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Ellida was first produced by La Mama at the Courthouse Theatre, 
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CHARACTERS

DR WANGEL

ELLIDA, his second wife
BOLETTE, his daughter by his first wife
HILDE, his younger daughter by his first wife
ARNHOLM, their former tutor
LYNGSTRAND, an aspiring artist
BALLESTED, bandmaster, barber, tour guide, painter, handyman
A STRANGER

SETTING

The action takes place one Summer in a small town by a fjord in 
northern Norway.

This play went to press before the end of rehearsals and may differ from 
the play as performed.
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ACT ONE

Dr Wangel’s house, left, with a large roofed verandah. The house is 
surrounded by a garden. Below the verandah, a flagpole. In the garden, 
right, stands an arbour with table and chairs. Behind is a hedge with a 
little gate, and beyond is a roadway lined with trees. Through the trees 
can be seen the fjord and the peaks of high mountains in the distance. 
It is a hot, brilliantly clear summer morning.

BALLESTED, middle-aged, wearing an old velvet jacket and broad-
brimmed artist’s hat, is by the flagpole busy with the ropes. The flag 
is on the ground. Nearby is an easel with canvas on it. Beside it is a 
canvas chair on which lie brushes, a palette and a box of paints.
BOLETTE WANGEL comes out on the verandah through the open door. 
She is carrying a large vase of flowers which she puts on the table.
BOLETTE: Well, Ballested? Can you manage to hoist it?
BALLESTED: Oh yes, Miss Wangel. Easy enough. May I ask, are you 

expecting visitors today? 
BOLETTE: Yes. 
BALLESTED: Strangers?
BOLETTE: Mr Arnholm. He arrived in town last night.
BALLESTED: Arnholm? That tutor we had here a few years ago?
BOLETTE: That’s him.
BALLESTED: So he’s come back here again. Well, well.
BOLETTE: That’s why we’re hoisting the flag.
BALLESTED: I suppose that’s as good an occasion as any.

BOLETTE returns to the garden room. A few moments later, 
LYNGSTRAND comes walking along the road from the right, 
stops, interested, when he sees the easel and artist’s materials. 
He is a thin young man, poorly but neatly dressed, and of delicate 
appearance.

LYNGSTRAND: [from outside the hedge] Good morning.
BALLESTED: Oh! Good morning. [Hoists the flag] There! Up up 
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ELLIDA2

and away! [Moving over to the easel] I don’t think I’ve had the 
pleasure—?

LYNGSTRAND: So you’re a painter.
BALLESTED: And why shouldn’t I be a painter?
LYNGSTRAND: Why shouldn’t you. Could I come in for a look?
BALLESTED: There’s not a lot to see yet. But please.

LYNGSTRAND enters through the gate.
BALLESTED: [painting] I’m working on the fjord between the small 

islands. 
LYNGSTRAND: So I see.
BALLESTED: But the figure’s still missing. Can’t find a single model. 
LYNGSTRAND: So there’ll be a figure as well? 
BALLESTED: Lying among the rocks in the foreground there’ll be a 

dying mermaid.
LYNGSTRAND: Why is she dying? 
BALLESTED: She has strayed in from the open sea and can’t find her 

way back. So she’s lying there, perishing in the brackish fjord water.
LYNGSTRAND: Oh, I see. 
BALLESTED: It was the doctor’s wife who gave me the idea. 
LYNGSTRAND: What are you going to call it when it’s finished?
BALLESTED: I intend to call it ‘The Passing of the Mermaid’. 
LYNGSTRAND: Seems appropriate. I’m sure that’ll make a fine picture.
BALLESTED: [looking at him] A colleague, perhaps? 
LYNGSTRAND: Not exactly. I’m going to be a sculptor. My name’s Hans 

Lyngstrand.
BALLESTED: A sculptor, so that’s your choice? Been here long?
LYNGSTRAND: About a fortnight. But I hope to stay for the rest of the 

summer. 
BALLESTED: To enjoy the sea and the sun, eh? 
LYNGSTRAND: I need to build up my strength.
BALLESTED: Of delicate health, are you?
LYNGSTRAND: Nothing to worry about. Just a bit short of breath. My chest.
BALLESTED: Mere bagatelle! Still, you should have a chat with our doctor.
LYNGSTRAND: Yes, I was hoping to consult Dr Wangel.
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ACT ONE 3

BALLESTED: Good idea. [Looks left] There’s another steamer. There’s 
been such an increase of summer visitors over the last few years. 
I fear our little town is going to lose its character with all these 
strangers arriving.

