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Introduction





Soon after becoming a playwright, I resolved to have nothing to do with adaptation. There were two reasons. First, I wasn’t any good at it. My early version of Pirandello’s The Rules of the Game, written when I was twenty-three, and performed by Paul Scofield and Joan Plowright for the National Theatre, decisively proved that I knew nothing about Pirandello and still less about adaptation. But I also had a puritanical belief that dramatists should write their own plays, not hitch a free ride by adapting other people’s. The job was to tell new stories, not to reconfigure old ones.


This belief held good until 1991 when Jonathan Kent, at the very start of his shared artistic directorship of the Almeida Theatre, asked me whether he could re-stage my version of the Pirandello. Reading it again after nearly twenty years made me so ashamed that I offered, for free, entirely to re-do it rather than to allow my youthful incompetence to be exposed again. The confidence of the result owed a great deal to Richard Griffiths’ elegant, lethal performance as the jealous hero, Leone, but, spurred on by Jonathan, I felt ready to tackle Brecht and Chekhov. Sam Mendes asked me to think about Schnitzler, with a free modernisation of Reigen eventually emerging as a big Broadway scandal called The Blue Room. Howard Davies then asked for Lorca, and Michael Attenborough led me towards Gorky.


Affinity with some authors, even with some plays, seemed easier than with others. Animating the young plays of Chekhov – Platonov, Ivanov and The Seagull – I was able to slip into a sustaining idiom which I at least found supple and accessible. With The House of Bernarda Alba, I felt I was flailing, Lorca’s distinctive tone seeming to need Pedro Almodóvar more than it needed me. Brecht’s Life of Galileo, with its exhilarating insistence that an individual can change history, was a breeze, but his Mother Courage, arguing the exact opposite, was depressing and intractable, a tough play to work on and an even tougher one to get right. But in each case sustained exposure to the skills and techniques of another playwright was intensely pleasurable. I would lay the pieces out on the garage floor and think, ‘Oh, so that’s how they do it.’


It wasn’t coincidence that I took to adaptation in the theatre at exactly the same time that I gave up directing. My best way of describing stage adaptation is ‘direction by proxy’. It’s not that you do the director’s job for them – far from it – but essentially, as you adapt, you do create a little production in your head. When you work with a great director, you notice that what they’re doing is effectively tuning the play to the audience’s understanding. The great ones mediate the experience between the stage and the auditorium, so that everything in the evening – light, sound, image, rhythm – helps reveal to the onlooker exactly what it is they’re watching. When remaking a classic, the adapter aims judiciously to choose which aspects of the original to emphasise and which to downplay. There can never be any such thing as a word-for-word faithful translation, or if there were, it would be dreary and academic. No one tongue perfectly parallels another. Nuances abundant in a word in one language are entirely absent in a second. My job therefore is to pitch a play so that the resonances intended by the play of words in one language seem still to be sparking in an entirely different time and culture.


Henrik Ibsen came to the very same conclusion when he insisted that if his plays survived after his death they would need constantly to be revised for foreign production. He didn’t believe any one translation could ever become standard. Ibsen requested the plays always be presented in what he called ‘the everyday speech of the time’ and, by definition, he expected that speech to change. The Master Builder, as it happens, is an especially demanding text because it moves almost everywhere between the everyday and the sublime. There is a strong autobiographical element in the portrait of an artist who, when he loses faith in God, gives up designing sacred buildings and chooses instead to make the domestic – only to find building homes equally unsatisfactory. Anyone who has followed Ibsen’s journey from writing his early poetic dramas to his increasing interest in the realistic will realise that an old man’s obsession with the young, and in particular the sexual young, is not the only obvious parallel between the ageing author of The Master Builder and its hero, Halvard Solness.


