that, Erhart?

ERHART [a little embarrassed, shrugs his shoulders]: Well, Mother – if that’s the way Fanny really wants it –

MRS BORKMAN [coldly]: And when is this august party leaving, if you don’t mind my asking?

MRS WILTON: Tonight, right away. My sleigh-carriage12 is waiting down the road – outside the Hinkels’.

MRS BORKMAN [looks her up and down]: Aha! So that’s what the party was all about!

MRS WILTON [smiles]: Yes, there weren’t any other guests apart from me and Erhart. And little Frida, of course.

MRS BORKMAN: And where is she now?

MRS WILTON: She’s waiting for us in the sleigh.

ERHART [painfully embarrassed]: Mother – surely you can understand –? I wanted to spare you all this – you and everyone else.

MRS BORKMAN [looks at him, deeply offended]: You would have left me without saying goodbye?

ERHART: Yes, I thought it would be best that way. Best for both parties. Everything was already packed and ready. My clothes packed. But of course when you sent for me, I –. [Tries to reach out to her] Goodbye, then, Mother.

MRS BORKMAN [gestures to push him away]: Don’t touch me!

ERHART [weakly]: Is that your last word?

MRS BORKMAN [hard]: Yes.

ERHART [turns]: Then goodbye to you, Aunt Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM [pressing his hands]: Goodbye, Erhart! Live your life – and be as happy, as happy – as ever you can!

ERHART: Thank you, Aunt. [Bowing to BORKMAN] Goodbye, Father. [Whispers to MRS WILTON] Let’s get away – the sooner the better.

MRS WILTON [softly]: Yes, let’s.

MRS BORKMAN [with a malicious smile]: Mrs Wilton, do you think it’s wise to take that young girl along?

MRS WILTON [returning the smile, half ironic, half serious]: Men are so fickle, Mrs Borkman. Women too. When Erhart has finished with me – and I with him – it will be good for both of us if, poor thing, he has someone to fall back on.

MRS BORKMAN: But what about you?

MRS WILTON: Oh, I’ll take care of myself, don’t you worry. Goodbye everyone!

She bows and leaves through the hall door. ERHART stands for a moment as though hesitating; then turns and follows her.

MRS BORKMAN [lowers her clasped hands]: Childless.

BORKMAN [as if awakening into a decision]: So! Out into the storm alone then! My hat! My cloak!

He hurries towards the door.

ELLA RENTHEIM [in terror, stopping him]: John Gabriel, where are you going?

BORKMAN: Out into the storm of life, I said. Let me go, Ella!

ELLA RENTHEIM [holds him firmly]: No, no, I’m not letting you outside! You’re ill. I can see it in your face!

BORKMAN: Let me go, I tell you!

He tears himself loose and goes out into the hall.

ELLA RENTHEIM [in the doorway]: Help me hold him back, Gunhild!

MRS BORKMAN [cold and hard, standing in the middle of the room]: I hold no one back, no one in the whole world. Let them all leave me – all of them. Both the one and the other. Go as far – as far away as they want. [Suddenly, with a piercing scream] Erhart, don’t go!

She rushes with outstretched arms towards the door. ELLA RENTHEIM stops her.







Act Four

An open courtyard outside the main building, which stands to the right. One corner juts out, with an entrance door and a flight of low stone steps. Along the length of the background, close to the estate, steep slopes covered in spruce trees. To the left, scattered saplings, the beginnings of a copse. The snow has stopped falling; the ground is covered in deep, freshly fallen snow. The spruce branches bend under the weight of the snow. Dark night air. Scudding clouds. Pale, intermittent moonlight. The surroundings are illuminated only by the dim light reflected in the snow.

BORKMAN, MRS BORKMAN and ELLA RENTHEIM are standing outside on the steps. BORKMAN, weak and tired, leans against the wall of the house. He has an old-fashioned cloak1 thrown over his shoulders and holds a soft grey felt hat in one hand and a thick gnarled stick in the other. ELLA RENTHEIM carries her coat over her arm. MRS BORKMAN’s big shawl has slipped down over her neck, leaving her head bare.

ELLA RENTHEIM [blocking MRS BORKMAN’s path]: Don’t go after him, Gunhild!

MRS BORKMAN [anxious and agitated]: Let me pass! He must not leave me!

ELLA RENTHEIM: But there’s absolutely no point, I tell you! You’ll never catch him up.

MRS BORKMAN: Let me go, anyway, Ella! I’ll cry out after him down the road. He must hear his mother’s cry!

ELLA RENTHEIM: He can’t hear you. He’s probably inside the sleigh already –

MRS BORKMAN: No, no – he can’t be in the sleigh yet!

ELLA RENTHEIM: He’s been in the sleigh for some time, believe me.

MRS BORKMAN [in despair]: If he’s in the sleigh, he’s in there with her, with her – her!

BORKMAN [with a sinister laugh]: Not very likely to hear his mother’s cries then, is he?

MRS BORKMAN: No – he won’t. [Listens.] Listen! What’s that?

ELLA RENTHEIM [also listening]: Sounds like sleigh-bells.

MRS BORKMAN [with a suppressed cry]: It’s her sleigh!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Or perhaps someone else’s –

MRS BORKMAN: No, no, that’s Mrs Wilton’s sleigh-carriage! I recognize those silver bells! Listen! They’re driving right past – at the bottom of the hill!

ELLA RENTHEIM [quickly]: Gunhild, if you want to cry out to him, now is the time! Perhaps after all he’ll –!

The sound of the bells comes nearer, in the woods.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Hurry up, Gunhild! They’re just below us now.

MRS BORKMAN [stands for a moment undecided, then stiffens and says sternly and coldly]: No. I won’t cry out to him. Let Erhart Borkman drive past me. Far, far away to what he now calls life and happiness.

The sound dies away in the distance.

ELLA RENTHEIM [after a moment]: I can’t hear the bells any more.

MRS BORKMAN: To me they sounded like funeral bells.

BORKMAN [with dry, subdued laughter]: Oh – they’re not ringing for me yet!

MRS BORKMAN: No, they’re ringing for me. And for him who left me.

ELLA RENTHEIM [nods thoughtfully]: Who knows – perhaps they’re ringing in life and happiness for him after all, Gunhild?

MRS BORKMAN [flares up, gives her a stern look]: Life and happiness, you say!

ELLA RENTHEIM: For a little while at any rate.

MRS BORKMAN: Do you really wish him life and happiness – with her?

ELLA RENTHEIM [warmly and sincerely]: Yes, I do, with all my heart, I do!

MRS BORKMAN [coldly]: Then you must be more richly endowed with the power of love than I.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks into the distance]: Perhaps it’s my longing for love that keeps that power alive.

MRS BORKMAN [fixing her eyes on her]: If that’s the case – I’ll soon be as rich as you, Ella.

She turns and goes into the house.

ELLA RENTHEIM [stands for a while looking at BORKMAN with a worried expression, then rests her hand warily on his shoulder]: John, you come along inside, too.

BORKMAN [as though waking]: Me?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes. This winter air’s too sharp for you. I can tell just by looking at you, John. So come on inside with me. Inside, where it’s warm.

BORKMAN [angry]: Back upstairs to the gallery, I suppose?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No, downstairs, into the living room, with her.

BORKMAN [flares up]: I’m not setting foot under that roof again!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Where will you go, then? So late – at this time of night, John?

BORKMAN [puts on his hat]: Well, the first thing I’m going to do is see to all my hidden treasures.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks anxiously at him]: John – I don’t understand you!

BORKMAN [laughter broken by coughing]: No, don’t worry, Ella. I’m not referring to some cache of stolen goods I’ve stashed away. [Stops and points.] Look at him, there, Ella? Who’s that?

VILHELM FOLDAL in an old overcoat, covered in snow, his hat turned down, a large umbrella in his hand, appears round the corner of the house stumbling laboriously through the snow. He is limping badly with his left foot.

BORKMAN: Vilhelm! What are you doing here – back already?

FOLDAL [looks up]: Good God – is that you out on the steps, John Gabriel? [Bows] And Mrs Borkman, too, I see!

BORKMAN [curtly]: This is not Mrs Borkman.

FOLDAL: Oh, I do beg your pardon. I lost my glasses in the snow, you see. – But how is it that you – who never set foot outside –?

BORKMAN [reckless and cheerful]: Oh, I decided it was time I embraced the great outdoors again, you know. Almost three years in custody; five years in the cell; eight years in the gallery up there –

ELLA RENTHEIM [worried]: Borkman – I’m begging you –!

FOLDAL: Ah, yes, yes, yes –

BORKMAN: But what do you want with me anyway?

FOLDAL [still standing at the foot of the steps]: I wanted to see you, John Gabriel. I felt I had to come and see you, up in the gallery. Dear God – John Gabriel, that gallery!

BORKMAN: You wanted to come up even after I’d shown you the door?

FOLDAL: Oh, for heaven’s sake – that doesn’t matter.

BORKMAN: What have you done to your foot? You’re limping!

FOLDAL: Yes, you won’t believe this, John Gabriel – I’ve been run over.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Run over!

FOLDAL: Yes, by a sleigh-carriage –

BORKMAN: Aha!

FOLDAL: Drawn by two horses. They came charging down the hill at such speed that I couldn’t get out of the way quickly enough, so –

ELLA RENTHEIM: So they ran you over?

FOLDAL: They drove straight into me, ma’am – miss? They drove straight at me, and sent me flying, tumbling into the snow. I lost my glasses and broke my umbrella. [Rubs his leg] And my foot a little, too.

BORKMAN [laughs inwardly]: Do you know who was inside that sleigh, Vilhelm?

FOLDAL: No, I couldn’t see a thing. It was a carriage, after all, and the blinds were pulled down. The driver didn’t stop, even for a moment, as I lay there rolling on the ground. – But that doesn’t matter because –. [In an outburst] Oh, you know, it’s strange but I’m so happy!

BORKMAN: Happy?

FOLDAL: Well, I don’t know how to describe it exactly. But I think happy comes closest. Something quite remarkable has happened! And I just couldn’t help it – I had to come here and share my happiness with you, John Gabriel.

BORKMAN [gruffly]: Go on, then. Share your happiness!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, take your friend inside with you first, Borkman.

BORKMAN [sternly]: I’ve already told you, I don’t want to go inside the house.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But didn’t you hear the man – he’s been run over!

BORKMAN: Oh, we all get run over – at some point in our lives. The thing is to pick yourself up again. And carry on as if nothing has happened.

FOLDAL: That’s very profound, John Gabriel. I can just as easily tell you my story out here – it won’t take a moment.

BORKMAN [milder]: Yes, please do, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL: Yes, well, listen to this! Just think – when I got home this evening after I’d been with you – what should I find but a letter? Can you guess who it was from?

BORKMAN: From your little Frida, perhaps?

FOLDAL: Precisely! Amazing! You got it straight away! Yes, it was from Frida. A long letter – quite a long letter. A messenger had brought it. And can you guess what she said?

BORKMAN: Would it be a goodbye to her parents, perhaps?

FOLDAL: Exactly! What remarkable guesswork, John Gabriel! Yes, she says that Mrs Wilton has been extraordinarily kind to her, and now the lady wants to go abroad and take her with her. So Frida can study music, she says. And Mrs Wilton has engaged a brilliant tutor to accompany them on their journey. And give Frida lessons! You see, she’s rather behind in certain subjects, unfortunately.

BORKMAN [shaking with inward laughter]: Well, well. I see it all too clearly, Vilhelm.

FOLDAL [continuing eagerly]: And just think – the first she knew about the journey was this evening. It was at that party, the one you know about! And even so, she took the time to write to me. And the letter is so warm – and beautiful, written from the heart, I can assure you. Not even a trace of contempt for her father any more. And how considerate, writing to say goodbye like that – before she left. [Laughs.] Of course, I’m not letting her off that easily.

BORKMAN [looks inquiringly at him]: How so?

FOLDAL: She says they’re setting off early tomorrow morning. Quite early.

BORKMAN: Oh, really – tomorrow? Is that what she told you?

FOLDAL [laughs and rubs his hands]: Yes; but I’m one step ahead of her, you see! I’m going straight up to Mrs Wilton’s –

BORKMAN: What, now – tonight?

FOLDAL: Oh, heavens, it’s not that late. And even if the house is closed up for the night, I’ll ring the bell. Without further ado. Because I must and I will see Frida before she leaves. Goodnight, goodnight! [Makes to leave.]

BORKMAN: My poor Vilhelm – listen to me and save yourself that difficult stretch of road.

FOLDAL: Oh, you’re thinking about my foot –

BORKMAN: Yes; and in any case, nobody will let you in at Mrs Wilton’s.

FOLDAL: Yes, they will. I’ll go on ringing and knocking till someone comes and opens up. Because I must and will see Frida.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Your daughter has already left, Mr Foldal.

FOLDAL [stands as though thunderstruck]: Frida’s already left? Are you quite sure? Who told you that?

BORKMAN: We have it from her future tutor.

FOLDAL: Really? And who’s that?

BORKMAN: A certain student, one Erhart Borkman.

FOLDAL [radiantly happy]: Your son, John Gabriel! Is he going with them?

BORKMAN: Oh, yes; he’s the one who’s going to help Mrs Wilton educate your little Frida.

FOLDAL: Oh, God be praised! The child is in the best of hands then. But are you quite certain that they’ve already left with her?

BORKMAN: They took her away in the sleigh that ran you over.

FOLDAL [claps his hands]: To think that my little Frida was sitting in that magnificent sleigh-carriage!

BORKMAN [nods]: Yes, yes, Vilhelm – your daughter is riding in style. And young Mr Borkman too. – Tell me – did you notice the silver bells?

FOLDAL: Yes, I did –. Did you say silver bells? Were they silver? Real, genuine silver bells?

BORKMAN: You can be quite sure of that. Everything was genuine. Both outside and inside.

FOLDAL [quietly moved]: Isn’t it strange how luck turns out for some people? My – my tiny little gift for poetry has been passed on to Frida as a gift for music. So I haven’t been a poet in vain after all. Because now she’s going out into the great, wide world, which I once had such wonderful dreams of seeing. Little Frida gets to travel in a magnificent sleigh-carriage. With silver bells on the harness –

BORKMAN: And run over her father.

FOLDAL [happy]: Oh, heavens! That doesn’t matter – as long as the child –! So, I’m too late, after all. In that case, I’d better go home and comfort her mother. She’s sitting weeping in the kitchen.

BORKMAN: Weeping?

FOLDAL [chuckling]: Yes, would you believe it, John Gabriel – she was crying her eyes out when I left.

BORKMAN: And you’re laughing, are you, Vilhelm?

FOLDAL: I am, yes, indeed I am! But you see, she doesn’t know any better – poor thing. Goodbye, then! It’s a good job the tram stop is so close by. Goodbye, goodbye, John Gabriel! Goodbye, miss.

He bows and limps away laboriously, the same way he came.

BORKMAN [stands silent for a moment, staring into space]: Goodbye, Vilhelm! This isn’t the first time you’ve been run over in life, old friend.

ELLA RENTHEIM [looks at him with suppressed anxiety]: You’re so pale, so pale, John –

BORKMAN: That’s what the prison air up there does to you.

ELLA RENTHEIM: I’ve never seen you like this before.

BORKMAN: No, but I don’t expect you’ve ever seen an escaped convict before either.

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, please just come inside the house with me, John!

BORKMAN: Enough of your coaxing tones. I’ve told you –

ELLA RENTHEIM: But if I really beg you? For your own sake –

The MAID comes out on to the steps.

MAID: Oh, excuse me. Mrs Borkman says I should lock the main door now.

BORKMAN [in a low voice, to ELLA]: Listen to that; they want to lock me up again!

ELLA RENTHEIM [to the MAID]: Mr Borkman isn’t feeling too well. He needs some fresh air first.

MAID: But Mrs Borkman told me to –

ELLA RENTHEIM: I’ll see to it. Just leave the key in the lock, and –

MAID: Oh, heavens; very well, I’ll do that.

She goes back into the house.

BORKMAN [stands silent for a moment and listens; then hurries down to the courtyard]: Now I’m outside the wall, Ella! Now they’ll never catch me again!

ELLA RENTHEIM [down with him]: But you’re a free man inside there, too, John. You can come and go as you please.

BORKMAN [softly, as though in terror]: Never again indoors, under a roof! It’s so good to be out here in the night. If I went back upstairs now – the ceiling and walls would close in on me. Crush me. Squash me like a fly –

ELLA RENTHEIM: But where will you go?

BORKMAN: I’ll just walk and walk and walk. See if I can find my way through to freedom, to life and back to other human beings. Will you walk with me, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Me? Now?

BORKMAN: Yes, yes – right away!

ELLA RENTHEIM: But how far?

BORKMAN: As far as I can.

ELLA RENTHEIM: But think about what you’re doing! Out in this cold, wet winter night –

BORKMAN [in a raw, hoarse voice]: Ah! – is Miss Rentheim worried about her health? Well, yes – it is rather delicate.

ELLA RENTHEIM: It’s your health I’m worried about.

BORKMAN: Ha, ha, ha! A dead man’s health! You do make me laugh, Ella!

He walks on.

ELLA RENTHEIM [following, holding on to him]: What was that you said you were?

BORKMAN: A dead man, I said. Don’t you remember what Gunhild said: that I should just lie still, there, where I lay?

ELLA RENTHEIM [making her mind up and throwing her coat around her]: I’ll come with you, John.

BORKMAN: Yes, we belong together, Ella, we two. [Walks on] Come on then!

They eventually reach the copse to the left and gradually disappear from sight inside it. The house and courtyard are no longer visible. The landscape of slopes and ridges slowly changes and becomes wilder and wilder.

ELLA RENTHEIM’S VOICE [heard in the woods to the right]: Where are we going, John? I don’t know where I am.

BORKMAN’S VOICE [higher up]: Just follow my footprints in the snow!

ELLA RENTHEIM’S VOICE: But why do we have to climb so high?

BORKMAN’S VOICE [closer]: We have to go up the winding path.

ELLA RENTHEIM [still out of sight]: Oh, but I can’t go on much longer.

BORKMAN [at the edge of the wood to the right]: Come on, come on! We’re not far from the look-out point now. There used to be a bench up there –

ELLA RENTHEIM [emerges through the trees]: Do you remember it?

BORKMAN: You can rest there.

