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Characters


JOHANNES ROSMER, a member of the nobility and a former pastor


REBECCA WEST, formerly companion to Rosmer’s late wife


DOCTOR KROLL, Rosmer’s brother-in-law; head of a college


ULRIK BRENDEL, political philosopher, Rosmer’s former tutor


PEDER MORTENSGAARD, political agitator, editor of The Morning Sun – a Radical journal


MRS HELSETH, housekeeper at Rosmersholm


Also, servants, etc.


Rosmersholm is an aristocratic household – centre of a large estate – a short distance from the centre of town. It was once the hub of political influence and activity in the district. For several generations, the Rosmers have provided both the district and the country with leaders in the fields of politics, religion, the army and the navy.









ACT ONE


Music. Summer evening, 1886. On an estate near the sea, a little way out of a large town. Spacious, comfortable sitting room in the house of a very rich man. Flowers. A stove. Vases of birch twigs and wild flowers. Folding doors open onto the hall – these are open. Other doors. French windows – open, through which an impressive avenue of trees can be seen. A table with flowers and plants near the window. Many portraits of military commanders, clergy, court officials, the earliest dating back to the 1630s. Recent portraits of ROSMER’s father – a General – and ROSMER’s recently deceased wife. REBECCA WEST is sitting, crocheting a large white woollen shawl which is almost finished. Occasionally she looks out of the window as if expecting an arrival. MRS HELSETH, the housekeeper, enters.


MRS HELSETH. Shall I tell them to start laying the table?


REBECCA. Yes – He’ll be back any moment.


MRS HELSETH. Aren’t you sitting in a draught over there?


REBECCA. Perhaps you’d better shut the window.


MRS HELSETH (crossing to the window). This is the Pastor now –


REBECCA (eagerly). Where?


She gets up.


MRS HELSETH. Over there by –


REBECCA. Come away from the window.


MRS HELSETH moves back.


He’ll think we’re –


MRS HELSETH. He’s coming down the path by the mill race. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?


REBECCA. He’s started using the path again. I noticed that a couple of days ago. (Peeping out from behind the curtains.) The question is –


MRS HELSETH. Will he cross by the footbridge? –


REBECCA. Or go the long way round? Well, we’ll soon see. (Watching him.) Come on! (Pause.) No. He’s turning back… (Leaving the window.) Shame. I was hoping…


She comes away from the window.


MRS HELSETH. The long way. You really can’t blame him. After all that’s…


REBECCA. Here at Rosmersholm they don’t easily let go of their dead.


MRS HELSETH. It’s the other way round, if you ask me.


REBECCA. Oh?


MRS HELSETH. It’s the dead that won’t let go.


REBECCA. What do you mean?


MRS HELSETH. Won’t let go of the ones they leave behind.


REBECCA. You can’t believe that?


MRS HELSETH. It’s what folk say… The White Horse of Rosmersholm –


REBECCA. Ah, the famous White Horse! (Smiles.) Isn’t that just a case of country folk refusing to let go of their much-loved superstitions? Tell me about it –


MRS HELSETH. I’d rather not be laughed at. Since you’ve set your mind against such things –


REBECCA. Have you ever seen it?


MRS HELSETH. If I said yes – you see! You’re laughing at me, and – look! He’s crossing by the bridge after all.


REBECCA (pleased). Is he? (Looks.) That’s not the Pastor. It’s his brother-in-law.


MRS HELSETH. Oh yes. It’s Dr Kroll.


REBECCA. Well, that’s a pleasant surprise. I though we’d… [seen the last of him.]


MRS HELSETH. Straight over the bridge. Even though it was his own sister… I’d better –


REBECCA. What are we having for dinner? Something he likes, I hope. Let’s try and make him feel especially welcome, Mrs Helseth. See what you can do.


She waves and smiles at DOCTOR KROLL through the window.


MRS HELSETH. Leave it to me.


MRS HELSETH exits. REBECCA goes into the entrance hall to greet KROLL.


REBECCA. Dr Kroll – good to see you! We were beginning to think you’d forgotten the way – Come in! Come in!


KROLL (in the hall; puts down his stick). I hope I’m not intruding.


REBECCA. Intruding! Shame on you!


KROLL (comes in). Very kind. As always… Is Rosmer in?


