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Following its precursors, Reading Margaret Ogola’s The River and the Source, Reading Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle and Reading John Steinbeck’s The Pearl, this book adopts the format of those three books. It teaches you to engage A Doll’s House through comprehension questions to arrive at an understanding that allows you to commune with both Ibsen and critics of the same or similar texts. This advances from the researched, tried and proven theory that literature students underperform because their approach to literary texts and their presentation of answers is wanting; a student has to know a text fully to discuss it and present personal opinions. To do so, one needs to read the text and consult other critics to form a balanced opinion. Similarly, many students study thoroughly but still fail to do well because their presentation of ideas is wanting.

This guide book lets you discern the elements of literature – plot, theme, character and style – on your own. It helps you understand A Doll’s House so as to comprehend the plot, interpret themes, characters and style without necessarily consulting a teacher. To do so, follow the questions at the end of every Act and answer them truthfully. Where this is difficult, go back to the particular Act and reread it keenly before continuing. 

This text contains a series of twelve questions after every Act. The first set of four questions helps you identify important facts from what is read. The next set helps you interpret these facts in order to see their significance. This should help you see the connectedness of the plot and also understand why characters say/act like they do and what this makes them thus making playwright’s intention clearer. The last set of questions helps the student to apply - label - what is interpreted, that is, see what has been interpreted in terms of themes, character traits or elements of style because, after all, this is the point of studying the literature text. This is what an examiner will ask.

To do this, it is important to understand that the first question should lead to the fifth and the fifth to the ninth. The second should lead to the sixth and the sixth to the tenth and so on. By the time all the questions have been answered, the elements of literature you are meant to derive from this text should become apparent. For the teacher using this text, these sets of questions help you test the students understanding of the plot before proceeding to a detailed analysis. The second and third set of questions indeed help the student in this analysis so that by the time the student is through with the plot, all that is required is a collation of the elements already discovered. This should help the student in debating themes, character traits and elements of style discussed after the plot analysis of this guide book.

This book also contains a detailed guide on how to go about context and essay questions and how to interpret, plan and write down your answers with a view to earning all the marks given for every question. This should help the student to see how many marks have been earned and where marks have been lost in an exam situation. It is encouraged that the student and the teacher do this practically in class because it helps the student to think like an examiner.

The Playwright 

Born Henrik Johan Ibsen in 1828 in Skein, Norway, Ibsen is the most frequently performed playwright after Shakespeare. He was born to Knud Ibsen, a descendant of a long tradition of sea captains who had been born in Skein himself, and Marichen Cornelia Martie Altenburg, a German daughter of a merchant; the two had married in 1825. He found himself the eldest of his family’s five children after an older brother died. Described as unsociable, Ibsen‘s sense of loneliness increased with his father’s loss of all he had to creditors and a lingering rumor that Ibsen was an illegitimate son of another man. Though never proved, the latter would manifest itself in Ibsen’s frequent return to the theme of illegitimate offspring in his later work. 

From the only farmhouse that was left of his father’s possessions, Ibsen began to attend middle school where he expressed interest in painting though he would be apprenticed to an apothecary shortly before his sixteenth birthday. He left his family for Grimstad where he was apprenticed hoping to be admitted to university to study medicine later. Here, he began writing satire and poetry regardless of the 1848 revolution sweeping through Europe and this marked Ibsen’s first social defiance. At twenty-one, he left Grimstad for Christiania (today’s Oslo, the capital) where, though he passed his exams, he opted to turn to journalism and playwriting. He also analyzed and criticized Norwegian Literature of the time. Here, he wrote Cataline, his first play.

To improve his material circumstances, Ibsen accepted a contract to write for and manage the new National Theatre in Bergen where he would receive most of his practical knowledge in playwriting and production since he was largely untrained in this field. Here too, he wrote St. John’s Night and other writings based on folklore, folksongs and history. In 1858, he returned to Christiania as the creative director of the city’s Norwegian theatre. Before the year was out, Ibsen married Suzannah Thoresen with whom he had a son, Sigurd Ibsen. 

