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  The Page to Stage Series




  Written by established theatre professionals, the volumes in the Page to Stage series offer highly accessible guides to the world’s best-known plays – from an essentially theatrical perspective.




  Unlike fiction and poetry, the natural habitat of the play is not the printed page but the living stage. It is therefore often difficult, when reading a play on the page, to grasp how much the staging can release and enhance its true meaning.




  The purpose of this new series, Page to Stage, is to bring this theatrical perspective into the picture – and apply it to some of the best-known, most performed and most studied plays in our literature. Moreover, the authors of these guides are not only well-known theatre practitioners but also established writers, giving them an unrivalled insight and authority.




  TITLES IN THE PAGE TO STAGE SERIES




  Michael Pennington: Chekhov’s Three Sisters




  Stephen Unwin: Ibsen’s A Doll’s House




  Diane Samuels: Diane Samuels’ Kindertransport




Jessica Swale and Lois Jeary: Jessica Swale’ Blue Stockings




  





  From Page to Stage




  When we read and study plays, we sometimes forget that the playwright wrote them to be performed. The point of this book, therefore, is to show how the words on the page can be read as a guide to the way the action unfolds on the stage and, in particular, how one of the most influential plays ever written, Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, can be read as a work specifically conceived for the theatre.




  To do this we need, first, to assemble the basic facts of Ibsen’s life, and understand how the play relates to the rest of his work. We need to investigate his intentions, above all when it comes to the question of feminism; although it’s impossible to ensure that these intentions are realised on stage (modern theatregoers have different views of the world from those of Ibsen’s original audience1), a strong grasp of them is essential if we’re to understand how the play was put together in the first place – and what it can say today.




  It’s also important to see Ibsen’s masterpiece in a broader context, so we’ll want to gain some knowledge of the world in which his play is set – in this case, middle-class life in late nineteenth-century Norway – and understand something of the beliefs and codes that governed it. Again, this may take us to surprising places and won’t result in definitive knowledge, but it will, at least, help us to approach the play with some of the care and respect that it deserves.




  Third, we should understand the idiom in which Ibsen was writing, particularly the nineteenth-century movement known as ‘naturalism’. We need to get a sense of the theatre he was reacting against, as well as examining the aims of the naturalist movement as a whole. And in doing this we should remember that the heightened poetic quality of Ibsen’s drama is a long way from modern realism.




  Fourth, and most importantly, we need to examine the play’s dramatic action, the unfolding story, in all its many twists and turns. Page and stage are inextricably linked and only a close reading of the entire text will allow us to imagine how it works in the theatre. And so we’ll look for any clues that the playwright has given about how he imagined it in performance. We’ll want to study the stage directions and try to picture the effect that Ibsen is trying to create.




  The story of the play can only be convincingly told when it’s inhabited by three-dimensional, living people, and so we need to examine the play’s characters in detail, their fears and wishes, their strengths and weaknesses, their individuality and unpredictability. This should be based on a careful study of the long chain of events that each character has lived through before the action begins – their ‘backstories’ – but will also require insight into what drives them still.




  Finally, since naturalism attempts the presentation of a dramatic illusion of real life, a study of A Doll’s House requires a detailed understanding of its physical setting and scenery. This means attention to more than simply the walls and the doors, the windows and the floors; it’s the furniture and fittings, the stove and letter box, the props and bric-à-brac that convey so much. And we need to consider what clothes the characters should be wearing, to indicate not simply their psychological make-up, but also their class, financial resources, status and style, as well as think about the lighting, sound effects and music that the play requires. A Doll’s House was written to be performed in the theatre, and this book will try to return it to its true home.




  This book doesn’t pretend to be a definitive guide to how A Doll’s House should be staged. Since there are so many imponderables – the scale of the theatre, the range of actors available, the talent and skill of those involved, the budget and so on – and each new group of artists inevitably brings its own perspectives to a production, it’s unwise to attempt to be prescriptive. Instead, I’ve tried to concentrate on what Ibsen himself has specified, secure in the knowledge that creative and intelligent people will want to interpret this information in their own way. The theatre continuously reinvents itself, from generation to generation, and this book exists above all to help make that happen.




