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The Modern Theater

Speak of the moderns without contempt,

and of the ancients without idolatry.

—Lord Chesterfield

Realism and Naturalism

As the twentieth century began, realism in the theaters of Western Europe, England, and America appeared to have won a resounding victory. (Realism in drama, like realism in fiction, may be broadly defined as an attempt to reproduce faithfully the surface appearance of life, especially that of ordinary people in everyday situations.) The theater had been slow to admit controversial or unpleasant themes and reluctant to shed its traditional conventions. From Italian playhouses of the sixteenth century, it had inherited the picture-frame stage: one that holds the action within a proscenium arch, a gateway standing (as the word proscenium indicates) “in front of the scenery.” This manner of constructing a playhouse in effect divided the actors from their audience; most commercial theaters even today are so constructed. But as the new century began, actors less often declaimed their passions in oratorical style in front of backdrops painted with waterfalls and volcanoes, while stationed exactly at the center of the stage as if to sing “duets meant to bring forth applause” (as Swedish playwright August Strindberg complained). By 1891 even Victorian London had witnessed a production of a play that frankly portrayed a man dying of venereal disease—Henrik Ibsen’s Ghosts.
In the theater of realism, a room was represented by a box set—three walls that joined in two corners and a ceiling that tilted as if seen in perspective—replacing drapery walls that had billowed and doors that had flapped, not slammed. Instead of posing at stage center to deliver key speeches, actors were instructed to speak from wherever the dramatic situation placed them and now and then turn their backs upon the audience. They were to behave as if they were in a room with the fourth wall sliced away, unaware that they had an audience.

This realistic convention is familiar to us today, not only from realistic plays but also from the typical television soap opera or situation comedy that takes place in such a three-walled room, with every cup and spoon revealed by the camera. However, such realism went against a long tradition. Watching a play by Sophocles, the spectators, we may safely assume, had to exert their imaginations. We do not expect an ancient Greek tragedy literally to represent the lives of ordinary people in everyday situations. On the contrary, a tragedy, according to Aristotle, its leading ancient theorist, represents an “action of supreme importance,” an extraordinary moment in the life of a king or queen or other person of high estate. An open-air stage, though Sophocles adorned it with painted scenery, could hardly change day into night as lighting technicians commonly do today or aspire to reproduce in detail a whole palace. Such limitations prevailed upon the theater of Shakespeare as well, encouraging the Bard to flesh out his scene with vivid language, making the spectator willing to imagine that the simple stage—the “wooden O”—is a forest, a storm-swept landscape, or a battlefield. In the classic No¯ theater of Japan, spectators recognize conventional props. A simple framework is a boat, four posts and a roof are a palace, an actor’s fan may be any useful object—a paintbrush, say, or a knife. In such a nonrealistic theater, the playwright, unhampered by stage sets, can shift scenes as rapidly as the audience can imagine.

In the realistic three-walled room, actors could hardly rant (or, Hamlet said, “tear a passion to tatters”) without seeming foolish. Another effect of more lifelike direction was to discourage use of such devices as the soliloquy and the aside (villain to audience: “Heh! heh! Now she’s in my power!”). To encourage actors further to imitate reality, the influential director Constantin Stanislavsky of the Moscow Art Theater developed his famous system to help actors feel at home inside a playwright’s characters. One of Stanislavsky’s exercises was to have actors search their memories for personal experiences like those of the characters in the play; another was to have them act out things a character did not do in the play but might do in life. The system enabled Stanislavsky to bring authenticity to his productions of Chekhov’s plays and of Maxim Gorky’s The Lower Depths (1902), a play that showed the tenants of a sordid lodging house drinking themselves to death (and hanging themselves) in surroundings of realistic squalor.

Gorky’s play is a masterpiece of naturalism, a kind of realism in fiction and drama dealing with the more brutal or unpleasant aspects of reality. As codified by French novelist and playwright Émile Zola, who influenced Ibsen, naturalism viewed a person as a creature whose acts are determined by heredity and environment; Zola urged writers to study their characters’ behavior with the detachment of zoologists studying animals.

