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I. The Author

Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906) is, without a doubt, among the 
most influential playwrights in the history of the Theatre.
He has been generally acknowledged since the 1880's to be one 
of the greatest masters of the modern drama. It is with good 
reason that he is often referred to as the "Father of Modern 
Theatre," for the roots of most 20th Century drama can be 
traced directly back to plays such as "Ghosts,"
"Hedda Gabler," and, of course, "A Doll's House."

During his lifetime some of his plays (especially those 
with a social message) were banned when they were first 
written and caused him to become a figure of violent 
controversy for some decades. He was however, also greatly 
feted during his lifetime, with honorary degrees, a 
knighthood from a German duke, the adulation of progressive- 
minded people (Bernard Shaw was one of his most vehement 
supporters), and lifelong pensions from the governments of 
Norway and Sweden.

Ibsen was a hugely influential dramatist who was in the 
forefront of those changing the theatre of the Western world 
into the kind of theatre we have known for the last hundred 
years. Though a poet of distinction, he lead the way from a 
theatre of poetry to a theatre of prose—prose of dialogue 
and prose of everyday life as content. The old artificial, 
historical kind of play in which actors were given to 
declamation in scenery consisting of suggestive but not
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representational wings and backdrops gave way, under Ibsen's 
leadership, to "realism." Realism, or "naturalism" as Ibsen 
preferred to call it, consisted of plausible speech by 
contemporary characters in modern dress, "picture-frame" 
settings representing actual rooms, with ceilings, no less. 
And Ibsen pioneered in using the stage to attack social 
evils, an unprecedented innovation.

Born in 1928 in Skien, a tiny town in southeastern 
Norway, son of a wealthy family that became impoverished when 
he was eight, Ibsen at 16 became an apprentice to a
pharmacist in the somewhat larger town of Grimstad. He began 
to write poetry and one of his poems was published in a 
newspaper in the Norwegian capital, then called Christiania 
(now Oslo). He wrote his first play there, at the age of 20, 
"Catiline," about the conspirator of ancient Rome, which no 
one produced. It was printed for the young writer by a 
friend.

Ibsen tried to enter the university at Christiania in 
order to study medicine but, to the benefit of modern drama, 
failed the entrance examination. It being a year (1848) of 
revolutionary convulsions in Germany, France, Hungary and 
elsewhere, Ibsen joined a Norwegian revolutionary group but 
when some of the leaders were arrested, he retired from such 
political activities and, from then on, confined his desire 
for revolution to the stage.

Meanwhile a romantic medieval play, "The Warrior's
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Barrow," and a poetic prologue, written for the opening of a 
national theatre in Bergen, brought attention to the young 
man, and he was invited to be resident poet and stage 
director of this theatre. The theatre's trustees subsidized 
him to study stagecraft in Copenhagen and Dresden for one 
year, provided he would contract to come back to Bergen as 
director for a minimum of five years.

Ibsen kept the contract and staged 145 plays at Bergen, 
thereby acquiring a thorough theatre craftsmanship that later 
showed in all his plays. He wrote three plays for the Bergen 
theatre, to fulfill his contract as resident poet. These 
plays have never been translated but they did launch him upon 
the career that would make him world famous.

At the end of his Bergen contract, Ibsen wrote 
"The Vikings of Helgeland," a patriotic celebration (in 
verse) of ancient Norce folklore which, when produced in 
Christiania in 1857, made him a national hero. It lead to 
his becoming director of the Norwegian Theatre in Christiania 
for five years until its bankruptcy in 1862.

In 1862 he published "Love's Comedy," a play that was 
viewed as scandalous in its approach to love and marriage, 
and was a failure. Next came "The Pretenders" in 1863, a 
fiery dramatic tract favoring a union of the three 
Scandinavian countries to help Denmark oppose Prussian plans 
to annex its province of Schlewig-Holstein.