When life proved difficult, Ibsen left for Italy in 1864. He would live in Italy and Germany for the next twenty seven years writing a number of fruitful works including Brand (1866) and Peer Gynt (1867). It was in Munich, Germany, that he would write the groundbreaking realist play A Doll House in 1879. He pursued realism for the next decade earning global acclaim with his plays being translated into many languages and being performed throughout Europe. He would eventually turn to symbolic drama with Hedda Gabbler, in 1890. 

Ibsen returned to Norway in 1891 where he completed The Master Builder. In 1893, his wife returned to Southern Italy needing warmer air to cure recurring gout. At this time, Ibsen took interest in Hildur Andersen, a young woman with whom he would work for a great deal of time showing his interest in the youth whose ideas he sought and whose writing he encouraged. Ibsen is also widely acclaimed for the play, An Enemy of the People. After suffering a series of strokes, Ibsen died in 1906; he was seventy-eight. 

The text 

Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House mainly responded to women’s condition in 19th century Europe - an intensely patriarchal society, and especially Ibsen’s homeland, Norway, at the time, and became the most frequently performed play in the early 20th century. A Doll’s House was groundbreaking for it marked the boundary between traditional romanticism - in which traditional values were idolized and unquestioned – and realism, a time when many aspects of traditional behavior were probed. It marked the advent of realist drama in which playwrights question reality. Though the play might appear to be directed at Nora’s (and women’s) reality, even Torvald (and the 19th century European man) questioned his own reality upon the revelation of Nora’s own. By extension therefore, A Doll’s House asks us to question what we deem as our own reality (or our truth) to ensure that we may not be mistaken about what the real truth
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	Look carefully at Nora’s entry in Act 1. What is she carrying? Who is she with? What is the other person carrying? 

	Look carefully at the exchanges between Mr. Helmer and Nora and later between Nora and Mrs. Linde. What is the difference between what each of them holds dear? What does the playwright use to contrast these characters?

	Go through pg. 8 and get evidence that shows that a wife is more or less straight-jacketed without her husband when it comes to financial matters. Find evidence elsewhere to show that Nora’s father and Helmer can borrow money while Nora cannot.

	Examine the plot of Act I. How do events follow each other to keep the audience glued to the narrative? What aspect of style is this? How is the arrival of Mrs. Linde connected to the central conflict and how does it enhance it?



	Where next does Nora’s shopping become important – where are it mentioned next? Who mentions it and how is he impressed with what Nora has been doing? What does shopping appear to achieve for Nora? How else would this craving be quenched? 

	Nora says that it is good for someone to have ‘heaps of money’ while Mrs. Linde counters that it is only necessary to have what one needs. Who sounds more logical and why? On whose side do you think the playwright is? Give evidence from elsewhere. 

	The fact that this society allows a man more financial power than a woman forcibly binds wives to their husbands. Use one word that summarizes what kind of a society this one is. Briefly explain what Ibsen is telling us about the nineteenth century woman that makes her a lot different than today’s woman.

	How does Krogstad’s entry fit in with the events already witnessed – Nora’s debt, Helmer’s position in the bank and Mrs. Linde’s arrival? How does this series of events lead to an explosive climax?



	What does Nora’s shopping – and the way it is discussed by her and Helmer explain the relationship between the two? Do you think Nora is an impulsive shopper? Why or why not? What is the effect of the fact that Nora has to be helped home with her shopping by the porter?

	Use an adjective that shows what type of a person Nora is from her love of money and her spendthrift ways. Look for a contrasting adjective for Mrs. Linde. 

	Do you think Nora could run a bank account or even control her own money? Why or why not? Where can we draw evidence for this? Point out other things in Act I that make Nora wholly dependent on her husband. What is the difference between Nora, the wife, and the wife of today? Is the difference simply temporal (caused by time lapse)? 

	Krogstad leaves in huff with no definite agreement with Nora. How does this forecast the narrative? What element of style is this? How does it upset the status quo and ensure the intensification of the conflict? How do the events so far arranged reveal the various internal conflicts in different characters? 















	As Act II opens, list the things that happen to show that Nora is afraid. How does Nora’s fear blend in with the entry of Mrs. Linde next? 

	Why do you think Nora asks the maid if the children ask about her much? How does this show Nora’s growing fear about what she might be forced to do? What does this show about her change of character?

	People are not always what they seem to be; those who are very good at hiding their real nature are often treacherous and dangerous. What are the reasons that Helmer gives initially for dismissing Krogstad? 