This is a play working at many different levels – the mythic, the psychological and the subconscious. It has been open to countless interpretations, not least by those who believe that the entire story is taking place in the central character’s head. But in the original the disparate elements are held together by the strong musical grip of the dialogue. Ibsen was, above all, a musical writer. He loved music, and aimed for a theatre which in its formal movement would closely resemble music. He wanted abstraction, emotional power and human detail, but above all, shape. That’s why he’s such a joy to adapt.
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Note





The Master Builder was first published in 1892, just two years after the success of Hedda Gabler. The author was sixty-four years old. It was produced at the Lessing Theatre in Berlin in January 1893. On its appearance in London, The Stage called the play ‘three acts of gibberish’, while the Daily Telegraph said: ‘One may compare it to the sensations of a man who witnesses a play written, rehearsed and acted by lunatics.’ Even some of Ibsen’s admirers were bemused. Henry James was ‘utterly bewildered and mystified’ and called the character Solness ‘fearfully charmless’. But William Archer wrote: ‘The Master Builder has produced a curious double effect. It alienated many of the poet’s staunchest admirers, and it powerfully attracted many people who had hitherto been hostile to him. Looking back, it is easy to see why this should have been so; for here was certainly a new thing in drama, which could not but set up many novel reactions.’


The play is full of broken speech, as if characters were not just trying to refine meaning, but as though words broke through unbidden from their subconscious. But if Ibsen’s dialogue is at its most fleet and fractured, his stage instructions, as with Bernard Shaw, are elaborate – as though he did not trust actors to understand how to play his work. I have stripped these instructions right back, to allow actors freedom.


The play’s British production history is interesting. Solness was one of Donald Wolfit’s defining parts. But the onset of Alzheimer’s made Michael Redgrave’s passing of the role to Laurence Olivier at the Old Vic in 1964 one of the saddest moments in modern theatre. Maggie Smith played Hilde, as Redgrave, in Ronald Bryden’s words, ‘paced like a captive wolf in the cage of advancing years and his wife’s contempt’. Those who saw Frederick Valk spoke of him as the greatest Solness of all time. Kenneth Tynan wrote: ‘His Solness made his star blaze red across all this Continent, and other lights are tapers. You felt that this man had built monuments, stone upon stone and was capable of sheer muscle-tight toil; you could not consent to it as mere stage presence.’ More recently the role has been taken by John Wood, Patrick Stewart and Stephen Dillane. Miranda Richardson was Hilde for the BBC in 1988, with Leo McKern as Solness, while Wallace Shawn has recently appeared in his own adaptation in a film directed by Jonathan Demme.

















First performance





The Master Builder in this adaptation was first performed at the Old Vic, London, on 23 January 2016. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:


 


Knut Brovik  James Laurenson


Kaja Fosli  Charlie Cameron


Ragnar Brovik  Martin Hutson


Halvard Solness  Ralph Fiennes


Aline Solness  Linda Emond


Dr Herdal  James Dreyfus


Hilde Wangel  Sarah Snook


Ensemble  Owen Findlay, John McAndrew, Eleanor Montgomery, Eleanor Sutton, Peter Yapp


 


Director  Matthew Warchus


Design  Rob Howell


Lighting  Hugh Vanstone


Music  Gary Yershon


Sound  Simon Baker

















Characters





Halvard Solness


master builder


Aline Solness


his wife


Dr Herdal


a family doctor


Knut Brovik


one-time architect, now Solness’ assistant


Ragnar Brovik


his son, a draughtsman


Kaja Fosli


book-keeper, niece to Knut Brovik


Hilde Wangel


Women, Crowds

















THE MASTER BUILDER



























Act One








A modestly furnished studio in Solness’ house. A double door on the left leads to the hallway. To the right are the rooms in the house. In the back wall there is an open door to the draughtsmen’s office. At the front on the left-hand side is a desk covered with books, papers, pens and pencils. Just beyond the door, a stove. In the right-hand corner there is a sofa with a table, with a water carafe and glasses, and a couple of chairs. A smaller table is at the front on the right, with a rocking chair and armchair. There are desk lamps lit in the draughtsmen’s office and on the desk and table.


Knut Brovik and his son Ragnar are in the draughtsmen’s office, working on plans. Knut is thin, old, with white hair and beard in a well-worn but well-maintained black coat. Ragnar is in his thirties, smart, blond, but already stooped. In the studio Kaja Fosli is writing in the ledger. She is slight, in her twenties, beautifully turned out but unhealthily pale. She’s wearing a green eyeshade. The three of them work for a while in silence, till Knut gets up suddenly, in agony, breathing heavily and moves towards the doorway.




Brovik   I can’t do this. I can’t work any more.


Kaja   Is it bad tonight, Uncle?


Brovik   It’s bad every night. And every night worse.


Ragnar   Perhaps if you went home. Tried to get some sleep.


