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GETTING A SENSE OF THE WHOLE
 ❚ Choose one or more of the activities below to sum up and explore your views of the play.

A First Response to the Play
 ❚ On your own, explore your response to the play in writing. For example: 

  What you think the play is about
  What you liked (or didn’t like)
  Your response to the themes explored, the characters and so on.

 ❚ Join up with two or three students and share your responses. Tease out the similarities and 
differences in your views and explore the possible reasons for these.

2. The Title
 ❚ As a class, talk about Ibsen’s choice of title A Doll’s House (sometimes translated as A Doll 

House). For example:
  The expectations it sets up
  Its connotations
  How suitable you think it is
  The difference made by translating the title as A Doll House rather than A Doll’s House
  Alternative titles you think would work well.

3. Titling the Three Acts
In A Doll’s House, Ibsen follows a classic three-act structure – beginning, middle, end. 

 ❚ Working in pairs, devise a title for each act.

 ❚ As a class, compare your title suggestions. What do they reveal about your interpretation of the 
play?

4. Images
Included on page 3 are book covers and posters for film and theatre productions of A Doll’s House. 

 ❚ In pairs, talk about the angle each gives on the play. Which elements are foregrounded? Which 
elements are marginalised? 

 ❚ Choose the cover you think most effectively captures the essence of the novel and be ready to 
explain why.

5. A Doll’s House in 100 Words
 ❚ In pairs, re-tell the story of A Doll’s House in no more than 100 words. 

 ❚ Take it in turns to read out your 100-word versions, then talk about the similarities and differences 
in what each pair chose to focus on. What do your mini-versions reveal about your different 
interpretations of the play?
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FROM WELL-MADE PLAY TO REALISM
The nineteenth century could be seen as an era in which poetry flourished, the novel rose to 
prominence – and drama retreated into the background. The drama which dominated was known as 
the ‘well-made play’. Developed by the French playwright Eugene Scribe the pièce bien faite is very 
tightly structured, following a set pattern, which, leads, after much misunderstanding and mishaps, 
to the inevitable (often romantic) ending. According to Wilkie Collins, the novelist, who himself wrote 
such plays, the formula was ‘Make ’em laugh; make ’em weep; make ’em wait.’ 
Ibsen is a particularly interesting and influential character in the development of drama. Writing in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, Ibsen’s plays destabilised ideas about both the suitable 
subject matter of plays and their form. With Ibsen the safety of the ‘well-made play’ gave way to an 
edgier, much more challenging realism. The Ibsen scholar Brian Johnston comments: 

Within an astonishingly short time, the theatre, through Ibsen, had shaken off its insignificance 
and disrepute to become a major, and highly controversial, force in modern culture.

Known as the ‘father of realism’ Ibsen is, nonetheless, a playwright immersed in the conventions of 
the pièce bien faite, having both directed Scribe’s plays and himself written well-made plays in the 
early years of his career. How did he use and challenge these established theatrical conventions to 
create his own challenging dramas?
Included on pages 11 and 12 are some of the features of both the well-made play and realism. 

❚ In pairs, look at these features and discuss the ways in which Ibsen’s A Doll’s House might be
considered a ‘well-made play’ or an example of dramatic realism. If you think it has features of
both, explore the way in which these features work together in the specific context of A Doll’s
House.
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Directing Nora and Torvald
Ibsen is a playwright who writes detailed stage directions. As Ibsen’s plays were experienced by 
many people in the nineteenth century as a book rather than a stage play, the stage directions 
would have shaped the readers’ views of the characters. 
While some directors and actors choose to follow the stage direction, others put them to one 
side, using only the dialogue to shape their interpretation. The comments below are all reviewers’ 
descriptions of the way in which the characters have been presented. 

❚ In pairs, discuss the range of ways in which the characters of Nora and Torvald have been
interpreted on stage. How convincing do you find them? Which interpretations chime most
closely with your reading of the play? Are there any which you think distort or misrepresent the
overall meaning of the play?

Nora Torvald

Child-like, high-spirited and physically lively
Quiet, intense and increasingly exhausted by her 
secrets
Frivolous and naive
Intelligent
Wild and bitterly strong
The woman becomes the silent, sullen and 
determined man
Timid
A puppet moved by invisible strings
Haunted
A sleepwalker, dancing on the edge of an abyss
Schizoid, suicidal near-hysterical
The social and sexual equal of her husband

The man becomes the hysterical woman
Christ-like
Nora’s mirror
Having physical authority
Infantalising
Violent
Less intelligent than Nora
Paternal
Weak
Having dreams of grandeur
Doll husband
Self-pitying
A strapping, virile ox
Equitable, with suave authority

Beyond the Curtain – Interpreting Nora and Torvald on Stage
In this role-play you will be debating the different ways in which the characters of Nora and Torvald 
might be interpreted on stage. 