They have reached a small clearing high in the wood. The slope rises steeply behind them. To the left, far below, a vast landscape with fjords and high ridges that tower over each other in the distance. In the clearing, to the left, a dead pine tree with a bench underneath it. Deep snow over the clearing.

BORKMAN and, after him, ELLA RENTHEIM enter from the right, trudging laboriously through the snow.

BORKMAN [stops by the sheer drop to the left]: Come here, Ella, and you’ll see.

ELLA RENTHEIM [next to him]: What do you want to show me, John?

BORKMAN [pointing outwards]: Do you see how free and open the land lies before us – far into the distance?

ELLA RENTHEIM: We would often sit on this bench – and look out, much, much further out.

BORKMAN: It was a dreamland we looked out over, back then.

ELLA RENTHEIM [nodding gravely]: Yes, the dreamland of our life. And now that land is buried in snow. – And the old tree is dead.

BORKMAN [without listening to her]: Can you make out the smoke from the big steamships on the fjord?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No.

BORKMAN: I can. – They come and they go, connecting lives all over the world.2 They create light and warmth for people in thousands of homes. That is what I dreamed of creating.

ELLA RENTHEIM [softly]: And it stayed a dream.

BORKMAN: It stayed a dream, yes. [Listens] Just listen – down by the river! The factories are working! My factories! All the factories I would have built! Just listen to them! The night shift. They work night and day. Listen, listen! Wheels whirring – rollers flashing round – round and round! Can’t you hear it, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No.

BORKMAN: I can hear it.

ELLA RENTHEIM [anxiously]: I think you’re mistaken, John.

BORKMAN [more and more fired up]: Oh, all of this, you know – it’s nothing more than the outworks3 on the periphery of the kingdom!

ELLA RENTHEIM: The kingdom, did you say? What kingdom –?

BORKMAN: My kingdom, of course! The kingdom I was about to take possession of when I – when I died.

ELLA RENTHEIM [shaken, in a low voice]: Oh, John, John!

BORKMAN: And now it’s lying there – with no ruler, defenceless – vulnerable to looters and plunderers. Ella, can you see the mountain ranges there – far away? One behind the other. They rise. They tower up! There lies my vast, infinite, inexhaustible kingdom!

ELLA RENTHEIM: Oh, but there’s an icy blast coming from that kingdom, John!

BORKMAN: That blast is like a breath of life to me. That blast comes over me like a greeting from my spirit subjects. I sense them, the trapped millions; I feel the veins of metal ore stretching out their arms to me, branching, beckoning, coaxing. That night when I stood down in the bank vault holding the lantern in my hand, I saw them before me like shadows come to life. You all wanted to be liberated then. And I tried to do it. But I lacked the power. The treasure sank back into the depths.4 [With outstretched hands] But I’ll whisper this to you here in the still of the night: I love you, as you lie there deep in the darkness with the look of death! I love you, life-craving riches – I love you, and all your blazing retinue of power and glory! I love, love, love you!

ELLA RENTHEIM [in quiet mounting agitation]: Yes, your love is still down there, John. Has always been there. But up here, in the light of day – was a warm, living human heart, throbbing and beating for you. And that heart you crushed. Oh, more than that! Ten times worse! You sold it for – for –

BORKMAN [trembles, as if the cold has gone straight through him]: For the kingdom – and the power – and the glory5 – you mean?

ELLA RENTHEIM: Yes, that is what I mean. I’ve said it once before tonight. You murdered the vital capacity for love in the woman who loved you. And whom you loved in return. To the extent that you could love someone. [With uplifted arm] And so I predict this for you – John Gabriel Borkman – you will never collect the prize you demanded for that murder. There will be no triumphal procession for you into your cold, dark kingdom!

BORKMAN [staggers to the bench and sits down heavily]: I almost fear that your prediction will come true, Ella.

ELLA RENTHEIM [next to him]: Don’t fear it, John. That is precisely the best thing that could happen to you.

BORKMAN [with a cry; clutches his chest]: Ah –! [Feebly] Now it’s let go of me.

ELLA RENTHEIM [shakes him]: What was it, John?

BORKMAN [sinks against the bench]: A hand of ice, gripping my heart.

ELLA RENTHEIM: John! Was that the ice-hand now?

BORKMAN [murmurs]: No. – No ice-hand. – It was an iron hand.

He slides right down into the bench.

ELLA RENTHEIM [tears off her coat and covers him with it]: Lie still, where you are! I’m going to fetch help.

She takes a couple of steps to the right; stops, goes back and carefully feels his pulse and his face.

ELLA RENTHEIM [softly and firmly]: No. It’s for the best, John Borkman. Best for you.

She tucks the coat more tightly around him and sits down in the snow in front of the bench.

A short silence.

MRS BORKMAN wearing an overcoat, comes through the woods on the right. In front of her, the MAID carrying a lantern.

MAID [shining the light on the snow]: Yes, yes, ma’am. Here are their tracks –

MRS BORKMAN [looking around]: Yes, here they are! They’re sitting over there on the bench. [Calls out] Ella!

ELLA RENTHEIM [stands up]: Are you looking for us?

MRS BORKMAN [sternly]: Yes, I have no choice.

ELLA RENTHEIM [pointing]: Look, he’s lying here, Gunhild.

MRS BORKMAN: Asleep!

ELLA RENTHEIM [nods]: A long, deep sleep, I think.

MRS BORKMAN [in an outburst]: Ella! [Controls herself and asks in a subdued voice] Did it happen – of his own free will?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No.

MRS BORKMAN [relieved]: So not by his own hand?

ELLA RENTHEIM: No. An ice-cold iron hand gripped his heart.

MRS BORKMAN [to the MAID]: Fetch help. Get the people from the estate to come up.

MAID: Yes, ma’am. [To herself] Holy Jesus –

She goes out through the wood to the right.

MRS BORKMAN [stands behind the bench]: So the night air killed him –

ELLA RENTHEIM: So it would seem.

MRS BORKMAN: – him, the strong man!

ELLA RENTHEIM [walks round to the front of the bench]: Aren’t you going to look at him, Gunhild?

MRS BORKMAN [with a gesture of aversion]: No, no, no. [Lowers her voice] He was a miner’s son, the banker. He couldn’t survive in the fresh air.

ELLA RENTHEIM: It was really the cold that killed him.

MRS BORKMAN [shakes her head]: The cold, you say? The cold – that killed him long ago.

ELLA RENTHEIM [nods to her]: And turned the two of us into shadows.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, you’re right.

ELLA RENTHEIM [with a painful smile]: A dead man and two shadows – that is what the cold has done.

MRS BORKMAN: Yes, the cold that lies in the heart. – The two of us can surely join hands now, Ella?

ELLA RENTHEIM: I think we can now.

MRS BORKMAN: We twin sisters – over the man we both loved.

ELLA RENTHEIM: We two shadows – over the dead man.

MRS BORKMAN behind the bench and ELLA RENTHEIM in front, reach out to one another and join hands.
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WHEN WE DEAD AWAKEN

A DRAMATIC EPILOGUE IN THREE ACTS

      








CHARACTERS

PROFESSOR ARNOLD RUBEK, sculptor

MRS1MAJA RUBEK, his wife

SPA MANAGER
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A TRAVELLING LADY3

A SISTER OF MERCY4
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VISITORS TO THE SPA

CHILDREN

The first act takes place at a coastal spa; the second and third acts in the vicinity of the spa and a sanatorium, high up in the mountains.5







Act One

Outside the spa hotel. The main building is partially visible to the right.1 An open area resembling a park, with a fountain and clusters of tall mature trees and shrubs. To the left a small pavilion, almost completely covered in ivy and Virginia creeper. Outside it, a table and chair. In the background views over the fjord all the way down to the sea, with headlands and small islets in the distance. It is a quiet late morning in summer, warm and bright.

PROFESSOR RUBEK and his wife MAJA2are sitting in wicker chairs at a table laid on the lawn outside the hotel. They have finished breakfast and are now drinking champagne and seltzers;3 each reading a newspaper. The PROFESSOR is a distinguished older gentleman4 wearing a black velvet jacket, but otherwise dressed in summer clothes. MAJA is relatively youthful, with an animated face and cheerful, mischievous eyes, albeit with a hint of weariness in them. Dressed in an elegant travelling suit.

MAJA [sits for a while as though expecting the professor to say something. She then lets her newspaper fall and sighs]: Oh no, no –!

RUBEK [looks up from his newspaper]: Now, what’s the matter with you, Maja?

MAJA: Just listen to how silent it is here.

RUBEK [smiles indulgently]: You can hear that, can you?

MAJA: What?

RUBEK: The silence?

MAJA: Yes, I most certainly can.

RUBEK: You might be right, mein Kind.5 You really can hear silence.6

MAJA: Yes, God knows you can. When it’s as utterly overwhelming as it is here, then –

RUBEK: As here at the spa, you mean?

MAJA: I mean everywhere here at home. There was noise and disquiet enough in town. But even so – I thought that noise and disquiet itself had something dead about it.

RUBEK [with a searching look]: So you’re not particularly happy to be back home, Maja?

MAJA [looks at him]: Are you?

RUBEK [evasively]: Am I –?

MAJA: Yes. You’ve been away so much, much longer than I have. Are you genuinely happy to be home again?

RUBEK: No – to be honest – not, as it were, genuinely happy –

MAJA [animated]: There, you see! I knew it!

RUBEK: Perhaps I’ve been away too long. Have become completely detached from everything – everything here at home.

MAJA [eager, pulls her chair up]: There, you see, Rubek! Why don’t we just go off again? As soon as we can?

RUBEK [a little impatient]: Yes, yes, that is the idea, Maja dear. You know that.

MAJA: But why not now, right away? Think how cosy and comfortable we could be down there in our lovely new house –

RUBEK [smiles indulgently]: Our lovely new home, shouldn’t you say?

MAJA [curt]: I prefer to say house. Let’s leave it at that.

RUBEK [his eye lingers on her]: You really are a peculiar little person.

MAJA: Am I that peculiar?

RUBEK: Yes, I think so.

MAJA: But why? Because I have no great desire to be traipsing around up here, perhaps –?

RUBEK: Which one of us was it who absolutely insisted that we travel north this summer?

MAJA: That, I suppose, would be me.

RUBEK: Yes, well it certainly wasn’t me.

MAJA: But, God! – who could have guessed that everything would have changed so horribly back here! And in such a short time too! Just think – it’s a little over four years since I left –

RUBEK: – as a married woman, yes.

MAJA: Married? What’s that got to do with it?

RUBEK [goes on]: – became Frau Professor7 and got yourself a fine home – I’m sorry – a grand house, I should say. And a villa on Taunitzer See,8 in what has become the most elegant part –. Yes, and I dare say it is all fine and elegant, Maja. It’s spacious too. So we don’t have to get under each other’s feet all the time –

MAJA [casually]: No, no, no – there’s no shortage of living space and that kind of thing –

RUBEK: And there’s the fact that you found yourself in more elegant and less restricted circumstances in general. Moving in more elevated circles than you were used to back home.

MAJA [looks at him]: Oh, so you think that it’s me who’s changed?

RUBEK: Yes, Maja, I do think that.

MAJA: Just me? Not the people here?

RUBEK: Oh, yes, them too. A tiny bit, perhaps. Not in any very endearing direction either. I’ll certainly concede that.

MAJA: Yes, you really should concede that.

RUBEK [changes the subject]: When I look at the way people live round here, do you know what frame of mind that puts me in?

MAJA: No? Tell me.

RUBEK: It reminds me of that night we travelled up here on the train –

MAJA: But you were just sitting in the compartment sleeping.

RUBEK: Not all the time. I noticed how silent it became when we stopped at all the little stations –. I heard the silence – just like you, Maja –

MAJA: Hm – yes, just like me.

RUBEK: – and then I realized that we’d crossed the border. That we really were home. Because the train would stop and wait at all the little stations, even though there were no passengers.

MAJA: Why did it wait for so long? When there was nothing there?

RUBEK: Don’t know. No passengers left the train, no one boarded. And even so, the train would wait an endlessly long time. And at each station, I heard two railway workers walking along the platform – one of them had a lantern in his hand – and talking to each other, out in the night, their voices subdued and toneless, saying nothing.

MAJA: You’re right. There’s always a couple of men walking and talking to each other –

RUBEK: – about nothing. [Switches to a livelier tone] But just wait till tomorrow. Then we’ll have the big luxury steamer coming into harbour. And we’ll board it and sail all round the coast – right up north9 – as far as the Arctic Ocean.

MAJA: Yes, but that way you won’t get to see anything of the country – of life. And that after all was precisely what you wanted.

RUBEK [curt, disobliging]: I’ve seen more than enough.

MAJA: Do you think that a sea voyage would be better for you?

RUBEK: It’s always a change.

MAJA: Yes, yes, as long as it does you good, then –

RUBEK: Me? Does me good? There’s nothing in the world the matter with me.

MAJA [stands up and walks over to him]: Yes, there is, Rubek. You must feel it yourself.

RUBEK: But, dearest Maja – what do you suppose that might be?

MAJA [behind him, leaning forward over the back of his chair]: Why don’t you tell me? You’ve started walking about restlessly, relentlessly. You can’t find peace anywhere. Not at home, not abroad. You’ve become a total recluse of late.

RUBEK [lightly sarcastic]: No, really – and you’ve noticed this, have you?

MAJA: No one who knows you could fail to notice. And I think it’s so sad that you’ve lost all appetite for work.

RUBEK: Oh, have I? That too?

MAJA: Just think, you, who used to work so tirelessly – all hours of the day and night!

RUBEK [darkly]: Used to, yes –

MAJA: But as soon as you finished your great masterpiece –

RUBEK [nods thoughtfully]: Resurrection Day10 –

MAJA: – the one that toured the world. That made you so famous –

RUBEK: Perhaps that was my misfortune, Maja.

MAJA: Why?

RUBEK: When I completed my masterpiece – [with a violent gesture of his hand] – because Resurrection Day is a masterpiece! Or was, at first. No, it still is. And it shall, shall, shall be a masterpiece!

MAJA [looks at him in astonishment]: Yes, Rubek, but the whole world knows that.

RUBEK [curt, dismissive]: The whole world knows nothing! Understands nothing!

MAJA: Well, it must have some idea at least –

RUBEK: About something that simply isn’t there, yes. Something that has never been in my thoughts. See, that’s something they go into raptures over! [Growls to himself.] It’s not worth the effort, going around exhausting yourself for the sake of the mob and the masses – and for the ‘whole world’.

MAJA: So you think it’s better – or that it’s more worthy of you to go around knocking off the occasional portrait bust?

RUBEK [smiles genially]: They’re not really portrait busts, the ones I go around making, Maja.

MAJA: Yes, they are – God knows they are – for the last two or three years – since you had your large group sculpture finished and out of the house –

RUBEK: They’re still not strictly portrait busts, I tell you.

MAJA: Then what are they?

RUBEK: There’s something secret, something concealed in and behind those busts – something hidden that people can’t see –

MAJA: Really?

RUBEK [decisive]: Only I can see it. And it amuses me greatly. – On the surface they’ve got that so-called ‘striking resemblance’ that people stand there gawping at in such amazement – [lowers his voice] but at the deepest level they’re all worthy, respectable horse faces, stubborn donkey muzzles, low-slung, lop-eared dog skulls and fatted swine heads – as well as the occasional brutish, flabby likenesses of oxen –.

MAJA [indifferent]: – all the best-loved farmyard animals, then.11

RUBEK: Only the best-loved farmyard animals, Maja. All those creatures man has corrupted in his image. And which in turn have corrupted man. [Drains his champagne glass and laughs.] And it’s these underhand works of art the great and the good come and commission me to produce. And they pay for them in good faith – and hard cash. Almost worth their weight in gold, as they say.

MAJA [filling his glass]: Shame on you, Rubek! Now drink, and be merry.12

RUBEK [strokes his brow repeatedly and sits back in his chair]: I am merry, Maja. Genuinely merry. In a way, that is. [Is silent for a short while.] Because there is a certain happiness in feeling free from everything and independent of everything. To have had my fill of everything anyone could ever wish for. To all appearances, at least. – Don’t you feel the same way I do, Maja?

MAJA: Oh, yes, I do. Up to a point, I suppose. [Looks at him.] But do you remember what you promised me the day we agreed about that difficult –

RUBEK [nods]: – that the two of us should marry. It was very hard for you, that, Maja.

MAJA [remains unruffled]: – and that I would go abroad with you and live there permanently – and have a good life. – Can you remember what you promised me then?

RUBEK [shakes his head]: No, I honestly can’t. So, what did I promise you?

MAJA: You said you would take me with you up on to a high mountain and show me all the glory of the world.13

RUBEK [taken aback]: Did I really promise you that too?

MAJA [looks at him]: Me too? Who else?

RUBEK [indifferently]: No, no, I just meant whether I promised to show you –?

MAJA: – all the glory of the world. Yes, you did say that. And all the glory was to be mine and yours, you said.

RUBEK: It’s a sort of catch-phrase I used in the past.

MAJA: Just a catch-phrase?

RUBEK: Yes, from my schooldays. I used it to entice the neighbours’ children when I wanted them to come out and play with me in the forests and the mountains.

MAJA [looks fixedly at him]: So perhaps all you wanted from me was to come out and play as well?

RUBEK [brushes it off in jest]: Well, it has been a rather amusing game, hasn’t it, Maja?

MAJA [coldly]: I did not go away with you just to play.

RUBEK: No, no, I dare say you didn’t.

MAJA: And you never took me up any high mountain to show me –

RUBEK [irritated]: – all the glory of the world? No, I didn’t. And let me tell you this, little Maja: you’re not really built for mountaineering.

MAJA [attempts to control herself]: But you seemed to think I was once.

RUBEK: Four or five years ago, yes. [Stretches out in his chair] Four-five years, that’s a long, long time, Maja.

MAJA [looks at him with a bitter expression]: Has the time passed so very slowly for you, Rubek?

RUBEK: It’s beginning to feel a little slow now. [Yawns.] You know, every now and then.

MAJA [goes back to her seat]: Well, I won’t bore you any longer.

She sits down in her chair, picks up her newspaper and starts turning the pages.

Silence on both sides.

RUBEK [leans across with his elbows on the table and looks teasingly at her]: Is the Frau Professor14 offended?