Brovik   You’d prefer me to be in bed, would you? Suffocating?


Kaja   Then why don’t you go out for a walk?


Ragnar   I’m happy to come with you.


Brovik   I’m not going anywhere. It’s out of the question. Until he comes. Because tonight I’m finally going to have it out with him. The so-called master builder.


Kaja   Oh please, not tonight, Uncle.


Ragnar   I must say. Surely it’s better to wait.


Brovik   In my condition, I don’t think waiting is going to be an option.


Kaja   Shh! I think I can hear him outside.




The three of them return to work. Silence. Then Halvard Solness comes from the hallway. He’s a man of a certain age, strongly built, vigorous, with a dark moustache and thick eyebrows. He wears a grey-green buttoned jacket with high collar and wide lapels. On his head a soft, grey felt hat and under his arm a couple of folders. He stops by the door, pointing towards the draughtsmen’s office and whispering.





Solness   Are they gone?


Kaja   Not yet.




She takes off her eyeshade. Solness walks across, throws his hat on a chair, puts his portfolios on the sofa table, then walks back to the desk. Kaja, uneasy, keeps scribbling.





Solness   (out loud) What are you writing in that damn book of yours?


Kaja   Oh, just something I have to –


Solness   Let me see.




He leans over her and fakes interest in her work. He whispers.





Solness   Kaja?


Kaja   (still writing) Yes?


Solness   Why do you always take that eyeshade off when I come in?


Kaja   It makes me unattractive.


Solness   You don’t want to be unattractive?


Kaja   Hardly. Least of all in front of you.


Solness   (stroking her hair) Oh, my dear sweet little Kaja …


Kaja   (ducking away) Shh, for goodness’ sake, they can hear us.




Solness goes to the draughtsmen’s room door.





Solness   Anyone been in, looking for me?


Ragnar   That young couple came by. The ones who want to build a villa at Lovstrand.


Solness   Sorry, but they’re going to have to wait. I’m still in two minds about what to give them.


Ragnar   I’m afraid they seem very keen to get on with it.


Solness   And have you ever known a client who wasn’t?


Ragnar   It means so much to them, to get a place of their own.


Solness   Ah yes, of course. ‘A place of one’s own’. If that’s all they want then the chances are they’ll settle for anything they’re given. If it’s a shelter they want, if it’s a hut. They can go somewhere else. I build homes. Tell them that, next time they call.


Brovik   (pushing his glasses up to his forehead) Go somewhere else? You’d actually refuse the project?


Solness   Of course. Anything rather than the hell of building to no purpose, building to no aim! Anyway, I don’t know them.


Brovik   Oh they’re good people. Friends of Ragnar’s. As decent as they come.


Solness   Decent? Explain: what difference does ‘decent’ make? I wonder, is there anyone around who even begins to understand me? I don’t want to make houses for strangers. Architects are two a penny, they can go somewhere else.


Brovik   Do you really mean that?


Solness   Do you know, I think this time maybe I do?




Brovik exchanges a glance with Ragnar, who signals a warning to him. But he goes into the front room.





Brovik   I wonder if you and I might have a word.


Solness   By all means.


Brovik   (to Kaja) Just slip out for a moment, will you, Kaja?


Kaja   Oh, but Uncle …


Brovik   I said slip out. And close the door behind you.




Kaja goes out reluctantly, looking pleadingly towards Solness. She closes the draughtsmen’s room door.





It’s out of consideration. I don’t want the children to know how ill I am.


Solness   Yes, you certainly don’t look too good.


Brovik   Truthfully, I don’t have long. I can feel my life ebbing away by the day.


Solness   Please. Sit down.


Brovik   That’s kind. Do you mind?




Solness moves the armchair for him.





Solness   Here. Here you are. Well?




Brovik has sat down with difficulty.





Brovik   Very well. What bothers me most. Inevitably. Ragnar’s future.


Solness   Your son has a future here working for me, just as long as he wants to.


Brovik   But that’s the whole point. He doesn’t want to. He’s not sure he can continue much longer.


Solness   I can’t think why not. He’s well provided for. If it’s a question of more money, I’m sure I can see my way to –


Brovik   It’s not money, it’s opportunity. He needs the chance to create his own work.


Solness   You really think he has the talent for that?


