Ibsen Activity: What can different translations tell us?

Three translations of the last exchanges in A Doll's House

Introduction.  If you are studying modern drama, then the chances are that a number of the texts you study will be  in translation. This is because some of the most significant developments in drama of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century originated outside Britain - but in due course writers such Ibsen, Chekhov and Brecht have been very influential and are frequently performed and read in translation in Britain and throughout Europe. To an extent it might seem there is little that we can add to the problem of translating these authors. If we have some French, few of us have Norwegian or Russian. Therefore we seem to have no choice but to rely on the translator to deliver the play’s meaning to us.

However, there is also an opportunity here for getting rapidly to grips with questions about the meanings of these translated plays. For if we do have to depend on translated texts, we do not have to look at only one translation. It is likely that the decisions made by different translators about how to deal with a play’s meaning will raise questions in our minds about what the play is ‘meant’ to mean. For example, even quite small- seeming translation decisions about which word to use (lexical choice) can have a significant impact on meaning. In the following activity there is a chance to explore this way into a play’s meaning by comparing three different translations of the last speeches of A Doll’s House, provided here as parallel texts.

(Instructions. We have divided the passage up into 4 sections, each with a suggested focus for investigating how the different translators have understood aspects of the play. You can work through the activity either on screen or by printing it out. Simply make notes to answer the questions posed at the beginning of each section about differences between the translations (don’t despise the simple technique of underlining different choices of words / language in the three texts - this can tell you a lot).

	Section 1. What differences do you note in these translations? How similar is the representation of the characters of Nora and Helmer?  Do they have the same relationship in each version?

	a) Rolf Fjelde, in the Wordworth Anthology translation
	b) From the Project Gutenberg etext of A Dolls House, translator unknown
	c) William Archer

	NORA.  I've waited now so patiently eight long years - for, my Lord, I know miracles don't come every day.  Then this crisis broke over me, and such a certainty filled me: now the miraculous event would occur.  While Krogstad's letter was lying out there, I never for an instant dreamed that you could give in to his terms.  I was so utterly sure you'd say to him: go on, tell your tale to the whole wide world.  And when he'd done that -

HELMER: Yes, what then? When I'd delivered my own wife into shame and disgrace - !

NORA.  When he'd done that, I was so utterly sure that you'd step forward, take the blame on yourself and say: I am the guilty one.

HELMER: Nora!

NORA: You're thinking I'd never accept such a sacrifice from you?  No, of course not.  But what good would my protests be against you?  That was the miracle I was waiting for, in terror and hope.  And to stave that off, I would have taken my life.
	Nora. I have waited so patiently for eight years; for, goodness knows, I knew very well that wonderful things don't happen every day. Then this horrible misfortune came upon me; and then I felt quite certain that the wonderful thing was going to happen at last. When Krogstad's letter was lying out there, never for a moment did I imagine that you would consent to accept this man's conditions. I was so absolutely certain that you would say to him: Publish the thing to the whole world. And when that was done--

Helmer. Yes, what then?--when I had exposed my wife to shame and disgrace?

Nora. When that was done, I was so absolutely certain, you would come forward and take everything upon yourself, and say: I am the guilty one.

Helmer. Nora--!

Nora. You mean that I would never have accepted such a sacrifice on your part? No, of course not. But what would my assurances have been worth against yours? That was the wonderful thing which I hoped for and feared; and it was to prevent that, that I wanted to kill myself.


	NORA. I have waited so patiently all these eight years. for of course I saw clearly enough that miracles don't happen every day.  When this crushing blow threatened me, I said to myself so confidently, "Now comes the miracle!" When Krogstad's letter lay  in the box, it never for a moment occurred to me that you would think of submitting to that man's conditions. I was convinced that you would say to him, "Make it known to all the world"; and that then-  
   HELMER. Well? When I had given my own wife's name up to disgrace  and shame-?  

   NORA. Then I firmly believed that you would come forward, take everything upon yourself, and say, "I am the guilty one."  

   HELMER. Nora-!       