MAJA [coldly, without looking up]: No, not in the least.

VISITORS TO THE SPA, mostly ladies, begin arriving singly and in groups through the park from the right and out to the left.

WAITERS bring refreshments from the hotel, emerging from behind the pavilion.

The MANAGER, with gloves and cane in hand, arrives from his rounds of the park, meets the guests and greets them affably, exchanging a few words with some of them.

MANAGER [walks up to PROFESSOR RUBEK’s table and politely removes his hat]: May I have the honour of wishing you a good morning, Frau Professor? – Good morning, professor.

RUBEK: Good morning, good morning, sir.

MANAGER [addressing MAJA]: May I inquire if our esteemed guests had a restful night?

MAJA: Yes, thank you very much; absolutely fine – for my part at any rate. I always sleep like a log.

MANAGER: I’m delighted to hear it. The first night in a strange place can sometimes be rather uncomfortable. – And what about the professor –?

RUBEK: Oh, my sleep has been pretty poor. Especially of late.

MANAGER [appears sympathetic]: Oh – it pains me to hear it. But a few weeks’ stay up here at the spa – should see to that.

RUBEK [looks up at him]: Tell me, sir – are any of your patients in the habit of bathing at night?

MANAGER [surprised]: At night? No, I’ve never heard tell of such a thing.

RUBEK: You haven’t?

MANAGER: No, I don’t know if there’s anyone here who is so sick as to require that.

RUBEK: Well, but is anyone here in the habit of walking in the park at night?

MANAGER [smiles and shakes his head]: No, professor – that would be against the regulations.

MAJA [becoming impatient]: For heaven’s sake, Rubek, it’s just as I said to you this morning – you’ve been dreaming.

RUBEK [drily]: Really? Have I? Thanks! [Turns to the MANAGER.] I happened to get up in the night; I couldn’t sleep. And I wanted to see what the weather was like –

MANAGER [attentive]: Yes, professor? And –?

RUBEK: So I looked out of the window – and a bright figure caught my eye over there, among the trees.

MAJA [smiling at the MANAGER]: And the professor tells us that this figure was wearing a bathing suit –

RUBEK – or something of the kind, I said. I couldn’t see that clearly. But it was definitely something white I saw.

MANAGER: Most remarkable. Was it a gentleman or a lady?

RUBEK: It seemed to me that it almost certainly had to be a lady. But another figure followed it. And it was quite dark. Like a shadow –

MANAGER [puzzled]: A dark figure? Completely black perhaps?

RUBEK: Yes, it almost seemed so, to my eyes.

MANAGER [as though beginning to understand]: Behind the white one? Close behind her –?

RUBEK: Yes. At some distance behind –

MANAGER: Aha! Then perhaps I can explain, professor.

RUBEK: Oh, what was it then?

MAJA [at the same time]: So the professor hasn’t been dreaming after all!

MANAGER [suddenly changing to a whisper as he points towards the background, right]: Sir, madam, shh! Look, over there –. Keep your voices down, now!

A slender LADY, dressed in fine cream-coloured cashmere and followed by a SISTER OF MERCY in black with a silver cross on a chain on her breast, enters from behind the corner of the hotel and walks through the park across to the pavilion to the left, in the foreground. Her face is pale and her features somewhat rigid; her eyelids droop, her eyes appear to be without the power of sight. Her dress is floor length and falls downs her body in regular cascading folds. A large white crêpe shawl covers her neck, chest, shoulders and arms. She keeps her arms folded across her chest. Her posture is rigid. Her steps are stiff and measured. The SISTER OF MERCY’s bearing is similarly measured, reminiscent of a serving girl’s. She follows the LADY constantly with her sharp brown eyes. WAITERS with napkins over their arms come to the door of the hotel and peer at the two strangers in curiosity. They take no notice and walk into the pavilion without looking round.

RUBEK [has risen slowly and involuntarily from his chair and stares at the pavilion door, now closed]: Who was that lady?

MANAGER: A stranger; she’s renting that small pavilion there.

RUBEK: Foreign?

MANAGER: Apparently so. They came here from abroad, at any rate. A week ago. Never been here before.

RUBEK [decisive, looks at him]: It was her I saw in the park last night.

MANAGER: It must have been. I thought that straight away.

RUBEK: What’s the lady’s name, sir?

MANAGER: She registered as a Madam de Satow and companion. That’s all we know.

RUBEK [pondering]: Satow? Satow –?

MAJA [laughs scornfully]: Do you know anyone of that name, Rubek? Do you?

RUBEK [shakes his head]: No, no one at all. – Satow? That sounds Russian. Or Slavonic at least. [To the MANAGER] What language does she speak?

MANAGER: When the two ladies talk to each other they do so in a language I can’t place. But otherwise she speaks excellent Norwegian, like a native.

RUBEK [exclaims in surprise]: Norwegian! Are you sure you’re not mistaken?

MANAGER: How could I be mistaken?

RUBEK [looks expectantly at him]: You’ve heard her speak yourself, then?

MANAGER: Yes. I have spoken with her myself. Just a few times. – Only a couple of words, come to think of it. She’s extremely taciturn. But –

RUBEK: But it was Norwegian?

MANAGER: Good, honest Norwegian. Perhaps with a slight northern15 inflection.

RUBEK [stares fascinated into space and whispers]: That too!

MAJA [a little hurt and ill at ease]: Perhaps this lady modelled for you at some point, Rubek? Think about it.

RUBEK [looks sharply at her]: Model!

MAJA [with a teasing smile]: Yes, in your younger years, I mean. Because you’re said to have had an unbelievable number of models. Back then, of course.

RUBEK [in the same tone]: Oh, no, my little Maja. I’ve only really ever had one model. One single model – for everything I’ve created.

MANAGER [who has turned and stands looking out to the left]: Yes, unfortunately I must excuse myself now. Because there’s someone who is not particularly pleasant to run into. Not least in the presence of ladies.

RUBEK [looking in the same direction]: That hunter over there? Who is that?

MANAGER: That’s Ulfheim, the squire out from –

RUBEK: Oh, Squire Ulfheim.

MANAGER: – the bear killer, as they call him –

RUBEK: I know him.

MANAGER: Yes, who doesn’t?

RUBEK: Only very slightly, that is. Is he a patient here now – at last?

MANAGER: No, oddly enough – not yet. He just passes through once a year – on his way up to the hunting grounds. – Do excuse me for a moment – [He is about to head inside the hotel.]

ULFHEIM [heard outside]: Hold on! For Christ’s sake! Why are you always running away from me?

MANAGER [stops]: Not running at all, squire.

SQUIRE ULFHEIM enters from the left, followed by a servant leading a pack of hunting dogs. The squire is in hunting dress, with tall boots and a felt hat with a feather in it. He is a tall, thin, sinewy figure with unkempt beard and hair, and a loud voice. It is impossible to tell his age from his appearance, but he is no longer young.

ULFHEIM [rushes at the MANAGER]: Is that any way to receive guests, eh? Rushing off with your tail between your hind legs – as though you had a devil at your heels.

MANAGER [calm, without answering him]: Have you just arrived on the steamer, sir?

ULFHEIM [growls]: Haven’t had the honour of seeing any steamer. [With his hands on his hips] Surely you know that I always sail in my own cutter? [To the SERVANT] Take good care of your fellow creatures, Lars. But keep them good and hungry, you hear. Fresh bones. Not too much meat on them, mind. Make sure they’re raw, reeking and bloody. And while you’re at it, stick something inside your own belly. [Kicks at him] To hell with you now!

The SERVANT takes the dogs out behind the corner of the hotel.

MANAGER: Perhaps the squire would like to go to the dining room in the meantime?

ULFHEIM: In among those half-dead flies and people? No, thank you so very much, sir, I’ll pass.

MANAGER: Yes, yes, as you wish.

ULFHEIM: But get the housekeeper to get my supplies ready as usual. Make sure there’s plenty of food. Lots of drink –! And tell her that if she doesn’t, either Lars or I will come and ram the very devil into her –

MANAGER [interrupting]: We know all this from before. [Turns] Shall I tell the waiter to bring you anything, professor? Or perhaps something for Mrs Rubek?

RUBEK: No thanks; nothing for me.

MAJA: Nor for me.

The MANAGER goes into the hotel.

ULFHEIM [stares at them for a moment; he then raises his hat]: Well, death and damnation! What frightfully refined company for a mongrel peasant to be mixing in!

RUBEK [looks up]: What do you mean by that, sir?

ULFHEIM [more gentle and better mannered]: It seems that I’ve bumped into Rubek the famous sculptor16 himself!

RUBEK [nods]: We have met socially once or twice. The autumn I was last in the country.

ULFHEIM: Yes, but that was many years ago now. And at that time you weren’t as well known as I gather you are now. Because back then, even a filthy bear hunter would dare to approach you.

RUBEK [smiles]: I don’t bite now either.

MAJA [looks at ULFHEIM with interest]: Are you a real, genuine bear hunter?

ULFHEIM [sits down at the next table, closer to the hotel]: Yes, bears, when I can, madam. Otherwise I make do with anything wild that happens to cross my path. Anything from eagles to wolves, women to elk and reindeer –. As long as they’re healthy and vigorous and full-blooded, they’re – [He drinks from his hip flask.]

MAJA [looks at him fixedly]: But a bear hunter, given the choice?

ULFHEIM: Given the choice, yes. Because if things get tricky, you can easily use your knife. [Smiles a little] We both work with awkward material, madam – your husband and I. I expect he struggles a bit with that marble. And I struggle with tense, throbbing bear sinews. In the end both of us manage to subdue our material. Make ourselves lord and master17 over it. Don’t give up till we’ve got the better of what resists us so fiercely.

RUBEK [musing]: That’s true enough, I suppose.

ULFHEIM: Yes, because even the stone has something to fight for, I’d say. It’s dead, but will resist, with might and main, being hammered into life. Just like the bear does when someone comes along and prods it in its den.

MAJA: Are you going hunting up in the forests now?

ULFHEIM: Right up high in the mountains. – You’ve never been up among the peaks, I expect, have you, madam?

MAJA: No, never.

ULFHEIM: Death and damnation. See you get yourself up there this summer, then! Along with me, if you like. I’m happy to take both you and the professor.

MAJA: Thanks, but Rubek has a sea voyage in mind this summer.

RUBEK: Coastal, round the inner skerries.

ULFHEIM: Eugh! – what the devil would you do in those putrid, hellish gutters! Just think about it – floating around aimlessly on brackish water. – Puke-water, more like.

MAJA: Hear that, Rubek?

ULFHEIM: No, you’d be much better off coming up into the mountains with me. There you’re free of people, no taint of people. You can’t imagine what that means to me. But a little lady like – [He stops.]

The SISTER OF MERCY comes out of the pavilion and walks into the hotel.

ULFHEIM [follows her with his eyes]: Would you look at her over there. The black crow. – Who’s being buried?

RUBEK: I don’t know that anybody here is –

ULFHEIM: Well, either that or someone’s lying here ready to croak. Somewhere or other. – The sick and dying should have the decency to go and get themselves buried sooner rather than later.

MAJA: Have you ever been sick yourself, squire?

ULFHEIM: Never. Wouldn’t be sitting here if I had. – But my nearest and dearest – they have been sick, poor things.

MAJA: So what did you do to help your nearest and dearest, then?

ULFHEIM: Shot them, of course.

RUBEK [looks at him]: Shot them?

MAJA [moves her chair back]: Shot them dead?

ULFHEIM [nods]: I never miss, madam.

MAJA: But how can you even contemplate shooting people dead?

ULFHEIM: I’m not talking about people –

MAJA: Your nearest and dearest, you said –

ULFHEIM: My nearest and dearest; they’re the dogs, of course.

MAJA: Your nearest and dearest are your dogs?

ULFHEIM: I’ve no one closer. My honest, faithful, impeccably honourable hunting companions –. When one of them gets sick and weak, then – bang! And with that a friend is expedited – into the hereafter.

The SISTER OF MERCY comes out of the hotel carrying a tray with bread and milk on it. She puts it down on the table outside the pavilion and then goes back inside.

ULFHEIM [laughs scornfully]: That stuff – is that supposed to be food for humans! Milk and water18 and soft, mushy bread. Ha, you should see my comrades eat! Would you like to see that?

MAJA [smiles at the PROFESSOR and stands up]: Yes, I would.

ULFHEIM [also stands up]: You’re a truly game lady, you are, madam. Come with me, then. Big, fat meaty knuckles, they swallow them whole. Spew them back up and wolf them back down again. Oh, it’s sheer joy to watch. Come here, and I’ll show you. And we’ll talk a bit more about this trip up to the mountains –

He goes out round the corner of the hotel. MAJA follows him. Almost at the same time the STRANGE LADY comes out of the pavilion and sits down at the table. She lifts the milk glass and is about to drink but stops and look across at RUBEK with empty, expressionless eyes.

RUBEK [stays seated at his table and stares seriously and intently at her. He eventually stands up, walks a few paces closer, stops and says in a low voice]: I have no difficulty recognizing you, Irene.

THE LADY19 [in a toneless voice, setting the glass down]: You’ve guessed, have you, Arnold?

RUBEK [without answering]: And you recognize me too, I see.

THE LADY: That’s a completely different matter.

RUBEK: Why?

THE LADY: Because you are still alive.

RUBEK [does not understand]: Alive –?

THE LADY [after a short pause]: Who was the other one? The woman you had with you – there at the table?

RUBEK [slightly hesitant]: That? That was my – my wife.

THE LADY [nods slowly]: I see. That’s good, Arnold. So she’s no concern of mine –

RUBEK [uncertain]: No, that goes without saying –

THE LADY: – someone you found yourself after my lifetime then?

RUBEK [suddenly looks stiffly at her]: After your –? What do you mean by that, Irene?

IRENE [without answering]: And the child? The child too is well? Our child lives on after me. In honour and glory.20

RUBEK [smiles as though in a distant recollection]: Our child? Yes, that’s what we called it – at the time.

IRENE: During my lifetime, yes.

RUBEK [tries to shift to a cheerful mood]: Yes, Irene – can you believe it, ‘our child’ is now famous the world over. You’ve read about it, I assume?

IRENE [nods]: And has made its father famous too. – That was your dream.

RUBEK [more quietly, moved]: It’s you I owe it all to, all of it, Irene. Thank you.

IRENE [sits a little and ponders]: If only I had done then as I should have done, Arnold –

RUBEK: Oh? What was that?

IRENE: I should have murdered that child.

RUBEK: Murdered it, you say!

IRENE [whispering]: Murdered it – before I left you. Crushed it. Crushed it to dust.21

RUBEK [shakes his head reproachfully]: You wouldn’t have been able to, Irene. You didn’t have the heart.

IRENE: No, in those days I didn’t have that kind of heart.

RUBEK: But later? Since then?

IRENE: Since then I have murdered it countless times. In the light of day and in darkness. Murdered it in hatred – in revenge – and in torment.

RUBEK [walks right up to her table and asks in a quiet voice]: Irene – tell me now at last – after so many years – why did you leave me that time? Flee quite without trace – impossible to find –

IRENE [slowly shakes her head]: Oh Arnold – why tell you this now – now that I’m in the hereafter?

RUBEK: Was there someone else you fell in love with?

IRENE: There was someone, who had no use for my love. No longer had any use for my life.

RUBEK [changing the subject]: Hm – let’s not talk any more about what is past –

IRENE: No, no, just don’t talk about the hereafter. What for me is now the hereafter.

RUBEK: Where have you been, Irene? You vanished – despite all my efforts to find you.

IRENE: I walked into the darkness – while the child stood there transfigured22 in the light.

RUBEK: Have you travelled round the world much?

IRENE: Yes. Travelled to many realms and lands.

RUBEK [looks compassionately at her]: And what have you been doing with yourself, Irene?

IRENE [turns her eyes on him]: Wait a moment; let me see –. Yes, I have it now. I’ve stood on revolving platforms in variety shows. Stood like a naked statue in tableaux vivants23 – made a lot of money. I wasn’t used to that when I was with you; you didn’t have any. – And I’ve been with men I could drive insane. – I wasn’t used to that with you either, Arnold. You, you were better at resisting.

RUBEK [quickly moves on from the question]: And I suppose you married as well?

IRENE: Yes, one of them.

RUBEK: Who’s your husband?

IRENE: He was a South American. Senior diplomat. [Looks away with a stony smile] I drove him insane; mad – incurably mad, hopelessly mad. – It was extremely amusing, believe me – while it lasted. Could still be laughing to myself about it. – If I had a self, that is.

RUBEK: And where is he living now?

IRENE: Down in some churchyard somewhere. With a tall, impressive monument standing over him. And a lead bullet rattling around inside his skull.

RUBEK: Did he kill himself?

IRENE: Yes. He was considerate enough to do it for me.

RUBEK: Don’t you mourn him, Irene?

IRENE [uncomprehending]: Who should I be mourning?

RUBEK: Herr von Satow, of course.

IRENE: He wasn’t called Satow.

RUBEK: No?

IRENE: My second husband is called Satow. He’s Russian –

RUBEK: And where’s he?

IRENE: Far away in the Urals. Among all his goldmines.

RUBEK: He lives there, does he?

IRENE [shrugs her shoulders]: Lives? Lives? Actually, I murdered him –

RUBEK: Murdered –!

IRENE: Murdered him with the fine, sharp dagger I always take to bed with me –

RUBEK [in an outburst]: I don’t believe you, Irene!

IRENE [smiles gently]: You can well believe me, Arnold.

RUBEK [looks sympathetically at her]: Have you never had any children?

IRENE: Yes, I’ve had several children.

RUBEK: And where are these children now?

IRENE: I killed them.

RUBEK [sternly]: Now you’re lying to me again!

IRENE: I killed them, I tell you. I murdered them, I can assure you. The minute, the very minute they came into the world. Oh, long, long before that. One after the other.

RUBEK: [heavily, seriously]: There’s something hidden behind everything you say.

IRENE: I can’t help that. Every word I say is whispered into my ear.

RUBEK: I think I must be the only person who can guess at the meaning of this.

IRENE: You should be the only one.

RUBEK [rests his hands on the table and scrutinizes her]: Some strings inside you have snapped.

IRENE [mildly]: That always happens when a warm-blooded young woman dies.

