George Bernard Shaw

TRANSLATOR'SNOTE

SIEGFRIED TREBITSCH, a well-known Austrian novelist and playwright, was born in
Vienna on the 21% December 1869. The list of his original works includes eight novels
and volumes of stories, and six or seven plays, including Frau Gitta's Stihne, of which the
present work is a trandation. | have to stress the word original, because, with a devotion
extraordinary in the case of a writer with a successful career open to him as an origina
writer, he has undertaken and carried out the heavy additional task of trandating and
introducing to the German-speaking public and to the German theatre the entire body of
my own works, both literary and theatrical.

This enterprise is the more remarkable because it was begun at a time when my
position in the English theatre was one not of good repute, but of infamy. | was rated in
the theatrical world of London as an absurd pamphleteer, who had been allowed to dis-
play his ignorance of the rudiments of stage technique, and his hopeless incapacity for
representing human nature dramatically or otherwise, in a few performances at coterie
theatres quite outside recognized theatrical commerce. Trebitsch knew better. He also
knew English. He was quite unknown to me when he appeared one clay at my house and
asked to see me with a view to his becoming my interpreter and apostle in Centra
Europe. | attempted to dodge his visit by asking my wife to see him and to explain
politely that a proposal to translate could be entertained only when made by the
responsible manager of atheatre with a view to immediate production. The evasion failed
ignominiously. My wife came to me and said that the young gentleman, though he
seemed a very nice young gentleman, had swept aside her excuse with explosive
contempt, and would take no denial. If | was to get rid of him (which she aready
regarded as doubtful policy) | must go down and do it myself. | came clown; and the
result was that the young gentleman carried the citadel by storm as successfully as he had
carried the outworks. | did what | could to dissuade him from what seemed a desperate
undertaking; but his faith in my destiny was invincible. | surrendered at discretion; and
the result was that | presently found myself a successful and respected playwright in the
German language whilst the English critics were still explaining laboriously that my
plays were not plays, and urging me, in the kindest spirit, to cease my vain efforts to enter
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a profession for which Nature had utterly unfitted me. In the last decade of the nineteenth
century | was deriving a substantial income as a playwright from America and Central
Europe: Not until the middle of the first decade of the twentieth could | have lived by my
theatrical earnings in London. Today | have only to lift up my finger to attract a hundred
translators. When Trebitsch volunteered for the job, the hundred would have fled from
my invitation as one man.

It is not for me to say how far English drama is indebted to Herr Trebitsch for its
present prestige abroad. It is for me to say that my persona debt to him is incalculable.
When the horrible catastrophe of the war had toro Anglo-German relations to fragments,
and only the fools who would not heed Mr Lloyd George's warning to “stop snarling”
could doubt the vital European necessity for mending them, | could do no less than take
advantage of the fact that Trebitsch has written plays of his own, to translate one of them
from German into English for the man who has trandated so many plays from English
into German.

There were technical difficulties: how great | never realized until | took the job in
hand. At first | was preoccupied with a quite minor matter. | can neither claim knowledge
of the German language nor plead ignorance of if. | am like most literary persons. | have
spent severa holidays in Germany (mostly in Bayreuth), and have just managed to ask
my way, and get what | wanted in the shops and railway stations, without the aid of an
interpreter. The proverbia bits of Goethe and Wagner and Nietzsche are familiar to me;
and when a German writes to me | can generaly make out what he wants provided he
uses the Latin and not the Gothic script. And that is all. When | opened the pages of Frau
Gitta's Suihne, | was driven to the dictionary, only to discover that Trebitseh apparently
does not use words that are in the dictionary. It was not by any process known to men of
learning, but rather by some telepathic method of absorption, that | managed at last to
divine, infer, guess, and coinvent the story of Gitta, or Jitta, as | have had to spell her to
avert having her name pronounced with a hard G. Trebitsch is amiable enough to say that
| have succeeded wonderfully; but even a very bad trandation may be a wonderful feat
for atrandator who does not know the language.