   NORA. You mean I would never have accepted such a sacrifice? No, certainly not. But what would my assertions have been worth in  opposition to yours?- That was the miracle that I hoped for and  dreaded. And it was to hinder that that I wanted to die.


	Section 2 How do these alternative translations present the sexual side of the Helmer marriage?

	HELMER: I'd gladly work for you night and day, Nora - and take on pain and deprivation.  But there's no one who gives up honor for love.

NORA: Millions of women have done just that.

HELMER: Oh, you think and talk like a silly child.

NORA: Perhaps.  But you neither talk nor think like the man I could join myself to.  What your big fright was over - and it wasn't from any threat against me, only for what might damage you - when all the danger was past, for you it was just as if nothing had happened.  I was exactly the same, your little lark, your doll, that you'd have to handle with double care now that I turned out so brittle and frail.  (Gets up).  Torvald - in that instant it dawned on me that for eight years I'd been living here with a stranger, and that I'd even conceived three children - oh, I can't stand the thought of it!  I could tear myself to bits.

HELMER: (Heavily).  I see.  There's a gulf that's opened between us - that's clear.  Oh but Nora, can't we bridge it somehow?

NORA:  The way I am now, I'm no wife for you.

HELMER: I have the strength to make myself over.

NORA: Maybe - if your doll gets taken away.

HELMER: But to part!  To part from you!  No, Nora, no - I can't imagine it.

NORA: (Going out, right). All the more reason why it has to be.  (She reenters with her coat and a small overnight bag, which she puts on a chair by the table.)  

HELMER: Nora, Nora, not now!  Wait until tomorrow.

NORA: I can't spend the night in a strange man's room.

HELMER: But couldn't we live here like brother and sister - 

NORA: You know very well how long that would last (Throws her shawl around her).
	Helmer. I would gladly work night and day for you, Nora--bear sorrow and want for your sake. But no man would sacrifice his honour for the one he loves.

Nora. It is a thing hundreds of thousands of women have done.

Helmer. Oh, you think and talk like a heedless child.

Nora. Maybe. But you neither think nor talk like the man I could bind myself to. As soon as your fear was over--and it was not fear for what threatened me, but for what might happen to you--when the whole thing was past, as far as you were concerned it was exactly as if nothing at all had happened. Exactly as before, I was your little skylark, your doll, which you would in future treat with doubly gentle care, because it was so brittle and fragile. (Getting up.) Torvald--it was then it dawned upon me that for eight years I had been living here with a strange man, and had borne him three children--. Oh, I can't bear to think of it! I could tear myself into little bits!

Helmer (sadly). I see, I see. An abyss has opened between us--there is no denying it. But, Nora, would it not be possible to fill it up?

Nora. As I am now, I am no wife for you.

Helmer. I have it in me to become a different man.

Nora. Perhaps-- if your doll is taken away from you.

Helmer. But to part!--to part from you! No, no, Nora, I can't understand that idea.

Nora (going out to the right). That makes it all the more certain that it must be done. (She comes back with her cloak and hat and a small bag which she puts on a chair by the table.)

Helmer. Nora, Nora, not now! Wait until tomorrow.

Nora (putting on her cloak). I cannot spend the night in a strange man's room.

Helmer. But can't we live here like brother and sister--?

Nora (putting on her hat). You know very well that would not last long. (Puts the shawl round her.)...
	HELMER. I would gladly work for you day and night, Nora- bear sorrow and want for your sake. But no man sacrifices his honour, even for one he loves.

   NORA. Millions of women have done so.  

   HELMER. Oh, you think and talk like a silly child. 

   NORA. Very likely. But you neither think nor talk like the man I can share my life with. When your terror was over- not for what threatened me, but for yourself- when there was nothing more to fear- then it seemed to you as though nothing had happened. I was your lark again, your doll, just as before- whom you would take twice as much care of in future, because she was so weak and fragile. [Stands up.] Torvald- in that moment it burst upon me that I had been living here these eight years with a strange man,  and had borne him three children.- Oh, I can't bear to think of it! I could tear myself to pieces!