In 1864 Ibsen left his homeland and remained an exile
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from Norway for the next 27 years, living during those years 
mostly in Rome, other Italian cities, and in Germany and 
Denmark. And it was then that he began writing the series of
plays on which his fame was founded.

t While riotous disapproval was unleashed in Norway over 
his satire "The league of Youth" in 1869, and furious 
controversy broke out over "the Pillars of Society" in 1877, 
Ibsen attained great popularity in the mid-seventies. His 
"Peer Gynt," first produced in 1867, had an enormous success 
in Norway when embellished with Edward Grieg's music, the 
Swedish University of Upsala gave Ibsen an honorary degree, 
"The Pillars of Society" was presented in five theatres 
simultaneously in Berlin and won acclaim all over Europe.

But violent condemnation flowed almost everywhere over 
his play "A Doll's House" in 1879, for its guestioning of the 
then unquestioned masculine assumptions of superiority, and 
two years later for "Ghosts," with its frank dealing with the 
marital infidelity of a rich man, with syphilis, and with 
clerical hypocrisy, roused storms of anger.

The frankness and realism of Ibsen's plays caused them to 
be banned in some cities, but made them also seem like 
breaths of fresh air amid the staleness of Victorian prudery. 
Ibsen drew many attacks from the critics, as well as the 
support of great critics like George Brandes and 
Bernard Shaw. By the early years of the twentieth century— 
five to ten years after Ibsen's death in 1906—his plays were
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fully accepted throughout Europe and America- and were no 
longer considered so very shocking.

The list of Ibsen's dramas is as follows:
1848. "Catiline," a verse drama, glorifying the traitor 

or ancient Rome as a heroic enemy of convention.
1850. "The Warrior's Barrow"
1855. “Lady Inger of Ostrat," one of the plays written 

to fulfill his Bergen contract.
1856. "The Feast of Solhoug," another Bergen-contract 

play, a lyrical drama based on medieval Norwegian 
balladry.

1857. "St. John's Night," another Bergen-contract play, 
inspired by "Midsummer Night's Dream."

1858. "The Vikings of Helgeland" National folklore 
celebration, marking the end of Ibsen's apprentice 
period.

1862. "Love's Comedy," regarded as scandalous, and a 
failure, a verse satire on conventional love and 
marriage, a first step into his real destiny.

1863. "The Pretenders," a propaganda play for 
Scandinavian union, followed by a fiery poem 
favoring aid to Denmark in its conflict with 
Prussia over the province of Schlewig-Holstein.

Leaving Norway in 1864 to live for the next 27 years in 
other European countries, a voluntary exile, Ibsen began to 
find his gift and wrote the first of his plays that have
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gained international popularity and that have continued to be 
produced to this day:

1866. "Brand," a dramatic epic about a clergyman hero 
tying to lead his parishioners to the heights of 
idealism and patriotism regardless of the 
conseguences. Enormously popular.

1867. "Peer Gynt," an apparent contradiction to "Brand," 
being about a spineless hero, a symbol of the 
intellectual and spiritual "flabbiness" Ibsen 
deplored in his countrymen. Ibsen's last play in
verse.

1869. "The league of Youth," the playwright's first
drama in prose and his first effort as an advocate 
of anti-establishment causes—the play was greeted 
with riots in Norway for its attack on political 
opportunism.

1873. "Emperor and Galilean" Ibsen's last play to be 
set in the past—a study of the conflict of 
paganism and Christianity under the Roman Emperor 
Julian.

1877. "The Pillars of Society," another controversial 
social tract, about the cheating practices of a 
self-righteous shipbuilder, and the hollowness of 
his "respectability." Five theatres played it 
simultaneously in Berlin, and it made Ibsen the 
most popular modern dramatist in Germany.
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1879. "A Doll's House," the play that scandalized all of 
Europe for its ringing attack against the 
subjugation of women, with its famous door-slam at 
the end that was "heard 'round the world," as a 
declaration of feminine independence.

1881. "Ghosts," the play that drew even more
condemnation down on Ibsen, for his having brought 
out openly on the stage an instance of the horror 
of venereal disease, for his disclosure of a rich 
man's private sinning, of his wife's inbred 
frigidity, of a clergyman's bumbling. A shocker! 
It was banned for several years in Ibsen's own 
Norway but had its European premiere in Sweden.

1883. "An Enemy of the People," another attack on the 
self-satisfied and corrupt "compact majority," the 
respectable, well-established people.

