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Welcome to The Wards ! 

 

And thank you for joining us this evening! Tonight is, we hope, the first of many 

activities associated with on-going research at the University of Edinburgh – 

generously funded by the British Academy – into Walter Scott’s interaction with 

German literature and culture, and particularly with German drama. Indeed, with 

a further three extant translated German dramas and five original plays by Scott 

himself to choose from, this research project presents ample opportunities for 

involving the wider public! 

 

The backbone for tonight’s event is The Wards, a play written by August Wilhelm 

Iffland for the Mannheim stage in 1784, and then translated by Scott in late 1796. 

Scott’s translation has remained unperformed and unpublished for these last 

222 years, and this evening’s performance features much of what is to be found 

in Scott’s manuscript. 

 

A read-through of this manuscript would have been both rather long and more 

than slightly bemusing, so it was decided relatively early to adapt and edit it to 

some extent. In the process, however, it became clear that what was needed was 

in fact a way in to making sense of what this play and German drama in general 

might have meant for Scott and his contemporaries in late-eighteenth-century 

Edinburgh. 

 

Laura Witz’s adaptation is, in this sense, more of a new piece of writing 

altogether, which imagines a very likely occurrence in Edinburgh in the final 

years of the 1790s, when three friends meet to educate themselves about new 

literary, linguistic, and scientific vogues… 

 

Please stay with us after the performance for a brief Q&A with, Prof. Penny 

Fielding, Dr. Robert P. Irvine, Laura Witz, and Dr Michael Wood; and then for a 

glass of wine upstairs. 

 

Please do take the time to fill in your audience feedback form and return it in 

the box in the Storytelling Court before the end of the evening. 

 

For further information on associated activities – whether they be conferences 

or public events – or even for some reading related to the project, please feel 

free to get in touch on: michael.wood@ed.ac.uk. 



  
BIOGRAPHIES 

Rebecca Elise – Effie 

Kirstin Murray – Mary 

Originally from Edinburgh, Rebecca Elise trained at East 15 Acting 

School in London. On graduating she was chosen by the Old Vic to 

form a small group of actors for the first year of their Old Vic:New 

Voices Company. Theatre credits include Europe by David Greig, High 

Society, The Ruling Class (all for Pitlochry Festival Theatre), Hooray For 

All Kinds Of Things (Assembly Rooms/Edinburgh Festival),Sunset 

Song (Sell A Door/UK Number 1 Tour), Dare To Care (Stellar Quines), I, 

Tommy ( Gilded Balloon/Edinburgh Festival), You Cannot Go Forward 

From Where You Are Right Now(Paines Plough), Young Pretender (Hull 

Truck/ Nabokov), Divided, The Taming Of The 

Shrew, Pygmalion, Baltamire, Bear On A Chain, Meeting Matthew (all 

for the Oran Mor, Glasgow). She has also worked in TV and film and has 

recorded several radio plays for BBC Radio 4 and BBC Radio 

Scotland. She is the recent recipient of the Leon Sinden Award for Best 

Actress of the season in a supporting role for her work at Pitlochry 

Festival Theatre. 

THEATRE includes: The Sunnyside Centre (VPT/Caitlin Skinner),  Jury 

Play (Grid Iron),  Some Other Stars (Oran Mor/Traverse), Horizontal 

Collaboration (David Leddy/Fire Exit), Demos (Traverse), Jock and the 

Beanstalk (Wee Stories), Six Characters in Search of an Author (NTS), 

Broken Glass (Rapture), Molly Whuppie (Lickety Spit), Sleeping Beauty 

(Lyceum).  FILM/TV includes: What We Did On Our Holidays 

(Hamilton/Jenkins), The Angels’ Share (Ken Loach), The Wicker Tree 

(Robin Hardy), Trust Me, Bob Servant Independent, Pramface, Lip 

Service, River City, Still Game (all BBC), Taggart (ITV).  RADIO includes: 

The Inn, The Distant Echo, Best Friends (BBC Radio 4). Various Talking 

Books (RNIB) including The Prime Of Miss Jean Brodie. 

Gaylie Runciman – Aggie 
 

Gaylie is a graduate of Glasgow School of Art and has a Masters 

degree in digital prototyping. As an actor her most recent work 

includes NTS, The Tron Theatre, Pilot Theatre York & Oran Mor. TV 

includes River City & Shetland. This is the second time working with 

the School of Literatures, Languages and Cultures at the University of 

Edinburgh, previously working on a reading of Peter Arnott's 

Ensemble, commissioned by Laura Bradley in 2014. 