   HELMER. [Sadly.] I see it, I see it; an abyss has opened between  us.- But, Nora, can it never be filled up? 

   NORA. As I now am, I am no wife for you. 

   HELMER. I have strength to become another man. 

   NORA. Perhaps- when your doll is taken away from you.  

   HELMER. To part- to part from you! No, Nora, no; I can't grasp the thought.. 

   NORA. [Going into room on the right.] The more reason for the thing  to happen. 

[She comes back with out-door things and a small 

travelling-bag, which she places on a chair.]

   HELMER. Nora, Nora, not now! Wait till to-morrow.  

   NORA. [Putting on cloak.] I can't spend the night in a strange  man's house. 

   HELMER. But can we not live here, as brother and sister-? 

   NORA. [Fastening her hat.] You know very well that wouldn't last long. [Puts on the shawl.]


	Section 3. Are there any differences in the way these versions present: a) Nora's precise relationship with her children, b) the balance of blame in her leaving of her husband, c) her relationship to the house itself?

	NORA:... Goodbye, Torvald.  I won't look in on the children.  I know they're in better hands than mine.  The way I am now, I'm no use to them.

HELMER: But someday, Nora, someday?

NORA: How can I tell?  I haven't the least idea what'll become of me.

HELMER: But you're my wife, now and wherever you go.

NORA: Listen, Torvald - I've heard that when a wife deserts her husband's house just as I'm doing, then the law frees him from all responsibility.  In any case, I'm freeing you from being responsible.  Don't feel yourself bound, any more than I will.  There has to be absolute freedom for us both.  Here, take your ring back.  Give me mine.

HELMER:That too?

NORA: That too. 

HELMER:  There it is.

NORA: Good.  Well, now it's all over.  I'm putting the keys here.  The maids know all about keeping up the house - better than I do.  Tomorrow, after I've left town, Kristine will stop by to pack up everything that's mine from home.  I'd like those things shipped up to me.

HELMER: Over!  All over!  Nora, won't you ever think about me?

NORA: I'm sure I'll think of you often, and about the children and the house here.
	NORA: ...Goodbye, Torvald. I won't see the little ones. I know they are in better hands than mine. As I am now, I can be of no use to them.

Helmer. But some day, Nora-- some day?

Nora. How can I tell? I have no idea what is going to become of me.

Helmer. But you are my wife, whatever becomes of you.

Nora. Listen, Torvald. I have heard that when a wife deserts her husband's house, as I am doing now, he is legally freed from all obligations towards her. In any case, I set you free from all your obligations. You are not to feel yourself bound in the slightest way, any more than I shall. There must be perfect freedom on both sides. See, here is your ring back. Give me mine.

Helmer. That too?

Nora. That too.

Helmer. Here it is.

Nora. That's right. Now it is all over. I have put the keys here. The maids know all about everything in the house-- better than I do. Tomorrow, after I have left her, Christine will come here and pack up my own things that I brought with me from home. I will have them sent after me.

Helmer. All over! All over!--Nora, shall you never think of me again?

Nora. I know I shall often think of you, the children, and this house.
	NORA: ... Good-bye, Torvald. No. I won't go to the children. I know they are in better hands than mine. As I now am, I can be nothing to them

   HELMER. But some time, Nora- some time-? 

   NORA. How can I tell? I have no idea what will become of me. 

   HELMER. But you are my wife, now and always! 
   NORA. Listen, Torvald- when a wife leaves her husband's house, as I am doing, I have heard that in the eyes of the law he is free  from all duties towards her. At any rate, I release you from all duties. You must not feel yourself bound, any more than I shall. There must be perfect freedom on both sides. There, I give you  back your ring. Give me mine.
   HELMER. That too?    

   NORA. That too.      

   HELMER. Here it is.  

   NORA. Very well. Now it is all over. I lay the keys here. The servants know about everything in the house- better than I do. To-morrow, when I have started, Christina will come to pack up  the things I brought with me from home. I will have them sent after me. 