No sooner had realism and naturalism won the day than a reaction arose. One  opposing force was the Symbolist movement in the French theater, most influentially expressed by Belgian playwright Maurice Maeterlinck. Like French Symbolist poets Charles Baudelaire and Stéphane Mallarmé, Maeterlinck assumes that the visible world reflects a spirit world we cannot directly perceive. Accordingly, his plays are filled with hints and portents: suggestive objects (jeweled rings, veils, distant candles), mysterious locales (crumbling castles, dim grottoes), vague sounds from afar, and  dialogue rich in silences and unfinished sentences. In The Intruder (1890), a blind man sees the approach of Death. In Pelléas and Mélisande (1892), a typical bit of Symbolist stage business occurs. A small boy stands on his grandfather’s shoulders to peer through a high window and speak of wonders invisible to an audience. (For more about symbolism and Symbolists, see Chapters 7 and 24)

Elsewhere, others were working along similar lines. In Russia, Anton Chekhov, whose plays on the surface appeared realistic, created some of his best work around a symbol (The Seagull, The Cherry Orchard). In Ireland, poet William Butler Yeats, who in 1899 had helped found the Irish Dramatic Movement, was himself of a different mind from the realistic playwrights whose work he had helped produce in Dublin’s Abbey Theater. Drawing on Irish lore and legend, Yeats wrote (among other plays) “plays for dancers” to be performed in drawing rooms, often in friends’ homes, with simple costumes and props, a few masked actors, and a very few musicians. In Sweden, August Strindberg, who earlier had won fame as a naturalist, reversed  direction and in The Dream Play (1902) and The Ghost Sonata (1907) introduced characters who change their identities and, ignoring space and time, move across dreamlike landscapes. In these plays Strindberg anticipated the movement called Expressionism in German theater after World War I. Delighting in bizarre sets and exaggerated makeup and costuming, expressionist playwrights and producers sought to reflect intense states of emotion and, sometimes, to depict the world through lunatic eyes. A classic example (on film) is The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, made in Berlin in 1919–1920, in which a hypnotist sends forth a subject to murder people. Garbed in jet black, the killer sleepwalks through a town of lopsided houses, twisted streets, and railings that tilt at gravity-defying angles. In expressionist movies and plays, madness is objectified and dreams become realities.

In 1893 Strindberg had complained of producers who represented a kitchen by a drapery painted with pictures of kettles; but by 1900, realistic play production had gone to opposite extremes. In the 1920s the curtain rose upon a Broadway play with a detailed replica of a Schrafft’s restaurant, complete to the last fork and folded napkin. (Still, critic George Jean Nathan remarked, no matter how elaborate a stage dinner, the table never seemed to have any butter.) Theaters housed increasingly complicated machines, making it all the easier to present scenes full of realistic detail. Elevators lifted heavy sets swiftly and quietly into place; other sets, at the touch of a button, revolved on giant turntables. Theaters became warehouses for huge ready-made scenery.

Some playwrights fought domination by the painstakingly realistic set. Bertolt Brecht in Germany and Luigi Pirandello in Italy conceived plays to be performed on bare stages—gas pipes and plaster in full view—to remind spectators that they beheld events in a theater, not in the world. In reaction against the traditional picture-frame stage, new kinds of theaters were designed, such as the arena theater, or theater in the round, in which the audience sits on all four sides of the performing area; and the flexible theater, in which the seats are movable. Such theaters usually are not commercial (most of which maintain their traditional picture-frame stages, built decades ago). Rather, the alternative theaters are found in college and civic playhouses, in storefronts, and in converted lofts. Proponents of arena staging claim that it brings actors and audience into greater intimacy; opponents, that it keeps the actors artificially circulating like goldfish in a bowl. Perhaps it is safe to say only that some plays lend themselves to being seen head-on in a picture frame; others, to being surrounded. Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, a pioneering work of realism, is of the former type. The play derives a good deal of its power from our ability to identify with its characters and the lives they live, an identification that Ibsen achieves in part by framing the action with the details of daily existence.

