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Anne Charlotte Leffler’s play Sanna kvinnor (True Women) (), together with other late

nineteenth-century plays by women playwrights, is considered a significant historical event in

Swedish theatre histories, regarded as a successful feminist intervention. This study examines the

cultural-specific conditions and agendas that governed the interpretations of Sanna kvinnor at

the theatres. Theoretically, it is based on the idea of plays as the initiators of circulation, which in

turn is performative. The focus is on the social imaginaries that are reinstated by the stagings

and their interpretations, and how these imaginaries reciprocally shape the interpretations of the

play’s central theme, protagonist and audience address. The article provides an overview of the

various social imaginaries at play and identifies the cultural and social abstractions that form a

specific culture of circulation. The encounters between the play and various Nordic theatre

environments are examined by closely analyzing and contextualizing theatrical reviews.

Anne Charlotte Leffler was considered a leading figure among Swedish modern-
breakthrough writers and a successful playwright in Swedish theatres in the s.
Her breakthrough play Sanna kvinnor (True Women) (), is one of many plays by
women playwrights that were popular in Nordic theatres but which these days linger
in the shadows of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House.

These plays by women form a prominent historical event in Swedish theatre
histories, regarded as early but short-lived successful feminist interventions in theatre.
Margareta Wirmark has remarked on the pace at which Sanna kvinnor was
distributed to theatres in Nordic capitals in the spring season of . She regards its
quick dissemination as evidence of significant impact, which she credits to Leffler’s
popularity and the newsworthiness of her play.1 I suggest that the composition of the
play, unusually open to various interpretations and uses in different Nordic theatrical
environments, explains its popularity.

In A Global Doll’s House, Holledge et al. interpret patterns from distant readings as
indicative of underlying political, social, economic, aesthetic or technological forces
related to circulation. They focus on the constraints imposed by these external forces
in global transmission.2 Similarly, I concentrate on the culturally specific conditions
and agendas that regulate the interpretations and uses of the play Sanna kvinnor. By
closely examining and contextualizing the stagings of Sanna kvinnor and
interpretations in the press, this study aims to illuminate how performative
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imaginaries in different Nordic cultural contexts are shaped by and simultaneously
shape the interpretations of the play’s central theme, protagonist and audience
address. The idea is to give an overview of the different social imaginaries at work in
order to draw conclusions about the constraints that shaped the Nordic culture of
circulation initiated by the play Sanna kvinnor. I draw on ideas of cultural circulation
as performative, as expressed by Benjamin Lee and Edward LiPuma in their seminal
article ‘Cultures of Circulation: The Imaginations of Modernity’, in which they
examine the performative constitution of capital, building on anthropological and
cultural theory.3

After first giving an account of the theoretical framework and discussing the play
and its implied audience, I will turn to the productions and their reception in the
theatres of the Nordic capitals, first the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm in the
autumn of  and then during – the New Theatre in Helsinki, the Christiania
Theatre in Oslo and the New Theatre in Stockholm, the last three of which featured
the Swedish star actor Emil Hillberg in the role of the play’s antagonist. An account
follows of the production of Sanna kvinnor by Albert Ranft’s company which toured
the western provinces of Sweden during – and the reception of the staging in
Sweden’s second-biggest city, Gothenburg. I will then highlight theatrical events that
open up particularly interesting interactions between Sanna kvinnor and the critics.
First, the Finnish Theatre’s staging in  is considered, followed by the production
of the play by an amateur group in Copenhagen, the Arbejdernes Fri Teater (the
Workers’ Liberal Theatre), in . The article concludes by identifying and
discussing the characteristics of the culture of circulation that emerge from and shape
the interaction between the stagings of Sanna kvinnor and the critics in different
Nordic theatrical environments.

Social imaginaries and the culture of circulation

The dissemination of plays in the theatre is a theoretically complicated business due to
the transformative power of adaptations that take place in translation and staging.4

Holledge et al. give evidence that this awareness has shifted the focus from close
readings of texts to close readings of performances in investigations of the global
transmission of A Doll’s House.5 However, the transformative processes of translating
and adapting a play raise questions about the nature of the circulated object. What is
the effect of circulation on the play, and what is the role of the play in this
circulation? Lee and LiPuma note that circulation is a cultural process created by the
interaction between specific types of circulating forms and the interpretive
communities built around them.6 In line with their ideas and in accordance with the
status of a play in the creative process leading to a staging, I see the play Sanna
kvinnor as the initiator of a process of circulation rather than its circulating object.

The encounters between cultural forms and interpretive communities are both
driven by and reinstate social imaginaries.7 Critical aspects of the construction of such
imaginaries are thus inscribed in social practices such as the staging of plays and their
reception, and can be identified as a performative impact that informs the result of
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these practices.8 Lee and LiPuma cite the public sphere and the bourgeois state as
examples of social imaginaries that are re-enacted through the actions of interpretative
communities.9 As the private sphere is inextricably linked to the public sphere and the
national citizen state, it is also considered in my analysis. Furthermore, Lee and LiPuma
argue that social imaginaries move in secular time and shape cultures of circulation that
are characterized by certain forms of constraint, evaluation and abstraction.10 The social
imaginaries that emerge from and simultaneously shape the interactions between the
play Sanna kvinnor and its stagings and the critics in different Nordic theatrical
environments thus reveal constraints that shape circulation, while these constraints
reciprocally are what circulates.