RUBEK: Oh, Irene, try to put these wild ideas behind you. You’re alive! Alive – alive!

IRENE [slowly rises from her chair and says emotionally]: I was dead for many years. They came and bound me. Tied my arms behind my back.24 Then they lowered me into a tomb with iron bars for a lid, with padded walls – so that no one in the world above could hear the screams from the grave –. But now, I’m half beginning to rise up from the dead.

She sits down again.

RUBEK [after a pause]: Do you think I’m the guilty one?

IRENE: Yes.

RUBEK: Guilty – of what you call your death?

IRENE: Guilty of the fact that I had to die. [Switches to a tone of indifference.] Why don’t you sit down, Arnold?

RUBEK: Do I dare?

IRENE: Yes. – You mustn’t be afraid of cold shivers. I don’t think I’ve quite turned to ice yet.

RUBEK [moves a chair and sits down at the table]: Look at this, Irene. We’re sitting together, just as we used to.

IRENE: Keeping a slight distance between us. That too, just as we used to.

RUBEK [comes closer]: It had to be that way back then.

IRENE: Did it?

RUBEK [decisively]: There had to be a distance between us –

IRENE: But did there, really, Arnold?

RUBEK [persists]: Do you remember what you answered when I asked you if you wanted to come far away with me?

IRENE: I raised three fingers in the air25 and promised I would follow you to the ends of the earth, to the end of life. And that I would serve you in all things –

RUBEK: As a model for my work of art –

IRENE: – in full, free nakedness –

RUBEK [moved]: And you did serve me, Irene – so boldly – so joyfully, so recklessly.

IRENE: Yes, with all the throbbing blood of my youth I served you!

RUBEK [with a grateful look, nods]: You may well say that.

IRENE: Fell at your feet26 and served you, Arnold! [Shakes her fist at him] But you, you – you –!

RUBEK [defensively]: I never committed any sin against you! Never, Irene!

IRENE: Yes, you did! You sinned against my innermost being –

RUBEK [recoils]: I –!

IRENE: Yes, you! I exposed myself completely and wholly to your gaze – [More quietly] And you never once touched me.

RUBEK: Irene, didn’t you understand that there were many days when I was driven almost wild by all your beauty?

IRENE [continues unperturbed]: And anyway – if you had touched me, I think I would have killed you on the spot. Because I had a sharp pin with me. Hidden in my hair – [Strokes her brow thoughtfully.] Yes but – no, anyway – anyway – that you could –

RUBEK [looks emphatically at her]: I was an artist, Irene.

IRENE [darkly]: Precisely. Precisely.

RUBEK: An artist above all else. And I went around aching with ambition to create my masterpiece [loses himself in memories], it was to be called Resurrection Day. To be presented in the form of a young woman waking from the sleep of death –

IRENE: Yes, our child –

RUBEK [continues]: It was to be the world’s most noble, pure, ideal woman, awakening. Then I found you. I was able to use you for everything. And you threw yourself into it so happily and willingly. Abandoned your home and your family – and came with me.27

IRENE: Following you was my childhood resurrection.

RUBEK: Which was precisely why I was able to use you. You and no other. To me you became a sacred creature, one that could only be touched in contemplative adoration. I was still young then, Irene. And filled with the superstition that if I touched you, if I desired you sensually, my mind would be profaned and I would not be able to complete what I strived to create. – I still believe there is some truth in that.

IRENE [nods with a hint of contempt]: The work of art first – then the human child.

RUBEK: Yes, you may judge it as you will. But at the time I was completely in the power of the task I had assumed. And felt so jubilantly happy with it.

IRENE: And you succeeded in your task, didn’t you, Arnold?

RUBEK: Thanks to you, and bless you for it, I did succeed in my task. I wanted to create the pure woman as I imagined her awakening on the day of the resurrection. Not marvelling at anything new, unfamiliar or unimagined. But filled with a blessed joy at finding herself unchanged – she, the earthly woman – in higher, freer, more joyful realms – after the long, dreamless sleep of death. [Lowers his voice] That is how I created her. – I created her in your image,28 Irene.

IRENE [lays her hands flat on the table and leans against the back of the chair]: And then you were finished with me –

RUBEK [reproachful]: Irene!

IRENE: – no longer had any use for me –

RUBEK: How can you say that!

IRENE: – started to look around for other ideals –

RUBEK: Found none – none after you.

IRENE: And no other models either, Arnold?

RUBEK: To me you were no model. You were the origin of my creation.

IRENE [is quiet for a moment]: What have you wrought since? In marble, I mean? Since the day I left you?

RUBEK: Nothing since that day. I’ve just pottered around, modelling things.

IRENE: What about that woman you now live with –?

RUBEK [interrupts fiercely]: Don’t talk about her now! It brings on a burning pain in my chest.

IRENE: Where do you plan to go with her?

RUBEK [limp and tired]: On a slow journey, northwards, along the coast.

IRENE [looks at him, smiles almost imperceptibly and whispers]: Go up into the mountains instead. As high as you can get. Higher, higher – always higher, Arnold.

RUBEK [tense, expectant]: Do you want to go up there?

IRENE: Do you have the courage to meet me one more time?

RUBEK [struggling, unsure]: If only we could – oh, if only we could –!

IRENE: Why can’t we do what we want? [Looks at him and whispers imploringly with hands folded] Come, come, Arnold! Oh, come up to me –!

MAJA, radiantly happy, comes from behind the corner of the hotel and hurries over to the table where they had been sitting earlier.

MAJA [still at the corner, without looking round]: No, you can say what you like, Rubek, I – [stops when she sees IRENE]. Oh, sorry – you’re already acquainted, I see.

RUBEK [curtly]: Renewed our acquaintance. [Stands up.] So what did you want from me?

MAJA: I just wanted to tell you – you can do what you like – but I will not be joining you on that ghastly steamer.

RUBEK: Why not?

MAJA: Because I want to go up in the mountains and into the forests – that’s what I want. [Ingratiatingly] Oh, you have to let me, Rubek! – I’ll be so good, so good afterwards!

RUBEK: Who’s been putting these ideas into your head?

MAJA: It’s him. That horrid bear killer. You can’t imagine all the wonderful things he’s been telling me about the mountains. About the life up there. It’s ugly, horrible, frightening, repellent, most of it, he lies as well –. Yes, I rather think he is lying. But it’s so wonderfully enticing even so. Oh, I do have permission to go with him, don’t I? Just so I can see if what he says is true, you know. Can I, Rubek?

RUBEK: Yes, as far as I’m concerned you can. Off you go, up into the mountains – as far and for as long as you like. I might be going the same way myself.

MAJA [quickly]: No, no, no, you really don’t have to! Not on my account!

RUBEK: I want to go up into the mountains. I’ve made up my mind now.

MAJA: Oh, thank you, thank you! Can I tell the bear killer right away?

RUBEK: You can tell the bear killer whatever you please.

MAJA: Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you! [Tries to take his hand; he pulls it away.]

Oh, no – how sweet and kind you are today, Rubek!

She runs into the hotel.

At the same moment the pavilion door half opens slowly and noiselessly. The SISTER OF MERCY stands in the doorway, on guard, looking out. No one sees her.

RUBEK [decisive, turns to IRENE]: So, are we meeting up there?

IRENE [stands up slowly]: Yes, we certainly are. – I’ve been looking for you for so long.

RUBEK: When did you start looking for me, Irene?

IRENE [with a touch of joking bitterness]: From the time I realized I had given you something rather irreplaceable, Arnold. Something people should never part with.

RUBEK [lowers his head]: Yes, that’s so achingly true. You gave me three or four years of your youth.

IRENE: I gave you more, much more than that. Spendthrift – that I was in those days.

RUBEK: Yes, you were extravagant, Irene. You gave me all your naked loveliness –

IRENE: – for your gaze –

RUBEK: – and glorification –

IRENE: Yes, for your own glorification. – And for the child’s.

RUBEK: For yours too, Irene.

IRENE: But the most precious gift you’ve forgotten.

RUBEK: The most precious –? What gift was that?

IRENE: I gave you my young, living soul. Then I stood there, empty inside. – Soulless. [Stares at him stiffly.] That’s what I died of, Arnold.

The SISTER OF MERCY holds the door wide open for her.

She goes into the pavilion.

RUBEK [stands and watches her, then whispers]: Irene!







Act Two

At a sanatorium high up in the mountains. The landscape of a vast treeless plateau extends out towards a long mountain lake. On the other side of the lake rises a range of mountain peaks with bluish snow in the crevasses. In the foreground to the left, a stream trickles down over a sheer rock face, branching into rivulets as it falls, and from there runs an even course over the plateau out to the right. Scrub, plants and stones alongside the course of the stream. In the foreground to the right, a hillock with a stone bench at the top. A late afternoon in summer, towards sunset.

On the plateau, at some distance beyond the stream, a group of small children, some in city clothes, others in folk dress, are singing and dancing. Happy laughter is just audible during the following scenes.

RUBEK sits up on the bench with a plaid over his shoulders and looks down at the children’s game.

Shortly afterwards MAJA enters from among some bushes on the plain to the centre, left, and surveys the scene, her hand shielding her eyes. She is wearing a flat touring hat, a short skirt she has hitched up to mid-calf and tall, sturdy lace-up boots. She has a long mountain staff in her hand.

MAJA [eventually catches sight of RUBEK and shouts]: Hello! [She walks across the plain, jumping over the stream with the help of her staff and climbs up the hill. Out of breath] I’ve been looking for you all over the place, Rubek.

RUBEK [nods indifferently and asks]: Have you come down from the sanatorium?

MAJA: Yes, I’ve only just this minute escaped that flytrap.1

RUBEK [glances at her]: I saw you weren’t at lunch.

MAJA: No, the two of us had our lunch al fresco.

RUBEK: ‘The two of us’? Which two might that be?

MAJA: Myself – and that dreadful bear killer, of course.

RUBEK: Oh, I see – him.

MAJA: Yes, and we’ll be off again early tomorrow morning.

RUBEK: After bears?

MAJA: Yes. Off killing the big bear.

RUBEK: Have you found any tracks?

MAJA [haughtily]: You don’t get bears up here on the bare mountain.

RUBEK: Where then?

MAJA: Far below. Down on the lowland slopes; where the forest is densest. Where it’s quite impossible for ordinary townspeople to get through –

RUBEK: And the two of you are going down there tomorrow?

MAJA [throws herself down on to the heather]: Yes, we’ve arranged to. – But we might even set off as early as this evening. – If you don’t have any objections, that is?

RUBEK: Me? That’s the last –

MAJA [quickly]: Lars will be coming too. Of course. – With the hounds.

RUBEK: I have not made this Lars fellow and his pack of hounds any business of mine at all. [Breaking off] Wouldn’t you rather be sitting properly here on the bench?

MAJA [drowsy]: No, thanks. It’s so lovely lying in the soft heather.

RUBEK: I can see that you’re tired.

MAJA [yawning]: Almost think I’m beginning to feel it.

RUBEK: That comes later. Once the excitement is all over –

MAJA [in a sleepy voice]: Yes. I’ll just lie here and close my eyes.

Short silence.

MAJA [suddenly impatient]: Oh, Rubek – how can you stand sitting there listening to that racket those children are making? And watching all their capers?

RUBEK: Every now and then – there’s a certain harmonic – almost musical quality to their movements. In the midst of all that clumsiness. And at those special moments – when they do come – it’s nice to sit and watch.

MAJA [laughs a little contemptuously]: Oh yes, always and eternally the artist, aren’t you?

RUBEK: And would really rather stay that way.

MAJA [rolls over on to her side, turning her back to him]: There’s not a whiff of the artist about him.

RUBEK [attentive]: Who’s not an artist?

MAJA [again in a sleepy voice]: You know – him, of course.

RUBEK: Oh, the bear shooter, you mean?

MAJA: Yes. Not a whiff of the artist there. Not a whiff!

RUBEK [smiles]: Yes, I do believe you are absolutely right there.

MAJA [vehemently, without moving]: Oh, and he’s so ugly! [Tears up a clump of heather and tosses it away.] So ugly, so ugly! Eugh!

RUBEK: Is that why you feel so safe running off with him – out into the wilderness?

MAJA [curt]: I don’t know. [Turns to face him] You’re ugly too, Rubek.

RUBEK: And you’ve only just discovered this?

MAJA: No, I’ve been aware of it for a long time.

RUBEK [shrugs his shoulders]: People get old. People get old, Maja.

MAJA: That’s not what I meant. You’ve got this look in your eyes now, something so tired, so resigned – when you actually deign to glance in my direction, that is – every once in a while.

RUBEK: So that is what you’ve noticed, you think?

MAJA [nods]: Little by little you’ve acquired this evil look in your eyes. It’s almost as if you were secretly plotting some treachery against me.

RUBEK: Oh? [Friendly but serious] Come here, Maja, and sit with me. Let’s have a little chat.

MAJA [stands up, halfway]: Will you let me sit on your knee, then? Like in the early years?

RUBEK: No, you mustn’t do that. People down at the hotel can see us. [Shifts along a little.] But you can sit here on the bench – next to me.

MAJA: No, thanks; in that case I’d rather go on lying where I am. I can hear you perfectly well from here. [Looks inquiringly at him.] So, what did you want to talk about?

RUBEK [begins slowly]: Why do you think it really was that I suggested we take this trip this summer?

MAJA: Well – you insisted that among other things it would do me an amazing lot of good. But –

RUBEK: But –?

MAJA: But I no longer believe that was the reason – not a bit.

RUBEK: So why do you think it was, then?

MAJA: I now think it was because of this pale lady.

RUBEK: Because of Frau von Satow –!

MAJA: Yes, her, the one who’s been at our heels. She turned up here yesterday evening as well.

RUBEK: But what on earth –!

MAJA: Well, you did know her extremely well once. Long before you met me.

RUBEK: And had forgotten her too – long before I met you.

MAJA [sits up]: Do you forget so easily, Rubek?

RUBEK [curtly]: Yes, extremely easily. [Adds brusquely] When I want to.

MAJA: Even a woman who’s been your model?

RUBEK [dismissively]: When I no longer have any use for her, then –

MAJA: Someone who has stripped naked for you?

RUBEK: Means nothing. Not to us artists. [Continues in a different tone] So how – if I may ask – was I supposed to know she was in the country?

MAJA: You might have seen her name on the visitors’ list.2 In one of our newspapers.

RUBEK: Yes, but I wouldn’t have recognized the name she now uses. I’d never heard of any Herr von Satow.

MAJA [feigns weariness]: Oh God, then you must have wanted to come here for some other reason.

RUBEK [serious]: Yes, Maja – there was another reason. A completely different one. And that is what we will have to discuss at some point.

MAJA [with a suppressed fit of laughter]: Lord, how solemn you look!

RUBEK [probing suspiciously]: Yes, perhaps slightly more solemn than necessary.

MAJA: How so –?

RUBEK: And that’s just as well, for both of us.

MAJA: You’re beginning to make me curious, Rubek.

RUBEK: Only curious? Not even a tiny bit worried?

MAJA [shakes her head]: Not a bit.

RUBEK: Good. Then listen. – That day down at the spa you said that you thought I’d become very nervy of late –

MAJA: Yes well, you have.

RUBEK: And why do you suppose that might be?

MAJA: How would I know –? [Hurriedly] Maybe you’ve grown weary of our life together, being with me incessantly.

RUBEK: Incessantly –? You might as well say ‘eternally’.

MAJA: Day in and day out then. We’ve been down there together now, just the two of us, for a good four-five years; we’ve barely been apart for an hour. – The two of us, quite on our own.

RUBEK [interested]: Yes. And –?

MAJA [slightly depressed]: You’re not a sociable man, Rubek. You’d sooner be off on your own, in your own thoughts. And I can’t really talk to you about your affairs. All that stuff about art and things like that – [makes a gesture with her hand] And I don’t really care that much about it either!

RUBEK: No, no; that’s why we usually sit by the fire talking about things that concern you.

MAJA: Oh, Lord – but I don’t have anything to talk about.

RUBEK: Only trivial things, perhaps. But at least it helps us pass the time, Maja.

MAJA: You’re right about that. Time is passing. It’s passing you by, Rubek! – And that’s really what’s making you so uneasy –

RUBEK [nods energetically]: And so restless! [Moves about on the bench.] No, I can’t stand this wretched life any longer!

MAJA [gets to her feet, stands a short while and looks at him]: If you want to get rid of me, you only have to say so.

RUBEK: What sort of talk is that? Get rid of you?

MAJA: Yes, if you want to throw me out, all you have to do is come out and say it. And I’ll be gone in an instant.

RUBEK [smiles almost imperceptibly]: Is that supposed to be a threat, Maja?

MAJA: What I said cannot possibly be any threat to you.

RUBEK [gets to his feet]: No, I don’t suppose it can. [Adds soon afterwards] It’s just not possible for you and me to go on living together like this –

MAJA: So –?

RUBEK: There’s no so about it. [With emphasis] Just because the two of us cannot go on living together alone – it doesn’t follow we have to divorce3 for that reason.

MAJA [smiles contemptuously]: Just separate for a little bit, you mean?

RUBEK [shakes his head]: Not necessary either.

MAJA: No? Spit it out: what do you want to do with me?

RUBEK [somewhat uncertain]: What I now feel so vividly – and so painfully – that I need, is to have someone around me who is genuinely close to me –

MAJA [interrupts him tensely]: Aren’t I, Rubek?

RUBEK [dismissively]: Not in that sense. I need to live with another human being who can complement me – complete me – be one with me in everything I do.

MAJA [slowly]: Yes, I wouldn’t be much help to you with those difficult things.

RUBEK: No, you’d make sure you weren’t, Maja.

MAJA [in an outburst]: God knows, I wouldn’t really want to be!

RUBEK: I am keenly aware of that. – I certainly wasn’t seeking that kind of help when I bound you to me.

MAJA [observing him]: I can see it: you’re sitting there thinking of someone else.

RUBEK: Am I? I’d never had you down as a mind reader. You can actually see that?

MAJA: Yes, I can. Oh, I know you so well, so well, Rubek!

RUBEK: In that case, perhaps you can also see who it is I’m thinking of?

MAJA: Yes, I most definitely can.

RUBEK: Can you? If you’d be so kind –?

MAJA: You’re thinking about that – that model you once used to – [Suddenly losing the thread] Did you know that people down in the hotel think she’s mad?