LYNGSTRAND: You were born here?
BALLESTED: Oh no. But I’ve accalo— acclimatised myself. 
LYNGSTRAND: You’ve lived here a long time then?
BALLESTED: Eighteen years or so. I arrived with Skive’s touring theatre. 

I was doing decoration and design. But the company broke up and 
we scattered to the four winds. 

LYNGSTRAND: But you remained?
BALLESTED: I remained. 

BOLETTE comes out with a rocking chair which she puts on the 
verandah.

BOLETTE: [calling] Hilde! See if you can find the embroidered footstool 
for father.

LYNGSTRAND: [walking up to the verandah] Good morning, Miss 
Wangel!

BOLETTE: Oh, Mr Lyngstrand! Good morning. Excuse me, I’ll just— 
She goes into the house. 

BALLESTED: You know the family then?
LYNGSTRAND: Not really. I’ve met the daughter on the odd occasion. 

And I spoke with the doctor’s wife at the concert up on the lookout. 
She said I was welcome to come and visit. All I need is the right 
occasion. 

BALLESTED: [looking out, left] Damn it! The steamer’s at the quay 
already. 

He starts to collect his things. 
I must get down to the hotel. Some of the arrivals may want my 
services. I’m a hairdresser too, you know. 

LYNGSTRAND: A man of many talents.
BALLESTED: You have to acli— acclimatise yourself in a small place 

like this. Should you need anything in the way of hair … some 
shampoo perhaps … just ask for Dance Master Ballested. 
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ELLIDA4

LYNGSTRAND: Dance Master?
BALLESTED: And President of the Brass Band Society. We’ve got a 

concert at the lookout tonight. Goodbye! Goodbye! 
He walks out the garden gate, to the left. HILDE comes out with 
the footstool. BOLETTE brings more flowers. LYNGSTRAND 
greets HILDE from the garden. At the railing, HILDE doesn’t 
acknowledge his greeting.

HILDE: Bolette said you’d actually ventured inside the gate.
LYNGSTRAND: Yes, I took the liberty.
HILDE: Been out for a morning walk, have you?
LYNGSTRAND: Not really. Not much of a walk anyway. 
HILDE: Had a swim, perhaps?
LYNGSTRAND: Yes, I went for a little swim in the sea. I saw your mother 

down there. She went into her bathing hut. 
HILDE: Who?
LYNGSTRAND: Your mother.
HILDE: I see. 

She puts the footstool in front of the rocking chair.
BOLETTE: [cutting in] Did you happen to see Father’s boat out on the fjord?
LYNGSTRAND: I thought I saw his sailboat heading back in.
HILDE: He’s been visiting patients on the islands. 

She arranges things on the table.
LYNGSTRAND: [putting a foot on the steps] What a festival of flowers!
BOLETTE: Doesn’t it look nice?
LYNGSTRAND: Are you celebrating something? 
HILDE: We certainly are.
LYNGSTRAND: Your father’s birthday, is it?
BOLETTE: [to HILDE, warningly] Hm. Hm.
HILDE: [ignoring her] No, Mother’s.
LYNGSTRAND: Oh I see! Your mother’s. 
BOLETTE: [low, angry voice] Hilde!
HILDE: [in a similar voice] Leave me alone! [To LYNGSTRAND] I expect 

you’ll go home and have your breakfast now?
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ACT ONE 5

LYNGSTRAND takes a step down.
LYNGSTRAND: I suppose I should get some food into me?
HILDE: I’m sure you live pretty well down at the hotel?
LYNGSTRAND: I don’t live at the hotel anymore. It got too expensive.
HILDE: Where do you live now?
LYNGSTRAND: Up at Mrs Jensen’s. 

HILDE looks questioningly at him.
The midwife.

HILDE: Excuse me, but I do have other things to see to …
LYNGSTRAND: Perhaps I shouldn’t have said that. What I said.

HILDE looks him up and down with disdain. BOLETTE comes 
down the steps.

BOLETTE: I’m sorry Mr Lyngstrand. You have to excuse us for now. 
Another day—when you have time, and when you feel like it— 
please do drop in and say hello to Father and—and the rest of us.