Henrik Ibsen

A Doll’s House
1879

Translated by James McFarlane

Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906) was born in Skien, a seaport in Norway. When he was six, his father’s business losses suddenly reduced his wealthy family to poverty. After a brief attempt to study medicine, young Ibsen worked as a stage manager in provincial Bergen; then, becoming known as a playwright, he moved to Oslo as artistic director of the National Theater—practical experiences that gained him firm grounding in his craft. Discouraged when his theater failed and the king turned down his plea for a grant to enable him to write, Ibsen left Norway and for twenty-seven years lived in Italy and Germany. There, in his middle years (1879–1891), he wrote most of his famed plays about small-town life, among them A Doll’s House, Ghosts, An Enemy of the People, The Wild Duck, and Hedda Gabler. Introducing social problems to the stage, these plays aroused storms of controversy. Although best known as a Realist, Ibsen early in his career wrote poetic dramas based on Norwegian history and folklore: the tragedy Brand (1866) and the powerful, wildly fantastic Peer Gynt (1867). He ended as a Symbolist in John Gabriel Borkman (1896) and When We Dead Awaken (1899), both encompassing huge mountains that heaven-assaulting heroes try to climb. Late in life Ibsen returned to Oslo, honored at last both at home and abroad.

Characters

Torvald Helmer, a lawyer
Nora, his wife
Dr. Rank

Mrs. Kristine Linde

Nils Krogstad

Anne Marie, the nursemaid
Helene, the maid
The Helmers’ three children

A Porter

The action takes place in the Helmers’ flat.

Act I

A pleasant room, tastefully but not expensively furnished. On the back wall, one door on the right leads to the entrance hall, a second door on the left leads to Helmer’s study. Between these two doors, a piano. In the middle of the left wall, a door; and downstage from it, a window. Near the window a round table with armchairs and a small sofa. In the right wall, upstage, a door; and on the same wall downstage, a porcelain stove with a couple of armchairs and a rocking chair. Between the stove and the door a small table. Etchings on the walls. A whatnot with china and other small objets d’art; a small bookcase with books in handsome bindings. Carpet on the floor; a fire burns in the stove. A winter’s day.

The front door-bell rings in the hall; a moment later, there is the sound of the front door being opened. Nora comes into the room, happily humming to herself. She is dressed in her outdoor things, and is carrying lots of parcels which she then puts down on the table, right. She leaves the door into the hall standing open; a Porter can be seen outside holding a Christmas tree and a basket; he hands them to the Maid who has opened the door for them.

Nora: Hide the Christmas tree away carefully, Helene. The children mustn’t see it till this evening when it’s decorated. (To the Porter, taking out her purse.) How much?

Porter: Fifty öre.

Nora: There’s a crown. Keep the change.

(The Porter thanks her and goes. Nora shuts the door. She continues to laugh quietly and happily to herself as she takes off her things. She takes a bag of macaroons out of her pocket and eats one or two; then she walks stealthily across and listens at her husband’s door.)
Nora: Yes, he’s in.

(She begins humming again as she walks over to the table, right.)
Helmer (in his study): Is that my little sky-lark chirruping out there?

Nora (busy opening some of the parcels): Yes, it is.

Helmer: Is that my little squirrel frisking about?

Nora: Yes!

Helmer: When did my little squirrel get home?

Nora: Just this minute. (She stuffs the bag of macaroons in her pocket and wipes her mouth.) Come on out, Torvald, and see what I’ve bought.

Helmer: I don’t want to be disturbed! (A moment later, he opens the door and looks out, his pen in his hand.) “Bought,” did you say? All that? Has my little spendthrift been out squandering money again?

Nora: But, Torvald, surely this year we can spread ourselves just a little. This is the first Christmas we haven’t had to go carefully.

Helmer: Ah, but that doesn’t mean we can afford to be extravagant, you know.

Nora: Oh yes, Torvald, surely we can afford to be just a little bit extravagant now, can’t we? Just a teeny-weeny bit. You are getting quite a good salary now, and you are going to earn lots and lots of money.