RUBEK: So? And what do you imagine the people down at the hotel think of you and your bear killer?

MAJA: That’s beside the point. [Picks up where she left off] But it was that pale lady you were thinking about.

RUBEK [unabashed]: Exactly. About her –. When I no longer had any use for her –. And moreover, when she left me – vanished – just like that without any –

MAJA: So you took me in as a sort of waif and stray,4 perhaps?

RUBEK [more reckless]: To be honest, little Maja, it was something like that. I’d been alone, going about brooding for a year, a year and a half after that, adding the final – the finishing touches to my work. Resurrection Day was shown all over the world and brought me fame – and many other glories besides. [Warmer] But I no longer loved my own work. Those public homages and those bouquets left me nauseated and desperate, and nearly drove me deep into the darkest forests. [Looks at her.] So, mind reader – can you guess what occurred to me then?

MAJA [casually]: Yes, it occurred to you that you should produce portrait busts of gentlemen and of ladies.

RUBEK [nods]: Yes, on commission. With animal faces behind the masks. At no extra cost; thrown in for free, you see. [Smiling] But it wasn’t really that I was thinking about.

MAJA: What then?

RUBEK [serious again]: The thing was that all this business about my artistic calling and my task as an artist – and all that – began to strike me as something that at heart was so empty and so hollow and so meaningless.

MAJA: What would you replace it with?

RUBEK: Life, Maja.

MAJA: Life?

RUBEK: Yes. Doesn’t life in sunshine and beauty have a value of an entirely different kind from going about until the end of your days in a cold, damp hole, pounding away at lumps of clay and blocks of stone till you’re near dead with exhaustion?

MAJA [with a small sigh]: Well, yes, I always thought so.

RUBEK: And then I became wealthy enough to live in luxury and in idle, quivering sunlight. Was able to build myself the villa on Taunitzer See, and the mansion in the capital. And all the rest of it.

MAJA [assumes the same tone as his]: And eventually you were able to afford me too. And you let me spend some of all that treasure of yours.

RUBEK [jokes, as a distraction]: Didn’t I promise to take you up on a high mountain and show you all the glory of the world?

MAJA [with a mild expression]: You may have taken me up a fairly high mountain, Rubek – but you haven’t shown me all the glory of the world.

RUBEK [laughs, irritated]: How impossible you are, Maja! So utterly impossible to please. [In a vehement outburst] But do you know what the most desperate thing is? Can you guess what it is?

MAJA [with quiet defiance]: Well, it must be the fact that you went and took me on – for life.

RUBEK: I wouldn’t put it quite so heartlessly myself.

MAJA: But your meaning is just as heartless all the same.

RUBEK: You have no real concept of what an artistic nature looks like from the inside.

MAJA [smiles and shakes her head]: Lord, I haven’t any concept of what I look like from the inside.

RUBEK [continues undeterred]: I live life at such a pace, Maja. That’s how we live, we artists. For my part, in the few years we’ve known each other, I’ve lived an entire lifetime. I’ve come to see that trying to find happiness in idle pleasure is not for me. Life isn’t like that for me and my kind. I must keep working – creating work after work – until my dying day. [Forcing himself] That is why I can no longer live like this with you, Maja. – Not with just you any more.

MAJA [calm]: Does this mean, in plain and simple words, that you’re bored of me?

RUBEK [flares up]: Yes, it does! I am bored – intolerably bored and tired and weary of my life with you! Now you know. [Composes himself] These are hard, ugly words I’m using. I feel it myself so keenly. And none of it’s your fault – I freely admit that. It’s I, and I alone, who yet again have undergone an upheaval – [Half to himself] An awakening into my real life.

MAJA [involuntarily folds her hands]: But why on earth don’t we go our separate ways then?

RUBEK [looks at her in astonishment]: Would you want that?

MAJA [shrugs her shoulders]: Yes – if that’s the only way, then –

RUBEK [eager]: But there is another way. There is a way out –

MAJA [raises her forefinger]: You’re thinking about the pale lady again!

RUBEK: To be honest, I think about her incessantly. Ever since I met her all over again. [A step closer] Because now I want to confess something to you, Maja.

MAJA: Oh yes?

RUBEK [thumps his chest]: You see, in here – I have a tiny little casket, with an unpickable lock. All my visions are kept in that casket. But when she went away, vanished quite without trace, the lock jammed shut. She had the key – and she took it with her. – You, little Maja, you didn’t have any keys, did you? That’s why everything is lying unused inside there. And the years are passing! And it’s impossible for me to get at the treasure.

MAJA [holding back a cunning smile]: Get her to reopen it for you then –

RUBEK [uncomprehending]: Maja –?

MAJA: –she’s here now. Surely it must be on account of that casket that she’s come.

RUBEK: I haven’t said a word to her about this!

MAJA [looks at him innocently]: Rubek, my dear – is it really worth grumbling and making all this fuss about something so straightforward?

RUBEK: Do you think it’s so straightforward?

MAJA: Yes, I certainly do. Just attach yourself to the one you have greater need of. [Nods to him] I shall always find a place for myself.

RUBEK: Where, do you suppose?

MAJA [carefree, evasive]: Well – I can just move out to the villa, if it becomes necessary. But it won’t. Because in town – in the whole of that big house of ours – with a little goodwill – there could be room for three.

RUBEK [uncertain]: And do you think that will work in the long term?

MAJA [in a light tone]: Oh, Lord – if it doesn’t, it doesn’t. There’s no point discussing it.

RUBEK: So what do we do then, Maja – if it doesn’t?

MAJA [unconcerned]: Then we’ll simply go our separate ways. Far away. I’ll always find something new somewhere in the world. Something free! Free! Free! – No need to worry about that now, Professor Rubek! [Suddenly points out to the right.] Look! There she comes.

RUBEK [turns]: Where?

MAJA: Out on the plateau. Gliding – like a marble statue. She’s coming over.

RUBEK [stands and stares with his hand over his eyes]: Doesn’t she look like the living resurrection? [To himself] And to think I moved her –. Moved her into the shade! Turned her into something else. – What a fool!

MAJA: What’s that supposed to mean?

RUBEK [evasive]: Nothing. Nothing you’ll be able to understand.

IRENE enters from the right, across the plateau. The playing children have already caught sight of her and run to meet her. She is now encircled by the throng of children; some seem happy and trusting, others shy and timid. She speaks to them quietly and suggests they go down to the sanatorium; she herself wants to rest awhile next to the stream. The children run off down the slope to the left in the middle ground. IRENE goes across to the rock face and lets the cooling trickles of water run over her hands.

MAJA [muted]: Rubek, go down and talk to her, just the two of you.

RUBEK: And where will you go, meanwhile?

MAJA [gives him a meaningful look]: From today, I’ll be going my own way. [She goes down over the hillside, vaulting across the running stream with her long mountain staff. She stops beside IRENE.] Professor Rubek is up there waiting for you, Frau von Satow.

IRENE: What does he want?

MAJA: He wants to get you to help him with a casket; the lock’s gone and jammed on him.

IRENE: Can I help him with that?

MAJA: He believes you’re the only one who can.

IRENE: I’d better try then.

MAJA: You really must, Frau von Satow.

She takes the path down to the sanatorium.

Shortly afterwards, RUBEK comes down to IRENE, so that the stream lies between them

IRENE [after a short pause]: The other one – she said you were waiting for me.

RUBEK: Yes, I have been waiting for you, year in and year out – without realizing it myself.

IRENE: Couldn’t come to you, Arnold. Lay down there sleeping that long, deep, dream-filled sleep.

RUBEK: But now you are awakened, Irene!

IRENE [shakes her head]: I still have that deep, heavy sleep in my eyes.

RUBEK: You’ll see, the day will dawn and brighten for us both.

IRENE: Don’t ever believe that.

RUBEK [urgently]: I do believe it! And I know it! Now that I’ve found you again –

IRENE: Risen.

RUBEK: Transfigured!

IRENE: Only risen, Arnold. But not transfigured.

He crosses over to her by balancing on the stones under the waterfall.

RUBEK: Where have you been all day, Irene?

IRENE [pointing]: Deep, deep inside death’s vast territories –

RUBEK [changing the subject]: You haven’t got your – your friend with you today, I see.

IRENE [smiles]: My friend keeps a close eye on me even so.

RUBEK: Can she do that?

IRENE [glances around]: Believe me, she can. Wherever I am, wherever I go. She’ll never lose sight of me – [whispers] until one fine sunny morning I kill her.

RUBEK: Would you like to?

IRENE: With all my heart. If only I could.

RUBEK: Why would you?

IRENE: Because she goes around practising witchcraft. [Confidingly] Imagine, Arnold, she has transformed herself into my shadow.

RUBEK [tries to calm her]: There, there, there – we all have to have a shadow.

IRENE: I am my own shadow. [In an outburst] Don’t you understand that?

RUBEK [heavily]: Yes, yes, Irene – I do understand.

He sits down on a stone by the stream. She stands behind him, leaning against the rock wall.

IRENE [after a short pause]: Why are you sitting there turning your eyes away from me?

RUBEK [softly, shaking his head]: Don’t dare – don’t dare look at you.

IRENE: Why don’t you dare to any longer?

RUBEK: You have a shadow that torments you. I have my heavy conscience.

IRENE [with a joyfully liberating scream]: At last!

RUBEK [jumps up]: Irene, what is it!

IRENE [warding him off]: Gently, gently, gently, now! [Breathes heavily then says as though relieved of a burden] Look! They’ve let me go. Just this once. – Now we can sit down and talk the way we used to – in life.

RUBEK: Oh, if only we could talk as we used to.

IRENE: Sit down, there, where you were. And I’ll sit next to you.

He sits down again. She sits on another stone close by.

IRENE [after a short pause]: I’ve come back to you now, Arnold, from the most distant lands.

RUBEK: From an endlessly long journey, for sure.

IRENE: Come home to my lord and master –

RUBEK: To our home – to what is our own, Irene.

IRENE: Have you waited for me every single day?

RUBEK: How could I dare to wait?

IRENE [with a sideways glance]: No, you probably didn’t. Because you understood nothing.

RUBEK: So, honestly, it wasn’t because of someone else that you suddenly disappeared?

IRENE: Couldn’t it just as easily have been because of you, Arnold?

RUBEK [looks uncertainly at her]: I don’t understand –?

IRENE: After I’d served you with my soul and with my body – and the sculpture was finished – our child, as you called it – I laid the most precious sacrifice at your feet – eradicating myself for ever.

RUBEK [bows his head]: And making my life a wasteland.

IRENE [flares up suddenly]: That’s exactly what I wanted! You were never, never, to create anything again – not after you’d created our only child.

RUBEK: Was there jealousy in your thoughts at the time?

IRENE [cold]: I think hatred would be more accurate.

RUBEK: Hatred? Hatred for me?

IRENE [again vehement]: Yes, for you – for the artist who so casually and thoughtlessly took a warm-blooded body, a young human life, and ripped the soul from it – because you needed it to create a work of art.

RUBEK: How can you say that – you who with such radiant delight and exalted passion gave yourself to my work? This work for which we would come together every morning as if it were an act of devotion.

IRENE [cold, as before]: I’ll tell you one thing, Arnold.

RUBEK: Yes?

IRENE: I never loved your art before I met you. – Nor since.

RUBEK: But the artist, Irene?

IRENE: I hate the artist.

RUBEK: The artist in me too?

IRENE: Above all in you. When I took off all my clothes and stood there before you, at that moment I hated you, Arnold –

RUBEK [vehemently]: You did not, Irene! That’s not true!

IRENE: I hated you because you were able to stand there, so unmoved –

RUBEK [laughs]: Unmoved? You think so?

IRENE:– or so infuriatingly controlled, then. And because you were an artist, just an artist – not a man! [Switches to a warm, intimate tone.] But that statue of wet, living clay, that I did love – because slowly emerging from those raw, formless masses was a human child, with a soul – because that was our creation, our child. Mine and yours.

RUBEK [heavily]: In spirit and in truth, it was.

IRENE: You see, Arnold – it was because of our child that I decided to come on this long pilgrimage.

RUBEK [attentive suddenly]: Because of the marble image –?

IRENE: Call it what you like. I call it our child.

RUBEK [unsettled]: And now you want to see it? Finished? In marble, which you always found so cold? [Eagerly] Perhaps you don’t know – it’s exhibited in a great museum somewhere – a long way out in the world?

IRENE: It’s as if I’ve heard tell of it.

RUBEK: You always had an aversion for museums. You called them burial vaults –

IRENE: I want to make a pilgrimage to the place where my soul and my soul’s child lie buried.

RUBEK [anxious and unsettled]: You must never see that sculpture again! Do you hear, Irene! I beg you –! Never, never see it again!

IRENE: Do you think it would kill me a second time?

RUBEK [wringing his hands]: I don’t know what I think. – How could I have imagined that you would bind yourself so absolutely to that sculpture? You, who left me – before it was fully formed!

IRENE: It was fully formed. That was why I was able to leave you. And leave you alone.

RUBEK [sits with his elbows on his knees and holds his head, his hands covering his eyes]: It was not what it later became.

IRENE [quick as lightning, silently draws a section of a thin, sharp knife from her breast and whispers hoarsely]: Arnold – have you harmed our child?

RUBEK [evasive]: Harmed? – I’m not sure what you would call it.

IRENE [breathless]: Tell me this minute what you’ve done to the child.

RUBEK: If you sit down and listen to me calmly, I will tell you.

IRENE [puts the knife away]: I’ll listen as calmly as any mother can when she –

RUBEK [interrupts]: And don’t look at me while I’m talking.

IRENE [moves across to a stone behind his back]: I’ll sit here behind you. – Go on, speak.

RUBEK [takes his hands from his eyes and looks away]: When I found you I knew right away how I would use you for my life’s work.

IRENE: Resurrection Day, you called it, your life’s work. – I call it ‘our child’.

RUBEK: I was young then. Completely inexperienced in life. I thought that the resurrection should be depicted in its most beautiful and lovely form, as a young, untouched woman – without any experiences of life on this earth – one who awakens into light and glory without anything ugly or impure to rid herself of.

IRENE [hurriedly]: Yes – and that is how I now stand there in our work?

RUBEK [hesitantly]: Not quite like that, actually, Irene.

IRENE [in mounting tension]: Not quite –? Aren’t I just the way I was when I posed for you?

RUBEK [without answering]: I became more worldly in the years that followed, Irene. I began to conceive of Resurrection Day as something more, something – something more complex. The small circular plinth where your image stood, solitary and erect – was too limited for everything I wanted to compose –

IRENE [fumbles for the knife but leaves it be]: So what did you add?5 Say it!

RUBEK: I added what I saw with my own eyes in the world around me. I had to include it all. Couldn’t do otherwise, Irene. I enlarged the plinth – made it big and spacious. And on it I laid a section of the bulging, heaving earth. And now, swarming up out of the cracks in the earth there are people, people with animal faces concealed beneath the skin. Women and men – just as I knew them in life.

IRENE [in breathless anticipation]: But at the centre of this throng stands the young woman with the joy of light6 across her face – isn’t that right, Arnold – I do?

RUBEK: Not quite at the centre. Unfortunately, I had to move the statue back a little. For the sake of the overall effect, you see. Otherwise it would have been far too dominant.

IRENE: But the transfiguring joy of light is still shining across my face?

RUBEK: I suppose so, Irene. In a way, it does. Slightly muted, perhaps. To the extent that my altered conception required it.

IRENE [gets up noiselessly]: That sculpture expresses life as you now see it, Arnold.

RUBEK: Yes, I suppose it does.

IRENE: And in this composition, you’ve moved me back, slightly paler – as a kind of background figure – in a group.

She pulls out the knife.

RUBEK: Not a background figure, no. At worst let’s call it a mid-ground figure – or something of the sort.

IRENE [whispers hoarsely]: Now you have passed judgement on yourself. [She is about to strike him.]

RUBEK [turns and looks up at her]: Judgement?

IRENE [hides the knife quickly and says in a choked voice as though in agony]: My entire soul – you and I – we, we, we and our child were in that lonely figure.

RUBEK [eagerly, pulling his hat off and drying the sweat off his forehead]: Yes, but listen to how I positioned myself in the group. In the front beside a stream, just like here, sits a guilt-marked man who cannot quite free himself from the earth’s crust. I call him regret over a wasted life. He sits there, dipping his fingers into the running water – to rinse them clean – and he is tortured and plagued by the thought that he will never, never succeed. He will never, in all eternity, be freed into the life of the resurrection. He’ll remain forever sitting there in his hell.

IRENE [hard and cold]: Poet!

RUBEK: Poet? How so?

IRENE: Because you are apathetic and spineless and full of self-indulgent forgiveness for everything that you have done or thought in your life. You killed my soul – and then you go modelling yourself as a figure of regret, remorse and penance – [smiles] – and by doing this you settle your account, or so you think.

RUBEK [defiant]: I am an artist, Irene. And I’m not ashamed of the weakness which perhaps clings to me. Because I was born to be an artist, you see. – And I’ll never be anything another than an artist.

IRENE [with a smile of suppressed malevolence looks at him and says gently and mildly]: You are a poet, Arnold. [Strokes his hair lightly] You great big dear old child – that you can’t see that!

RUBEK [disgruntled]: Why do you insist on calling me a poet?

IRENE [with watchful eyes]: Because, my friend, there is something exonerating in the word. Something absolving – spreading a veil over all moral weakness. [Suddenly changes tone] But I was a human being – back then! And I also had a life to live – and a destiny to fulfil. See, I let all that go – gave it away to subordinate myself. – Oh, it was suicide. A mortal sin against myself. [Half whispering] And that sin I can never expiate. [She sits down beside the stream close to him. Watches him unnoticed. Absentmindedly picks a few flowers from the bushes surrounding them. Then, apparently in control.] I should have brought children into the world. Lots of children. Real children. Not the kind hidden away in tombs. That should have been my calling. Should never have served you – poet.

RUBEK [lost in memories]: Yet they were wonderful times, Irene – marvellous, wonderful times – when I now think back –

IRENE [looks at him with a gentle expression]: Do you remember a little word you used – when you’d finished – finished with me and with our child? [Nods to him.] Do you remember that little word, Arnold?

RUBEK [looks questioningly at her]: Did I use a little word back then that you still remember?