LYNGSTRAND: Thank you. I’d like that very much.
LYNGSTRAND raises his hat and walks out through the garden 
gate. As he walks along the path, left, he raises his hat again 
towards the verandah.

HILDE: [half aloud] Adieu, monsieur! And give my best wishes to old 
mother Jensen. 

BOLETTE: [quietly, shaking her arm] Hilde! Have you gone mad? What 
if he heard you?

HILDE: So what! Do you think I care?
BOLETTE looks out right.

BOLETTE: Here’s Father.
DR WANGEL, in travelling clothes, carrying a small bag, comes 
up the path, right.

WANGEL: Here I am, girls, all yours again! 
He walks through the garden gate. BOLETTE goes down to meet 
him.

BOLETTE: It’s lovely to have you back!
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ELLIDA6

HILDE: Have you finished for the day then?
WANGEL: I’m afraid I have to go down to the surgery later. Just briefly. 

Do you know if Arnholm has arrived?
BOLETTE: He arrived last night. We asked at the hotel.
HILDE: [pulling his arm] Father, look, look!
WANGEL: [looking at the verandah] Yes I see, dear. It’s very festive.
BOLETTE: Haven’t we made it look nice!
WANGEL: Yes. Are we … are we alone in the house now?
HILDE: Yes, she’s gone—
BOLETTE: [quickly] Mother’s gone for a swim.

WANGEL looks affectionately at BOLETTE, pats her head. 
Awkwardly.

WANGEL: Listen, my girls, do you want to leave it like this for the 
whole day? With the flag flying as well? 

HILDE: Of course we do, Father!
WANGEL: Well. Yes. Alright. But …

BOLETTE blinks and nods.
BOLETTE: Surely you know we’ve done it all for Mr Arnholm? When 

such a good friend visits us for the first time in—
HILDE smiles and shakes his arm.

HILDE: After all, he was Bolette’s tutor!
WANGEL: [half-smiling] You’re a cunning pair aren’t you … Oh well. 

We still must remember her, although she’s no longer with us. Here, 
Hilde. [He gives her the bag] Could you put this in my surgery? But 
you see … I don’t like this. Every year. Afraid I don’t. However. If 
you must. 

HILDE is about to leave with the bag through the garden, left, but 
stops and points.

HILDE: Look, that man over there. Isn’t that the headmaster? 
BOLETTE: [looking] What, him? [He laughs.] Don’t be silly! That 

middle-aged man!
WANGEL: Arnholm? Yes so it is!
BOLETTE: [staring, amazed] Good God, I think you’re right!
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ACT ONE 7

ARNHOLM, elegantly dressed in morning clothes, gold 
spectacles and with a slender cane, comes up the path from the 
left. He looks tired, strained. He looks into the garden, gives 
them a friendly wave and comes through the gate. WANGEL 
goes to meet him.

WANGEL: Welcome, my dear Arnholm. Welcome back to to your old 
neighbourhood. 

ARNHOLM: Thank you, Dr Wangel. Very kind of you.
The two men shake hands warmly and come back across the 
garden together.

I’d hardly have recognised you two.
WANGEL: I’d be surprised if you did.
ARNHOLM: Except—Bolette, perhaps. Yes, I think I’d recognise you, 

Bolette.
WANGEL: Really? It’s been eight or nine years since you last saw her. I 

dare say much has changed since then.
ARNHOLM: [looking around] Not really. Except the trees have grown 

taller, and you’ve built that arbour—
WANGEL: That’s just the look of things—
ARNHOLM: [smiling] And now you have two eligible, grown-up 

daughters! 
WANGEL: One, at least.
HILDE: [half loud voice] Father, really!
WANGEL: Why don’t we sit up on the verandah? It’s nice and cool there. 

He gestures to the verandah.
ARNHOLM: Thank you, Dr Wangel.

They go up. WANGEL indicates the rocking chair to ARNHOLM.
BOLETTE: [to WANGEL] Should we serve some juice and soda water in 

the garden room? It’ll soon be too hot out here. 
WANGEL: Why not? And perhaps a little cognac?
BOLETTE: Cognac as well?
WANGEL: Just a small glass. If someone should want some …
BOLETTE: Yes. Hilde, take Father’s bag down to the surgery.
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ELLIDA8

BOLETTE goes into the garden room, closes the door. ARNHOLM 
watches her leave. HILDE takes the bag out through the garden 
and behind the house, left.