❚ As a class, come up with questions you might ask Ibsen, a director and an actor playing Nora, for
example:

It’s been said that the change Nora undergoes is unbelievable – too sudden and dramatic. What have 
you got to say about this?
Given the clarity of the stage directions, is it really convincing to play the relationship as equal?

❚ Divide the class into three (or six or nine) groups. Each group should take responsibility for
thinking about the questions from the perspective of the character they have been given – actor,
director or playwright.

❚ Choose an actor, director and playwright to take part in your ‘Beyond the Curtain’ debate, hosted
by an eminent theatre critic (your teacher).

❚ After the debate, take a step back to reflect on the ideas discussed.
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THE ‘WOMAN’ QUESTION
Female Characters in the Play
There are five female characters in the play: Nora, Mrs Linde, the Nurse (Anne Marie), the Maid 
(Helen) and Nora’s daughter, with a further woman, Anne-Marie’s daughter referred to.

❚ In pairs, look back into the play to investigate the different ways in which the women (and little
girl) are represented. Think about:

  The role the character plays in the society of the drama
  What they say 
  What they do
  How they are treated by other characters (male and female)
  What others say about them (and how they say it)
  The dramatic function of the character.

❚ Share your findings in class discussion.
The activities below will help you think further about the dramatic representation of women and what 
(if any) connection this might have with the role and representation of women in society. (You might 
also want to look back at the activities on ‘Nora’ on page 22.)

Women in Society
The nineteenth-century was a period of significant change – scientific and technological discoveries 
challenged religious beliefs and long-held assumptions about men, women and their position in 
society. ‘The woman question’ was at the heart of much unease, many debates and significant legal 
and social changes. (Look back at page 9 to see some of the legislation passed in this period.) At 
a distance of over a century from this period, it is easy to make sweeping statements about the 
position of men and women in the family or society, to assume that all men shared the same view 
and so on. The reality is much messier, with surprising and contradictory views expressed by both 
men and women. While Ibsen’s A Doll’s House can be illuminated by this context, the play and 
responses to it (from the nineteenth century to the present day) also contributes to this debate. 
Included on pages 35-43 is a collection of materials on gender and the role of women in the 
nineteenth-century. It includes:

  Nineteenth-century adverts
  Extracts from books and articles published at the time
  twenty-first-century articles.

Share out the material so that, working in pairs, you are responsible for looking at two or three of the 
extracts or images. 

❚ Read and explore your texts, identifying what each suggests about the position of women in
society at the end of the nineteenth century.

❚ In groups of three or four, feed back the key discoveries you have made, then discuss the
different ways in which Ibsen’s play could be seen as contributing to, and developing, the debate.
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Nora Through Time – A Critical History
Unesco’s Memory of the World register calls Nora ‘a symbol throughout the world, for women 
fighting for liberation and equality’.
Since the play was first staged in 1878, critics have sought to remove Nora and the play from the 
context of ‘the woman question’. In 1989 Joan Templeton published a long article examining this 
trend. An extract from this article is printed below.

 ❚ Read this extract and identify the arguments made against interpreting A Doll’s House in the 
context of ‘the woman question’.

 ❚ Now, in pairs, debate the following critical statement, taking it in turns to argue for and against it 
(regardless of what your own opinions are). 

Reading A Doll’s House as a play about women’s rights, limits it.

 ❚ Using the statement as a starting point and drawing on your discussion, write for 10-15 minutes. 
Follow your ideas where they take you, allowing yourself to explore both sides of the argument – 
and critical readings which might acknowledge the value of keeping both in play at once. 

The Doll House Backlash: Criticism, Feminism, and Ibsen

Ibsen has been resoundingly saved from feminism, or, as it was called in his day, ‘the woman question.’ His 
rescuers customarily cite a statement the dramatist made on 26 May 1898 at a seventieth-birthday banquet 
given in his honour by the Norwegian Women’s Rights League:

I thank you for the toast, but must disclaim the honor of having consciously worked for the women’s 
rights movement. [...] True enough, it is desirable to solve the woman problem, along with all the 
others; but that has not been the whole purpose. My task has been the description of humanity. 
(Ibsen: Letters)

[...] Whatever propaganda feminists may have made of A Doll’s House, Ibsen, it is argued, never meant 
to write a play about the highly topical subject of women’s rights; Nora’s conflict represents something other 
than, or something more than, woman’s. In an article commemorating the half century of Ibsen’s death, R.M. 
Adams [Hudson Review, 1957] explains, ‘A Doll’s House represents a woman imbued with the idea of becoming 
a person, but it proposes nothing categorical about women becoming people; in fact, its real theme has nothing 
to do with the sexes’. [...]