1884. "The Wild Duck," Ibsen's self-mockery about a 
meddling idealist who spoils the lives of some 
people by insisting that they cast off their 
self-delusions and face the truth about
themselves.

The "Wild Duck" marked a new development for the 
playwright, who now left off crusading and the dissection of 
social problems in favor of probing into human character in 
the following plays:

1886. "Rosmersholm," still containing a social theme,
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1888.

1890.

1892 .

1894.

1896.

1899 .

the tragedy of a man who has moved from
conservatism to liberalism and realizes that he 
changed through the pressure of an idealistic 
woman who unintentionally had driven the man's 
wife to suicide.
"The Lady from the Sea," a follow-up of "A Doll's 
House," in which a woman learns that with freedom 
comes power to accept responsibility.
"Hedda Gabler," a portrayal of a restless, clever, 
destructive woman, a preview of the type that 
Freud, 25 years later, would describe as a 
"castrating" woman.
"The Master Builder," the somewhat mystic follow
up of "Rosmersholm," in which an aging man finds 
himself spurred by a younger woman to ever greater 
and greater idealism, to his ruination.
"Little Eyolf," a grim study of the battle of 
self-deception versus integrity, a husband, this 
time, living self-deludedly in a sort of doll's 
house maintained by his wealthy wife.
"John Gabriel Borkman," an intense human drama 
about the relations of a released embezzler with
the woman he loved and abandoned in favor of 
marriage with her sister, who could aid his
career.
"When We Dead Awaken," Ibsen's last pronouncement 
on the artist's relation to life and truth.

-8-



II. The Play

"A Doll's House" may easily be considered one of the 
great turning points in the history of modern drama and, 
perhaps, in the history of Western civilization. It was 
certainly the most striking and influential call, heard up to 
that time, for the emancipation of women, which has changed 
our society. The play's most obvious message, that a woman 
must be regarded as a person and not a plaything for her 
husband, aroused intense audience interest and subsequent 
reaction. The closing of the door as Nora left her husband 
at the end of the play was a slamming sound heard around the 
world in the battle for women's rights that was just getting 
under way. Controversy over Nora's audacity in leaving her 
husband, her declaration of independence, was so heated that 
at social gatherings a rule was generally enforced that 
discussions of it would be barred.

With all the attention that is usually focused on the 
play's importance as a champion of "women's rights" it is 
easy to overlook some of its more subtle, yet broader, themes 
and implications.

In its broadest sense this play is a play about truth and 
freedom. The burden of the message is that human beings must 
be true and must be free in their own souls. But this 
message seems abstract. It fails to come grips with the main 
problem. Truth and liberty are more than intellectual 
concepts. They have to do with our own loves and our hates,
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our intuitions and our instincts, to a far greater degree 
than we might like to think. The question of whether we are 
true or not is much more a question of whether we react nobly 
than it is of anything we think or say. And the question ofe whether we are free is much more dependent upon inner 
feelings of loyalty and belongingness than it is upon any 
technical external right to come and go as we please.

Ibsen understood all this quite well. He believed that 
the first and greatest duty of the human being is to realize 
his inner potentialities by contributing as largely as 
possible to the social and spiritual upbuilding of the larger 
community. Now that he was about fifty years old he had come 
to think that society was perhaps in too great a degree 
masculine. It seemed to him that men and women differ 
basically in their reactions to the world. They have, as 
Ibsen saw it, different kinds of conscience. Men are legal, 
deal with abstract conceptions and rules, regulate businesses 
and communities, set up empires and furnish code books—in 
brief, make their own order out of chaos. Woman, on the 
other hand, is by nature much more closely associated with 
the irrational forces of life. The fact that her existence 
for countless ages has been largely confined to the home 
(symbolized by little girls playing with dolls) is indicative 
only of a male-dominated societies' need for rigid sex-role 
differentiation. Naturally Ibsen recognized that society was 
made up of men and women alike. He also realized full well
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that no matter how many rules there may be in a man-made 
society, the life of instinct and emotion will go on in spite 
of abstractions and doctrines. But it must have seemed to 
Ibsen that perhaps society was askew on account of a neglect 
of the feminine—a neglect which must be blamed on a lack of 
masculine imagination, for if man had properly understood the 
situation, he could long ago have remedied it.