	Go back to Act I and examine the Christmas tree. How does it look? What is the mood at the end of the Act? What does the Christmas tree appear to stand for?



	Who does Nora appear to be more afraid of, Krogstad or her husband? Look carefully for evidence before you decide. 

	Do you think Nora’s contemplating to leave her children as shown in question 2 above makes her any less loving? Contrast Nora’s love for her children to that of the maid for her abandoned daughter. 

	What other reasons do we learn in Act II for Helmer dismissing Krogstad? Which reasons seem more genuine? Why do you think Helmer tries to defend himself for his reasons in Act II?

	Examine the Christmas tree as Act II opens. How has it changed since the end of Act I? What do you think it stands for now? How does this control the mood and atmosphere of both Acts? How does it rhyme with the characters feelings in both scenes?





	In light of the 19th century, Nora’s contemplating leaving her children would have been radical and unthinkable. What point do you think Ibsen tries to drive home by making Nora a radical character?

	Nora realizes the worth of Anna’s sacrifice to her for the first time in Act II. What does she say to show she hasn’t considered it before? Use adjectives to capture the character of the two women in this context. 

	Use two broad terms to capture Helmer’s nature in his hiding the truth about why he dismisses Krogstad. How wide are these aspects in society today? Pick examples from around you that show that human beings often wear two faces. Examine the meaning of the phrase ‘Dr Jekyll Mr. Hyde’ with regard to Helmer. 

	What do we call an object that carries two meanings like the Christmas tree here? Identify four others used this way in Acts I and II. What meanings do they carry and how do these meanings enrich the play?












	Plot works like a series of dominos. The conclusion of one incident invariably triggers off another. What necessitates the meeting of Krogstad and Mrs. Linde back in Act II? How does Ibsen prepare us for this confrontation in Act II through Mrs. Linde’s attitude to Krogstad?

	In Act I, Mrs. Linde appears an egocentric character bent on getting a job even at the possible loss to others. How is this emphasized when we learn she abandoned Krogstad?

	A theme can be built through contrast between what seems versus what really is. What does Helmer say about Mrs. Linde’s knitting? What does he say when Dr. Rank is knocking at the door?

	Playwrights use irony – the incongruence between what seems and what really is – to give emphasis to character and theme. How has Nora treated the subject of Helmer’s letters before? Identify exactly where/how many occasions. What was her motive then?



	In Act III, the misunderstanding between Krogstad and Mrs. Linde is resolved. What new twist does Ibsen introduce that ensures that the play continues? How does this show that we might have been mistaken about the central conflict in the play?

	At what point in Act III does the image of Mrs. Linde painted in question 2 above change? How does Ibsen slowly make her heroic in comparison to Nora and Krogstad at this point?

	Do you think Helmer’s assertions about knitting and the Chinese is more about the activity and the Chinese people or about Mrs. Linde herself? Why does he go ahead to entertain Dr. Rank and give him a cigar so soon after showing his irritation at his return?

	What is the irony of Nora insisting that Helmer read his letters in Act III? What do you think is her motive now? 



	Towards the end of the play, how does Ibsen show that Nora’s real conflict was internal? How does he use her attempt to understand herself against her fear for both Helmer and Krogstad to emphasize the central theme? Try to trace this theme (and Nora’s internal conflict) now again from the very beginning of the play.

	Examine the characters of Krogstad, Nora and Mrs. Linde at the beginning of Act III. Use an adjective that can qualify them in terms of;


	Mrs. Linde offering to intercede for Nora/to marry Krogstad.

	Krogstad mistaking Mrs. Linde’s reasons for rejecting him.

	Nora drawing her own conclusions about what passes between Mrs. Linde and Krogstad in her absence.


	Use two nouns that capture Helmer’s behavior in question 3 and 6 above as central themes. How is this behavior manifest in people around you – your friends, politicians etc.? How does Ibsen use other characters to capture this as a universal theme?

	How does Nora’s behavior in question 8 above show her maturing character? How is this emphasized in what happens in the end? How does a contrast between Nora in Acts I and III show Ibsen’s brilliance in character development? How does this stress the radical change required in the 19th century European woman? Is it believable or not?
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