Removing the woman question from A Doll’s House is presented as part of a corrective effort to free Ibsen 
from his erroneous reputation as a writer of thesis plays […]. Ibsen, it is now de rigueur to explain, did not 
stoop to ‘issues.’ He was a poet of the truth of the human soul. That Nora’s exit from her dollhouse has long 
been the principal international symbol for women’s issues, including many that far exceed the confines 
of her small world, is irrelevant to the essential meaning of A Doll’s House, a play, in Richard Oilman’s 
phrase, ‘pitched beyond sexual difference’. Ibsen, explains Robert Brustein [The Theatre of Revolt, 1962], ‘was 
completely indifferent to [the woman question] except as a metaphor for individual freedom’. Discussing 
the relation of A Doll’s House to feminism, Halvdan Koht, author of the definitive Norwegian Ibsen life [Life 
of Ibsen, 1971], says in summary, ‘Little by little the topical controversy died away; what remained was the 
work of art, with its demand for truth in every human relation’. Thus, it turns out, the Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
of the women’s rights movement is not really about women at all. ‘Fiddle-faddle,’ pronounced R.M. Adams, 
dismissing feminist claims for the play. Like angels, Nora has no sex. Ibsen meant her to be Everyman. [...]

The a priori dismissal of women’s rights as the subject of A Doll’s House is a gentlemanly backlash, a 
refusal to acknowledge the existence of a tiresome reality, ‘the hoary problem of women’s rights,’ as Michael 
Meyer [Ibsen, 1971] has it […] In Ibsen’s timeless world of Everyman, questions of gender can only be tedious 
intrusions. But for over a hundred years, Nora has been under direct siege as exhibiting the most perfidious 
characteristics of her sex; the original outcry of the 1880s is swollen now to a mighty chorus of blame. She is 
denounced as an irrational and frivolous narcissist; an ‘abnormal’ woman, a ‘hysteric’; a vain, unloving egoist 
who abandons her family in a paroxysm of selfishness. The proponents of the last view would seem to think 
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A DOLL’S HOUSE FOR THE 
21ST-CENTURY

A production of a play is also a critical reading and re-interpretation of it. Directors work to create 
and stage versions that will say something to their audience seeing it in a particular time and place. 
Many modern interpretations of the play have experimented with the staging, characterisation and 
form of the text to bring something new to audiences. 

Eight 21st-century Productions
The short extracts from reviews below and on page 49 are all from productions of A Doll’s House 
staged in the 21st century. 

❚ In pairs, discuss the angle each director has taken and how convincing you find it. Does it
fit comfortably with the underlying themes of the play: Is there anything which it distorts or
marginalises?

Teale […] has reconstituted A Doll’s House as a gentlewoman’s late Victorian nightmare, that oozes 
menace and dread. The first glimpses of the stage design [...] suggest this will be no ordinary A Doll’s House. 
There’s no trace of the cluttered living room, with bric-à-brac and bound books that Ibsen called for. Instead 
designer Angela Davies makes the Helmer’s home a bare, grey space, a half-derelict house with cracking walls 
and cavities. The windows look out to blackness and snowflakes. Apart from upright chairs and Christmas 
presents, the only major stage prop is a large doll’s house from which Nora scrambles.

Evening Standard, Polly Teale’s production for Shared Experience (2000)

Juliet Forster has an approach to the play that sounds gimmicky but works very well. Illona Macdonald 
and Kelvin Goodspeed play Nora and Torvald Helmer, the young couple whose relationship is built on play 
and fantasy, not reality […] The rest of the cast are puppets. Nora’s school friend Kristen is a doll that Nora 
finds in an old trunk; the money-lender is a looming shadow; most cleverly of all, the Helmers’ friend Dr 
Rank is a comic little figure manipulated by Torvald. To him the couple say the things they cannot say to 
each other. 

Lyn Gardner, Juliet Forster’s production for the Warehouse, Croydon (2001)

Ostermeier transposes Torvald and Nora Helmer’s social milieu to the prosperous metropolitan middle 
classes to be found in any European capital city. They have huge white-leather sofas, a wall-to-wall aquarium 
of tropical fish, gizmos and gadgets, three gorgeous trophy children, and an au pair to keep them out of 
sight and out of mind. Clearly, Torvald hasn’t just been appointed manager of the Tunbridge Wells branch of 
Barclays. He is a big fish, at work and home, and he is about to get his chips. 

Lyn Gardner, Thomas Ostermeier’s production for the Barbican (2004)

It’s a cold, severe drama, and Matthew Lloyd’s production is chillier than most. Peter McKintosh’s 
set has the grey look of a frozen backwater and the Helmers are shown to be emotionally circumscribed 
social strivers who surround themselves with comfortless appointments and dress to match the furniture. 
To emphasise the point, Lloyd concludes the production with a stark tableau of Torvald abandoned in his 
loveless drawing room with Nora enveloped in a howling blizzard outside.

Alfred Hickling, Matthew Lloyd’s production for the West Yorkshire Playhouse (2005)
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