REBECCA. Gone for a walk – seems to be an unusually long one this evening. We’ve been expecting him back for some time.


KROLL. Well, well – you’ve made quite a difference to the old place – all these flowers –


REBECCA. Rosmer’s very fond of flowers.


KROLL. And so are you, I imagine.


REBECCA. Such a pleasant fragrance! It’s a relief to be able to have them in the house again.


KROLL. Yes, it must be. (Sadly.) My sister always found the scent of fresh flowers overpowering.


REBECCA. Poor Beata. Their bright colours used to upset her too.


KROLL. All in the past now. (A lighter tone.) So how have you been managing out here?


REBECCA. Oh, one day’s much like the next. And yourself? Is Mrs Kroll –


KROLL. Don’t ask, Miss West, don’t ask! Think yourselves lucky that the irritations of family life… These days my wife – and the children! – Well, I don’t mind telling you, there are times…


Pause.


REBECCA (teasing). I was beginning to think you’ve been avoiding us? You’ve had the whole of the summer holiday –


KROLL. I don’t like to impose myself –


REBECCA. Nonsense! We’d have loved to have seen you –


KROLL. So much to do! And I’ve been away –


REBECCA. Oh yes – we heard about the election campaign –


KROLL. Who’d have thought I’d turn politician? At my time of life! Ha!


REBECCA (smiling). Actually, I can see you as a –


KROLL. – Always taken an interest, as you know. But after so humiliating a defeat… During the election – well! – some of the things that found their way into print! I don’t suppose you saw any of it?


REBECCA. Of course I did –


KROLL. Don’t think I condemn you for reading the Radical press, Miss West – no – in your case –


REBECCA. – I like to keep abreast of the times –


KROLL. It’s as well to know what’s in the mind of the enemy. Though politics can be of little interest to a woman. And then I’m afraid the face of government has grown a deal uglier over the years. No longer the pastime of a gentleman. You read, then, what our friends on the far left have been saying about me?


REBECCA. You’ve been giving as good as you get.


KROLL (pleased). Haven’t I just! Yes, I’ve given more than one mob orator a bloody nose – metaphorically speaking. If it’s a fight they’re looking for they know they’ll find me ready – gloves off. (Breaks off.) But this evening we’ll draw a veil over the whole wretched business –


REBECCA. Yes, do let’s!


KROLL. Rosmersholm must seem very strange now you’re on your own? My poor sister –


REBECCA. Everything’s changed… in so many ways. We miss Beata. The house seems… well, empty. But life must go on, Dr Kroll.


KROLL. Are you staying on? For the time being, I mean?


REBECCA. Who knows! I’ve grown used to being here. I’m beginning to regard myself as part of the furniture.


KROLL. Really?


REBECCA. It must be Rosmer’s decision. As long as I can make myself useful to him – or provide some support – some comfort…


KROLL (with a measure of emotion). There’s something noble – unselfish in such a sacrifice. For a women of your age to allow her youth to slip away in the service of others –


REBECCA. It’s no sacrifice. What else is there for me –


KROLL. You’ve had a dreadful time of it these last few years. First your foster-father – and what a strain that last illness of his must have put upon you! And now – now –


REBECCA. You mustn’t think badly of my foster-father. Dr West wasn’t always such a tyrant, you know. Back home in Finmark he wasn’t difficult at all. I think the drudgery of it wore him down: a country doctor – a practice too large for him to manage single-handed – it broke his spirit. And then all those dreadful sea-crossings to patients on the islands… his own health was bound to suffer. And when we moved down here… (Stops protesting.) But I will admit… the last couple of years were not easy.


KROLL. And then my poor sister. Towards the end she must have placed an impossible burden –


REBECCA. Beata was a good friend. She needed me – I was happy to be able to help – that’s all there was to it.


KROLL. Yes… that’s all there was to it. Admirable, admirable…


REBECCA (moving a little closer). I’m glad you see it that way – if it’s what you really feel.


KROLL. What can you mean!


REBECCA. You’d have every right to think me an intruder here, in your sister’s house – running everything exactly as I please. And now –


KROLL. I never for a moment imagined any such thing –


REBECCA. Well… (Holds out her hand.) Please forget I ever mentioned it –


KROLL. What could have put such an idea into your head?