ARNHOLM: What a splendid—two splendid girls they’ve become. 
WANGEL: [sitting] Yes, I think so.
ARNHOLM: I’m especially surprised over Bolette—and Hilde too, of 

course. But what about you Doctor? You plan to live here the rest 
of your life?

WANGEL: I suppose. Here’s where I’m born and bred, as they say. I was 
so happy here, so incredibly happy with her—with my wife—but 
she left us too early. 

ARNHOLM: Yes. I remember her.
WANGEL: And now I live here so happily with the one who took her 

place. Life has treated me well … on the whole.
ARNHOLM: No children in your second marriage?
WANGEL: We had a little boy, almost three years ago now. But he died, 

just five months old. 
Pause.

ARNHOLM: Isn’t your wife at home today?
WANGEL: She should be here soon. She has gone down to the fjord for 

a swim. She does that every day at this time of year, whatever the 
weather.

ARNHOLM: Oh? Is something wrong? 
WANGEL: I can’t quite place what’s wrong. She has had some problems 

with her nerves these last few years. But it seems that swimming in 
the sea makes her feel happier.

ARNHOLM: Yes, I do remember.
WANGEL: [with a slight smile] Of course, you used to know Ellida when 

you were teaching out there in Skjoldviken.
ARNHOLM: Yes. She would often call in at the vicarage. But I mostly 

met her out at her father’s—at the lighthouse. 
WANGEL: Those years out there have set their mark on her. People here 

don’t understand her. They call her ‘the woman from the sea’.
ARNHOLM: Do they really?
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ACT ONE 9

WANGEL: Yes. Perhaps you could talk to her about those days, Arnholm? 
It would do her a world of good.

ARNHOLM: [looking doubtfully at him] Do you think so? 
WANGEL: I do. 
ELLIDA: [offstage, from the garden, right] Wangel? Are you there?
WANGEL: [standing up] Yes, my dear.

MRS ELLIDA WANGEL enters through the trees by the arbour. She 
is wearing a large, light wrap and her wet hair hangs loose over 
her shoulders. ARNHOLM stands up.

[Smiling, he holds his hands out to her] The return of the mermaid!
ELLIDA: [walking quickly up to the verandah and grabbing his hands] 

Thank God. I’m so glad to see you. When did you get back?
WANGEL: A few minutes ago. [Indicates ARNHOLM] Don’t you want to 

say hello to an old friend? 
ELLIDA: You’re here! Welcome! Forgive me for not being at home …
ARNHOLM: Oh please! Don’t go to any trouble for me. 
WANGEL: How was the water today? Nice and fresh?
ELLIDA: Fresh! God no, the water’s never fresh here. Luke warm and 

lethargic. The water here in the fjords is sick.
ARNHOLM: Sick?
ELLIDA: Yes, sick. And it infects us too, makes us sick.
WANGEL: [smiling] There’s a fine recommendation for our holiday 

resort.
ARNHOLM: Still, I believe that you, Mrs Wangel, have a special affinity 

with the open sea, and everything to do with it. 
ELLIDA: Maybe. Sometimes I think I do… Oh, look at the display the 

girls have arranged for you.
WANGEL: Hm. I think I’d better—
ARNHOLM: Is it really for me?
ELLIDA: Yes of course. Surely you don’t think we decorate like this 

every day? Oh, it’s so stifling under this roof. [She goes down into the 
garden.] Come! At least there’s a suggestion of a breeze over here. 

She sits down in the arbour.
ARNHOLM: [walking across] To me the air seems very fresh. 
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ELLIDA10

ELLIDA: You’re used to the stuffy air in the capital. I’ve heard it’s 
suffocating in summer.

WANGEL joins her in the garden.
WANGEL: Ellida, my dear, I’m afraid you’ll have to entertain our friend 

by yourself for a while. 
ELLIDA: You have work to do?
WANGEL: Yes, I have to take a quick trip to the surgery. And then I have 

to get changed. But I won’t be long.
ARNHOLM sits down in the arbour. 

ARNHOLM: Please don’t hurry, your wife and I will find ways to pass 
the time. 

WANGEL nods.
WANGEL: Yes. I trust you will. I’ll see you later. 