 



Caitlin Skinner – Director 

Laura Witz – Playwright and Adapter 

Michael Wood – Project Leader/Servant 

Laura Witz is an editor and writer of plays and stories living and 

working in Edinburgh. She has written plays that have been 

performed at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe and the Jane Austen 

Festival in Bath and her articles and stories have been published by a 

number of institutions and publications, including Feminist Wire, 

Flexible Persona and the University of Edinburgh 

Michael Wood teaches German language and literature at the 

University of Edinburgh. After attaining his undergraduate and 

Masters degrees at the University of Oxford, he moved back to his 

native Edinburgh in 2011 to undertake a PhD at Edinburgh, funded 

by the Arts and Humanities Research Council. He completed his PhD 

on the late-twentieth-century East German playwright Heiner Müller 

in 2014 and his first book, Heiner Müller’s Democratic Theater: The 

Politics of Making the Audience Work, was published in June 2017. 

He started work on his current project, researching Walter Scott’s 

reception of German drama, as the Susan Manning Postdoctoral 

Fellow at the Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities at 

Edinburgh in 2015-16. His research is now generously funded by the 

British Academy and, alongside a number of articles and essays on 

the subject, will hopefully culminate in his second book. 

Caitlin Skinner is an award-winning theatre director based in 

Edinburgh. She is Artistic Director of new writing pub theatre 

company Village Pub Theatre, one half of physical theatre duo Jordan 

& Skinner and Director with new writing theatre company Pearlfisher. 

Her directing credits include The Sunnyside Centre (Village Pub 

Theatre) Woke (Apphia Campbell, FRINGE FIRST AWARD WINNER) At 

A Stretch (Jordan & Skinner, THREE WEEKS AWARD WINNER) Hair of 

the Dog with Village Pub Theatre (Village Pub Theatre, Traverse 

Theatre) The Strange Case of Jekyll and Hyde (Lung Ha Theatre 

Company), Sanitise (Jordan & Skinner, FRINGE FIRST AWARD 

WINNER) Selkie and The Happiest Day of Brendan Smillie’s Life (A 

Play, A Pie and A Pint) and Noye’s Fludde (Lammamuir/McOpera). 

Caitlin was dramaturg on As the Crow Flies (Greg Sinclair/Imaginate). 

Caitlin has worked as Assistant Director with National Theatre of 

Scotland (The James Plays, Our Ladies of Perpetual Succour, Driver’s 

Seat) Dundee Rep (In My Father’s Words) Traverse Theatre (Breakfast 

Plays) and Royal Lyceum Theatre (Cinderella). She is currently in 

development for a new production Propeller which will premiere at 

the Pleasance at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe 2018. 



 

STUDYING GERMAN DRAMA: 

LEARNING LANGUAGES AND UNDERSTANDING CULTURES IN 

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY EDINBURGH 
 

On 21 April 1788, Henry Mackenzie (1745-1831), eminent Edinburgh luminary and 

author of sentimental novels including The Man of Feeling (1771) and The Man 

of the World (1773), delivered a lecture to a gathering of the infant Royal Society 

of Edinburgh. Mackenzie’s lecture, billed as an ‘Account of the German Theatre’ 

sought to shed light on the dramatic literature of a country that had lain in some 

obscurity. When Mackenzie was delivering his lecture in 1788, German drama 

was such an obscure subject in Britain that Mackenzie had neither German nor 

English-language sources for his discussion. And having, at that point, no 

German himself, Mackenzie bases his observations on the contents of two recent 

anthologies of French translations of German plays written and/or premièred 

between 1755 and 1781. Alongside introducing the Edinburgh literati to literary 

giants of both their time and beyond, such as Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-

81), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), and Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805), 

Mackenzie described what he saw as new approaches to playwriting that cast 

the so-called rules of neo-classical French theatre to one side and ‘roused the 

passions’. In the ideas and emotions exhibited in these plays he also recognised 

a number of similarities between the German national character and that of the 

British. His interest in German plays, particularly Schiller’s Die Räuber (The 

Robbers, 1781) spurred Mackenzie on to learn the German language and 

translate its plays, culminating in a slender anthology put together with his 

German teacher Dr Okley and published anonymously in Edinburgh in 1792. 