Helmer: Yes, after the New Year. But it’s going to be three whole months before the first pay cheque comes in.

Nora: Pooh! We can always borrow in the meantime.

Helmer: Nora! (Crosses to her and takes her playfully by the ear.) Here we go again, you and your frivolous ideas! Suppose I went and borrowed a thousand crowns today, and you went and spent it all over Christmas, then on New Year’s Eve a slate fell and hit me on the head and there I was. . . .

Nora (putting her hand over his mouth): Sh! Don’t say such horrid things.

Helmer: Yes, but supposing something like that did happen . . . what then?

Nora: If anything as awful as that did happen, I wouldn’t care if I owed anybody anything or not.

Helmer: Yes, but what about the people I’d borrowed from?

Nora: Them? Who cares about them! They are only strangers!

Helmer: Nora, Nora! Just like a woman! Seriously though, Nora, you know what I think about these things. No debts! Never borrow! There’s always something inhibited, something unpleasant, about a home built on credit and borrowed money. We two have managed to stick it out so far, and that’s the way we’ll go on for the little time that remains.

Nora (walks over to the stove): Very well, just as you say, Torvald.

Helmer (following her): There, there! My little singing bird mustn’t go drooping her wings, eh? Has it got the sulks, that little squirrel of mine? (Takes out his wallet.) Nora, what do you think I’ve got here?

Nora (quickly turning round): Money!

Helmer: There! (He hands her some notes). Good heavens, I know only too well how Christmas runs away with the housekeeping.

Nora (counts): Ten, twenty, thirty, forty. Oh, thank you, thank you, Torvald! This will see me quite a long way.

Helmer: Yes, it’ll have to.

Nora: Yes, yes, I’ll see that it does. But come over here, I want to show you all the things I’ve bought. And so cheap! Look, some new clothes for Ivar . . . and a little sword. There’s a horse and a trumpet for Bob. And a doll and a doll’s cot for Emmy. They are not very grand but she’ll have them all broken before long anyway. And I’ve got some dress material and some handkerchiefs for the maids. Though, really, dear old Anne Marie should have had something better.

Helmer: And what’s in this parcel here?

Nora (shrieking): No, Torvald! You mustn’t see that till tonight!

Helmer: All right. But tell me now, what did my little spendthrift fancy for herself?

Nora: For me? Puh, I don’t really want anything.

Helmer: Of course you do. Anything reasonable that you think you might like, just tell me.

Nora: Well, I don’t really know. As a matter of fact, though, Torvald . . .

Helmer: Well?

Nora (toying with his coat buttons, and without looking at him): If you did want to give me something, you could . . . you could always . . .

Helmer: Well, well, out with it!

Nora (quickly): You could always give me money, Torvald. Only what you think you could spare. And then I could buy myself something with it later on.

Helmer: But Nora. . . .

Nora: Oh, please, Torvald dear! Please! I beg you. Then I’d wrap the money up in some pretty gilt paper and hang it on the Christmas tree. Wouldn’t that be fun?

Helmer: What do we call my pretty little pet when it runs away with all the money?

Nora: I know, I know, we call it a spendthrift. But please let’s do what I said, Torvald. Then I’ll have a bit of time to think about what I need most. Isn’t that awfully sensible, now, eh?

Helmer (smiling): Yes, it is indeed—that is, if only you really could hold on to the money I gave you, and really did buy something for yourself with it. But it just gets mixed up with the housekeeping and frittered away on all sorts of useless things, and then I have to dig into my pocket all over again.

Nora: Oh but, Torvald. . . .

Helmer: You can’t deny it, Nora dear. (Puts his arm round her waist.) My pretty little pet is very sweet, but it runs away with an awful lot of money. It’s incredible how expensive it is for a man to keep such a pet.

Nora: For shame! How can you say such a thing? As a matter of fact I save everything I can.

Helmer (laughs): Yes, you are right there. Everything you can. But you simply can’t.

Nora (hums and smiles quietly and happily): Ah, if you only knew how many expenses the likes of us sky-larks and squirrels have, Torvald!