  





  Henrik Ibsen




  IBSEN’S LIFE (1828–1906)




  Henrik Johan Ibsen was born on 20 March 1828 in the small town of Skien in south-east Norway. His mother came from a wealthy family and his early life was comfortable. However, in 1835, when Ibsen was seven, his father went bankrupt and he spent the rest of his childhood living on a farm in poverty. At the age of 18 he became an apprentice to an apothecary and caused a scandal by fathering an illegitimate son.




  In 1849, aged 21, Ibsen wrote his first full-length play, the five-act verse tragedy, Catiline, which was published under a pseudonym. The following year he moved to Christiania (now Oslo) to study medicine, but failed to secure a place at the university. Instead he published a weekly magazine, consisting largely of social criticism and satire, and his one-act play, The Burial Mound, received a simple staging.




  In 1851 Ibsen was appointed playwright-in-residence and resident stage director at the National Theatre in Bergen, which had been recently established to provide a home for emerging Norwegian drama. There he wrote four plays on Scandinavian subjects: St. John’s Night (1853), Lady Inger (1855), The Feast at Solhaug (1856), and Olaf Liljekrans (1857). In 1857 he became Artistic Director of the Norwegian Theatre in Christiania, where he wrote The Vikings at Helgeland (1858), Love’s Comedy (1862) and The Pretenders (1863). He married Suzannah Thoresen in 1858 and their son Sigurd was born a year later. In the same year he founded The Norwegian Company – a magazine dedicated to Norwegian art and culture – and travelled throughout Western Norway, collecting Scandinavian folksongs and folktales.




  These early years in Christiania were difficult for Ibsen, and both the press and the theatre’s board felt that he didn’t fulfil his duties properly. In 1862 the theatre went bankrupt and in 1864, at the age of 36, Ibsen was given a grant to travel to Italy, which marked the beginning of his twenty-seven years abroad. In 1864, he began to write a play about Julian, a character from antiquity, which he finished in 1873, when it was published as Emperor and Galilean. In 1866, he wrote the dramatic poem Brand, his first real success, and the following year a second dramatic poem, Peer Gynt, which, with its focus on the dissolution of an individual’s personality, marks the key breakthrough in his early work.




  Ibsen and his family lived all over mainland Europe, moving to Dresden in 1868, Munich in 1875, Rome in 1878, and back to Munich in 1885. He travelled to Egypt in 1869 to witness the opening of the Suez Canal, and spent several summers in Gossensass in the Tyrol. With his move to Germany came a change in writing style as he turned his attention to the lives of the contemporary bourgeoisie and started out on his great cycle of realistic dramas. The League of Youth appeared in 1869 and Pillars of the Community in 1877. In Rome and Amalfi, he wrote his first masterpiece, A Doll’s House, in 1879. This marked the beginning of a cycle of twelve great naturalistic plays, the body of work on which his reputation rests. Ghosts followed in 1881 and An Enemy of the People in 1882. In 1884 he wrote The Wild Duck (‘the master’s masterpiece’, as it has been called), followed by Rosmersholm (1886) and The Lady from the Sea (1888). In 1889 he met two young women, Emilie Bardach and Helene Raff, and his apparently platonic relationships with these two muses affected much of his subsequent work. It was in this period that his plays began to be performed throughout Europe and America. In 1890, he wrote Hedda Gabler, the last he wrote in exile.




  In July 1891, aged 63, Ibsen moved back to Norway and settled in Christiania, where he wrote The Master Builder (1892), Little Eyolf (1894), John Gabriel Borkman (1896) and the dramatic epilogue When We Dead Awaken (1899). These late plays focus on the complex relationships between old age and youth, art and life, and face up to the inevitability of death with tremendous honesty. In the last years of his life, he was an international figure, much fêted and honoured, both in Norway and abroad. In 1900, he suffered the first of a series of strokes that prevented him from writing, and he died in Christiania on 23 May 1906.




  IBSEN’S THEATRE




  Although Ibsen blossomed as a playwright comparatively late in life, he showed a fascination with the stage from his youth. His mother was interested in the theatre, and the young Henrik locked himself away and staged plays in a miniature puppet theatre; he also inherited his mother’s love of art and enjoyed painting and drawing. However, his father was brutal, even by the standards of the time, and contemporary accounts suggest that Henrik was a withdrawn, shy young man, though with a deeply-rooted sense of comic mischief.