WANGEL goes out through the garden, left.
ELLIDA: [after a short pause] It’s pleasant, sitting out here, don’t you 

think?
ARNHOLM: Yes, very pleasant.
ELLIDA: They call this my arbour. Because I created it. Or rather, 

Wangel made it, for me.
ARNHOLM: And you like to sit out here?
ELLIDA: Yes, I spend most days here.
ARNHOLM: With the girls?
ELLIDA: No. The girls … they prefer the verandah.
ARNHOLM: And Wangel?
ELLIDA: Oh Wangel comes and goes between us. Sometimes here with 

me, sometimes over there with the children. 
ARNHOLM: Is that how you want it?
ELLIDA: I think we are all more comfortable like that. We can call 

across to each other—if we have something to say.
ARNHOLM: [after a moment’s thought] The last time our paths crossed—

out in Skjoldviken. Well. It’s a long time ago now … 
ELLIDA: It must be ten years since you were out there. 
ARNHOLM: Something like that. But when I think about you, out 
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ACT ONE 11

there in the lighthouse! The ‘heathen’, as the old priest called you, 
because he thought your father had given you the name of a ship 
instead of a proper Christian name. 

ELLIDA: Yes. So?
ARNHOLM: I would never have thought I’d find you here as Mrs Wangel. 
ELLIDA: Wangel wasn’t—the girls’ mother was still alive then. Their 

real mother.
ARNHOLM: Yes, of course. Yes. But even if he had been—free, I could 

never have imagined the two of you … 
ELLIDA: Nor could I. Not then.
ARNHOLM: The doctor is a good man. Respectable. Genuinely kind to 

everyone—
ELLIDA: [warmly and sincerely] Yes, he certainly is.
ARNHOLM: But surely, you two must be worlds apart.
ELLIDA: That’s true. We are.
ARNHOLM: So how did it happen? How come you—
ELLIDA: Please Arnholm, you mustn’t ask me. I couldn’t even begin 

to explain. And even if I could, you’d never be able to understand.
ARNHOLM: Hm. Did you ever confide in your husband about me? You 

know. My clumsy attempt—
ELLIDA: Of course not! I haven’t mentioned a word about that.
ARNHOLM: I’m glad to hear it. Because I felt a bit, you know, awkward 

at the thought that—
ELLIDA: There’s absolutely no need. I’ve only told him the truth, that I 

was very fond of you and that you were the best friend I had out there.
ARNHOLM: I appreciate that. But why did you never write to me after 

I left?
ELLIDA: I thought perhaps it might hurt you to hear from someone 

who—who couldn’t return your feelings. I thought it might be like 
ripping open old wounds.

ARNHOLM: Yes. You may well be right.
ELLIDA: But why didn’t you write?
ARNHOLM: [looking at her, smiling reproachfully] Me? Take the first 

step? Raise the suspicion that I wanted to try again? After the 
rejection you had given me?
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ELLIDA: No, of course. But have you never thought of finding someone 
else?

ARNHOLM: I’ve remained faithful to my memories.
ELLIDA: [half in jest] Oh come on! Let go of those sad old memories. 

Better to think about making some woman a good husband.
ARNHOLM: At my age? I’ve just turned thirty-seven, you know. 
ELLIDA: All the more reason to hurry. [She is silent for a moment, then, 

earnestly, in a low voice] Listen. I can tell you something now that 
I couldn’t say then, even if my life depended on it.

ARNHOLM: What’s that?
ELLIDA: When you made what you call your clumsy attempt—there 

was no way I could have answered you differently. 
ARNHOLM: I know. All you had to offer me was friendship.
ELLIDA: What you don’t know is that my heart, all my thoughts, were 

with someone else. 
ARNHOLM: How can that be possible? You didn’t know Wangel then, 

did you?
ELLIDA: I’m not talking about Wangel.
ARNHOLM: If not Wangel … there was no-one out there you could 

possibly have been interested in. 
ELLIDA: Yes. No. Everything was so confusing. All you need to know 

is that I wasn’t free.
ARNHOLM: And if you had been? Would you’ve answered me 

differently?
ELLIDA: How can I know? When Wangel appeared, the answer was 

different. 
ARNHOLM: Why tell me about this now?

ELLIDA rises nervously, seemingly distressed.
ELLIDA: Because I need someone to confide in. No, don’t get up.
ARNHOLM: So your husband knows nothing about this other man?
ELLIDA: I confessed to him that my feelings had once belonged to 

someone else. He has never asked for more. And we’ve never 
touched on it since. Madness, that’s all it was. And it all soon fell 
apart. In a way, at least. 

ARNHOLM: [rises] In a way? 
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