Helmer: What a funny little one you are! Just like your father. Always on the look-out for money, wherever you can lay your hands on it; but as soon as you’ve got it, it just seems to slip through your fingers. You never seem to know what you’ve done with it. Well, one must accept you as you are. It’s in the blood. Oh yes, it is, Nora. That sort of thing is hereditary.

Nora: Oh, I only wish I’d inherited a few more of Daddy’s qualities.

Helmer: And I wouldn’t want my pretty little song-bird to be the least bit different from what she is now. But come to think of it, you look rather . . . rather . . . how shall I put it? . . . rather guilty today. . . .

Nora: Do I?

Helmer: Yes, you do indeed. Look me straight in the eye.

Nora (looks at him): Well?

Helmer (wagging his finger at her): My little sweet-tooth surely didn’t forget herself in town today?

Nora: No, whatever makes you think that?

Helmer: She didn’t just pop into the confectioner’s for a moment?

Nora: No, I assure you, Torvald . . . !

Helmer: Didn’t try sampling the preserves?

Nora: No, really I didn’t.

Helmer: Didn’t go nibbling a macaroon or two?

Nora: No, Torvald, honestly, you must believe me . . . !

Helmer: All right then! It’s really just my little joke. . . .

Nora (crosses to the table): I would never dream of doing anything you didn’t want me to.

Helmer: Of course not, I know that. And then you’ve given me your word. . . . (Crosses to her.) Well then, Nora dearest, you shall keep your little Christmas secrets. They’ll all come out tonight, I dare say, when we light the tree.

Nora: Did you remember to invite Dr. Rank?

Helmer: No. But there’s really no need. Of course he’ll come and have dinner with us. Anyway, I can ask him when he looks in this morning. I’ve ordered some good wine. Nora, you can’t imagine how I am looking forward to this evening.

Nora: So am I. And won’t the children enjoy it, Torvald!

Helmer: Oh, what a glorious feeling it is, knowing you’ve got a nice, safe job, and a good fat income. Don’t you agree? Isn’t it wonderful, just thinking about it?

Nora: Oh, it’s marvellous!

Helmer: Do you remember last Christmas? Three whole weeks beforehand you shut yourself up every evening till after midnight making flowers for the Christmas tree and all the other splendid things you wanted to surprise us with. Ugh, I never felt so bored in all my life.

Nora: I wasn’t the least bit bored.

Helmer (smiling): But it turned out a bit of an anticlimax, Nora.

Nora: Oh, you are not going to tease me about that again! How was I to know the cat would get in and pull everything to bits?

Helmer: No, of course you weren’t. Poor little Nora! All you wanted was for us to have a nice time—and it’s the thought behind it that counts, after all. All the same, it’s a good thing we’ve seen the back of those lean times.

Nora: Yes, really it’s marvellous.

Helmer: Now there’s no need for me to sit here all on my own, bored to tears. And you don’t have to strain your dear little eyes, and work those dainty little fingers to the bone. . . .

Nora (clapping her hands): No, Torvald, I don’t, do I? Not any more. Oh, how marvellous it is to hear that! (Takes his arm.) Now I want to tell you how I’ve been thinking we might arrange things, Torvald. As soon as Christmas is over. . . . (The door-bell rings in the hall.) Oh, there’s the bell. (Tidies one or two things in the room.) It’s probably a visitor. What a nuisance!

Helmer: Remember I’m not at home to callers.

Maid (in the doorway): There’s a lady to see you, ma’am.

Nora: Show her in, please.

Maid (to Helmer): And the doctor’s just arrived, too, sir.

Helmer: Did he go straight into my room?

Maid: Yes, he did, sir.

(Helmer goes into his study. The Maid shows in Mrs. Linde, who is in traveling clothes, and closes the door after her.)
Mrs. Linde (subdued and rather hesitantly): How do you do, Nora?

Nora (uncertainly): How do you do?

Mrs. Linde: I’m afraid you don’t recognize me.

