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Ibsen’s A Doll’s House
I. Introduction to the play (note helpful background info from article by Ian Johnston) http://www.mala.bc.ca/~johnstoi/introser/ibsen.htm
A. Initial responses?

B. Interesting note: according to one source I read, the person that Nora was based on was not happy with this play; she was quickly reconciled to her husband—who had her placed in a mental institution!

C. What kinds of issues are raised?

[relationship of husband and wife; social confinements; security in job; does motivation of criminal act count?]

D. How is the play structured?  Remember back to Neoclassical unities—in what sense does this play fit in with them?

[takes place in three days; all in Helmer’s house; pretty well focused around a central issue, although that could be argued]

1. So can see how more recent playwrights have worked with this idea of unity without feeling slavishly bound to some arbitrary rules.

2. Even though the play is set in three days, there are past events that are a part of what happens—how does Ibsen bring those events into the play?

[largely through references to what has happened before by Nora and in conversations; keep getting hints about things, but takes a while to get whole story (see p. 1063)—effective approach by Ibsen]

II. The Characters; work though each of the major characters—

A. Three questions that we’ll deal with for each of them (on board):

1.  Describe them 

2. Think about what they might represent or show about the society

3. In what way is each one trapped?

B. Nora?

1. Shown initially to be very flighty and busy (lark, squirrel), or at least that’s how she’s perceived by her husband; conventional middle class wife—husband controls the money, calls the shots

-see conniving side to her also, in her pursuit of the loan and forging of her father’s name (this kind of strength in her—if you see it that way—comes out more later in play

2. Appears to represent middle class conventional wife

3. Trapped by assumptions about her role, by her husband; is she also trapped by herself? (we’ll talk about that later)

C. Torvald Helmer?

1. Solid, hard-working; likes his wife because she’s beautiful and young—and fulfills that need in his life; is there more to that relationship? 

-about to get a new position as head of a bank; will make already comfortable life even more comfortable;

-Remember reason why he’s firing Krogstad? [doesn’t call him by proper name because he knew Helmer earlier—doesn’t fit into societally assigned role]

2. Completely a model of middle class respectability and norms; what he does is driven by what society expects of him

3. Can argue that he is trapped by societal expectations—that’s why he’s so destroyed when he finds out about Nora’s crime—everything that he is will be destroyed; he’s nothing without society’s roles

D. Kristine Linde?

1. Widowed, but no sense of grief at loss of husband; very difficult life financially right now; looking for work

2. Represents what happens to those on the edge of society—those who don’t fit into model of what society expects of people

3. Trapped by those expectations; not able to move out of them (see 1062)—her sense of emptiness

E. Krogstad?

1. Apparently been involved in shady operations; very desperate (in some film versions, I understand, we see his cold, barren apartment where he has his children); really needs to have job; see him as willing to do whatever it takes to survive

2. Also one of those on edge of society; societal expectations also not working for him

3. Again, by society; see way proper society enforces its rules—and what happens to those outside of its bounds

F. Dr. Rank?

1. Apparently prestigious; actually, deeply depressed about the fact that he’s dying

2. Symbolic because he’s a doctor, but can’t heal himself; perhaps emblematic of the society itself—rotting from the inside

3. Trapped by disease, passed to him by his father

III. Changes/developments in Nora

A. Central question in here, I think, of what we make of Nora, especially the Nora we see by the end of the play; approach this issue through a couple of different avenues

B. Nora as feminist hero

1. What evidence can we see in play of her being controlled by Torvald?

[controlling money, even whether or not she eats candy; names he calls her; where her energies supposed to be directed (only to running household—Christmas tree—and with children)]

2. Did Nora surprise you by the end?

[could argue that change at end is too quick; not anticipated by earlier events of play]

3. Any evidence earlier that she has kind of strength that becomes evident later?

[-p. 1073 “Everything seems so silly, so pointless.”

-p. 1066 desire to be radical to Torvald: “I’d love to say ‘Damn!—damn!—damn it all!’”

-whole successful search for money, forgery—shows her smarts, her ability to get things done]

4. Key passage: read pages 1094-96; need Nora, Torvald, Helene (very short)

5. In this passage, how do we see the realizations of each character?

[-Torvald moves from comfort to terror about what will happen to him to feeling that everything is OK again

-Nora goes from being scared to hoping/believing that she will be “rescued” by Torvald to seeing that he can only think about himself (great disjunction that he “forgives” her when she has been trying to save him and he has been incredibly nasty]

6. What does Nora realize?

[that she’s been controlled all her life by men; needs to find out who she is]

7. Symbolic of these different roles are her clothes and her dance; can see her dance as this kind of beautiful role that she is playing, as directed by her husband; important change takes place when she changes her clothing (p. 1096)

8. What do you make of last exchange?

[p. 1100-1101—seems to offer a bit of hope; Torvald I think is still hopeful that will be able to work things out (“the most wonderful thing of all”)—and she’s the one who called it wonderful

9. What do you think that will actually happen after play?

[seems to me actually to be pretty bleak—I don’t see Torvald changing; we’ve seen what happens (through Kristine Lind) to people who are at the edge of society;

-in fact, can see Kristine and Nora as moving in opposite directions, as Kristine is trying to move back in to middle class conventionality while Nora is breaking from it

C. Nora as tragic hero

1. What we’ve just talked about is the most common way that people understand this play

2. But also possible to take other views—were there any of you who took a less charitable or optimistic view of Nora’s action at the end of the play?

[possible to see whole play about Nora’s need to be in control of things: she controls her husband (p. 1069); could even argue that it’s only a little game that the two of them play, because she seems always to get her way (I read about a production which makes this point very clearly, even having him brush sugar off her lips in opening scenes when she supposedly isn’t eating candy]

3.  In this way of reading the play, Nora becomes the one in control, playing different roles when appropriate (like tease with Dr. Rank, proper little wife with Torvald, and so on)—see play then as tragedy, with this need for control being Nora’s flaw

4. In this reading, one can see Nora as entirely refusing to compromise, even though Torvald suggests different ways in which they could relate--only way that she can remain in control is to leave

5. So she destroys her family and probably herself because of this need for control

D. Some compromise on these two views

1. I have to admit that while this latter argument is interesting, I’m not fully convinced by it

2. But it does perhaps help us to see that it’s too easy a conclusion just to see her as a heroine

3. Her insistence on leaving is a brave statement of her newfound freedom; she needs to find out who she is—and we can affirm that

4. At the same time, we should recognize how hard her life is going to be and the way that she has disrupted things especially for her children; this kind of independence comes at the price of a lot of pain

5. Does Ibsen suggest people can change?

[yes—seems that Nora is stepping out of her accepted role; but Ibsen makes it very clear how difficult and painful such change is]

E. Summary about the play’s impact

1. No matter how you interpret Nora, I think you can quite easily see why this play was and is controversial

2. What are some of the key institutions/assumptions that Ibsen challenges in here?

[marriage; middle class respectability; that people are who they seem like]

3. Ibsen entering into ongoing debate about roles and social institutions that continued up into the 20th century—and, in many ways, up to today