The body of my empirical sources, found in Nordic digital newspaper and periodical
compilations, comprises a variety of traces.11 These include brief, superficial articles
advertising performances of Sanna kvinnor at the theatres and other news relating to
the play, the theatrical events and the associated agents. Additionally, more detailed
reviews and more elaborate articles are encompassed. According to a semiotic
approach, the reviews signal something about what took place on the various stages,
which is informed by the reviewers’ prior understanding, namely their ideological
positions, influenced by the theatre conventions and social norms of the time. In two
cases, the production at the Royal Theatre in Stockholm and the productions featuring
the actor Emil Hillberg, the accounts are based on several reviews by different reviewers
that have been related to each other. Although the reviewers’ evaluations may differ,
taken together the observations reinforce the picture of the staging.

Theatre conventions and social norms are seen as codes for a sociocultural system
that impregnate the pattern of meaning laid down in the documents in the historical
moment they were produced.12 My construction of social imaginaries is derived from
these sociocultural codes activated by the staging of the play Sanna kvinnor.

The play and its implied interpretative community

The plot of Sanna kvinnor revolves around Berta, who strives to protect her mother’s
heritage from her father’s gambling addiction by convincing her mother to sign a
deed of gift, granting Berta control over the money. Another plotline follows Berta’s
elder sister Lissi, who catches her husband, Wilhelm, engaging with a prostitute. The
behaviour of these three women in these situations raises questions about how a true
woman should act: actively interfere to do what is responsible and morally right or
adjust to the will of the husband and father as the head of the family. At the end of
the play Berta finds out that her mother has let her down by ripping the deed of gift
apart under pressure of her husband’s persuasive powers. Despite this treachery, she
turns down a proposal of marriage, which would have saved her from her demanding
situation as the true breadwinner of the family, to support her mother. In the final
scene, Mr Bark proposes a toast for the true woman without anybody else joining in.13

Plays and theatre conventions presuppose the existence of interpretive
communities with certain forms of interpretation and evaluation.14 The composition
of Sanna kvinnor suggests an audience aware of a Swedish law from  which gave
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a married woman the right to administer her earnings and private property.15 This law is
a crucial element of the plot. Furthermore, the themes of the play assume an audience
that was familiar with the Nordic social debate of the s regarding sedlighet, a
concept similar to decency that referred to a broad range of bourgeois norms and
values, including drinking and gambling habits. As the debate progressed, the term
sedlighet came to be associated primarily with sexual morality.16 Two contrasting
views on marriage and sexual morality were opposed to each other. One side
advocated pre-marital erotic indulgence for both women and men, while the other
side advocated abstinence until marriage for both women and men.17 By the end of
the nineteenth century, the threat of immorality to the entire bourgeois society was
still perceived as a significant concern.

As in several European countries, idealist aesthetics held a dominant position in
respected Nordic theatres. Its values were closely linked to artistic norms and called
for didactic, ennobling qualities, especially the defence of sedlighet. Two thematic
elements were of particular significance in ensuring a positive moral tendency in the
theatre: depictions of selfless love and of family happiness. In accordance with the
Hegelian idealization of the patriarchal family as the ethical foundation of the nation
state, theatre was expected to present transformations of problematic families into
harmonious ones. This perspective on family and marriage, which was based on the
idea of complementary gender roles, including the wife’s obligation to support her
husband morally, was at odds with emerging views on women’s rights to
individualism and self-realization that were being discussed in the social debate
about decency.18 However, the s marked the beginning of a period of significant
change for Nordic theatre. Several anti-idealistic expressions, such as sociocritical
drama, competed with idealist artistic norms and conventions. They questioned the
inherent view of art and morals, striving to undo the knot that tied those components
closely together.19 The use of playful irony in Sanna kvinnor challenged the prevailing
idealistic theatre conventions, producing an ambivalent relationship between this
aesthetic and the new sociocritical drama.20 This composition thus suggests an
awareness of a potential division in the reading and spectating community.

According to a basic dramaturgical analysis, Berta is clearly the protagonist of the
play. She drives the plot forward by arranging the deed of gift, which is then countered by
her father’s retaliation. Berta appears most frequently in the text, and the exposition
foregrounds the relationship between her and her mother. The interior plot revolves
around Berta’s need for proof of her mother’s loyalty and sense of right.21 As Berta,
who is outspoken and actively interferes in the family’s financial situation, does not
represent the normalized prevailing femininity, she does not fit any of the stock roles
for actresses in the nineteenth century.

Berta’s mother, Julie Bark, though, fits the stock role of ‘the noble mother’ and thus
offered material for actresses who had made a career performing the femininity of a
woman of noble character, struck by grief or bad luck. Moreover, Berta never meets
her antagonist Mr Bark eye to eye in the play; instead, their fight over the control of
money takes place with Mrs Bark as the intermediary. These aspects of the composition
add to the ambivalence between the play’s social critique and conformity with idealistic
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theatrical norms. Furthermore, Leffler’s play prioritizes the psychological truths of its
characters, based on an analysis of human nature, over plot.22 This priority suggests an
expectation that the interpreting community will understand and accept a representation
that is closer to life than the average performance on Nordic stages in the s.