Nora: No, I don’t think I . . . And yet I seem to. . . . (Bursts out suddenly.) Why! Kristine! Is it really you?

Mrs. Linde: Yes, it’s me.

Nora: Kristine! Fancy not recognizing you again! But how was I to, when . . . (Gently.) How you’ve changed, Kristine!

Mrs. Linde: I dare say I have. In nine . . . ten years. . . .

Nora: Is it so long since we last saw each other? Yes, it must be. Oh, believe me these last eight years have been such a happy time. And now you’ve come up to town, too? All that long journey in wintertime. That took courage.

Mrs. Linde: I just arrived this morning on the steamer.

Nora: To enjoy yourself over Christmas, of course. How lovely! Oh, we’ll have such fun, you’ll see. Do take off your things. You are not cold, are you? (Helps her.) There now! Now let’s sit down here in comfort beside the stove. No, here, you take the armchair, I’ll sit here on the rocking chair. (Takes her hands.) Ah, now you look a bit more like your old self again. It was just that when I first saw you. . . . But you are a little paler, Kristine . . . and perhaps even a bit thinner!

Mrs. Linde: And much, much older, Nora.

Nora: Yes, perhaps a little older . . . very, very little, not really very much. (Stops suddenly and looks serious.) Oh, what a thoughtless creature I am, sitting here chattering on like this! Dear, sweet Kristine, can you forgive me?

Mrs. Linde: What do you mean, Nora?

Nora (gently): Poor Kristine, of course you’re a widow now.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, my husband died three years ago.

Nora: Oh, I remember now. I read about it in the papers. Oh, Kristine, believe me I often thought at the time of writing to you. But I kept putting it off, something always seemed to crop up.

Mrs. Linde: My dear Nora, I understand so well.

Nora: No, it wasn’t very nice of me, Kristine. Oh, you poor thing, what you must have gone through. And didn’t he leave you anything?

Mrs. Linde: No.

Nora: And no children?

Mrs. Linde: No.

Nora: Absolutely nothing?

Mrs. Linde: Nothing at all . . . not even a broken heart to grieve over.

Nora (looks at her incredulously): But, Kristine, is that possible?

Mrs. Linde (smiles sadly and strokes Nora’s hair): Oh, it sometimes happens, Nora.

Nora: So utterly alone. How terribly sad that must be for you. I have three lovely children. You can’t see them for the moment, because they’re out with their nanny. But now you must tell me all about yourself. . . .

Mrs. Linde: No, no, I want to hear about you.

Nora: No, you start. I won’t be selfish today. I must think only about your affairs today. But there’s just one thing I really must tell you. Have you heard about the great stroke of luck we’ve had in the last few days?

Mrs. Linde: No. What is it?

Nora: What do you think? My husband has just been made Bank Manager!

Mrs. Linde: Your husband? How splendid!

Nora: Isn’t it tremendous! It’s not a very steady way of making a living, you know, being a lawyer, especially if he refuses to take on anything that’s the least bit shady—which of course is what Torvald does, and I think he’s quite right. You can imagine how pleased we are! He starts at the Bank straight after New Year, and he’s getting a big salary and lots of commission. From now on we’ll be able to live quite differently . . . we’ll do just what we want. Oh, Kristine, I’m so happy and relieved. I must say it’s lovely to have plenty of money and not have to worry. Isn’t it?

Mrs. Linde: Yes. It must be nice to have enough, at any rate.

Nora: No, not just enough, but pots and pots of money.

Mrs. Linde (smiles): Nora, Nora, haven’t you learned any sense yet? At school you used to be an awful spendthrift.

Nora: Yes, Torvald still says I am. (Wags her finger.) But little Nora isn’t as stupid as everybody thinks. Oh, we haven’t really been in a position where I could afford to spend a lot of money. We’ve both had to work.

Mrs. Linde: You too?

