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Structured like a typical German bourgeois tragedy, Theodor Fontane’s short  

story Stine (1890) centers around a working-class girl, Stine, and an aristocrat who fall in  

love. Their union is condemned both by his family and Stine’s sister, Frau Pittelkow. Set  

in nineteenth-century Berlin, the story is a snapshot of a city on the brink of becoming a  

metropolis. The text thematizes not merely the spatial proximity of different individuals  

in an urban setting, but also the class conflicts that this proximity brings into the  

foreground. Moreover, as one would expect, the local Berlin dialect is prominent  

throughout the text and marks a class distinction between aristocrats and other citizens.  

One translation (indeed the only translation), by Harry Steinhauer (1977), opts to  

translate Berlin dialect into the dialect of the American south, thereby problematically  

associating two distinct cultural realms with radically divergent race and class dynamics.  

Furthermore, this translation intensifies the use of dialect in the case of certain characters,  

above all Frau Pittelkow, thereby making dialect appear problematic due to the negative  

associations with Frau Pittelkow in the narrative (she is a social pariah due to having a  

child out of wedlock and receiving gentleman callers at night although she is a widow  

and has two children). Though her social behavior does clearly separate her from her  

more virtuous sister Stine and the rest of the neighborhood, in the original German all of  

these characters speak the Berlin dialect – only the aristocrats do not. Thus, Fontane’s use  

of dialect seeks not to foreground the difference between the working class and middle  

class, nor between virtuous and problematic characters, but the more critical difference  

between the people and the aristocracy. In this paper, I will argue for a translation  

strategy that focuses on the salient features of the socio-political context of nineteenth- 

century Berlin and Fontane’s insistence that the Berlin dialect is something shared  

by all locals; indeed it is only the aristocrats, for whom internationalism rather than  

nationalism is important, who do not share this trait. This paper seeks to address the issue  

of dialect in translation. How can a translator be mindful of class and social differences  

vis à vis dialect in the source text in order to best convey these in the target language? 