Perhaps the most well-known recipient of Mackenzie’s account of German 

drama was the young Walter Scott, who being born in 1771, was of a very 

impressionable age at the time and was not yet the prolific poet and historical 

novelist we know him as today. His poem The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805) and 

his first novel Waverley (1814) were still a way off at this point. Writing in his 

preface to a new edition of the Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802-7) in 1830, 

he states that Mackenzie’s lecture ‘made much noise, and produced a powerful 

effect’. Indeed, at some point before Christmas 1792, Scott and a group of 

friends took to learning German in Edinburgh with Dr Anton Willich. Alongside 

his studies with Willich, Scott showed a keen interest in recognising the 

similarities between different languages and alphabets. Not unlike many across 

Britain at the time, Scott and his cohort learned the German language through 



  

reading, analysing, and translating German literature. Bored of Willich’s focus on 

Salomon Gessner’s rather dull pastoral epic Der Tod Abels (The Death of Abel, 

1758), Scott decided instead to devote his time to the more exciting fares on 

offer in the grisly ghouls of the ballads of Goethe and Gottfried August Bürger 

(1747-94). He produced a small number of translations of them in 1795-96, and 

then, in 1796, he turned his attention to translating German drama. 

Between 1796 and 1798, Scott translated six German plays. He started first 

with Die Mündel (The Wards), a sentimental family drama about an aristocratic 

father and son plotting to force a merchant to default on his debts and 

simultaneously to deprive his two wards of their fortune; the play ends happily, 

however, as the wards’ uncle returns from exile at the last moment to restore 

their fortune and the bad guys are banished. This play by August Wilhelm Iffland 

(1759-1814) was written for the Mannheim stage and first performed in 1784, 

over a decade before Iffland went on to become the second most-performed 

contemporary playwright in Germany (second only to Kotzebue) and its 

foremost actor. Scott’s translation was completed in 1796, before he turned to 

translating Karl Franz Guolfinger von Steinsberg’s (1756?-1806) adaptation of 

Joseph Marius von Babo’s (1756-1822) Otto von Wittelsbach (1782), a play set in 

1204-9 and showing the tragic case of a loyal subject and personal friend of the 

Holy Roman Emperor being driven to commit regicide. After completing his 

translation of Otto von Wittelsbach in 1797, he moved on to translate Fust von 

Stromberg (1782) by Jacob Maier (1739-84), another swashbuckling play of 

chivalry, set after the end of the First Crusade (ca. 1100). All three of these 

translations still exist as manuscripts in the Abbotsford Library, and were never 

published. It was his 1798 translation of Goethe’s Götz von Berlichingen (1773) – 

a trail-blazing piece of theatre that banished the unities of dramatic composition 

and, for once, put the very processes of history on the stage – that eventually 

became his first book-length publication when it appeared with the London 

publisher James Bell in February 1799 (albeit falsely giving the young Advocate’s 

name as ‘William Scott’). Thus far, we count four translations. That is because we 

known nothing more of the other two. His translation of Schiller’s Die 

Verschwörung des Fiesco zu Genua (Fiesco’s Conspiracy in Genoa, 1783) was, in 

his own words, ‘given away or lost’, and his translation of Lessing’s Emilia Galotti 

(1771) has vanished without a trace and is only mentioned by Scott when he 

proposes a twelve-volume anthology of ‘Chefs d oeuvres [sic] of the German 

stage’ to the publishers Cadell and Davies in May 1798. 



 

At the time Scott was translating these plays he was, as he later writes, 

‘German-mad’. Elsewhere in his later letters he refers to himself in the late 1790s 

as a ‘Germanized brat’. Whatever his sanity at the time, Scott was clearly at the 

forefront of the reception of German drama in Britain. The plays he was 

translating were all new and many of them were at the cutting edge of 

innovations in German drama. He was slightly ahead of the curve in terms of 

recognising that the overblown sentiments of German theatre would be well-

suited to British theatres. And before attempting anything like the Minstrelsy or 

Marmion (1808), he penned his own play. The House of Aspen, written in 1799-

1800, was based on elements taken from the rather dense plot of Leonhard 

Wächter’s (1762-1837, pseudonym: Veit Weber) Der Sturz der Aspenauer (1796). 

This play’s performance at the Drury Lane theatre in 1801 was cancelled and the 

play itself remained unpublished until 1829, by which time Scott had written 

another four plays too. 

Just as Scott was working on his translation of Götz, works such as The 

Stranger and Lovers’ Vows (both translations of works by August von Kotzebue, 

1761-1819) were proving a hit with theatre audiences in London and readers in 

Bath. Perhaps as a result of their popularity with the public, Kotzebue’s 

sentimental dramas caused scandal after scandal for depicting situations in 

which vices go unchecked and villains often reap rewards for their treachery. 