Nora: Yes, odd jobs—sewing, crochet-work, embroidery and things like that. (Casually.) And one or two other things, besides. I suppose you know that Torvald left the Ministry when we got married. There weren’t any prospects of promotion in his department, and of course he needed to earn more money than he had before. But the first year he wore himself out completely. He had to take on all kinds of extra jobs, you know, and he found himself working all hours of the day and night. But he couldn’t go on like that; and he became seriously ill. The doctors said it was essential for him to go South.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, I believe you spent a whole year in Italy, didn’t you?

Nora: That’s right. It wasn’t easy to get away, I can tell you. It was just after I’d had Ivar. But of course we had to go. Oh, it was an absolutely marvellous trip. And it saved Torvald’s life. But it cost an awful lot of money, Kristine.

Mrs. Linde: That I can well imagine.

Nora: Twelve hundred dollars. Four thousand eight hundred crowns. That’s a lot of money, Kristine.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, but in such circumstances, one is very lucky if one has it.

Nora: Well, we got it from Daddy, you see.

Mrs. Linde: Ah, that was it. It was just about then your father died, I believe, wasn’t it?

Nora: Yes, Kristine, just about then. And do you know, I couldn’t even go and look after him. Here was I expecting Ivar any day. And I also had poor Torvald, gravely ill, on my hands. Dear, kind Daddy! I never saw him again, Kristine. Oh, that’s the saddest thing that has happened to me in all my married life.

Mrs. Linde: I know you were very fond of him. But after that you left for Italy?

Nora: Yes, we had the money then, and the doctors said it was urgent. We left a month later.

Mrs. Linde: And your husband came back completely cured?

Nora: Fit as a fiddle!

Mrs. Linde: But . . . what about the doctor?

Nora: How do you mean?

Mrs. Linde: I thought the maid said something about the gentleman who came at the same time as me being a doctor.

Nora: Yes, that was Dr. Rank. But this isn’t a professional visit. He’s our best friend and he always looks in at least once a day. No, Torvald has never had a day’s illness since. And the children are fit and healthy, and so am I. (Jumps up and claps her hands.) Oh God, oh God, isn’t it marvellous to be alive, and to be happy, Kristine! . . . Oh, but I ought to be ashamed of myself . . . Here I go on talking about nothing but myself. (She sits on a low stool near Mrs. Linde and lays her arms on her lap.) Oh, please, you mustn’t be angry with me! Tell me, is it really true that you didn’t love your husband? What made you marry him, then?

Mrs. Linde: My mother was still alive; she was bedridden and helpless. And then I had my two young brothers to look after as well. I didn’t think I would be justified in refusing him.

Nora: No, I dare say you are right. I suppose he was fairly wealthy then?

Mrs. Linde: He was quite well off, I believe. But the business was shaky. When he died, it went all to pieces, and there just wasn’t anything left.

Nora: What then?

Mrs. Linde: Well, I had to fend for myself, opening a little shop, running a little school, anything I could turn my hand to. These last three years have been one long relentless drudge. But now it’s finished, Nora. My poor dear mother doesn’t need me any more, she’s passed away. Nor the boys either; they’re at work now, they can look after themselves.

Nora: What a relief you must find it. . . .

Mrs. Linde: No, Nora! Just unutterably empty. Nobody to live for any more. (Stands up restlessly.) That’s why I couldn’t stand it any longer being cut off up there. Surely it must be a bit easier here to find something to occupy your mind. If only I could manage to find a steady job of some kind, in an office perhaps. . . .

Nora: But, Kristine, that’s terribly exhausting; and you look so worn out even before you start. The best thing for you would be a little holiday at some quiet little resort.

Mrs. Linde (crosses to the window): I haven’t any father I can fall back on for the money, Nora.

Nora (rises): Oh, please, you mustn’t be angry with me!

Mrs. Linde (goes to her): My dear Nora, you mustn’t be angry with me either. That’s the worst thing about people in my position, they become so bitter. One has nobody to work for, yet one has to be on the look-out all the time. Life has to go on, and one starts thinking only of oneself. Believe it or not, when you told me the good news about your step up, I was pleased not so much for your sake as for mine.

Nora: How do you mean? Ah, I see. You think Torvald might be able to do something for you.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, that’s exactly what I thought.