Sanna kvinnor in a moral universe

Sanna kvinnor premiered at the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm in October .
The play provoked strong emotional responses among both reviewers and the
audience.23 The prompter’s manuscript mentions Mr Fredrikson as the director of the
play, likely referring to Gustaf Fredrikson, who managed the Royal Dramatic Theatre
from  to .24

The reviews indicate a staging marked by melodramatic polarization and
exaggeration.25 The characterization of Mrs Bark as a victim is contrasted with the
negative portrayal of male characters, who are depicted as bad and undutiful. The
reviews foreground the female characters, particularly Helfrid Kinmansson’s portrayal
of Mrs Bark, and indicate a staging depicting two different types of femininity, one
represented by Mrs Bark and her eldest daughter Lissi Bark, and the other by Berta.
Berta’s righteousness, moral strength and concern for her mother are emphasized.
The characterization of Berta as a caring and responsible daughter thus seems to have
been more prominent than the portrayal of a woman questioning gender norms.
Additionally, the reviews suggest that the production was rather static and lecture-like,
with a disconnect between the acting and the psychological depth of Leffler’s
characters.26 This view implies the use of the toned-down variety of a French acting
style favoured by Gustaf Fredriksson, in which line delivery takes precedence over
acting. The lines were meant to be delivered with naturalness and simplicity.27

Defenders of idealistic aesthetics among critics dismiss the representation of the
characters and of marriage as evil and untruthful. They struggle to identify a theme
but see the purpose of both the play and the staging as discrediting men. Those who
advocate sociocritical representations welcome Sanna kvinnor as a justified and
audacious contribution to an important social question. They view it as a brave and
honest depiction of the conditions of marriage. The reviewers discuss the critique of
traditional subservient femininity and male injustice in the staging, using Mrs Bark’s
negative example. The lenient Mrs Bark is regarded as the protagonist, with Berta as
her contrasting sidekick. Thereby Berta is seen as operative at the thematic level and
not as a role driving the plot. The reviewers all emphasize the importance of morality,
specifically righteousness and inner truth, in their analysis.28

The performative encounter between Sanna kvinnor and the reviewers raises moral
concerns. For the defenders of aesthetic idealism, the concern relates to their ideas on what
reality to stage in theatres. Their objection to the portrayal of men in Sanna kvinnor is
based on the aesthetic ideal of representing individuals not as inherently bad, but as having
the potential to improve themselves by adopting the ‘right’ values. However, the protest
and difficulty of identifying a theme reveal a view of men as the natural dramaturgical
centre and, on a social level, the unquestionable heads of families. These interpretations by
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reviewers are influenced by and simultaneously reinforce a social imaginary echoing the
Hegelian idealization of family as the ethical foundation of the nation state, which required
that the boundaries between family affairs and public life were maintained.29 The disclosure
of the Bark family’s personal matters jeopardized this idealization. Furthermore, the
combination of aesthetics, ethics and Christianity in idealism should be understood within
the framework of an optimistic utopian vision of human perfection built on the idea of
one’s own culture as superior to others owing to its further development of freedom,
democracy and tolerance.30 Idealized representations at the theatre contributed to
maintaining this social imaginary. The staging of Sanna kvinnor fails to provide the
audience with role models and to present the perfection of the national citizen state.

The interpretations by the reviewers whowelcome the play may be based on idealistic
aesthetics, despite their support for change. Lisbeth Stenberg highlights an ethical and
emancipatory aesthetic grounded in idealism, which acknowledges social injustice. This
aesthetic accepts sociocritical representations onstage if they provide a deterrent example
that supports the development of the individual’s character.31 The highlighting of Mrs
Bark as the protagonist and the problem understood as Mr Bark’s irresponsible
behaviour among this group of reviewers indicate such a view underpinning their
acceptance of having the nasty interior of family life disclosed on the stage. So does their
focus on righteousness and inner truth, which hints at a position taken in Christian
ideas of the human being as imperfect but with the ability to improve.32 The function of
the arts, according to this group of reviewers, is to contribute to the development of
individuals and society. Two of the critics attribute the responsibility of maintaining
high moral standards to wives, while the other two emphasize the importance of
individual conviction in promoting moral behaviour. One view aligns with the
complementary view of the sexes and women’s role as the moral protector of the family,
in accordance with Hegelian beliefs. The other group assigns the responsibility for moral
development to both spouses, thus restoring and being influenced by a social construct
of a healthy nation state based on each person’s moral accountability.

Ethical emancipatory aesthetics were the stance of the early Swedish women’s
movement in the debate on sedlighet in the early s.33 Its advocates maintained
that sexuality should be kept within marriage for both men and women, combined
with the idea that everyone must be responsible for their own inner moral compass.
The ethical idealistic aesthetics asked for artistic and social reformation while the
conservative variety strove to preserve both the aesthetic ideals and the power
relationship within the family. The pervasiveness of the complementary view of the
sexes and the debates on sedlighet in the early s, in which representatives of the
women’s movement demanded the same self-discipline and high moral standard for
men and women alike, may explain the subordinate position of Berta as an
unmarried woman in the reviewers’ interpretations.