IRENE: Yes, you did. Can’t you remember it any longer?

RUBEK [shakes his head]: No, I really can’t say I do. At least not just now.

IRENE: You took both my hands and pressed them warmly. And I stood there in breathless anticipation. And then you said: My most heartfelt thanks, Irene. This, you said, has been a blessed episode for me.

RUBEK [seems doubtful]: I said ‘episode’? That’s not a word I tend to use.

IRENE: You said ‘episode’.

RUBEK [with affected confidence]: Yes, well – but in fact it was an episode.

IRENE: At that word I left you.

RUBEK: Irene, you take everything so painfully to heart.

IRENE [strokes her forehead]: You might be right. Let us banish all things dark and difficult from us. [Plucks the petals off a mountain rose7 and scatters them in the stream.] Look, Arnold. Our birds are swimming.

RUBEK: What kind of birds?

IRENE: Can’t you see? They’re flamingoes. Pink as roses.

RUBEK: Flamingoes can’t swim. They’re waders.

IRENE: Then they’re not flamingoes. They’re seagulls.

RUBEK: Seagulls with red beaks; could be, yes. [Picks some broad green leaves and throws them out into the stream.] Now I’m sending my ships out after them.

IRENE: But there mustn’t be any hunters8 on board.

RUBEK: No, there won’t be any hunters. [Smiles at her] Do you remember that summer we sat like this outside that little cottage by Taunitzer See?

IRENE [nods]: On Saturday evenings, yes – when we’d finished with our work for the week –

RUBEK: – and took off on the train. And stayed away for the whole of Sunday –

IRENE [with a malevolent, hateful glint in her eye]: That was an episode, Arnold.

RUBEK [pretending not to hear]: You made birds swim in the stream then too. They were water-lilies9 that you –

IRENE: White swans.

RUBEK: I meant swans, yes. And I remember that I fastened a great big hairy leaf on to one of the swans. A dock leaf to be precise –

IRENE: Which became Lohengrin’s boat10 – with a swan in front.

RUBEK: How you loved that game, Irene!

IRENE: We’d play it over and over again.

RUBEK: Every single Saturday, I think. The whole summer long.

IRENE: You said that I was the swan pulling your boat.

RUBEK: Did I? I may well have done. [Absorbed in the game] Hey! Look how the seagulls are swimming down the river.

IRENE [laughs]: And all your ships have run aground.

RUBEK [places more leaves into the stream]: I have plenty of ships in reserve. [Follows the leaves with his gaze, then throws in several more and says after a short pause.] Irene – I bought that little cottage on Taunitzer See.

IRENE: You bought it? You always said you’d buy it if you could afford it.

RUBEK: I did quite well later on. So I bought it.

IRENE [looks at him out of the corner of her eye]: Do you live out there now – in our old house?

RUBEK: No, I had that pulled down long ago. I built myself a fine, big, comfortable villa on the plot – with a park around it. That is where we usually – [stops and corrects himself] that is where I usually spend the summers –

IRENE [controlling herself]: So you and – and the other one live there now?

RUBEK [a little defiantly]: Yes. When my wife and I are not travelling – as we are this year.

IRENE [stares into space]: Lovely, life at Taunitzer See was lovely.

RUBEK [as though looking back into himself]: And yet, Irene –

IRENE [finishing his thoughts]: – and yet we two let it go, all of that wonderful life.

RUBEK [quietly, urgently]: Has the regret come too late now?

IRENE [doesn’t answer him. Sits quietly for a while, then points across the plateau]: Look there, Arnold. The sun’s going down behind the mountain peaks. Just look – how the red catches all the patches of the heather over there.

RUBEK [also looking across]: I haven’t seen sunset on the mountains for a long time.

IRENE: A sunrise, then?

RUBEK: I don’t think I’ve ever seen a sunrise.

IRENE [smiles as though lost in memory]: I once saw a wonderfully beautiful sunrise.

RUBEK: Did you? Where was that?

IRENE: High, high up on a dizzying mountain peak. – You lured me up there and promised that I would see all the glory of the world, as long as I just – [Suddenly breaks off.]

RUBEK: As long as you just –? What?

IRENE: I did as you said. Followed you up to the heights. And there I fell to my knees – and worshipped you. And served you. [Is silent for a short time; then she says quietly] That’s when I saw the sunrise.

RUBEK [changing the subject]: Wouldn’t you like to travel with us and live in our villa down there?

IRENE [looks at him with a contemptuous smile]: With you – and the other lady?

RUBEK [urgently]: With me – just as in our creative days. Unlock everything that’s locked up inside me. Couldn’t you, Irene?

IRENE [shakes her head]: I no longer have the key to you, Arnold.

RUBEK: You do have the key! Only you do! [Begs and pleads] Help me – so that I can begin to live my life over again.

IRENE [unmoved as before]: Empty dreams. Pointless – dead dreams. There’s no resurrection for our life together.

RUBEK [curt, abrupt]: Well let’s just go on playing then!

IRENE: Yes, play, play – just play!
 They sit and throw leaves and petals out into the stream and let them swim and sail away.

Up the slope in the background to the left come ULFHEIM and MAJA dressed for hunting. They are followed by the SERVANT with the pack of hounds he is leading out to the right.

RUBEK [catches sight of them]: Look, there’s little Maja out with the bear shooter.

IRENE: Your lady, yes.

RUBEK: Or his.

MAJA [looks up on her way over the plateau and sees the two of them by the stream and shouts over to them]: Goodnight, professor! Dream of me. I’m off on an adventure!

RUBEK [shouts back]: What’s that adventure about?

MAJA [comes closer]: I want to put life in place of everything else.

RUBEK [teasingly]: Really, little Maja, is that what you want too?

MAJA: Yes. And I’ve made up a song that goes like this [sings and exults]:

I am free! I am free! I am free!

Prison life’s over for me!

I’m as free as a bird! I am free!

Yes, because I believe I’ve woken up now – finally!

RUBEK: It almost seems you have.

MAJA [breathes deeply]: Oh – how divinely light it feels to be awake!

RUBEK: Goodnight, Maja – and good luck –

ULFHEIM [shouts in warning]: Shh, shh! – To hell with you and your mumbo jumbo11 good wishes. Can’t you see we’re off shooting –?

RUBEK: What will you bring me back from the hunt, Maja?

MAJA: A bird of prey you can model. I’ll wing one for you.

RUBEK [laughs mockingly and bitterly]: Yes, wing one – inadvertently – that’s been you all along, hasn’t it?

MAJA [tossing her head]: Just let me take care of myself from now on –! [Nods and laughs archly.] Goodbye – and have a good, quiet summer night out on the plateau!

RUBEK [happily]: Thanks! All the very worst of luck12 to you and your hunt.

ULFHEIM [roars with laughter]: Now there’s a wish. That’s more like it!

MAJA [laughing]: Thanks, thanks, thanks, professor!

They have both come over the visible part of the plateau and go out through the birch thicket to the right.

RUBEK [after a short pause]: A summer’s night on the plateau. Now that would have been a life.

IRENE [suddenly, with a wild look in her eyes]: Would you spend a summer’s night on the plateau – with me?

RUBEK [with outstretched arms]: Yes, yes – come!

IRENE: My beloved lord and master!

RUBEK: Oh, Irene!

IRENE [hoarse, smiles and gropes around in her bosom]: It will just be an episode –. [Hurried, whispering] Shh – don’t look round, Arnold!

RUBEK [similarly quiet]: What is it?

IRENE: A face, staring at me.

RUBEK [turns round involuntarily]: Where? [Starts] Oh –! The SISTER OF MERCY’s head has come half into view between the bushes on the downward path to the left. Her eyes are fixed on IRENE.

IRENE [stands up and says in a muted voice]: Then we must part. No, don’t get up. Do you hear! You must not come with me. [Bends over him and whispers] See you tonight. On the plateau.

RUBEK: And you’ll be there, Irene?

IRENE: Of course I’ll be there. Wait here for me.

RUBEK [repeats dreamily]: Summer night on the plateau. With you. With you. [His eyes meet hers.] Oh, Irene – that could have been life. – And we’ve wasted that – the two of us.

IRENE: We only see what is irredeemably lost – when – [breaks off suddenly]

RUBEK [looks questioningly at her]: When –?

IRENE: When we dead awaken.

RUBEK [shakes his head sadly]: Yes, and what do we see then?

IRENE: We see that we have never lived.

She walks across to the hillside and climbs down. The SISTER OF MERCY makes way for her and follows her.

RUBEK remains sitting motionless by the stream.

MAJA is heard singing exultantly up in the mountains.

MAJA: I am free! I am free! I am free!

Prison life’s over for me!

I’m free as a bird! I am free!







Act Three

Wild, high mountain ravine with sheer precipices in the background. Snow-capped peaks rise to the right and are lost in the floating mist high above. To the left amid a rock fall stands an old, semi-derelict cabin. It is early morning. Day is breaking. The sun has not yet risen.

MAJA, flushed and agitated, comes down over the rocks to the left. ULFHEIM follows, half angry, half amused, holding her tight by the sleeve.

MAJA [tries to free herself]: Let go of me! Let me go, I said!

ULFHEIM: Steady on – you’ll be biting me next. You’ve got the temper of a wolverine.1

MAJA [strikes him on the hand]: Let go, I said! And be quiet –

ULFHEIM: On my soul, I will not.

MAJA: Well, I’m not taking a step further with you, do you hear? Not a single step –!

ULFHEIM: Ha, ha – how do you expect to be free of me up here in the wilds of the mountains?

MAJA: I’ll jump straight over that precipice over there – if I have to –

ULFHEIM: And end up like dog food, mashed and pulped to bits – delicious and bloody –. [Lets go of her.] All right. Go ahead – jump over the precipice, if that’s what you want. It’s so steep it’ll make you giddy. Only a narrow footpath that’s just about impassable.

MAJA [dusts her skirt down and looks at him angrily]: Well. You really are a fine one to go hunting with!

ULFHEIM: You mean ‘to sport2 with’.

MAJA: Oh, you call this sport, do you?

ULFHEIM: Yes, I’ll take that liberty. – This is my very favourite kind of sport.

MAJA [tosses her head]: Well, I – is that so? [After a short pause; looks at him inquiringly.] Why did you let the hounds off up there?

ULFHEIM [blinks and smiles]: So they could go and have a bit of a hunt on their own too, of course.

MAJA: That’s simply not true! It wasn’t for the dogs’ sake you let them go.

ULFHEIM [smiling still]: Oh no? Let’s hear it then! Why did I let them go?

MAJA: You let them go because you wanted to get rid of Lars. You told him to run after them and catch them again. So that while – yes, that was really nice of you!

ULFHEIM: – so that while –?

MAJA [curt, abrupt]: Doesn’t matter.

ULFHEIM [in a confidential tone]: Lars won’t find them. You can damn well bet on it. He won’t be back with them before I’m ready.

MAJA [looks angrily at him]: No, I’m sure he won’t.

ULFHEIM [grabs at her arm]: You see, Lars is familiar with my – my sporting habits.

MAJA [eludes him and sizes him up]: Do you know what you resemble, Squire Ulfheim?

ULFHEIM: I imagine I most resemble myself.

MAJA: You’re absolutely right about that. You’re the image of a satyr.3

ULFHEIM: Satyr –?

MAJA: Exactly, a satyr.

ULFHEIM: A satyr – isn’t that some kind of monster? Or something like a, what you’d call a wood demon?

MAJA: Yes, a creature just like you. Like a he-goat: with a goat’s beard and goat’s legs. Oh, and of course, a satyr has horns4 too!

ULFHEIM: Ah, ha – he has horns too, does he?

MAJA: Yes, an ugly pair of horns, just like you do.

ULFHEIM: Can you see my poor horns?

MAJA: Yes, I can see them quite clearly.

ULFHEIM [takes the dog leash out of his pocket]: In that case it’s probably best if I take you and tie you up.

MAJA: Have you completely lost your mind? You want to tie me up –?

ULFHEIM: If I am a devil, let me be a devil. So! You can see my horns, can you?

MAJA [soothingly]: Oh, come now – do behave yourself, squire. [Breaks off] Where’s this hunting lodge of yours that we’ve heard so much about? It should be somewhere round here, you said.

ULFHEIM [points at the hut]: Right in front of your eyes.

MAJA [looks at him]: That old pigsty there?

ULFHEIM [laughs into his beard]: It’s accommodated more than one king’s daughter, has that!

MAJA: Was it there the ghastly man you talked about visited the king’s daughter in the shape of a bear?5

ULFHEIM: Yes, Madam Hunting Companion – the very place! [With an inviting gesture] If you’d like to step inside –

MAJA: Eugh! I wouldn’t set foot, no –! Eugh!

ULFHEIM: A couple could while away a summer’s night quite comfortably in there. Or an entire summer – if it comes to that.

MAJA: Thanks! You’d really have to have an appetite for that. [Impatient] But now I’m tired of you and I’m tired of this hunting expedition. I want to go down to the hotel now – before everyone down there wakes up.

ULFHEIM: How do you imagine you’ll get down there from here?

MAJA: That’s for you to work out. There must be a way down somewhere round here, I suppose.

ULFHEIM [points to the background]: Bless you, yes; there is a path, of sorts – just over the precipice there –

MAJA: You see –! All it takes is a little goodwill and –

ULFHEIM: – go ahead; try it, if you dare go down that way.

MAJA [doubtfully]: You don’t think I can?

ULFHEIM: Never in this world. Not unless you let me help you –

MAJA [uneasily]: Well, come and help me then! You’re of no other use to me.

ULFHEIM: Would you prefer me to carry you on my back?

MAJA: Don’t be silly!

ULFHEIM: – or in my arms?

MAJA: Oh, don’t be ridiculous!

ULFHEIM [with suppressed indignation]: I once took a wretch of a young girl – lifted her up out of the gutter and carried her away, I carried her in my arms. Wanted to carry her through life – so her feet would never get hurt on any stones.6 You see, her shoes were so horribly worn when I found her –

MAJA: And you still lifted her up and carried her in your arms.

ULFHEIM: Lifted her out of the gutter in my arms and carried her as high and as carefully as I could. [With a gruff laugh] And you know what thanks I got?

MAJA: No, what?

ULFHEIM [looks at her, smiles and nods]: My horns. The horns you see so clearly. – Isn’t that a funny story, Madam Bear Slayer?

MAJA: Oh, yes, funny enough. But I know another story which is even funnier.

ULFHEIM: How does that go, then?

MAJA: Like this. Once upon a time there was a stupid little girl, who had both a mother and a father. But they were quite poor. Then one day a high and mighty gentleman appeared in the midst of all this poverty. And he took the little girl in his arms – just like you – and carried the girl off, far, far away –

ULFHEIM: Did she want to be with him so very much?

MAJA: Yes, because she was stupid, you see.

ULFHEIM: And perhaps because he was such a very handsome man?

MAJA: Oh, no. Not so very handsome either. But he led her to believe that she would be allowed to join him up on the highest mountain,7 where it would be so immeasurably bright and full of sunshine.

ULFHEIM: So was this man a mountaineer, then?

MAJA: Yes, he was – in a way.

ULFHEIM: So did he take the young girl up with him to –?

MAJA [tosses her head]: Hm! – did he take her up with him! Oh, no! He lured her into a cold, damp cage, where to her it seemed there was no sunshine, no fresh air – just gilt walls instead, with great, spectral, petrified figures of humans all around them.

ULFHEIM: I’ll be damned if she didn’t have it coming to her!

MAJA: Yes, but don’t you think that it’s a pretty strange story even so?

ULFHEIM [briefly looks at her]: Listen to me, my fine hunting companion –

MAJA: Yes, what is it now?

ULFHEIM: Shouldn’t you and I stitch the ragged tatters of our lives together?

MAJA: Oh! The squire fancies trying his hand at patchwork,8 does he?

ULFHEIM: Yes, yes, he does. Couldn’t the two of us try to patch together something from these rags – a bit here, a bit there – and make something of them that resembles a life?

MAJA [laughs]: But what happens when these poor old rags are completely worn out – what then?

ULFHEIM [strikes out with his hand]: Then we’ll stand there, free and undaunted – like the people we are!

MAJA [laughs]: Yes, you with your goat legs!

ULFHEIM: And you with your –. No, let it go.

MAJA: Come on, let us go.

ULFHEIM: Stop! Where to, comrade?

MAJA: Down to the hotel, of course.

ULFHEIM: And then?

MAJA: Then we’ll say goodbye and thank each other very nicely.

ULFHEIM: Can we part, the two of us? Do you believe that we can?

MAJA: Well, you didn’t manage to tie me up, you know.

ULFHEIM: I’ve a castle to offer you –

MAJA [points to the cabin]: Like that thing there?

ULFHEIM: It’s still standing.

MAJA: And all the glory of the world too, perhaps?

ULFHEIM: I said a castle –

MAJA: Thanks! I’ve had enough of castles.

ULFHEIM: – with fine hunting grounds for miles around.

MAJA: Are there any works of art in this castle?

ULFHEIM [slowly]: No – no works of art, I’m afraid, but –

MAJA [relieved]: That’s good!

ULFHEIM: So, will you come with me, then – for as far and as long as I want?

MAJA: There’s a tame bird of prey sitting there keeping watch over me.

ULFHEIM [wildly]: We’ll shoot him in the wing, Maja!

MAJA [looks at him for a moment and says with determination]: Well, come along then and carry me down the ravine.

ULFHEIM [throws his arm round her waist]: About time! The mist is over us –!

MAJA: Is the way down terribly dangerous?

ULFHEIM: The mountain mist is more dangerous.

She tears herself loose, walks over to the ridge and looks down, but quickly rushes back.

ULFHEIM [goes towards her and laughs]: So it makes you dizzy?

MAJA [weakly]: Yes, that too. But go over there and take a look down. Those two coming –

ULFHEIM [walks over to the ridge and bends over]: It’s only your bird of prey – and his strange lady.

MAJA: Can’t we slip past them – without their seeing us?

ULFHEIM: Impossible. The path’s far too narrow. And there’s no other way down.

MAJA [pulling herself together]: Oh well – let’s stand our ground here, then!

ULFHEIM: Spoken like a true bear killer, comrade!

RUBEK and IRENE come into view up above the ravine in the background. His plaid is over his shoulders. She has a fur cape worn loosely over her white dress and a white swansdown hood over her head.