REBECCA. Suddenly you stopped coming out here. We were very worried. Rosmer thought –


KROLL. My dear Miss West, I assure you – you really mustn’t read any sinister motive into that. The election campaign – and difficulties in my own family… No, you really are quite wrong – quite wrong. You accepted the task of managing my sister’s household throughout her last, long illness. Somebody had to do it – no one else could.


REBECCA. But then I was doing it for her. She was still mistress here. Now, I –


KROLL. She was mistress only in name. And as things are – well, I for one would see no objection if now that… No, no. Some things are best left unsaid.


REBECCA. What things?


KROLL (slight pause). If ever you were to decide that the place left vacant by my late sister –


REBECCA. ‘The place left vacant’ –


KROLL. Well, you have the duties and responsibilities of a wife, but none of the – er – the –


REBECCA (not amused). Marriage is not something to be taken lightly, Dr Kroll.


KROLL. No indeed. And perhaps the good Pastor Rosmer has had his belly full of holy matrimony? More than enough for one lifetime. Frankly, if only I could have my own time over again, I’d have very little to say in its favour.


REBECCA (laughing in spite of herself). You shouldn’t make me laugh –


KROLL. Forgive me for asking, Miss West – how old are you?


REBECCA. I admit to twenty-nine. Truth is I’m in my thirtieth year –


KROLL. Rosmer’s, what – five years younger than me? It would be a suitable match – very suitable.


REBECCA (getting up). Would it? You’ll stay for dinner?


KROLL. Frankly, I was hoping for an invitation. There are matters I must discuss with the Pastor. And since you’ve been putting completely the wrong construction on my absence, I shall make it my business in future to come out here as often as I can. In fact, Miss West, I shall be here so very often that the time may come when you’ll wish to see the back of me. It will be quite like old times.


REBECCA. You will always be welcome at Rosmersholm, Dr Kroll.


Enter JOHANNES ROSMER.


KROLL. I wish I could say the same of my own home.


REBECCA. Rosmer – look who’s here.


ROSMER. I know – Mrs Helseth told me.


He presses KROLL’s hands in a manner reserved and gentle.


What can I say? – Dear friend! Welcome back. I was sure it couldn’t last for ever.


KROLL. Last for ever?


ROSMER. The coldness between us.


KROLL. You as well! There was never any coldness – not on my part –


REBECCA. We imagined it.


ROSMER. Oh? But what was I to think? When you stopped coming here – with no word of explanation – I simply couldn’t imagine what I’d said, or done –


KROLL. Oh, very well, let me explain now. (Quietly and with apparent sincerity.) Beata was my sister. Would not my presence here have been a constant reminder of the unhappiness she caused you – over so very many years? And then the manner of her suicide… Simply to talk of it would have given you pain –


ROSMER. What I took for coldness was meant as kindness. I was wrong to doubt your generous nature. But then you were wrong to abandon us – there was no need for it. Do sit down. No, I can think quite calmly of Beata now. There’s no longer any pain – in fact we talk about her all the time. She’s still here – in spirit. Or so it seems to me.


KROLL. Still here?


REBECCA (lighting the lamp). Very much so.


ROSMER. Our lives revolved around Beata for so long. Rebecc– Miss West and I did everything for her comfort – every possible thing to ease her suffering. Her needs always came first. It was no hardship to either of us – we both loved her… And now she’s truly at peace, we remember her only with tenderness.


KROLL. Dear friends! I shall visit you every day!


ROSMER. I’m glad of it. (Slight hesitation.) I’ve always been able to open my heart to you. I’ve had nobody to confide in, Kroll – no friend. Even as students I looked up to you as –


KROLL. Dear fellow – we shall always be friends! Nothing – nothing can change that.


Pause: ROSMER says nothing.


Was there any particular matter –


ROSMER. So many matters. Day and night my mind has been wrestling with so many… I’ve missed your help.


REBECCA. Some things only old friends can say to each other.


KROLL. I too have matters I wish to discuss. Now that I’ve become a politician – you’ll find I’ve plenty to say for myself.


ROSMER. I must say I was surprised to learn you were so deeply involved –


KROLL. I had no choice! We’re all involved – in change! The times have changed around us. We have popular government now – ‘Socialism’ – the clamour of the base and the unlettered drowns out the voice of reason! Whereas I haven’t changed at all. Anyway, I’ve mobilised our friends in town and we’re going to fight a rearguard action. I only hope we haven’t left things too late.