Sanna kvinnor meets a star actor

Sanna kvinnor premiered in Helsinki at the New Theatre in January , followed by
performances at the Christiania Theatre in Oslo in May of the same year. Matinee
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performances were also held at the New Theatre in Stockholm in . These
productions shared the Swedish popular actor Emil Hillberg in the role of the father
and husband, Mr Bark. Despite differences, such as those caused by the Norwegian
translation used at the Christiania Theatre, the presentations of the stagings and their
interpretations in newspapers from the three cities are quite similar. The reviews all
pay great attention to Hillberg’s portrayal of Mr Bark, with his acting dominating the
stage and being seen by the critics as the focal point of the dramaturgical build-up in
all three productions. Furthermore, the reviews of the three productions, across
cultural and ideological lines, indicate that Emil Hillberg portrayed Mr Bark with
realism, creating a truthful depiction of a live person and bringing out his psychology.
Hillberg also added comic aspects to his portrait.34

Apart from Hillberg’s portrayal of Mr Bark, the character of Berta receives the most
attention. At the New Theatre in Stockholm, this emphasis could be attributed to the
actress Anna Lisa Hwasser-Engelbrecht, who chose the role for her matinees.
The reviewers note that the audience’s response to her performance was highly
appreciative, and that she exhibited ‘simple, feminine dignity’ in her interpretation of
the role.35 The Helsinki performances garnered significant interest and attention for
the Swedish–Finnish actress Ida Reis. While one critic considers her experienced in
roles like Berta, another finds the role incongruous with Reis’s nature, resulting in a
less distinct creation of Berta’s independence.36 Sophie Reimer’s portrayal of Berta at
the Christiania Theatre had a subdued quality, although reviewers’ opinions differed.
In one review of the play, pseudonymous I.H. notes that the role of Berta is portrayed
in a gender-neutral manner, while an anonymous reviewer finds that the moderation
of the role enhances the image without compromising the truth.37 None of the
reviewers identifies any moral flaws in Berta in any of the versions by Hwasser, Reis
or Reimer, suggesting that all three actresses downplayed Berta’s rebellious traits.
However, despite having a more prominent position in the reviews of these
productions, the role is only discussed thematically. It represents a better kind of
femininity than Mrs Bark’s and Lissi’s lax versions, just as in the reviews of the
production at the Royal Dramatic Theatre. The focus is still on the marriage between
the immoral Mr Bark and his weak wife. Although Mr Bark’s bad moral character is
seen as the problem, a change in femininity is seen as the cure. In contrast to Ibsen,
Leffler aimed to demonstrate that women were also responsible for turning marriage
into a ‘Doll’s House’, an anonymous critic states.38

Although the reviews revolve around the male star actor’s skills in the antagonistic
role, thus focusing on destructive masculinity, the reviewers’ understanding of the
stagings shape and are shaped by a similar imaginary as the one produced by the
staging at the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm. It either maintains a
complementary view of the sexes, including the idea of morally strong women
restoring weak men, or places the moral responsibility on men and women alike.
However, the focus on Pontus Bark’s destructive masculinity as a problem and the
suggestion of a changed femininity as the solution highlight the pervasiveness of
marriage as the minimal cornerstone of society. The increased focus on Berta in the
reviews of these stagings in comparison to those of the Royal Dramatic Theatre’s
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production underlines this pervasiveness as a reason for Berta not being perceived as the
protagonist, given that she represents an unmarried woman.Moreover, critics, regardless
of their cultural or ideological positions, believe that promoting high moral standards
and good personal qualities is the key to improving relationships between spouses and
creating a healthier society.

Compared to the staging at the Royal Dramatic Theatre, all reviewers acknowledge
the existence of Mr Bark’s real-life counterparts, although one defender of idealistic
aesthetics also notes that the Barks’ marriage is an exception to the rule. This position
may of course be attributed to an acceptance of sociocritical representations in
general. However, the focus on Hillberg’s acting in the reviews suggests that it played
a significant role in this acceptance. The reviewers’ comments on the psychological
truth of the role indicate that, in these stagings, Mr Bark was portrayed less as a
melodramatic villain and is therefore not perceived as an attack on men. Furthermore,
Hillberg’s acting was more in line with the idealistic ideals of theatre to amuse and to
be agreeable, as it included comic and entertaining aspects.

Sanna kvinnor in the hands of two modern theatre men

In –, Albert Ranft’s Theatre Company (formerly Lindberg’s Company) toured
several cities in the south-west provinces of Sweden with the play Sanna kvinnor. At the
time, Albert Ranft was twenty-six years old and had recently become the manager of
the company. Ranft has testified to the influence of his mentor, August Lindberg, who
is considered to have contributed to the development of an acting style based on
naturalistic doctrines in his famous groundbreaking staging of Ibsen’s Ghosts in .
Ranft purchased exclusive rights from Leffler to perform Sanna kvinnor in the
provinces, which he used to advertise the productions. In the playbills, he also presents
himself as the director of the production and advises theatre-goers not to miss it if they
want to stay up to date with the latest in theatre.39 The analysis will concentrate on the
reviews of the performances at Mindre Teatern (the ‘minor theatre’) in Gothenburg by
the liberal Karl Warburg, who, like Ranft, embraced modern ideas on theatre.40 Reviews
from performances in other cities will inform the depiction of the staging.41

Reviews of the performances and playbills from various cities on the tour unanimously
indicate that Ranft made the marriage of Mr and Mrs Bark the focus of the plot. In
particular, the actress Elise Stier’s portrayal of Mrs Bark’s suffering, in line with the stock
role of a ‘mere noble’, appears to have been a prominent feature of the production.