RUBEK [still only semi-visible over the ridge]: Well, Maja! We meet yet again!

MAJA [with affected confidence]: At your service! Please, do come closer.

RUBEK climbs all the way up and holds a hand out to IRENE, who also comes all the way up.

RUBEK [coldly, to MAJA]: I see you’ve been out on the mountain all night too – just like us?

MAJA: Yes, I’ve been hunting. You did give me leave.9

ULFHEIM [points across to the ravine]: Did you come up that path there?

RUBEK: Yes; you saw us.

ULFHEIM: The strange lady as well?

RUBEK: Of course. [Glances at MAJA] From now on the strange lady and I no longer propose to take separate paths.

ULFHEIM: Don’t you know the way you came up, it’s a deadly path –?

RUBEK: We tried it even so. Because it didn’t seem so bad to begin with.

ULFHEIM: No, to begin with nothing seems difficult. But then you can get to an awkward spot where you can’t see your way forward or back. So you’re stuck there, professor! Wedged like a rock, as we hunters say.

RUBEK [smiles and looks at him]: Words of wisdom, I take it?

ULFHEIM: Words of wisdom, from me? Not bloody likely.

[Urgently – points up to the heights.] But can’t you see that the storm is overhead! Can’t you hear the gusts of wind?

RUBEK [listens]: It sounds like the prelude to the day of resurrection.

ULFHEIM: It’s the blasts blowing down from the peaks, man! Just look at the clouds swelling and sinking. They’ll soon be over us like a shroud.

IRENE [gives a start]: I know that shroud.

MAJA [clings to him]: Let’s just get down.

ULFHEIM [to RUBEK]: I can’t help more than one. Just stay there in the hut as long as – while the storm lasts. Then I’ll send people up to fetch the two of you.

IRENE [terrified]: Fetch us! No! No –!

ULFHEIM [roughly]: With force, if they have to. This is a matter of life and death. Now you know. [To MAJA] Come now – put your trust in your comrade.

MAJA [clings to him]: I’ll sing and shout with joy if I make it down in one piece!

ULFHEIM [starts the descent and cries out to the others]: So go and wait inside, in the hut, till the men arrive with ropes to fetch you.
 ULFHEIM with MAJA in his arms climbs quickly but carefully down into the ravine.

IRENE [looks at RUBEK for a while with terror in her eyes]: Did you hear that, Arnold? – Men are coming to get me! Lots of men are coming up here –!

RUBEK: Just keep calm, Irene!

IRENE [with mounting terror]: What about her, the one in black – she’ll come too. Because she must have missed me, long ago. And she’ll come and grab hold of me, Arnold! And put me in the straitjacket. Yes, she’s got it with her, in the suitcase. I’ve seen it myself –

RUBEK: No one will be allowed to touch you.

IRENE [with a crazed smile]: No – I have my own means of preventing that.

RUBEK: What means?

IRENE [draws the knife]: This, here!

RUBEK [tries to grab it]: You’ve got a knife –!

IRENE: Always, always. Day and night. In bed too.

RUBEK: Give me that knife, Irene!

IRENE [hides it]: You’re not having it. I can easily find a use for it myself.

RUBEK: What use do you have for it here?

IRENE [looks steadily at him]: It was intended for you, Arnold.

RUBEK: For me!

IRENE: When we sat down beside Taunitzer See last night –

RUBEK: Taunitzer –?

IRENE: Outside the farmhouse. Playing with swans and water-lilies –

RUBEK: What? What then?

IRENE: – and then I heard you say in such an icy, tomb-cold voice – that I was nothing more than an episode in your life –

RUBEK: It was you who said that, Irene! Not I.

IRENE [continues]: – I had pulled out the knife, then. Because I wanted to plunge it into your back.

RUBEK [darkly]: So why didn’t you?

IRENE: Because I realized with horror that you were already dead – had been for a long time.

RUBEK: Dead?

IRENE: Dead. Dead, just like me. We sat there beside Taunitzer See, we two clammy corpses – playing games.

RUBEK: I don’t call that dead. But you don’t understand me.

IRENE: What happened to that burning desire for me that you struggled with and fought against when I stood before you, freely, as woman resurrected?

RUBEK: Our love is certainly not dead, Irene.

IRENE: The love which is of this world, this life – the beautiful, the wonderful – the mysterious life of the earth – that has died in us both.

RUBEK [passionately]: Do you know that just that love, that very love – seethes and burns in me more passionately than ever before!

IRENE: And me? Have you forgotten who I am now?

RUBEK: As far as I’m concerned you can be whoever and whatever you want! For me you are the woman I see when I dream of you.

IRENE: I have stood on a revolving pedestal – naked – on display to hundreds of men – after you.

RUBEK: It was I who pushed you up on to that pedestal – blind, as I was then! I, who prized that lifeless clay image more than life – more than the happiness of love.

IRENE [looking down]: Too late. Too late.

RUBEK: Nothing of all that happened since has reduced you in my eyes, not by a hair’s breadth.

IRENE [with her head up]: Nor in mine.

RUBEK: Well! We’re free, then. And there’s still time for us to live our life, Irene.

IRENE [looks heavily at him]: The appetite for life died in me, Arnold. I am risen now. I search for you. And find you. – And then I see that you and life lie dead – just as I have lain.

RUBEK: Oh, how wrong you are! The life within us and the life around us seethes and throbs as before!

IRENE [smiles and shakes her head]: This young resurrected woman of yours can see all of life laid out on its funeral bier.

RUBEK [throws his arms passionately round her]: Then let us two dead people live life this one time to the full – before we step down into our graves again!

IRENE [with a scream]: Arnold!

RUBEK: But not here in the semi-darkness! Not here, with this ugly, damp shroud flapping about us –

IRENE [swept up by passion]: No, no – up in the light and in all the glittering glory. Up to the promised mountain top!

RUBEK: We’ll celebrate our marriage feast up there, Irene – my beloved!

IRENE [proud]: Then let the sun look upon us, Arnold.

RUBEK: All the powers of light can look upon us. And of darkness too. [Takes her hand] Will you come with me now, my bride of grace?

IRENE [as though transfigured]: I come freely and gladly, my lord and master.

RUBEK [draws her along]: We must first pass through the mists, Irene, and then –

IRENE: Yes, through all mists. And then right up to the top of the tower, shining in the sunrise.

The clouds of mist sink more densely over the landscape. RUBEK, holding IRENE’s hand, climbs up over the snowfield to the right and soon disappears among the lower clouds. Biting stormblasts thrust and howl through the air.

The SISTER OF MERCY emerges up in the scree on the left. She stops there and looks around, searchingly and silently.

MAJA [heard singing joyfully at a distance, down in the ravine]:

I am free! I am free! I am free!

Prison life’s over for me!

I’m free as a bird! I am free!

Suddenly a thunderous roar is heard from up in the snowfield, which slides and hurtles down at a furious speed.

RUBEK and IRENE are indistinctly glimpsed as they are hurled along in the mass of snow, and are buried by it.

SISTER OF MERCY [utters a scream, stretches out her arms to them as they fall and cries]: Irene! [She stands for a while, silent, then makes the sign of the cross in the air in front of her, and says] Pax vobiscum!10

MAJA’s jubilant song is heard from even further down the ravine.







Notes

The Master Builder

Title

1.   The Master Builder: The title of the original is Bygmester Solness, literally ‘Master Builder Solness’. But The Master Builder became the preferred title from the time of the play’s first translation into English.

Characters

1.   master builder: While the compound ‘bygmester’ of the original does mean ‘master builder’, the term is a set expression and simply refers to a builder who is in charge of a building firm, a building contractor. The term ‘master builder’ communicates a somewhat rarer and more mythical quality than does the original.

2.   Mrs: The term is ‘fru’, indicating that the woman in question is married and has a relatively high social standing (belonging to the bourgeoisie or the higher levels of the rural community). The term ‘madam’ was at this time used for married women from lower social strata.

3.   Knut: The ‘k’ in front of an ‘n’ should be pronounced in Dano-Norwegian (Danish was the shared written language of Denmark and Norway at this time, but Ibsen’s language is coloured by ‘Norwegianisms’).

4.   Miss: The word ‘frøken’ in the original was used to describe girls who had been confirmed (normally at the age of fourteen to sixteen, at the latest at nineteen). In contrast, ‘jomfru’ – more quaint by this period – meant an unmarried, younger woman of higher social standing.

Act One

1.   left wall: Ibsen always pictures the stage from the perspective of the audience.

2.   master: In the original Brovik refers scathingly to Solness as ‘principalen’, which can also mean the director, head or leader.

3.   villa: Villas for families of the bourgeoisie were at this time mostly built in rural surroundings on the periphery of the city.

4.   dammit: The original’s ‘for fan’ literally means ‘for the devil’, a middling strong to strong swearword. Various forms of this expression have been rendered as ‘dammit’ or ‘dammit all’ throughout these translations. Ibsen’s Norwegian swearwords are typically of a religious rather than sexual kind.

5.   Blonde ringlets: Ringlets were worn by Norwegian women around 1830 but represented a very dated look by the 1890s, when women’s hair was tied in a knot in the neck or up on the head.

6.   clean-shaven: Fashion in the eighteenth century demanded beardlessness, but beards were popular in the nineteenth.

7.   upon my soul: ‘Så min sæl’ og salighed’ is an expression used in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Danish literature. By the 1890s it had become a literary-sounding and antiquated phrase. It literally means ‘so my soul and salvation’.

8.   baronial pile: ‘Røverborg’ literally means ‘robber’s fortress’, the fortress of a robber knight or robber baron; here an old, dilapidated house.

9.   the turn: ‘Omslaget’ may mean a change or reversal of one sort or another, e.g. the turn of the tide, a turn in the weather, but also a reversal of fortune. The word designates a central concept in the play.

10. travelling costume: From the 1880s there were initiatives to make more easy and comfortable clothing for women’s outdoor activities, often a simple skirt and a separate top.

11. mountain lodges: Lodges and cabins provided by the state or the Norwegian Trekking Association (founded in 1868) as accommodation for travellers over mountain passes.

12. glorious: ‘Dejlig’ is a key word in the play. On the whole it is translated as ‘lovely’, but not when preceded by ‘utterly’ or ‘terribly’, in which cases ‘glorious’ or ‘splendid’ has been preferred for stylistic reasons.

13. woman: Before it became applied to female individuals, the word ‘Fruentimmer’ in the original meant ‘a woman’s room’. The word acquired a pejorative sense from the middle of the nineteenth century, generally referring to a woman of low standing or questionable behaviour.

14. When the tower was finished … celebration in the town: The owner traditionally gave a feast when the top of the construction was finished, and a wreath or small pine tree was placed on top.

15. harps playing: Probably an allusion to the notion of the music or harmony of the spheres, a divine music not audible to the human ear.

16. the real bit: ‘Det rigtige’. This is an instance of an adjective used with the definite article but no noun to follow, a stylistic possibility in Norwegian employed by Ibsen to denote a central idea, communicating a certain openness or enigmatic quality. Other instances of the same in this play include ‘det forfærdelige’ (literally: ‘the terrible [thing]’) and ‘det umulige’ (‘the impossible’). While the last example shows that this construction is not always untranslatable in English, in most cases a noun is required.

17. Orangia: ‘Appelsinia’. The orange (‘appelsin’) was a rare and exotic fruit in Norway at this time.

18. tied a knot in your handkerchief: A traditional way in which to signal that something must be remembered.

Act Two

1.   Just as empty: Possibly an allusion to Genesis 1:2: ‘And the earth was without form, and void.’ In Ibsen’s original the words ‘tomt’ and ‘øde’ are identical with those used as equivalents of ‘without form’ and ‘void’ in his Danish Bible translation. These words more literally mean ‘empty’ and ‘deserted’.

2.   no longer looped up: This signals that she is about to move indoors.

3.   the big quarry: In the rocky terrain of Norway it is common for houses to be built on steep hillsides, with ledges or plateaux carved or blasted out of the rock to accommodate them.

4.   Aline caught a fever. And that affected her milk: A theory not known in either popular medicine or contemporary science.

5.   calling in life: The notion of a calling has biblical or Christian connotations. ‘Livskald’, literally ‘life calling’, is one of several key compounds involving ‘life’ in this play.

6.   midday: ‘Middag’ literally means ‘midday’, but more narrowly refers to the midday meal.

7.   sleigh: In the original a small sledge with room for only one person.

8.   as cowardly: ‘Skrælinger’. An old expression with reference to Inuits, with the literal meaning ‘weaklings’.

Act Three

1.   my duty to bow to his wishes: Probably an allusion to St Paul’s notion of a woman’s place in relation to her husband, cf. e.g. Ephesians 5:22: ‘Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.’

2.   They’ve drained all the lifeblood out of her: Emptied her of her power. In Norwegian fairy tales trolls are often depicted as eating humans and drinking human blood.

3.   dauntless Viking spirit: ‘Vikingtrods i livet’. The original compound is a set expression, literally ‘Viking defiance’, adding ‘in life’.

4.   grist to his mill: The idiom ‘fik vand på sin mølle’ (literally ‘got water on his mill’) refers to someone who finds new arguments and becomes more eager and assertive.

5.   it is finished: Christ’s last words on the cross; see John 19:30.

Little Eyolf

Characters

1.   Miss: See note 4 to the List of Characters in The Master Builder above.

2.   Borgheim: The spelling has been changed from ‘Borghejm’ to ‘Borgheim’ in order to facilitate pronunciation.

3.   The Rat-Maid: The literal meaning of ‘Rottejomfruen’. Ibsen seems to have used the Grimm brothers’ fairy tale ‘The Pied Piper of Hamelin’ as a source for this character, but he claimed that she was based on a childhood memory of an insane woman who was known by this name in his hometown of Skien. ‘The Rat-Maid’ catches the fairy-tale quality better than the traditional English translation ‘Rat Wife’; used of an old crone, it also has an ironic dimension.

Act One

1.   the background: In his stage directions, Ibsen employs terms such as ‘background’ and ‘foreground’ rather than ‘upstage’ and ‘downstage’. He always pictures the stage from the perspective of the audience.

2.   all the nicer: ‘Dejligere’. The word ‘dejlig’ occurs often in the play, and the many different contexts make it impossible to remain consistent in translation. In certain cases it has been translated as ‘lovely’, in others as ‘marvellous’ or ‘sweet’, here as ‘nice’ and in one instance as ‘fine and good’.

3.   How empty: See The Master Builder, Act Two, note 1, above.

4.   gives scope: The word ‘romme’ literally means to contain or accommodate.

5.   there’s someone coming after me: Allmers alludes to John the Baptist’s words about Christ; see Mark 1:7.

6.   I’ll have to be a soldier: Compulsory military service for young men was introduced in Southern Norway in 1876 and in Northern Norway in 1897.

7.   gnaws: Words associated with the Rat-Maiden, such as ‘nager’, ‘gnaver’, ‘lokke’ (gnaw, lure), recur throughout the play, and the translation has aimed for consistency in order to capture the importance of this set of metaphors.

8.   beastie: ‘Skabilken’ refers to an ugly, unshapely creature.

9.   Puggy-boy: ‘Mops’ refers to a small dog with a broad face and a short, blunt nose, a pug. The addition of ‘mann’ is in Norwegian common in nicknames for boys and pets.

10. Then I walk him round the house three times: A reference to traditional belief in the magic powers of circles and of the numeral three.

11. woman: See The Master Builder, Act One, note 13, above.

12. follow my calling: The notion of ‘a calling’ has biblical or Christian associations here.

13. inconceivable good fortune: ‘Ubegribelige lykke’. The word ‘lykke’ has a number of possible translations in English, including ‘happiness’ and ‘fortune’. Elsewhere in the play the word has been translated as ‘happiness’.

14. gold and green forests: Set expression, used in Norwegian fairy tales. The saying often refers to unrealistic promises.

15. the complete one: ‘Den fuldfærdige’ literally means ‘the fully finished one’. The same word is used twice in this line.

16. renunciation: A renunciation of the Devil was proclaimed before the Confession in connection with Lutheran christenings.

17. tickled pink: ‘Kisteglad’. Literally ‘asylum happy’, the happiness of someone who is insane. Overjoyed.

18. rouse the wickedness: ‘Det onde’. The adjective ‘ond’ (‘evil’ or ‘wicked’) and its noun and adverb forms are all key words in the play. The image of ‘onde øjne’ (‘evil eyes’, see below) is also central, but elsewhere, as in this context, translating ‘ond’ as ‘evil’ comes across as too metaphysical in English. ‘Ond’ is therefore most often translated as ‘wicked’.

19. left him neglected: ‘Gå for lud og kaldt vand’. Set expression. Literally to be cleansed with ‘lye and cold water’, i.e., in the most uncomfortable ways; to be neglected and badly treated.

20. The time had not yet come for me: See John 12:23: ‘The hour is come, that the Son of man should be glorified.’ Ibsen uses the archaic form ‘tiden er kommen’, which is identical with the translation of this verse in some Danish bibles.

21. Had let my hair down: The fashion for women was to have their hair pulled back and collected in a heavy knot at the neck or on the head. To have hair down loose was not acceptable except in private.

22. ‘You had champagne, but you touched it not’: An allusion to the last line in the Norwegian poet Johan Sebastian Welhaven’s anti-revolutionary poem ‘Republikanerne’ (‘The Republicans’, 1832): ‘They had champagne, but touched it not’.

23. evil eyes: It was believed that certain people with occult powers could harm both men and animals with their gaze. This is also a feature in Norwegian fairy tales.

24. Look – the crutch! It’s floating: ‘Krykken flyder’. This formulation ought to convey the sound of a tolling bell and provide an appropriately sing-song line for Rita in Act Three. The solution here is a slight expansion on the more compact formulation in the original.

Act Two

1.   joy and pride: The word ‘glæde’ (joy or happiness) is another central word in the play and closely related to ‘lykke’ (cf. above). While ‘lykke’ has generally been translated as ‘happiness’, ‘glæde’ has been translated as ‘joy’.

2.   black crape: A ribbon around the hat or the arm in order to communicate grief.

3.   vowels: The original literally means ‘light first letters in the names’, i.e. a light vowel, a vowel formed far to the front of the mouth.