Another theme that Ibsen takes up in "A Doll's House" is 
the question of the full development, or lack thereof, of the 
female personality. Ibsen insisted in "Brand" that a man is 
not a true creature of God if he does not live a life of 
purpose and will. Such a life entails decision, and by 
making decisions, guiding one's own destiny, the personality 
integrates and becomes true and free. If the life of 
decision also entails sacrifice and suffering, that is a part 
of the human responsibility and is necessary for full growth 
into the stature of manhood and womanhood. These
opportunities for personal growth and personality integration 
were, according to Ibsen, not happening in the lives of the 
majority of the women that he knew.

Ibsen's concept of the unfolding of a true human life was 
that these dynamic elements should be given a peremptory 
right of way. He really worked in the faith that life is 
inherently positive and good and that we need to be given 
opportunities to recognize and develop this inherent 
goodness.
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This brings us to another important theme - heredity.
The question of truth and liberty is taken down to the level 
of impulses, drives, hungers and emotions. On this level we 
meet the law of heredity. We see how biological heredity 
is influenced by social heredity and psychological
trends in the mass and in individual. All of it projects 
from each individual and forms a network of relationships 
which seems to enmesh the entire human family in such a way 
that one may despair of the possibility of freedom. Ibsen 
changes the emphasis. Instead of ignoring the limits placed 
on us by heredity he calls us to recognize the limits and 
work toward a different legacy for our children. We cannot 
do anything about the cards we've been dealt in life but we 
can influence the type of hand our children, and our 
children's children, get.

♦
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III. Character Analysis

The leading character is Nora Helmer. She is the 
daughter of a middle class family. As a young girl she is 
very charming, buoyant and playful, the idol of her father. 
She enjoys many of the advantages of life. When the time 
comes to go to school she gets a very good education. She 
grows into young womanhood a person loved by everyone, full 
of laughter and dancing, warmth and cheeriness. She loves 
her father above all else; her mother does not figure greatly 
in her life. In the relationship with her father she allows 
him to take care of all her wants. Never once does she have 
to earn a penny, never once does she have to make a choice 
and deal with its conseguences. Finally the time comes for 
her to make her own home. Just as she has laughed and 
danced in her father's house, she enters playfully and with a 
light heart into her marriage with Torvald Helmer.

This marriage seemed so very natural to her. Here was 
the prince, good looking, able to build her a fine home, 
respected by all the people in the town. Nora never doubted 
that she loved her husband in every way that she should. She 
felt all the excitement of starting life anew, building up a 
fascinating world of the future. But in all the commotion 
she continued to look upon her father as she had been doing, 
as a kind of providential good fortune that took care of all 
her wants and needs. When she was transported from her 
parental house to her own home, and as her husband took the
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place of her father, she seemed to transfer to her husband 
the feelings she had toward the parent. He became the new 
providential good fortune that took care of all her wants.

In all this Nora Helmer developed many fine and excellent 
traits. She had the emotional and instinctive elements of a 
true life. But she had never made a decision. Torvald 
Helmer had become her husband as a matter of course; she had 
never exercised an independent will. There was no integrity 
or self-reliance in her being, although stubbornness and a 
rather fertile imagination gave proof that such traits might 
grow. In her married life she seemed very happy. She and 
Torvald had several children. She loved them, played with 
them, and adored them as a greatly devoted mother might do. 
But, except for the purely romantic and biological side of 
life, she and her husband had nothing in common. She knew 
nothing about his business affairs, and he in turn knew 
absolutely nothing of what was taking place in the inner 
chambers of her soul.

Due to Torvald's workaholism he becomes ill and needs to 
go abroad but is short of money. Nora borrows the necessary 
amount and keeps the matter a secret. In this way she begins 
to build up a world of her own; it is the first time she has 
done so. The unusual circumstances have forced her to make a 
decision, to exercise judgment and willpower, and to labor 
toward a long-term goal. In truth, therefore, Nora's rash 
undertaking is the beginning of an inner life which gives her
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the opportunity of freedom. When she borrowed the money, 
there opened up to her a world of work and purpose, a realm 
providing for the moral quality of heroism. Even though she 
kept on with her task in a secretive manner, there was growth 
in the experience. It seemed to her that the meaning of love 
also became wider and deeper. Certainly Torvald would take 
matters in an equally high and sacrificing spirit, if he were 
to find out what she had done. For Nora believed that there 
existed a great and noble soul in her husband. The most 
wonderful thing would happen, the miracle would come to pass.