REBECCA (smiling). But it is too late. Your party’s out of office.


KROLL. A temporary setback. I’m not saying we haven’t been guilty of complacency. Certainly we should have been better prepared. But who could have foreseen the extent of our defeat? (Agitated.) Well, now my eyes are open. Things have gone so far – even under my own roof – even my own students… Well, the unpleasant truth is my college has become a hotbed of Radicalism. Aeschylus and Virgil are quite forgotten – you’d think their only reading now is Mortensgaard’s damnable Socialist pamphlets – and of course that wretched journal he hawks around –


ROSMER. Ah, The Morning Sun –


KROLL. I ask you, Rosmer, is The Morning Sun fit reading for those who will one day be called upon to manage our country’s affairs? The worst of it is that my brightest and ablest students are the ringleaders. These days the only boys who support our side are the dunces and dullards.


REBECCA (laughing). You mustn’t take it to heart.


KROLL. My life’s work is in that college, Miss West. Even my own children have turned against me.


ROSMER. Your children?


KROLL (softly). Do your servants listen at doors?


REBECCA. Of course not!


KROLL. My own son has fallen under Mortensgaard’s influence –


ROSMER. Young Lauritz?


KROLL. I brought my boy up to be dutiful and obedient – to respect the values of his elders – but now I’m no longer safe from his left-wing harangues – even at my own dinner table. Hilda, my daughter, keeps a scrapbook of cuttings from the Radical press. She has embroidered a cover for it. A red cover.


ROSMER. My poor friend!


KROLL. I fondly imagined I was master in my own house – that my family had inherited my own views and beliefs –


ROSMER. And what has your wife to say about it?


KROLL. She encourages them! All her life she has allowed me to form her opinions. She has left any matter, great or small, to my judgement. As a good woman should. One takes it for granted that the wife will follow the husband’s lead, doesn’t one? But now she’s blaming me for the discord in our family. She accuses me of tyrannising over them – says I refuse to listen. To listen to the opinions of my own children! I never knew children had political opinions, did you? My own certainly haven’t – none worth listening to anyway… (Goes over to the window and looks out.) Well, now you know what I have to put up with. Naturally, I don’t discuss it. Dirty linen. Dirty linen…


REBECCA (aside, playfully). Tell him.


ROSMER. No.


REBECCA. Tell him.


ROSMER. No. It’s not a good time.


REBECCA. It is. You must tell him. Now.


KROLL. Home and Homeland in the hands of the enemy then. But not for long. I find I have a talent for public speaking, and the articles I publish never fail to hit their mark.


ROSMER. Do you really think you’ll do any good?


KROLL. We must hope so. Every right-minded citizen must do everything – anything he can. That’s why I’m here.


ROSMER. Oh? What do you think I can I do? I’m not really –


KROLL. Our party needs your support. We’re in this together and our friends are relying on you.


REBECCA. Rosmer can’t help you. Party politics disagree with him.


ROSMER. I’m perfectly capable of speak –


KROLL. Oh? Why? Why can’t he?


REBECCA. He hates confrontation –


KROLL. Do you suppose I enjoy it? None of us likes it, Miss West, but now and then good men must get their hands a little dirty. You’ve been living in a world of your own out here, Rosmer. Our country is on the brink of complete political collapse. The foundations of our society, our faith – morality – are shaking. And what are you doing?


ROSMER. Researching the history of my family. There are things in our past –


KROLL. Good God, man! This is no time for the past. We’re going to put the future to rights.


ROSMER. Well, you may be going to try, but please expect nothing from me. I’m not equal to such a task.


REBECCA. And besides, you may find Rosmer’s view of things is not quite so uncomplicated as your own, Dr Kroll.


KROLL. Uncomplicated?


REBECCA. Prejudiced then. He’s no longer so easily swayed. It has become very clear to him –


KROLL. What’s clear to me is that we’ve just lost an election! What is she saying, Rosmer? Do you mean to tell me you’ve given up hope!


ROSMER. I no longer know what to say. I’m baffled by politics. But… But I do feel – and I feel it strongly – that when our elected representatives fail us, the people must take matters into their own hands. They’re beginning to think for themselves –
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