Until about 1811 German drama flourished on the British stage, but the public’s 

preference for works by Kotzebue meant that at this point ‘German drama’ and 

‘Kotzebue’s depravity’ were to some degree presumed synonymous. From the 

late 1780s, Gothic romances by the likes of novelist Benedikte Naubert (1752-

1819) – full of shady monks, forgotten caves, and apparitions of bleeding nuns – 

had been making their way over from Germany to Britain. Thus, at the end of 

the eighteenth century, if you were reading German plays or plays that were 

inspired by the latest German fads, you could be forgiven for expecting either 

dubious morals, shrieking ghouls, or – as in the case of Matthew Gregory Lewis’s 

The Castle Spectre (1798) or Harriet Lee’s The Mysterious Marriage (1798) – an 

altogether unholy combination of both! 

This above sketch takes us only through a few years in the young Scott’s 

interests in German drama. But already, in these early stages of his literary career, 

we recognise a young writer with a burning appetite to read the literatures of 

another culture. Like Mackenzie before him, Scott noticed something about 

German drama that reminded him of British culture. The very ideas to which 

German playwrights were responding seemed to resonate with Scott, as did the 

almost Shakespearean approach that some of its playwrights adopted with 



  

regard to reinventing dramatic literature. Indeed, German literary tastes chimed 

with those of British readers and theateregoers. And this was brought home all 

the more strongly to Scott by his recognition upon studying the German 

language of ‘an old friend in a foreign land’. Far from being alien and foreign, 

German literature and culture ended up seeming strangely familiar. Perhaps it 

was this desire to build bridges between seemingly different folks that moved 

Scott to encourage both of his sons to learn foreign languages when serving on 

the continent. 

Scott’s interest in German drama and language-learning at the end of the 

eighteenth century was by no means isolated. He was in a place and a culture 

that seemed to embrace his activity and call out for it. Within Edinburgh itself, 

we find long lists of those with a thirst for German letters. Alexander Fraser Tytler, 

Lord Woodhouselee (1747-1813), produced a translation of Schiller’s Die Räuber 

that was published in London in 1792 and unleashed no small degree of scandal 

for the seeming depravity of its characters. In the early 1790s, the physicist and 

Edinburgh Professor of Philosophy John Robison (1739-1805), acquired a copy 

of Kotzebue’s Doktor Bahrdt mit der eisernen Stirn (Doctor Bahrdt with the Iron 

Brow, 1790) in the original German, which he studied at length, damned for its 

author’s immorality, and used as a source for his 1798 magnum opus accusing 

the Illuminati and the Freemasons of a conspiracy to overthrow the governments 

of Europe! In 1795, a young Alexander Brunton (1772-1854, later Moderator of 

the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland and Professor of Hebrew and 

Oriental Languages at Edinburgh University) presented his own paper on the 

‘Present State of the German Stage’ to Edinburgh’s Speculative Society. On top 

of that, the Advocates Library actively pursued purchasing new German plays 

and private collections across the Lowlands of Scotland filled with new works by 

German dramatists. 

By all accounts, even before German drama came to dominate London’s 

stages and Bath’s drawing rooms and well before wide-spread accusations of 

the moral wretchedness of German playwrights, in Scotland it was providing 

intellectual stimulation and inspiring increasing numbers of people to learn the 

language to gain first-hand access to what could be found in it. Even those that 

did not have access to the language would borrow the translations that their 

friends had made or would gather to listen to these translations being read. 

(Often, as Scott notes looking back in 1827, the audiences of these readings 

would be ‘sobbing and weeping’!) To that extent, the scene depicted in Laura 

Witz’s adaptation of The Wards would not have been uncommon at the time. 



 

 

 

THANKS & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

When Mary, Aggie, and Effie meet to educate themselves about the latest 

literary and scientific developments, they are meeting with many of the 

expectations and desires of their fellow Edinburghers in the final years of the 

1790s. Together, they are seeking out advancement through reading, discussing, 

and experiencing things that are seemingly new and different. And, just as Scott 

found, perhaps what they find is not quite so new and different after all… 

 

by Michael Wood 

The organiser would like to thank many people and institutions for their input, 

guidance, and collaboration, including: Laura Tomlinson; Anne Liebig; Janet 

Black; Moira Hay; Prof. Marion Schmid; Prof. Laura Bradley; Prof. Penny Fielding; 

Dr Robert P. Irvine; Prof. Peter Garside; Prof. Alison Lumsden; Louise Gardiner; 

Dr Lucy Wood; Dr Alex Thomson; The British Academy; The School of 

Literatures, Languages and Cultures at the University of Edinburgh; The Scottish 

Storytelling Centre; The Edinburgh Sir Walter Scott Club; and Scottish Writing in 

the Nineteenth Century. And special thanks goes to my colleagues in the 

German Section at the University of Edinburgh for their constant and willing 

support. 