The growing psychosis becomes noticeable when she learns 
from Krogstad what society may actually think of her venture. 
That which to her has been the greatest achievement of her 
life, an act of will and a labor of sacrifice, the law will 
hold to be a crime. Yes, more than that. Torvald intimates 
that persons who commit sins and grossly violate the law are 
like an infectious disease in the community. The influence 
of the parents spreads to the children and in time ruins 
them.

It is undeniable, as far as the play goes, that the 
process of Nora's development does not reach further than to 
show a conscious state of mind where the old Nora and new 
Nora mingle without clarified aim. When the break comes Nora 
begins to act as an integrated personality. She acts in line 
with the experiences she has had in the business deal. But 
she is not at all done with the past. She still loves her
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children, in a sense she still loves her husband, but she 
feels that this groping for the new Nora must go on. Once it 
has started, it cannot be terminated without some definite 
results. When she leaves Torvlad Helmer, she does not say 
she knows what she wants or that she has any adeguate 
philosophy of life. She merely says that it is necessary for 
her to be alone in order that through struggle and pain she 
may in some way arrive at a personal attitude for which she 
can feel that she is herself responsible. This seems to 
her the highest duty of her life, and she cannot return to 
her husband until she has found the satisfaction she
reguires. When the catastrophe came, she remained calm, for 
her will had taken command. She was determined to find her 
own way, at least to search for the enlightenment that would 
enable her to know herself.

Concerning Torvald Helmer's childhood we know very 
little. When he grew up, he went to school with Krogstad, 
and, from a number of incidental remarks, we may conclude 
that he held a somewhat privileged position in the world. He 
was neither prominent nor wealthy, but he was distinctly on 
the inside. The social system which his forebears had 
brought into being gave him palpable advantages, and he 
learned to feel conservatively. The system was his own; he 
would defend it.

The young Helmer was by no means an abstraction or a 
bloodless monk during his bachelor days. There was a surge
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in him, but one cannot say that it was much more than
sensuous. He learned to think of women as something life had 
given him to play with and enjoy. Although his conduct 
probably never gave any occasion for serious criticism, his 
attitude was not much different from that of a harem owner. 
Love and the presence of feminine charm were matters of 
conquest and possession. It probably never occurred to 
Torvald that any spiritual union was necessary in a true 
marriage.

When the time came for him to establish a home, he found 
a little song-bird ready to enter it. We may be sure that he 
was interested in Nora, enjoyed her immensely, tried to 
please her in every way, and most likely felt sure that he 
was deeply in love with her. Nevertheless she came to him as 
a good turn of fortune, as something that belonged to the 
social order that he and other men had made. He paid the 
price and brought home his wife much as he acquired any other 
basic commodity. It was not for Torvald Helmer to ponder the 
deeper questions of life.

If we adopt Henrik Ibsen's formula for the development of 
personality, namely that integrity comes from purpose and 
decision issuing in a growing individual will, we may 
conclude that Torvald also had been a puppet of someone else. 
Throughout his childhood and youth Torvald had been taught to 
look for guidance in the precepts of a man-made world. It 
had never been stressed to him that he should make up his own
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mind about issues and values. He had probably never been 
urged to struggle with such problems. In his system there 
were just so many pigeon-holes to which a person might go and 
in which the necessary information and the applicable rule 
might be found governing nearly any course of action. As a 
result the handsome young husband had not really acquired a 
conscience that might be called his own. New experiences and 
complex patterns of life were related not to an inner center, 
not to his own personal unity as a man, but rather to a 
framework which he had received from someone else. He was an 
authority-ruled man. To be sure he exercised some of it 
himself in dealing with others, but the authority was not 
his own, it was not within, it was merely something 
transferred from the accustomed dictates of the wider 
society.