However, when it comes to trandlating a play the mere trandation is only the
tiniest fraction of the business. | soon found that a literal trandlation would falil
completely to convey the play to an Anglo-American audience. It was necessary to
trandlate the audience as well as the play: that is, to trandlate Vienna into London and
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New York. And this involved translating one theatrical epoch into another. Viennais still
romantic in the manner of Verdi's operas, and modern in the manner of De Maupassant
and Baudelaire. And as the conqueror always acquires some of the qualities of the
conquered, even now that he no longer eats him, there is a touch of the east in Vienna,
not only brought by the winds along the Danube, but Jeff by the Turks when Sobieski
drove them back from the gates. Add to this that Vienna bas never weaned itself from the
sweet milk of eighteenth-century art, when even woe was a luxury, and the heroine could
not die in gloom too deep to please the audience. When natural history (sometimes
ambiguously caled realism) is banished from the theatre, cruelty, horror and death
become painless there, and even luxurious, because nobody believes in them. The most
frightful torments may be heaped on the heroine until she dies of poison or a broken
heart: the villain may, like the wicked Count in Il Trovatore, live only to centuplicar la
morte of the hero in mille atroci spasimi, and the hero himself may not know a moment
of happiness or security until misfortune dogs him to his death; yet no one will turn a
hair: the more dreadful it all is the better it is liked, beeause romance can never come
home to redlity. To preserve this delicious anasthesia there must be no bringing clown to
earth of the business by the disillusioning touch of comedy.

In England and America nowadays, such romance is privileged only in Italian
Opera, and is not tolerated without the music. The Anglo-American audience wants a
happy ending because it wants a credible ending, and therefore cannot bear an utterly
unhappy one. It is true, as the late St John Hankin pointed out and illustrated by his Plays
With Happy Endings, that the conventional happy ending is often as unhappy and
disastrous as the marriages which foolish magistrates and police-court missionaries force
on young people who have been no better than they ought to be. But the fact remains that
in proportion as a play succeeds in producing an illusion of redl life, it must dispense with
the frantic agonies and despairs and poisonings and butcheries of the romantic theatre.
Consequently, if you take a play written under the tyranny of a romantic audience and
present it without modification to a comparatively matter-of-fact audience, it will missits
mark, and may even miss fire atogether.

To avert this result in the case of Frau Gitta's Siihne, | have taken advantage of the
fortunate circumstance that in real life the consequences of conjugal infidelity are seldom
either so serious as they are assumed to be in romantic tragedy or so trivial asin farcica
comedy. | may as well confess at once that in the original play Jitta lives miserably ever



TRANSLATOR'SNOTE

after, and that her husband bears malice, and presents a character-study much subtler and
more elusive than you will gather from my frankly comedic British version of him. Also
Trebitsch, being a German poet, has a certain melancholic delicacy which escapes my
comparatively barbarous and hilarious occidental touch. | could not help suggesting, by a
few trandator's treacheries here and there, that the illassorted pair settle down on
reasonable human terms, and find life bearable after all.

Trebitsch go so far asto say "Y ou have made my last act aimost a comedy"; but he
Is too amiable to reproach me, and tolerates my variations, which affect, not the story
itself, but only the key in which it ends. Though the assumptions of the audience as to
what will happen after the fall of the curtain will be more cheerful in England and
America than they were in Vienna, the action of the play remains unaltered. Nevertheless
those who can should read the original, to the idiosyncratic literary quality of which |
have been shamefully unable to do justice.

Frau Gitta's Stihne was first performed at the great Burgtheater of Vienna on the
3" February 1920.

Jitta's Atonement was performed for the first time at the Grand Theatre, Fulham,
London, on the 3™ February 1925, with Violet Vanbrugh in the title part.

It was performed for the first time in America at the Shubert Theatre, New Y ork
City, on the 6™ January 1923, when Jitta was played by Bertha Kalich.

Source: Trandations and Tomfooleries, 1926, p.3-7