Furthermore, Ranft’s directing appears to have focused on the integrated
interaction between the actors. The actors are also praised for the psychological
complexity and truth they bring to their roles. As in the production at the Royal
Dramatic Theatre, the role of Berta seems to have been contrasted with that of her
amiable but weak mother, Julie. However, the reviews indicate that the actress Ellen
Ädelstam portrayed her as a forceful and rebellious young woman in this production.
The depiction of scenery and decorations, along with the intricate family
relationships, suggests a prevailing mood of depression onstage, but with occasional
glimpses of entertaining lightness. The combination of this description with the
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psychological complexity of the roles signals a more dynamic production than at the
Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm.42

In his review of the first performance in Gothenburg, Karl Warburg shows
enthusiasm for Anne Charlotte Leffler and Sanna kvinnor. He refers to her as ‘our
great authoress’ and states that Sanna kvinnor is the crown jewel among all of
Edgren’s stage writings and Sweden’s best contribution to the modern school of
Nordic drama.43 He particularly praises the play’s truthfulness to life.44 Warburg
generally asked for theatrical productions that have merits that go beyond
entertainment. He believed that theatre should be artistic and that audiences require
aesthetic education to appreciate it.45 Sanna kvinnor aligns with Warburg’s
educational and enlightening mission.

According to Warburg, what Leffler is trying to show in her play is that women are
not oppressed slaves who should blindly obey their husbands and accept maltreatment,
and he supports this view. He finds the link between feminine goodness and submissive
weakness broken by the dramatization of the mother and her two daughters, the mother
being the ‘romantic Genoveva type’ that Leffler questions.46 The negative example ofMrs
Bark carries the message: women’s laxity makes men bad. From this position follows the
logic that firmer wives would make husbands clean up their act. Warburg also finds
Berta’s demand that ‘a woman should be a woman for herself’ and ‘a man a man for
himself’ exaggerated.47 Despite Warburg’s affirmation of Leffler’s protest against the
subordination of women in marriage, his understanding essentially remains within
the bounds of a complementary view of the sexes. Furthermore, he accepts Berta’s
forceful femininity onstage but finds Berta manly and coarse. This suggests that, in
his view, such a woman would in fact cross gender boundaries in a negative way. He
calls for a firm, strong woman with a moral backbone, but he cannot accept Berta as a
model of such qualities because she does not embody femininity in the right way.
Warburg also praises the ensemble’s integrated acting and the actors’ truthful,
psychologically complex portraits.48

The social imaginary re-created by Sanna kvinnor suggests a utopian community with
refined cultural tastes that welcomes critical portrayals of contemporary society and
representations of the factual nature of human beings and individuals acting outside the
prevailing gender norms on the theatre stage. The protest against the treatment of
women as slaves indicates liberal ideas based on democratic values and a reformist drive.

However, there are limits to the liberalism and a discrepancy between what is
welcomed as artistic representation in the public sphere and what is tolerated in social
reality. While women can be represented in art as acting solitary individuals and
against the ideals of femininity, such a woman is not acceptable in reality. The
complementary view of the sexes and the celebration of a woman’s moral firmness
and caring responsibility still form the basis of Warburg’s social imaginary.

Sanna kvinnor in a nationalist setting

Interestingly, the Finnish production of Sanna kvinnor (Todelliset naiset) took place
before it was performed in the original language at the Swedish-speaking New
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Theatre in Helsinki. After the premiere in Wiborg in November , Suomalainen
Teatteri (the Finnish Theatre) toured the Finnish provinces – a tour that went as far
as St Petersburg – before the play was performed at the Arkadia Theatre in
Helsinki.49 The founding of the Finnish Theatre in  was a strong part of the
dynamics of the Fennomanian language-political power struggle in the pursuit and
demonstration of institutional power.50 In the s, a new generation of Fennomans,
dissatisfied with the dominant Fennomanian Christian conservative world view,
advocated progress and liberal ideas. They introduced ideas of gender equality and
religious freedom into national thinking.51 The scholar of Nordic literature Valfrid
Vasenius published two articles about Sanna kvinnor, one about the play and one
about the Finnish Theatre’s production of the play, in the Finnish-language periodical
Valvolja, of which he was also one of the founders and editors. In his advocacy of
Scandinavian cultural ties, scientific thought, and liberalism, he seems to have had a
different view from the Fennomans, although it partly complies with the ideas that
the young Fennomans wanted to introduce in the s.52 Still, Vasenius’s celebration
of Finnishness is central to his interpretation.53

The fact that Sanna kvinnor was staged in Helsinki in both a Finnish and a Swedish
version at the same time allows Vasenius to develop ideas on nationalistic traits by
comparing the two productions. In the Swedish-speaking New Theatre he saw a light,
cool performance in which the actors held back their emotions, while in the Finnish
Theatre he perceived a more passionate performance in which the actors created their
roles with more force. He explains this difference by the fact that the Swedish actors
are more familiar with the conditions described in the play, which enables them to
portray the outward elegance typical of the Swedes. This elegance was particularly
evident in Emil Hillberg’s portrayal of Mr Bark and in the actress Ottilia Littmarck’s
performance as Mrs Bark, who maintained her appearance despite the role’s difficult
situation. In the Finnish production, Benjamin Leino portrayed Mr Bark as an
unfortunate ordinary man who loses track of the small amounts he has borrowed and
suddenly realizes how much he is in debt. The actress Aurora Aspegren showed Mrs
Bark’s full suffering. These two roles were much sadder than in the Swedish version.
Leino’s and Aspegren’s performances, in turn, allowed Kaarola Awelan to give Berta a
different mood from the smiling Mrs Reis on the Swedish-speaking stage, who could
not play the role with as much force. Awelan’s Berta made the audience forget the
actress; they saw a woman who defended the cause of women with boldness and
audacity, which made the overall effect of the play deeper and more tragic than in the
Swedish version.54