A man of this kind may seem very strong, very adequate 
and impressive as long as the environment brings nothing to 
his attention that cannot be governed by the regulations of 
the social order. But when and if the time comes that 
something out of the ordinary rises up before him, a man like 
Torvald will seem entirely helpless. He will be perplexed 
and confused at best and, at worst, angry and hostile. His 
mind will not at once attempt to work out an independent 
solution. He will search feverishly in every pigeon-hole 
that he has and will probably hand down judgment after 
judgment in a harsh and unsatisfying manner, so that he looks

-18-



a good deal more tyrannical than he would under normal 
circumstances. Thus we notice that when the immediate danger 
is over, when Torvald can go back to his pigeon-holes and 
immerse himself in the same kinds of feeling he enjoys, he 
is again happy, for his inner life is regulated and at peace.

Nora Helmer and Torvald alike are therefore persons that 
have not lived in such a way as to develop an integrated 
soul. Nora has been governed by her father. She has been 
almost entirely esthetic in her moods, living like a 
song-bird in joy and satisfaction to herself as well as to 
her parents.

Torvald Helmer, on the other hand, has relied upon the 
game, especially upon the rules of the game. His has not 
been an esthetic life, for Torvald had very little need for 
imagination. Rather, his has been a life of pleasure and a 
life of accepted ethical behavior. He has followed the 
rules, but in following the rules he has, like Nora, been 
prevented from growing and developing in the most important 
aspect of personality - the will! One cannot say that 
Torvald Helmer may not also find himself and to some extent 
realize a better existence. But Nora was probably right when 
she took stock of the situation. She said that Torvald was 
now to her like a stranger. She even goes so far as to say 
that a miracle would have to happen for the two of them to 
ever change enough that they could indeed have a true 
marriage.
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The minor characters in "A Doll's House" are, in a sense, 
mirrors that reflect the central situation forward and 
backward, up or down, as the case may be. This is 
particularly so in the case of Mrs. Linde. She had been a 
girl much like Nora Helmer. She had grown up in a happy 
environment. She loved a young man by the name of Krogstad, 
but he was poor. There came a day when she must make a 
choice between the interests of her happiness as a woman and 
the good of her entire family. She chose the latter; she 
sacrificed herself in noble service to her beloved family.
One may be certain that in doing so she would to some extent 
gain a personal victory. Nevertheless her life had not been 
happy. She had sacrificed her emotional welfare, and life 
had become to her in large part a stern performance of duty, 
which gave her inner strength, but which also drained her 
inner joy. Against the odds she undertakes to salvage as 
much of her loss as she can. In using her good influence 
with Krogstad, she tries to turn events in a better direction 
for Nora and Torvald but does not succeed. She marries her 
former sweetheart, and Krogstad also seems to be on the way 
to an inner recovery. All of which is to say that because of 
the many unhappy and downright tragic occurrences of life, 
most human beings are not able to preserve all their hopes 
and ideals intact. Most men and women are forced, like 
Krogstad and Mrs. Linde, to salvage what may be brought ashore 
from life's shipwrecks. The glory of our human existence is
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that even the worst shipwrecks are capable of furnishing the 
experience necessary for decision, perseverance, will, and 
integrity. One might even argue that the reunion of 
Krogstad and Mrs. Linde leaves a slight hope that a 
restoration of the same nature may be possible in the lives 
of Nora and Torvald.

As a study in personality, Nils Krogstad illustrates the 
consequences of shame. He was a marked man and realized that 
society was looking askance at him. Although stripped of any 
illusions about ideals he began a struggle for rehabili
tation. Krogstad is particularly anxious that his own 
mistakes shall not be a hindrance to his children. He is 
fighting for the future of his loved ones. It is hard to 
believe that a man like Nils Krogstad, who at one time was an 
honest young man and who shows a great devotion to his 
children, can be very corrupt in the basic elements of his 
personality. Yet, he seems cruel and without any personal 
charm as he presses his demands upon the grief-stricken Nora, 
and we see much of revenge and hatred in his words. It is 
not until Mrs. Linde comes and her saving love meets him 
again that he recovers at least a part of his original 
humanity. The thought lies close here that good and evil are 
bedfellows in human life and that a hard and fast distinction 
between the righteous and the unrighteous in society is bound 
to be quite arbitrary and unjust.