Brovik   Well, that’s the problem: you’re so relentlessly negative about him that even I have begun to have my doubts. Not one word of encouragement since he came to work for you. The talent must be there. It must be.


Solness   But he really doesn’t know very much, does he? Except how to draw, I suppose.




Brovik looks at him with real hatred.





Brovik   I’m not sure you knew a lot, back in the days when you worked for me. But you left, you made a go of it, and you prospered. Pretty soon put me out of business and others like me.


Solness   It’s true. Things went my way.


Brovik   They certainly did. For you, things could scarcely have gone better. But do you really want me dead and in my grave without knowing what my own son is capable of? I’d like to see the two of them married and settled as well.


Solness   (sharply) Is that what she wants?


Brovik   It’s not coming from her so much, it’s coming from him. Ragnar mentions it every day. I’m begging you, please, you must get him some work of his own. It’s my last wish on earth. To see something my own son has built.


Solness   How the hell am I meant to arrange that? Pluck projects out of the air?


Brovik   There’s a perfect project for him right now. Sitting there.


Solness   What project is that?


Brovik   All you have to do is give your consent.


Solness   Consent to what exactly?


Brovik   (hesitating) The villa at Lovstrand.


Solness   Lovstrand? I’m doing that.


Brovik   Yes, I understand, but only a moment ago –


Solness   A moment ago what?


Brovik   You were saying –


Solness   Oh, never take any notice of what I say. Do you really think Ragnar’s capable of designing that house?


Brovik   Look, he’s a friend of the family. So just as an exercise, just for the fun of it, he drew up some plans, did some budgets –


Solness   And have they seen the plans? The people who would live in this house, what do they think? Do they think the plans are fun?


Brovik   They think they’re good. All it needs is for you to look the plans over and say yes.


Solness   They really want Ragnar to build their home?


Brovik   They liked what they saw. They looked at his scheme and they said, ‘This is something completely new. Something original.’


Solness   Oh I see. Not like the rubbish I build.


Brovik   They looked at it and thought it was different.




Solness has to hold down his indignation.





Solness   So they came to see Ragnar, in fact, while I was out?


Brovik   Not at all. They came to see you. And to ask if you would be willing to step aside.


Solness   Step where exactly?


Brovik   If you were to find, when you looked at Ragnar’s drawings –


Solness   So this is the proposal: I am to step aside for your son?


Brovik   Release them from their contract, that’s all they want.


Solness   Oh, just a simple release, is it? Is that all?




He laughs.





Halvard Solness, pulling back, in full retreat! Is that the idea? It’s time, is it, to tear up the contracts and make way for the young? Or just make way? Why not? Make way for whoever comes along!


Brovik   For goodness’ sake, there must be room in this town for more than one –


Solness   Funny, I don’t think there is. It’s quite cramped, this town. And even if there were room, I would never step aside. Of my own free will? Why should I? Never in a thousand years.




Brovik gets up with difficulty.





Brovik   I see. Very well. You want to leave me unhappy, is that the plan? I’m to die, am I, without the joy, without the consolation of knowing what my son can do? You’d deny me the chance to see a single building?


Solness   (turning away) Don’t ask me such a question.


Brovik   Yes. That is my question. You’d wish me to leave this life not knowing, never knowing?




Solness fights inside himself, then finally speaks in a low, firm voice.





Solness   You must leave this life as best you may.


Brovik   Then so be it.




Brovik walks away. Solness goes after him, protesting.





Solness   You can’t ask people to change. They are who they are. That’s who I am! I do what I must, I have no choice.


Brovik   Yes. I know that’s what you think.




He staggers near the table.





A glass of water.


Solness   Here.




Solness hand him the glass.





Brovik   Thank you.




He drinks and puts down the glass. Solness goes to the door of the draughtsmen’s room.





Solness   Ragnar, your father needs you to help him home.




Ragnar and Kaja come in at once.





Ragnar   Are you all right, Father?


Brovik   Please. Take my arm. Then we can go.


Ragnar   Of course. Kaja, get your coat.


Solness   I have an urgent letter to write. Miss Fosli must stay behind. It won’t take long.


Brovik   Goodnight. Sleep well. If you can.


Solness   Goodnight.




Brovik and Ragnar go out to the hallway. Kaja walks to the desk. Solness is by the armchair, head bowed.





Kaja   Is there a letter?