Vasenius finds these differences natural and links them to the national spirit of the
different audiences. He claims that in the Swedish-speaking production, the elegance
and preservation of appearances in the acting kept the audience’s hearts cold, while
the satirical parts of the play affected their minds. The Finnish-speaking production,
in contrast, touched the hearts of the audience because the loss that threatened the
Bark family was more evident in this adaptation. In Vasenius’s comparison of the
acting and the audience, sophistication and distance are associated with Swedishness,
while emotionality and decency are associated with Finnishness. He also identifies the
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capacity for democracy as a Finnish national trait, conceding that although there are
Wilhelms and Mr Barks in Finland, unlike other nations what gives hope is the
existence of a democratic spirit that does not tolerate the oppression of the sexes any
more than it tolerates the oppression of any other class of people. He maintains that
the affairs of women and those of a (united) nation are inseparable since they both
pass through different stages of civilized society. In the third degree, the sober
strength of the lower classes has flown into the higher states he predicts, and in the
same way womanhood will eventually influence society, as the civilized nation and
society need female virtues.55 In Vasenius’s teleological thinking, liberal ideas and
notions of progress in line with European Enlightenment ideas are combined with
notions of national identity which echo the romantic binary of the simple peasant as
opposed to the cultivated urban bourgeoisie and aristocracy. In this nationalist
setting, Sanna kvinnor is used to illuminate the superiority of Finnishness. The cause
of women is equated with that of the common people and Berta is celebrated as a
freedom fighter with the same democratic spirit as the Finnish people. The passion
and emotion associated with Finnishness, together with the understanding of Mr
Bark as an ordinary but unfortunate man, also make Sanna kvinnor a family tragedy.
Furthermore, the nationalist imaginary shapes the interpretation of the audience
address in the Finnish Theatre production as one of emotional honesty and passion.

The encounter between Sanna kvinnor and the Finnish nationalist framework
represented by Vasenius’s two articles produces a social imaginary in which Finnish
identity is elevated and idealized through ideas of morality, emotional honesty and
aptitude for democracy. The soul of Finnishness is shifted from the original Romantic
setting of peasants in the countryside to working people and the poor and lowly in
general.56 The use of the two Sanna kvinnor productions as canvases onto which
ideas of nationality are projected makes women and femininity share the beneficial
qualities of the working people, which society needs. As a result, women’s agency
extends beyond the boundaries of the family.

Sanna kvinnor in social-movement circles

On  February , Sanna kvinnor was performed by the Arbejdernes Fri Theater
(the Workers’ Liberal Theatre), an amateur group consisting of members of a workers’
association in the Amager district of Copenhagen.57 The performance took place at a
party organized by De Samlede Kvindeforeninger i København (the Gathered
Women’s Rights Organizations) in the workers’ union hall. Tickets were sold by
members of the women’s rights organizations in their homes and at the workers’
union’s localities.58 The performance was announced in the Danish dailies and
reported in several Swedish newspapers. Before the production of Sanna kvinnor, the
amateur group, which could be hired by societies for special occasions, had
performed August Strindberg’s Fadren (The Father) (). The empirical basis for
the analysis of their production of Sanna kvinnor is given by articles and reviews in
Hvad vi will, the periodical of the Danish women’s rights organizations, and a review
from the daily paper Kjøbenhavn.
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According to Hvad vi vill, the Workers’ Liberal Theatre was founded by young
workers who wanted to create an experimental theatre to perform new plays dealing
with social issues. Several reasons are given. First, the activities would be an
alternative to public theatres, which are highlighted as arenas for the social exhibition
of bourgeois wealth. If a working-class man or woman could afford a ticket at all, he
or she would certainly feel uncomfortable in the theatre, as he or she would not be
able to afford fine clothing, the author of the article argues. Second, s/he has noticed
a growing literary life among the workers.

Readings by actors, often held in the workers’ society’s own rooms in the district of
Amager, drew full houses. However, the plays chosen by the actors are considered too
light or old-fashioned. The author of the article refers to the social-democratic labour
movement as the avant-garde of ideas, and thus wants modern literature that
discusses social issues in the service of its Enlightenment project. The ideas of our
modern authors, the reviewer argues, should be supported by the broad masses of the
people.59 In another article, the reviewer further emphasizes the educational context
in which s/he includes Sanna kvinnor by exhorting readers to come to the party to
support the laudable educational enterprise of the young workers to get involved in
the play and to present it to the general public ‘to the best of their ability’.60