The story of Dr. Rank is indeed pitiful. A young doctor,
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brilliant in social life, highly talented and charming as a 
person. Why should he not deserve the best that fortune 
has to offer? Dr. Rank's life is a pointed illustration of 
the age-old moral difficulty: Why do the innocent suffer? 
Naturally the doctor was not blameless in other respects, but 
as for the degenerate illness that takes his life, he is free 
from guilt. Ibsen truly believed that the son is punished 
for the sins of the father and Rank is the personification of 
that cosmic retribution.

"A Doll's House" has come to be regarded as the first 
truly great realistic drama of modern times. The old drama 
was logical at the same time that it was romantically 
sentimental. It presented a clear view of the events; the 
audience could see the ways of fate much as if each man or 
woman present was a little god. Beauty was first and 
foremost the effect desired, and to that end colorful 
language and music were used. The whole stage might seem a 
poem rather than a piece of actuality. The purpose was to 
entertain, encourage, stimulate, satisfy, soothe. People 
found relief and balm in these performances.

Ibsen knew, of course, that he could never put life 
directly on the stage. Some people say that art imitates 
life, but life can often be much more diffuse and sluggish 
than art can permit itself to be. It can also be terribly 
abrupt and explosively tragic. Ibsen did not want to do away 
with any intellectual framework but he thought it was time to
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make the illusion of reality stronger. In a sense he wanted 
to eliminate the sharp distinction between the actor and the 
audience. The people who came to be present at a dramatic 
performance were to feel their own destiny worked out. They 
were to sense the actors as fellow travelers on the road of 
life. By removing the thin wall of privacy, the onlooker 
might be party to events and hear thoughts expressed that, 
while fiction today, might be a reality in his or her own 
life tomorrow.

Without providing any answers Ibsen suggests possible 
guestions. Questions that might well serve the development 
of an integrated will in someone not afraid to critically 
examine his or her usually sacred, always unguestioned, and 
fully rationalized attitudes and beliefs.
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DIRECTORS NOTE
Herik Ibsen is, without a doubt, among the most influential playwrights 

in the history of the Theatre. It is with good reason that he is often referred 
to as the “Father of Modern Theatre,’’ for the roots of most 20th Century 
drama can be traced right back to plays like “Ghosts,” “Hedda Gabler,” 
and, of course, “A Doll’s House."

In the process of directing this play I reached a point several times where I 
had to ask, “What have I gotten myself into?” Directing a play with so 
much “historical baggage" (so to speak), in terms of the genius of its author 
and the scope of its content, proved to be both humbling and incredibly 
enlightening. In coming to terms with how “A Doll's House” could still be 
relevant to a modern audience I had to examine how it was relevant to me.
I began to better understand what Ibsen meant when he said in a speech to 
a women’s right organization, “It was not my intention to write a play 
about women’s rights for, truthfully, I am not really sure what these are. 
What I have written is a play about human rights.”

For me this is a play about human potential. It is about the obvious, as 
well as subtle and insidious, ways that we can be responsible for the stunt
ing, the limiting, the denial of human potential. Ibsen doesn’t pull any 
punches about this subject. He makes it clear that only through a constant 
critical self-examination of our usually sacred, always unquestioned, and 
fully rationalized attitudes and beliefs can we ever begin to chip away at the 
many barriers we erect against the fulfillment of potential, both within 
ourselves and others.

Ibsen calls us to a realization that humanity is constantly evolving, both 
intellectually and spiritually, toward the full development of its God-given 
potential. In denying the potential of even one human soul, we slow this 
evolutionary process proportionately. By actively looking for ways to help 
one human being achieve her or his potential we accelerate it. The choice, 
Ibsen warns, is ours.

Ibsen was surely a voice “crying in the wilderness” 114 years ago when 
this play was first produced and, in many ways, still is.

I would also like to take this opportunity to publicly thank Kim DeLong 
for giving me the chance to direct this play. Kim has been a true mentor 
and friend to me over the past four years and without his constant encour
agement , support, and advice, this project would not have been possible. 
Helping others to realize their potential is a gift that comes naturally for 
Kim and I will be forever grateful for his trust in me. Thanks Kim!
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