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			HENRIK IBSEN

			NORWEGIAN DRAMATIST AND POET

			
					Born in Skien (Norway) in 1828.

					Died in Kristiana (now Oslo, Norway) in 1906.

					Notable honours:	Knight, First Class of the Order of Vasa (1873)




					Notable works:	Brand (1866), dramatic poem

	An Enemy of the People (first published in 1882 and first performed in 1883), play

	The Wild Duck (1884), play

	The Master Builder (first published in 1892 and first performed in 1893), play




			

			Henrik Ibsen was born in a small town on the Norwegian coast to an affluent merchant family. Although his family was initially one of the wealthiest and best-known in Skien, when Ibsen was seven years old his father’s luck changed, forcing him to sell their house and move to a less well-to-do neighbourhood. These events had a profound impact on the young Ibsen, and many of the characters in his plays find themselves in dire financial straits.

			After failing his exams, which meant that he could not go to university, he decided to dedicate himself to writing at the age of 18. His first works, which were published under a pseudonym in 1850, garnered little attention, and it was a long time before his writing received any recognition. This meant that he struggled financially throughout his younger years, and his frustration with his native country led him to move to Italy and then Germany, where he wrote most of his works and rose to worldwide fame.

			27 years after he left, Ibsen returned to Norway as a well-known but controversial writer. His realist plays, which challenged the audience’s expectations and indirectly explored morally complex topics, profoundly altered the rules of theatre and made it more than just a means of entertainment.

			Nowadays, Ibsen is widely considered to be one of the most significant dramatists since Shakespeare, and his plays, particularly A Doll’s House, are among the most performed in the world.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		



			A DOLL’S HOUSE

			A LIFE TORN APART

			
					Genre: realist play

					Reference edition: Ibsen, H. (2008) A Doll’s House. Trans. Meyer, M. London: Meuthen Drama.

					1st edition: 1879

					Themes: women’s condition, the impact of the past, morality, justice

			

			A Doll’s House has been described as a precursor of feminist literature, since its protagonist, Nora, defies convention to save her husband Torvald’s life. Driven to despair by Torvald’s illness and the couple’s financial woes, she illegally obtains a loan without her husband’s consent and uses the money to travel to Italy with him, telling him that it was given to her by her father. Years later, Torvald finds out what she did and flies into a rage. Although he ultimately forgives her, she decides to leave him and their two children to go out into the world and find herself.

			However, this feminist reading is only one possible interpretation of the play, which carries multiple potential meanings. Although the plot initially seems to be straightforward and linear and the couple it depicts appear to be entirely ordinary, as the play progresses we become aware of its numerous secrets and hidden elements. It is a monumental work which deals with weighty themes such as the impact of the past, morality and justice, and the extent to which appearances can be deceptive.

			
			
Did you know?


A Doll’s House is based on a true story. Laura Petersen Kieler, a friend of Ibsen’s, forged a cheque to pay off a loan she took out to cover her husband’s medical treatment. Her husband was furious when he found out, and publicly labelled her a criminal and committed her to an asylum.

 

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			THE FIRST YEARS OF THE HELMERS’ MARRIAGE

			Nora, a somewhat shallow woman who has always been treated like a child by the people around her, married Torvald, who has always loved and cared for her. Shortly after their wedding, when she was expecting their first child, Doctor Rank, a friend of the family, told her that her husband was very unwell and that he needed to go to the south to convalesce. Nora was thrown into a panic and did not know what to do, because travelling to the south would be far beyond their means and she did not want to worry her husband.

			She went to ask Krogstad, a lawyer with a dubious reputation, for a loan. Although it was against the law to lend money to a married woman without her husband’s authorisation, Krogstad agreed to do it if her father would sign for it. However, as Nora did not want to bother her dying father with her financial troubles, she forged his signature.

			Nora obtained the loan, and the money saved Torvald’s life. He still thought that Nora’s father had lent them the money, and she paid it back by secretly transcribing documents and sewing for eight years, and by putting the money that her husband gave her to buy dresses towards repayments.

			A CHANGE OF FORTUNE

			By the time the play starts, eight years later, Nora is happy. Torvald has a good job at the bank and they are more financially comfortable: they can go back to the seaside, travel and live in a beautiful house. More importantly, Nora can finally finish paying off her debt and relax. Along with the maid and the nurse, she begins planning a dazzling Christmas party for Torvald, their three children and her good friend Doctor Rank.

			Christine, an old friend of Nora’s who has been going through a hard time and has heard about her good fortune, comes back into her life to ask her for help. She wants Torvald to give her a job, as she feels that her life is meaningless and is seeking work as a distraction. Nora asks Torvald for the favour, and as he is always eager to please his “little squander-bird” (p. 2), he agrees to give Christine a job.

			However, to make room for Christine at the company, the lawyer Krogstad will have to lose his job. When he finds out that Torvald is planning to fire him, he goes to Nora and threatens to tell her husband everything unless she talks him into letting Krogstad keep his job. He also tells her that the dates on the document she signed years ago do not match up, so he knows that she must have forged her father’s signature. This means that if he tells anyone what she did, she will be in trouble not just with her husband but also with the law, which will be deaf to her reasons and her good intentions.