Sanna kvinnor is described as a comedy, which suggests that Berta is not seen as the
protagonist. The lesson it teaches, especially to women, is easy to understand. according
to the reviewer. This lesson revolves around Lissi, Berta’s elder sister, who discovers that
her husband socializes with a prostitute. What young women primarily can learn from
the play is ‘by their love to raise the husband to a higher morality, while it is true that
women’s lives have throughout been carried by a purer will in sexual terms’.61 The
interpretation reflects the heightened focus on sexuality in the Scandinavian moral
debate in the latter part of the s. The lesson of the play is interpreted within the
gender discourse highlighting moral equality by men attaining the level of the
‘cultural woman’ as poignantly expressed by the prominent Danish representative of
the women’s movement, Elisabeth Grundtvig, in this debate, hinting at women’s
‘higher nature’ developed through keeping themselves sexually pure.62 The
interpretation still places moral responsibility on women, but by claiming that women
are morally superior and therefore fit to take the lead, the power dynamic in marriage
is levelled out. The author draws a parallel between Lissi’s behaviour and her mother’s
indulgent and soft-hearted attitude towards her husband, and s/he testifies to the fact
that ‘cowed and frightened wives, who have sunk down to unwilling beings through
the disempowerment of marriage’, still can be found in real life, despite the progress
of the women’s cause.63 Consequently, s/he approves of the truth of Sanna kvinnor
but also expresses hope for the future, by highlighting the generational difference
between Lissi and her mother, thus reinstating the utopian drive in the women’s
movement.

The belief in progress also affects the interpretation of Berta. She embodies ‘the
germ of all the new thoughts’.64 Yet, in another article, Berta is perceived as a
warning. She judges her weaker family members too hard, leading to misery for both
her and those around her. Women like Berta are not happy. Her time has not yet
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come, and she needs to find a husband with a kindred soul. Awoman who values loyalty
to herself and has a sense of responsibility as a member of society is a woman for the
future.65 The reviewer suggests that there are probably more women like Berta in 

than there were in  when Leffler wrote the play. However, it may be necessary for
all women to first become like Berta before they can voice their demands.66

Considering that Sanna kvinnor was written only nine years earlier, the author
strongly believes in the power and speed with which the utopia of the women’s
movement will be reached.

The reviewer in Hvad vi vill reminds readers not to evaluate amateur acting using
the same standards as for professional acting. S/he offers advice to the amateur group,
such as improving their memorization and toning down their performances.67 The
anonymous reviewer in Kjøbenhavn hints at his amusement at the unskilled actors
onstage, stating that evaluating their acting is beyond his abilities. However, possibly
mockingly, he finds the Workers’ Liberal Theatre a unique institution simply because
they are amateurs. As workers who earn their living through hard labour on a daily
basis, their acting reflects the colours of life. This quality makes them representatives
of the theatre of the future in the socialist state.68 The discourse is structured by a
progressive temporality, similar to his colleague in Hvad vi vill, who focuses on the
thematic aspects of the staging.

The social imaginary shaping and being shaped by the encounter of Sanna kvinnor
and this social-movement environment, as expressed in the reviews, is one on its way to a
future goal. The way to this utopian society is paved by the young generation, especially
those from working-class backgrounds who are influenced by new radical ideas to which
the newmodern breakthrough literature contributes. This view testifies to an educational
discourse in line with liberal enlightenment ideas as the framework for the
interpretations. The utopian vision produced by the encounter with Sanna kvinnor
revolves around a moral marriage that can exist only when the ideals of both
masculinity and femininity have been redefined. The text demonstrates a strong belief
in the power of social movements to effect change and suggests that the desired
utopian reality is within reach. The combination of the discourses of sexual purity,
progression and education shapes Lissi as the protagonist while Berta becomes the
paragon for the kind of woman she must turn into in the future, but for which
society is not yet ready. In line with this interpretation, the theme is conceived of as
the task for young women, due to their purer sexuality, to lead their husbands
towards a moral sexuality; that is, keeping it within marriage. The address to the
audience depends on the appreciation of the amateur actors’ efforts to enter the play
and of the nuances of working-class reality.

The performative culture of circulation

The productions of Sanna kvinnor included in this study demonstrate differences in the
understanding of the protagonist and of the dramaturgical centre. In the production at
the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm in , the role of Mrs Bark was highlighted,
while the productions at the Swedish Theatre in Helsinki, the Christiania Theatre and the
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New Theatre in Stockholm featured the role of Mr Bark. In the staging by Albert Ranft,
both the actor and the actress performing the roles of Mr and Mrs Bark were focused on.
Moreover, the productions showed differences in the performances of the role of Berta.
How the audience was addressed through the acting also seems to have varied. In the
Royal Dramatic Theatre production, the focus was on the delivery of lines. In
contrast, the Hillberg stagings placed emphasis on the ability of a star actor to convey
psychological truth in his role. Finally, in the Ranft production, the actors interacted
with each other to a greater extent than in the other two stagings. However, these
differences do not significantly affect the reviewers’ interpretations of the central
theme. Their understanding of it as an issue of morality linked to femininity is
surprisingly similar, despite the different approaches to the protagonist and the acting
in the productions. Similar social imaginaries produced in these theatrical
environments seem to have had a significant influence on the interpretations of the
productions, resulting in related understandings.