Solness   There’s no letter. Kaja!


Kaja   Yes.


Solness   Come over here. At once.




Kaja is reluctant, Solness commanding.





Closer!


Kaja   What do you want from me?


Solness   I suppose this is all your fault.


Kaja   You mustn’t say that. It’s not true.


Solness   But marriage, that’s something you are thinking about.


Kaja   Well, I suppose, since Ragnar and I have been engaged for five years, it’s only –


Solness   Only natural? Is that the word? ‘Natural’? To bring things to a head?


Kaja   Ragnar wants it. My uncle wants it. I must give them what they want.


Solness   I’m wondering if there isn’t also a certain desire on your part.


Kaja   I was very fond of Ragnar.


Solness   Was?


Kaja   Until I came here.


Solness   Now? No longer?


Kaja   You know there’s only one person in the world for me. There’s no one else who will ever come close.


Solness   Yes, you say that, and yet your intention is to leave me, come what may. To leave me to deal with everything alone.


Kaja   But I was thinking, I could stay in my job, even if Ragnar –


Solness   No, it’s impossible, it’s out of the question. If Ragnar sets up on his own, he’s going to need your help.


Kaja   I don’t think I could stand it. To be separated from you. I can’t imagine such a thing.


Solness   Don’t, then. Better surely to get him to change his mind. You can marry all you like but –




He changes tack.





Another way of putting it: if Ragnar drops his plans for independence, then the bonus would be that I can keep you here.


Kaja   That’s what I want most in the world.




Solness takes her face between his hands and whispers.





Solness   I can’t survive without you, you know that. Every day of my life I want you here.


Kaja   Oh my God! My God!


Solness   (kissing her hair) Kaja! Kaja!


Kaja   (falling to her knees) How wonderful you are to me. How astonishingly kind!


Solness   (panicking) For goodness’ sake, not on the floor. There’s someone coming.




Solness helps her up, just in time. She stumbles to the desk as Mrs Solness comes to the door on the right. There are traces of her former beauty but she looks slender and harried. Her blonde curls hang down. She’s elegant, all in black.





Mrs Solness   Halvard!


Solness   My dear, is that you?


Mrs Solness   (glancing at Kaja) I hope I’m not interrupting.


Solness   Not at all. Miss Fosli has a short letter to write.


Mrs Solness   So I see.


Solness   How can I help you, Aline?


Mrs Solness   Just to say that Dr Herdal is in the living room. Maybe you’d like to come and join us?


Solness   Is it me in particular he’s come to see?


Mrs Solness   No. No, not in particular. He was calling on me, but he wanted to pay his respects to you while he was here.


Solness   I’m sure he did. Please tell him he’ll have to wait for a bit.


Mrs Solness   But you will come at some point?


Solness   I shall try. Later. At some point.




Mrs Solness looks again to Kaja.





Mrs Solness   Good. Don’t let it slip your mind, Halvard.




She goes and closes the door.





Kaja   Oh dear. The lady of the house thinks ill of me.


Solness   No, not at all. Or rather, no more than usual. But you probably should leave.


Kaja   Yes. I have to leave.


Solness   And don’t forget to sort out our problem, will you?


Kaja   Oh God, I wish it were as easy as that.


Solness   I want it sorted. And by tomorrow. No excuses.


Kaja   If there’s no other way, then I’ll end my relationship with him.


Solness   End it? Are you out of your head? Is that what you want?


Kaja   If that’s what it comes to. Whatever happens, I must stay here with you. Any other future is unthinkable.


Solness   (losing his temper) But, God Almighty, be reasonable, think about Ragnar –


Kaja   What about him? Ragnar? Is he your real priority? Is that what this –


Solness   No, of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. It’s you. It’s always you. You always come first. Always will. But. That’s the very reason you have to keep him in his job. Fair enough. Now time to go.


Kaja   I’d better say goodnight.


Solness   Goodnight.




She is about to leave.





Oh by the way, are Ragnar’s drawings in there?


Kaja   I didn’t see him take them home.


Solness   Why don’t you bring them in here? Maybe I should take a look at them.


Kaja   That would be wonderful if you did.


Solness   For your sake, Kaja. Just for you. So hurry, please, quick as you can.




Kaja searches through the drawers of the desk in the other room, then returns with the portfolio.
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