4.   the law of change: ‘Forvandlingens lov’. Cited initially by Allmers and referred to several times in the play. Probably referring to the general notion that all things in nature, including human abilities and relations, are subject to the law of change. ‘Forvandling’ literally means ‘transformation’.

5.   complicity and penitence: Confession and repentance had a central place in Lutheran theology.

Act Three

1.   Mrs Allmers: ‘Fru Rita’. The address in the original, literally ‘Mrs Rita’, marks a gentleman’s polite acquaintance with a lady. It is close enough for him to use the first name, but not on its own or with the informal ‘du’ (you).

2.   Miss Asta: ‘Frøken Asta’. See the note on Mrs Allmers above.

3.   I had the sense that death and I … travelling companions: This motif is found in the Asbjørnsen and Moe fairy tale ‘Følgesvenden’ (‘The Companion’), in which a dead man joins a young boy and helps him.

4.   Desolation and emptiness all around: Another reference to Genesis 1:2.

John Gabriel Borkman

Characters

1.   Mrs: See note 2 to the List of Characters in The Master Builder, above.

2.   Miss: See note 4 to the List of Characters in The Master Builder, above.

3.   Vilhelm Foldal: A character who seems first to have been conceived by Ibsen in connection with The Lady from the Sea (1888). In the notes for that play Ibsen sketched him as an old married clerk who wrote a play in his youth and who is perpetually polishing it, living in the hope that he will one day get it published and make a name for himself.

4.   clerk: ‘Extraskriver’. Assistant in a government ministry, secretary or copyist.

5.   maid: ‘Stuepige’. Maid with a particular responsibility for cleaning and keeping tidy the more private parts of the house, who would also help with receiving family guests and serving.

Act One

1.   the background: Ibsen employs terms such as ‘background’ and ‘foreground’ rather than ‘upstage’ and ‘downstage’. He always pictures the stage from the perspective of the audience.

2.   horsehair sofa: A ‘kanapé’ was an upholstered bench or sofa shaped as two or three connected chairs, here with horsehair, which was commonly used both to stuff and upholster Empire-style furniture (see also Act Two, note 1, below).

3.   our student: The use of academic and professional titles was common in Norway in the nineteenth century, in both direct address and description. Erhart Borkman is frequently referred to as ‘Student Borkman’. The translation has kept such references to a minimum, preferring instead the designation ‘young Mr Borkman’.

4.   They always called him by his first name: The use of first name signals a close and personal relationship, in which the person spoken of is included in a fellowship of people below him or her in social rank.

5.   The whole lot: ‘Hele herligheden’ literally means ‘all of the glory’, and the original phrase may have religious connotations.

6.   restitution: ‘Oprejsning’. This central word may have religious connotations, signalling the raising up of a fallen humankind through Christ, but Mrs Borkman’s focus here is on the social and material aspects of life.

7.   One who will wash everything clean: This is a slightly archaic, biblical-sounding phrase in the original. It may allude to being cleansed in the blood of the Lamb; see Revelations 7:14.

8.   that can be restored: ‘Som kan oprejses’. The translation here renders ‘oprejse’ with the verb ‘restore’, since maintaining the key word ‘restitution’ was not syntactically possible.

9.   gallery: ‘Storsalen’. A large room in manor houses used for displaying portraits and occasionally for social functions such as balls.

10. wolf: ‘Ulv’. Grey wolf (Canis lupus). As late as at the end of the nineteenth century, the wolf was quite common in Norway. This has also been seen as an allusion to Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen (1848–74): the conflict between Borkman and Hinkel seems similar to that between Wotan (meaning ‘wolf’) and Alberich.

11. she’s divorced from her husband: There were fewer than 100 divorces per year in Norway at the end of the nineteenth century; separation and divorce were socially stigmatizing.

12. And you still believe that you profited from that victory: See Luke 9:25: ‘For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself?’ Ella alludes to the biblical distinction between material and spiritual gain.

13. the poorhouse: The Norwegian Poor Law of 1863 stressed the family’s responsibility. The so-called ‘deserving poor’ included orphans, the handicapped, the elderly and the ill, but generally poverty was primarily seen as a moral problem and blamed on the individual. The official task of helping the poor was left to the municipalities in this period.

14. who has not had time to announce her: Visitors were expected to be announced in bourgeois households, either by a card or by the maid.

15. cast a spell: Literally ‘throw runes’. Runes can denote magical signs or magical potion. In Norse poetry and in ballads an initiate can use runes in order to win another person’s love or seduce someone. The person in question throws runes at the chosen one or puts them in his or her bed.

16. Danse macabre: Symphonical poem from 1874 by French composer Camille Saint-Saëns. Franz Liszt arranged a popular piano version. The composition alludes to the late medieval allegory of the dance of death, in which a personified Death leads people in a procession towards the grave.

Act Two

1.   Empire style: French-influenced style which was popular in Norway between 1814 and 1840, associated with the class of civil servants. A form of neoclassicism.

2.   miner’s son: ‘Bergmand’. The compound literally means ‘mountain man’. Unlike the English, the Norwegian word had Romantic connotations. See also Ibsen’s 1871 poem ‘Bergmanden’ (‘The Mountain Miner’).

3.   his right hand thrust inside his jacket: A similar gesture to Napoleon Bonaparte’s in a number of portraits.

4.   the tram: Kristiania (now Oslo) had its first tram line, the trams pulled by horses, in 1875. It became powered by electricity in 1894.

5.   we, the elect: Both biblical (see Matthew 22:14: ‘For many are called, but few are chosen’) and perhaps related to Friedrich Nietzsche’s aristocratic political ideas.

6.   kiss the rod: ‘Kryber til korset’. A Norwegian idiom literally meaning ‘creeping to the cross’, as a sign of remorse and repentance.

7.   waterfalls: As the use of electricity gradually became more common in the 1880s, many entrepreneurs and speculators saw a potential in Norwegian waterfalls.

8.   great wounded game fowl: ‘Storfugl’, literally ‘large bird’. A designation for both capercaillie and black grouse.

9.   the morality of an übervillain: ‘Overskurkens moral’. Ibsen’s coinage ‘overskurken’ literally means ‘supervillain’. Ibsen’s early translator William Archer suspected this was a deliberate ironic play on the Nietzschean ‘Übermensch’ (‘overmenneske’ in Norwegian) or ‘superman’ and asked Ibsen to confirm it, but the playwright was characteristically elusive.

10. full restitution: ‘Oprejsning’. Foldal here uses this word in a legal sense – the restitution of civil rights.

11. my examination: Since Foldal refers to legal precedent below, he is probably referring to the final exams for the professional degree in law.

12. exceptional people: ‘Undtagelsesmennesker’. A compound and more of a set expression in Dano-Norwegian. People who because of their exceptional gifts stand out and who therefore should not be treated according to ordinary moral and legal standards.

13. There – on the sofa: Borkman asks Ella to sit on the sofa, indicating that he considers her to be of equal social standing, whereas he offers Foldal a chair.

14. hot-air balloon: The air balloon was invented in 1782, and a number of ambitious scientific air journeys were undertaken in the latter part of the nineteenth century.

15. the crime for which there is no forgiveness: Often referred to as the somewhat mysterious ‘sin against the Holy Ghost’ (cf., e.g., Matthew 12:31).

16. the vital capacity for love: ‘Kærlighedslivet’. The compound literally means ‘love-life’.

17. slumbering spirits of gold: Perhaps a jocular allusion to alchemy’s notions of the spiritual qualities of gold.

Act Three

1.   stove: The Scandinavian ‘kakkelovn’ is a stove which has sides and a top of square tiles.

2.   In the name of Jesus: ‘I Jøssu’ navn.’ The meaning is the same, but the expression in the original is marked as belonging to a lower sociolect.

3.   The eye, reborn: Literally ‘the born-again eye’, a religious allusion suggesting a new vision resulting from being born again.

4.   for whom restitution and redemption are impossible: In the original, the phrase is contained by the adjective ‘uoprejselig’. Here, redemption has here been added to the sense of restitution (‘oprejsning’) already established in the text. Borkman’s language now also suggests a spiritual dimension.

5.   monument of infamy: ‘Skamstøtten’ literally means a ‘statue of shame’. A statue with an inscription condemning a crime, most often erected when the criminal had escaped punishment.

6.   your buried life: Ibsen’s compound ‘gravliv’ is more succinct (literally ‘grave-life’), and a number of these compounds were his own coinages. It is in line with the ‘pit-life’ (‘grubeliv’) that follows in Mrs Borkman’s next speech.

7.   has his hat on: A gentleman always took his hat off indoors.

8.   stuffy air inside this drawing room: The more pithy compound ‘stueluften’ is used four times in the third act. It literally means ‘drawing-room air’ and refers to closed-in, unhealthy air, here used in contrast to life abroad, life outdoors and the life of the imagination.

9.   What do you mean, Father: The original uses the most polite form of address (in the third person, with the use of title).

10. redemption and restitution: In the original this is still the key word ‘oprejsning’. As Borkman here uses the word in the context of a ‘fallen man’, ‘redemption’ has been placed before ‘restitution’.

11. I’ll raise myself up: Here the verb form of ‘restitution’ (‘oprejsning’) is used, in the phrase ‘oprejse mig selv’.

12. sleigh-carriage: More specifically a (galla) carriage where the wheels could be replaced with runners for use in winter.

Act Four

1.   old-fashioned cloak: ‘Gammeldags slængkappe’. Broad, armless cloak thrown over the shoulders.

2.   connecting lives all over the world: The original simply has the compound ‘forbundsliv’, literally ‘fellowship life’ or ‘association life’. Life and work based on a shared understanding of needs and interests, of connections between people.

3.   the outworks: ‘Udenværkerne’ refers to the outer walls of defence in an older fortress or similar buildings.

4.   The treasure sank back into the depths: A common motif in songs and fairy tales about treasure hunting. If the treasure hunter does not pass the test, the treasure sinks into the ground and is for ever lost.

5.   For the kingdom – and the power – and the glory: From the Lord’s Prayer: ‘For the kingdom, the power and the glory are yours, now and for ever.’ See Matthew 6:9–13.

When We Dead Awaken

Characters

1.   Mrs: See note 2 to the List of Characters in The Master Builder, above.

2.   Squire Ulfheim: ‘Godsejer’ literally means landowner or landed proprietor. There is no exact equivalent in English, but Ulfheim shares characteristics with literary squires of the Victorian age. The spelling has been changed from ‘Ulfhejm’ to ‘Ulfheim’ in order to facilitate pronunciation. Lars, Ulfheim’s servant, does not appear in the list of characters.

3.   A travelling lady: Initially designated in the stage directions as ‘a slender lady’, then as ‘the strange lady’ and then given the speech label ‘the lady’ until Rubek uses her name for the second time. Thereafter she becomes ‘Irene’.

4.   A Sister of Mercy: ‘Diakonisse’. More particularly a woman in charge of the social work of a Lutheran parish. In a Norwegian context, the title was relatively new at this time, with the first institution for the training of ‘diakonisser’ established in Kristiania (later Oslo) in 1868.

5.   sanatorium …  in the mountains: ‘Højfjeldssanatorium’. Literally ‘high mountain sanatorium’. A hotel in healthy surroundings built on high ground. Many sanatoriums were built in Europe in the latter half of the nineteenth century, particularly for patients suffering from tuberculosis.

Act One

1.   to the right: Ibsen always pictures the stage from the perspective of the audience.

2.   Maja: In Ibsen’s text this character is referred to with the more formal ‘Fru Maja’, literally ‘Mrs Maja’.

3.   champagne and seltzers: The champagne was probably used in order to give taste to the seltzer, which was drunk as health-inducing mineral water.

4.   older gentleman: People above the age of fifty were considered elderly at this time.

5.   mein Kind: German for ‘my child’, perhaps signalling Rubek’s long exile in Germany.

6.   silence: Ibsen here in fact uses ‘lydløsheten’(‘the soundlessness’) rather than ‘stillheten’ (‘the silence’).

7.   Frau Professor: ‘Frau’ is German for ‘Mrs’. Maja’s formal title in German as the wife of a professor.

8.   Taunitzer See: A fictional lake.

9.   right up north: Tourism to the far north of Norway had grown considerably in the 1880s: 1,000 tourists visited the North Cape in the summer of 1887.

10. Resurrection Day: An expression, not found in the Bible, with positive, religious connotations.

11. all the best-loved farmyard animals, then: This idea of resemblances between men and animals in terms of character and moral habitus is indebted to Physiognomica (from around 100 BC), and more generally to the popular pseudoscience of physiognomy.

12. Now drink, and be merry: See Ecclesiastes 8:15: ‘A man hath no better thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be merry.’

13. take me with you up on to a high mountain and show me all the glory of the world: This is an allusion to the Devil tempting Christ during his forty days in the wilderness: see Matthew 4:8–9: ‘Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. And he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” ’

14. Frau Professor: There is no English equivalent for the feminine ‘Professorinden’ or ‘fru Professorinden’, ‘Professor’s wife’. Address by way of title was considered the utmost expression of politeness. The level of formality is here captured through the German form, already used by Rubek.

15. northern: ‘Nordlandsk’ means from Northern Norway, normally considered to consist of today’s three counties of Nordland, Troms and Finnmark.

16. famous sculptor: ‘Billedmester’. Literally ‘picture master’.

17. lord and master: Christ’s words to his disciples in John 13:14: ‘If I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet; ye also ought to wash one another’s feet.’

18. milk and water: ‘Mælkeblande’. Literally ‘milk mix’. Milk diluted with water, used as soft drink.

19. The Lady: Even though she has been recognized by Rubek, Ibsen continues to label Irene ‘The Lady’ for a few more lines.

20. In honour and glory: Associated with Christ ‘crowned with glory and honour’; see Hebrews 2:9.

21. Crushed it to dust: Possibly an allusion to Moses destroying the golden calf, grinding it into dust; see Exodus 32:20.

22. transfigured: An allusion to Christ’s appearance when he showed himself to his disciples after his resurrection; see Matthew 17:1–2.

23. tableaux vivants: ‘Levende billeder’, literally ‘living pictures’. Depictions of paintings, or historical or poetical topics, by living people in the shape of tableaux, a popular form of entertainment in the nineteenth century.

24. Tied my arms behind my back: A reference to the use of straitjackets in the treatment of psychiatric patients.

25. I raised three fingers in the air: A sign that one is swearing an oath.

26. Fell at your feet: Possibly an allusion to Martha anointing the feet of Christ; see Matthew 26:6–13.

27. came with me: ‘Fulgte med mig’ literally means ‘followed me’. This has connotations of Jesus calling his disciples: see Matthew 4:19.

28. in your image: Connotations of God making mankind in his own image; see Genesis 1:27.

Act Two

1.   flytrap: Literally ‘the fly cupboard’. A cupboard for storing food with a mesh door to prevent flies from getting in. Here a reference to the sanatorium. See Ulfheim’s words about the dining room of the spa (‘half-dead flies and people’).

2.   visitors’ list: Newspapers carried notices of ships’ schedules and lists of passenger names.

3.   divorce: There were fewer than 100 divorces per year in Norway at the end of the nineteenth century.

4.   waif and stray: ‘Nødskilling’. The word refers more particularly to money put aside for a rainy day, also money put to charitable use, and may generally refer to an inferior substitute for something.

5.   So what did you add: ‘Digte til’. The word for ‘add’ is here the same as for ‘write’ or ‘compose’ poetry or fiction, which is how Rubek uses it in the preceding speech. The noun, ‘digter’, means a poet, which Irene goes on to call Rubek.

6.   the joy of light: ‘Lysglæden’. A poetic expression of the joy created by light, the compound is literally translated ‘light joy’.

7.   mountain rose: A seemingly generic and poetic name (the literal translation of ‘fjeldrose’ is ‘mountain rose’), but probably a Lapland rosebay (Rhododendron lapponicum), the only wild rhododendron species in the Norwegian flora.

8.   hunters: ‘Fangstmænd’. This word was normally used exclusively with reference to whalers and seal hunters.

9.   water-lilies: Associated in folk culture with water spirits, and with temptation and danger, especially of an erotic kind. Ibsen also uses water-lilies elsewhere, in his poem ‘Med en vandlilje’ (‘With a water-lily’, 1871) and in Little Eyolf.

10. Lohengrin’s boat: A motif known from medieval German poetry and used by Richard Wagner in the opera Lohengrin (1848). Lohengrin was the son of Parzival, a knight of the Holy Grail who is sent in a boat drawn by swans to rescue a maiden who can never ask his name. See the reference to swans above.

11. mumbo jumbo: ‘Troldmandsønskerne’ literally means ‘sorcerer’s wishes’. According to folk tradition, one was never to wish luck to someone going hunting or fishing, as it was seen as a jinx.

12. worst of luck: Literally ‘all the unhappiness in the entire country’. A traditional wish; the meaning is, however, positive.

Act Three

1.   wolverine: ‘Jærv’. A versatile and powerful predator and scavenger, the largest of the weasel family, of disproportionate viciousness and strength.

2.   sport: The word was first used in Danish from the middle of the nineteenth century.

3.   satyr: In Greek mythology, satyrs were the male companions of Pan and Dionysos. They had goat-like features including tail, ears and sometimes a goat-like phallus. In Roman mythology, the equivalent is the faun, who was half-man, half-goat and looked after the woods, cattle and fields. Ibsen uses ‘faun’, but ‘satyr’ is preferred here as in English it more clearly communicates Ulfheim’s dangerous eroticism.

4.   horns: A symbol of a deceived husband, a cuckold.

5.   shape of a bear: A common fairy-tale motif. A man is changed into a bear or wolf by a troll woman but is made into a man again through the love of a devoted woman.

6.   so her feet would never get hurt on any stones: Refers to Christ’s temptation in the wilderness; see Matthew 4:5–6: ‘ “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down, for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.’ ” ’

7.   the highest mountain: Again a reference to Christ’s temptation: see Act One, note 13, above.

8.   trying his hand at patchwork: ‘Lappeskrædder’ literally means ‘rags tailor’, a tailor who only repairs clothes.

9.   leave: ‘Udgangslov’. Permission (particularly for a servant) to go out.

10. Pax vobiscum: Christ’s words of farewell to his disciples after the resurrection, meaning ‘Peace [be] with you.’ In the (Catholic) Latin mass the words ‘Dominus vobiscum’ (‘The Lord [be] with you’) normally ended the liturgical act.
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