Nevertheless, there are also notable distinctions between the different
environments. The most notable ones were observed in the interpretations of the
Finnish Theatre’s staging and the staging by the Workers’ Liberal Theatre in
Copenhagen. The Finnish reviewer considers the entire Bark family the protagonist,
conceiving the play as a tragedy. However, the Danish representative of the women’s
movement regards Lissi, who is reunited with her husband in the end, as the
protagonist and labels the play a comedy. Berta is never perceived as the protagonist
in any of the interpretations. Instead, she is seen either as a representation of an
undesirable femininity or as a paragon of firmness for a wife, depending on
whether her loving and caring responsibility or her rebellious side was emphasized in
the role.

The main constraint of the culture of circulation as expressed in the social
imaginaries shaping and being shaped by Sanna kvinnor is the issue of morality. In
the context of the mainstream prestigious theatres in the capital cities, the
understanding of women as responsible for morally supporting their husbands
crosses ideological lines, irrespective of what role was highlighted in the different
stagings. Additionally, the issue of morality pertains to the representation of human
beings onstage and is a prominent theme in the reception of the staging at the Royal
Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm in . In the context of Finnish nationalism,
morality operates through the merging of liberal ideas, notions of progress, and
romantic ideals of the purity of the common people and women. This produces a
perspective in which the emotional appeal to the audience and Berta’s democratic
spirit are seen as expressions of Finnish identity. The representative of the women’s
movement commenting on the staging by worker amateurs in Copenhagen focuses
mainly on sexuality as a moral issue. Berta represents the cultured woman of the
future with the necessary strength to guide men towards a purer sexuality.

The issue of morality is connected to gender and although the most heated
reactions concern the representation of masculinity, as in the staging and reception at
the Royal Dramatic Theatre, it is mainly femininity that contributes to shaping the
culture of circulation. Most critics agree that femininity is the key to better men,
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better marriages and, accordingly, a better society. Firmness and moral integrity must
replace weakness and submissiveness as feminine ideals. Still, female strength should
not turn into harshness and rebellion to avoid violating the boundaries of idealized
femininity. The critic Karl Warburg’s interpretation of Albert Ranft’s staging shows a
discrepancy between femininity in theatrical representation and femininity in life as
he approves of bourgeois women transgressing the lines of traditional gender roles on
the stage but is reluctant to accept such women in real life. Female forcefulness, as
represented in Karola Awelan’s performance of Berta, is wholeheartedly accepted by
the critic of the Finnish Theatre’s staging due to the interpretation shaped by the
cause of Finnishness.

Another constraint on the culture of circulation, connected to that of morality, is
the complementary view of the sexes, alternatively the idea of the ethical marriage.
These ideas shape and are reinstated by the marriage between Mr and Mrs Bark and
are connected to the theme of the submissive feminine ideal in need of change. In the
reviews, the difference between these two attitudes is expressed in the reasons for
women being morally supportive: for the sake of their husbands or for developing
marriage into a union based on true emotional and intellectual understanding
between the spouses. The prevalence of the complementary view of genders and the
emphasis on ethical marriage in the Nordic cultural debate, along with the play’s
composition, partly explain why Berta, who through dramaturgical analysis of the
play can be identified as the protagonist, is perceived as a supporting character to Mrs
Bark and her sister Lissi, serving only a thematic purpose. The Finnish Theatre’s
nationalist environment is the only instance that does not discuss morality within the
complementary view of the sexes or the ethical marriage as envisioned by the
women’s movement. Instead, it focuses on the tragedy of both Mr and Mrs Bark and
links morality to Finnishness through Berta.

The concept of truth is fundamental to the culture of circulation. The distinction
between defenders of conservative idealism and advocates of sociocritical realism is
based on their attitudes toward the representation of marriage, family and human
beings in general. However, the acceptance of the truth of Sanna kvinnor also
depends on the actors’ performances. Realistic and psychologically complex character
portrayals make Sanna kvinnor more appealing to critics across ideological divides.
Such acting complied with the idealists’ desire for well-rounded characters that can be
sympathized with or converted to the right moral track, as well as demands for
truthful naturalistic depictions of human behaviour.

The acceptance of truth is linked to change and progress, whether in the form of an
idealistic vision of an already existing human perfection or in that of the liberal
Enlightenment vision that highlights education as the path to achieving a better
society. Enlightenment, which is connected to democracy, underpins liberal Karl
Warburg’s review of Albert Ranft’s staging and motivates his view that women must
be liberated from their subservient position in marriage. The stagings of the Finnish
Theatres and of the Workers’ Liberal Theatre both reinstate democracy in relation to
their respective political goals, expressed as optimistic utopian visions soon to be
reached. This stance is evident in the character of Berta, who is interpreted as the
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representative of the idealized human qualities of their utopias, including high moral
integrity, bravery and a democratic spirit.

Finally, the culture of circulation shaped by the encounters between different
Nordic theatre environments and Sanna kvinnor is based on a rather successful
reception and circulation due to the play’s usefulness in various interpretive
communities. In response to established theatre-historical accounts of Swedish
women’s modern breakthrough plays as successful feminist interventions, this study
suggests the need to differentiate between the reception and dissemination of plays at
theatres, and potential feminist agendas in playtexts. In the reception and circulation
instigated by Sanna kvinnor, various social imaginaries in which moral standards
lead to a healthy society revolve around women. These imaginaries subordinate a
change in the power balance between genders and feminine ideals to other primary
concerns.
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