  Ibsen’s formal education was limited and, as an assistant pharmacist, he had no opportunities to go to the theatre. However, he read a great deal: Shakespeare, Schiller, the Danish dramatists Ludvig Holberg and Adam Oehlenschlager, as well as the Icelandic sagas, Scandinavian folk mythology, the Greek and Latin classics and, of course, the Bible. All this was to have a profound impact on his later work, where this literary background can often be glimpsed beneath the surface. His juvenile writing, however, tends to be rather satirical – and sketchy – in quality.




  In Ibsen’s youth there were no permanent professional theatres in Norway, only Danish (and a few Swedish) touring companies, and the Norwegian theatre was a pale reflection of mainstream Danish taste and tradition. However, this was the great period of European nationalism, especially in the smaller states, and Bergen and Christiania both saw attempts to create an indigenous ‘national’ theatre. However, despite the attempts by the young Ibsen and others to write poetic drama that could give Norway its answer to Shakespeare, the repertoire of these new theatres was almost entirely foreign, dominated by translations of French commercial drama and its German and Danish imitations. The key figures were the French dramatists, Eugène Scribe (1791–1861) and his successor Victorien Sardou (1831–1908), who mastered the art of the ‘the well-made play’ (la pièce bien faite) – glossy and effective dramas, written in prose, carefully constructed and driven by strict logical development in plotting and motivation, but lacking in philosophical or psychological depth.




  Ibsen’s time in the professional theatre was to have a decisive influence on his later development, and it’s important to realise that – like Shakespeare and Molière before him – Ibsen was a practical man of the theatre. He directed a large number of productions, worked with many actors and actresses, and watched hundreds of performances. He also became familiar with the everyday challenges, both managerial and artistic, of working in the theatre and putting on plays. In other words, by the time he had decided what he wanted to say and how he wanted to say it, he had acquired a thorough knowledge of the means at his disposal.




  Within the space of two years came two key moments in Ibsen’s development. The first was his departure from Norway for southern Europe in 1864, which, he said, ‘left its mark on all my later work . . . [it was like] a feeling of being released from darkness into the light, escaping through a tunnel from mists into sunshine’. Nine of Ibsen’s finest plays were written abroad, and an ambivalent attitude towards his native land runs through all of them.




  The second was Ibsen’s renunciation of poetic, nationalist drama and his decisive turn towards naturalistic plays written in prose. This absorbed all the lessons of the ‘well-made play’ but took it to a new pitch of psychological and philosophical intensity. It also, in the words of Ibsen’s friend, the Danish critic Georg Brandes, ‘subjected problems to debate’. Ibsen recalled his conversion in a letter in 1883:




  

    

      Verse has done the art of drama immeasurable harm. An artist of the theatre, with a repertoire of contemporary dramatic work, should not willingly speak a line of verse. Verse will scarcely find any application worth mentioning in the drama of the near future. In the last seven or eight years I have hardly written a single line of verse; instead I have exclusively studied the incomparably more difficult art of writing in the straightforward honest language of reality.2


    


  




  NATURALISM




  Ibsen has inevitably been linked to the revolution in naturalist theatre associated with Stanislavsky and his pioneering productions of Chekhov at the Moscow Art Theatre. While it’s accurate to see Ibsen as part of the same movement, it should be pointed out that A Doll’s House premiered in 1879, seventeen years before the first (disastrous) staging of The Seagull, and a full nineteen years before Stanislavsky’s production of the play and the establishment of the Moscow Art Theatre in 1898.




  Of course, Ibsen was part of a much broader movement, also occurring in the novel and in fine art which had its roots in the scientific notion that human beings are shaped above all by their environment – climate, food, living conditions, etc – and that the Romantic notion of the solitary individual standing aloof from the material world was a dangerous illusion.3 However, A Doll’s House was an early, pioneering work which was to have an enormous impact on the subsequent development of naturalisim in the theatre. Indeed, it was as a direct result of A Doll’s House and Ghosts, Ibsen’s second masterpiece, that André Antoine founded the Théâtre Libre in Paris in 1887, Otto Brahm opened the Freie Bühne in Berlin in 1889 and Jack Thomas Grein formed the Independent Theatre Group in London in 1891. All three were what we could call ‘experimental’ theatres, and devoted to the new naturalism.