			After this conversation, Nora goes to her husband and begs him to led Krogstad keep his job, but in spite of her pleas and his desire to give her what she wants, this time he feels obliged to deny her request, as he knows that the lawyer is a corrupt man who forged a signature years ago and has not mended his ways since. Whatever happens, Krogstad will lose his job.

			Nora spends Christmas Eve and Christmas Day worrying and wondering whether the lawyer will actually reveal her secret. Christine can see that something is bothering her, and Nora has to tell her what the problem is. Christine promises to go talk to Krogstad.

			Doctor Rank comes to Nora’s house and tells her that he is dying. Nora makes childish jokes to try and cheer him up, but he is depressed and nostalgic and tells her that the only thing that could lift his spirits would be leaving her and Torvald a token of his affection. Nora hints that she could do with some money, and the doctor insinuates that he would do anything for her because he has always loved her. Although Nora has let him flirt with her before, she takes umbrage at his remarks and rebuffs his advances.

			Krogstad then comes to find her, as he knows that he is going to be fired in spite of her pleas on his behalf. He tells her that he will not give her back the document even if she pays off the entire loan, because he is not interested in the money, but in salvaging his reputation and getting his career back on track. Torvald is the only person who can help him with this, so he leaves a letter in his mailbox.

			CRISIS AND FLIGHT

			Nora is seized by panic and tries to distract her husband, who tells her that for that day and night, when the party is being held, she will have his undivided attention and he will not read his mail.

			During the party, Christine talks to Krogstad. We find out that he has always loved her but that she would not marry him because she wanted a rich man who could help support her family. However, now that years have passed and they have both been widowed, they can be together again. Krogstad asks Christine if she is only doing this so that he will take the letter back and retract everything he has said, and she admits that although this was her initial plan, she is now convinced not only that she wants to share her life with him, but also that Torvald needs to find out, because deceit is not healthy in a marriage.

			Christine advises Nora to tell her husband everything and assures her that Krogstad will not say anything if she comes clean, so she will be free of him for good. However, if she keeps quiet, Torvald will receive Krogstad’s letter. Nora decides not to say anything and is contemplating running away, but her husband appears in a rage and bombards her with questions about the lawyer’s letter. They fight and she is forced to explain everything. Afterwards, Torvald laments his bad luck and describes his marriage with Nora as a sort of punishment:

			“I ought to have guessed that something of this sort would happen. I should have foreseen it. All your father’s recklessness and instability – be quiet – I repeat, all your father’s recklessness and instability he has handed on to you! No religion, no morals, no sense of duty! Oh, how I have been punished for closing my eyes to his faults! I did it for your sake. And now you reward me like this. […] Now you have destroyed all my happiness. You have ruined my whole future.” (p. 71)

			At that moment, a letter arrives from Krogstad in which he says that he regrets everything, that his life has taken a sudden turn for the better and that he will not do them any harm. The document that Nora signed is enclosed with it. Torvald is relieved that they are safe and tells her to forget everything he just said, as he only lashed out because he was afraid and has already forgiven her.

			However, something has changed in Nora, who tells him that she needs to talk to him and that they need to have the first serious conversation of her life. She tells him that both he and her father always looked down on her and never understood her, that they always treated her like a doll for their own entertainment, and that it is their fault that she is good for nothing. Her marriage has been like a doll’s house; in other words, nothing more than a game. She needs to mature and learn, and will have to leave him to find out who she really is. Her duty to herself comes before her obligations to her husband and their children.

			Finally, she has realised that he is not the man she thought he was and that she does not love him. She had always held onto the hope that if he found out about the sacrifice she had made for him, he would be grateful, but when it came down to it all he cared about was his reputation, and when the danger had passed, everything went back to how it was before. His view of her has not changed; he still sees her as a delicate little bird. Nora cannot bear it any longer, and cannot keep living with a man whom she fundamentally does not understand, so she leaves. 

			
			
Did you know?


A Doll’s House has an alternative ending. Ibsen’s German agent thought that the ending would not go down well in the country and demanded that the dramatist write another ending in which Nora’s children convince her to stay and she collapses to the floor as the curtain falls. Years later, Ibsen strongly criticised this ending, which he viewed as ludicrous, and nowadays virtually all productions and adaptations of the play use the original ending.



		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			NORA

			Nora is a beautiful, slight, pale-skinned woman with delicate hands. In terms of personality, she is superficial, careless, childish and frivolous. When Christine tells her about the difficulties she has been going through, she has no qualms about talking about her own happiness and good fortune, even though this makes her friend uncomfortable. She enjoys playing with her children, Ivar, Bob and Emmy, and often behaves like them. She is quick to spend the money her husband earns and is very spoilt and capricious. For this reason, nobody takes her seriously.

			However, she is a much more complex character than she may appear at first glance. Her frivolous façade is something of an act, and she is actually intelligent enough to have manipulated her husband into seeing her as nothing more than a damsel in distress for eight years. She is also a capable liar, having kept the loan she took out to save his life a secret, and she has been working tirelessly to pay it back ever since.

			She is the play’s central character, and manipulates everyone around her until the situation spirals out of her control. This triggers a lasting change in her: she knows that other people have always looked down on and underestimated her, and decides to learn about the world and discover who she really is without relying on a man.

			TORVALD

			He is intelligent, fair and honest, although he can also be somewhat pedantic and stingy. He thinks that his new job

			CHRISTINE LINDE

			
			
			KROGSTAD

			
			DOCTOR RANK
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