   HELMER. All over! all over! Nora, will you never think of me again? 

   NORA. Oh, I shall often think of you, and the children, and this  house.


	Section 4. Is the use of religious language different across these three translations?  If so, how?

	HELMER: May I write you?

NORA: No - never.  You're not to do that.

HELMER: Oh, but let me send you - 

NORA: Nothing.  Nothing.

HELMER: Or help you if you need it.

NORA: No.  I accept nothing from strangers.

HELMER: Nora - can I never be more than a stranger to you?

NORA: (Picking up the overnight bag) Ah, Torvald - it would take the greatest miracle of all - 

HELMER: Tell me the greatest miracle!

NORA: You and I both would have to transform ourselves to the point that - Oh, Torvald, I've stopped believing in miracles.

HELMER: But I'll believe.  Tell me!  Transform ourselves to the point that - 

NORA: That our living together could be a true marriage.  (She goes out down the hall).

HELMER: (Sinks down on a chair by the door, face buried in his hands.)  Nora!  Nora!  (Looking about and rising.)  Empty.  She's gone.  (A sudden hope leaps in him.)  The greatest miracle - ?

(From below, the sound of a door slamming shut).
	Helmer. May I write to you, Nora?

Nora. No--never. You must not do that.

Helmer. But at least let me send you--

Nora. Nothing--nothing--

Helmer. Let me help you if you are in want.

Nora. No. I can receive nothing from a stranger.

Helmer. Nora--can I never be anything more than a stranger to you?

Nora (taking her bag). Ah, Torvald, the most wonderful thing of all would have to happen.

Helmer. Tell me what that would be!

Nora. Both you and I would have to be so changed that--. Oh, Torvald, I don't believe any longer in wonderful things happening.

Helmer. But I will believe in it. Tell me! So changed that--?

Nora. That our life together would be a real wedlock. Goodbye.

(She goes out through the hall.)

Helmer (sinks down on a chair at the door and buries his face in his hands). Nora! Nora! (Looks round, and rises.) Empty. She is gone. (A hope flashes across his mind.) The most wonderful thing of all--?

(The sound of a door shutting is heard from below.)


	HELMER. May I write to you, Nora?  

   NORA. No- never. You must not. 

   HELMER. But I must send you- 

   NORA. Nothing, nothing.  

   HELMER. I must help you if you need it.  

   NORA. No, I say. I take nothing from strangers.  

   HELMER. Nora- can I never be more than a stranger to you?  

   NORA. [Taking her travelling-bag.] Oh, Torvald, then the miracle of miracles would have to happen- 

   HELMER. What is the miracle of miracles? 

   NORA. Both of us would have to change so that- Oh, Torvald, I no longer believe in miracles.

   HELMER. But I will believe. Tell me! We must so change that-?  

   NORA. That communion between us shall be a marriage. Good-bye.      [She goes out by the hall door. 

   HELMER. [Sinks into a chair by the door with his face in his hands.] Nora! Nora! [He looks round and rises.] Empty. She is gone. [A hope springs up in him.] Ah! The miracle of miracles-?! 

[From below is heard the reverberation of a heavy door  closing.

	Conclusion: Try to list /sum up the issues which seem to be of particular concern / difficulty for the translators?

How crucial are these kinds of issue to how we react to A Doll’s House?


Further activities

Having explored this way of engaging with a play in translation, you might like to extend the method to the other translated plays from the period. This time, however, we will leave you to formulate your own questions. You could also extend further your investigation of how other significant scenes are differently translated using either paper or electronic texts. You could see if friends, for example, have bought different translations and have a look at how significant translation variations are. It is not always easy to navigate round electronic texts – but you could try comparing the translations of the ends and beginnings of plays – which often (of course) raise key aspects of the text.

Texts from:

- W. B. Worthen (ed.), Wadsworth Anthology of Drama, 5th Edition (London: Wadsworth, 2006).

- Project Gutenberg Translation: http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/15492
- William Archer Translation: http://academics.triton.edu/uc/files/dollshse.html
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