  Naturalistic theatre was made possible by technical advances, although its nineteenth-century manifestation would strike modern theatregoers as highly artificial. But the extent of the revolution shouldn’t be underestimated. The Théâtre Libre invented the notion of the ‘fourth wall’ – instead of showing that they were aware of the audience, the actors imagined a fourth wall to the room, sealing off the stage from the auditorium – and used real materials in their productions: furniture, food, and even fountains. Real doors and windows were constructed, and set into painted canvas scenery. Costumes came to be seen as a way of reflecting contemporary ‘character’, and many actors took to wearing their own clothes on stage. The invention of electric lighting in the 1880s transformed what was possible: electric lights could be focused and were more flexible than gas. Make-up had to adjust to the subtler lighting and some of the melodramatic excesses of face-painting began to go out of fashion. The hardest struggle, however, was to change the acting style. This had been somewhat stentorian and declamatory, favouring stylised gestures and poses over the fine detail that the new theatre demanded.




  The truly radical aspect of naturalism, however, lay not in its technical achievements but in the decision to tackle subjects which hitherto had been regarded as unworthy of artistic attention. Naturalist writers wrote about money and the role that it plays in society, and the grubby business of debt, banking, mortgages and wills. They wanted to show how people are shaped by the work they do and the conditions in which they live, and were interested in portraying the everyday experiences of the lower-middle and working classes. Most shockingly for polite society, they understood the centrality of sexuality in human experience and were prepared to address this taboo subject with a frankness which had been unthinkable thirty years earlier. What’s more, the naturalists were prepared to write about the complexity of relationships between men and women, and, as Ibsen does so brilliantly in A Doll’s House, contemplate the limits of marriage and the new role that women would play in the modern world.




  It’s important to stress that Ibsen’s naturalism is in no way slavish. Despite a surface which is rich with everyday objects and actions, the plays are laced with symbolism (a tendency which becomes increasingly marked in the later plays), and, although the language is simple and the actions are real, it’s more appropriate to think of Ibsen as writing a kind of ‘poetic naturalism’. His cycle of naturalistic plays are dramatic art of the highest order – second, in my mind, only to Shakespeare – and beneath the surface lurks a whole catalogue of jostling theatrical and literary genres. Émile Zola’s ringing declaration in his essay Naturalism in the Theatre (1881) – ‘There is more poetry in the little apartments of a bourgeois than in all the empty, worm-eaten palaces of history’ – is nowhere more triumphantly vindicated than in Ibsen’s masterpieces.




  BELIEFS




  It’s hard to overstate the impact of Ibsen’s work on his contemporaries. By the mid 1880s (particularly following the furore caused by A Doll’s House), each new play was eagerly awaited and performed almost immediately in all the important theatres of Europe and America. By the time he eventually returned to Norway in 1891 he was a celebrity and a new term, Ibsenism, had been coined to describe the movement to which his plays gave rise. The day of his funeral in 1906 was one of national mourning.




  Ibsen can fairly claim to be one of the great dramatists of modern life – to be placed alongside Chekhov, Brecht and Arthur Miller – and his plays examine peculiarly contemporary questions with surgical precision. In all of his mature work his central subject is the same: the painful struggle for the truth to be spoken. In a letter he wrote: ‘I believe that none of us can do anything other or anything better than realise ourselves in spirit and in truth’. This struggle exists in many areas, personal as well as social, and takes place between the individual, on his or her path of self-realisation, and the claims of society, with its emphasis on duty to others. Ibsen never loses touch with the pain that’s caused by the pursuit of that self-realisation, and the destruction that is its inevitable consequence; at times, particularly in the later plays, it’s almost as if he’s warning against it. However, with a powerful instinct for tragedy, he shows that this process of self-realisation is inevitable if society and the individual are to be reformed.
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