Nora: And so he shall, Kristine. Just leave things to me. I’ll bring it up so cleverly . . . I’ll think up something to put him in a good mood. Oh, I do so much want to help you.

Mrs. Linde: It is awfully kind of you, Nora, offering to do all this for me, particularly in your case, where you haven’t known much trouble or hardship in your own life.

Nora: When I . . . ? I haven’t known much . . . ?

Mrs. Linde (smiling): Well, good heavens, a little bit of sewing to do and a few things like that. What a child you are, Nora!

Nora (tosses her head and walks across the room): I wouldn’t be too sure of that, if I were you.

Mrs. Linde: Oh?

Nora: You’re just like the rest of them. You all think I’m useless when it comes to anything really serious. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Come, come. . . .

Nora: You think I’ve never had anything much to contend with in this hard world.

Mrs. Linde: Nora dear, you’ve only just been telling me all the things you’ve had to put up with.

Nora: Pooh! They were just trivialities! (Softly.) I haven’t told you about the really big thing.

Mrs. Linde: What big thing? What do you mean?

Nora: I know you rather tend to look down on me, Kristine. But you shouldn’t, you know. You are proud of having worked so hard and so long for your mother.

Mrs. Linde: I’m sure I don’t look down on anybody. But it’s true what you say: I am both proud and happy when I think of how I was able to make Mother’s life a little easier towards the end.

Nora: And you are proud when you think of what you have done for your brothers, too.

Mrs. Linde: I think I have every right to be.

Nora: I think so too. But now I’m going to tell you something, Kristine. I too have something to be proud and happy about.

Mrs. Linde: I don’t doubt that. But what is it you mean?

Nora: Not so loud. Imagine if Torvald were to hear! He must never on any account . . . nobody must know about it, Kristine, nobody but you.

Mrs. Linde: But what is it?

Nora: Come over here. (She pulls her down on the sofa beside her.) Yes, Kristine, I too have something to be proud and happy about. I was the one who saved Torvald’s life.

Mrs. Linde: Saved . . . ? How . . . ?

Nora: I told you about our trip to Italy. Torvald would never have recovered but for that. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Well? Your father gave you what money was necessary. . . .

Nora (smiles): That’s what Torvald thinks, and everybody else. But . . .

Mrs. Linde: But . . . ?

Nora: Daddy never gave us a penny. I was the one who raised the money.

Mrs. Linde: You? All that money?

Nora: Twelve hundred dollars. Four thousand eight hundred crowns. What do you say to that!

Mrs. Linde: But, Nora, how was it possible? Had you won a sweepstake or something?

Nora (contemptuously): A sweepstake? Pooh! There would have been nothing to it then.

Mrs. Linde: Where did you get it from, then?

Nora (hums and smiles secretively): H’m, tra-la-la!

Mrs. Linde: Because what you couldn’t do was borrow it.

Nora: Oh? Why not?

Mrs. Linde: Well, a wife can’t borrow without her husband’s consent.

Nora (tossing her head): Ah, but when it happens to be a wife with a bit of a sense for business . . . a wife who knows her way about things, then. . . .

Mrs. Linde: But, Nora, I just don’t understand. . . .

Nora: You don’t have to. I haven’t said I did borrow the money. I might  have got it some other way. (Throws herself back on the sofa.) I might  even have got it from some admirer. Anyone as reasonably attractive as I am. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Don’t be so silly!

Nora: Now you must be dying of curiosity, Kristine.

Mrs. Linde: Listen to me now, Nora dear—you haven’t done anything rash, have you?

Nora (sitting up again): Is it rash to save your husband’s life?

Mrs. Linde: I think it was rash to do anything without telling him. . . .

Nora: But the whole point was that he mustn’t know anything. Good heavens, can’t you see! He wasn’t even supposed to know how desperately ill he was. It was me the doctors came and told his life was in danger, that the only way to save him was to go South for a while. Do you think I didn’t try talking him into it first? I began dropping hints about how nice it would be if I could be taken on a little trip abroad, like other young wives. I wept, I pleaded. I told him he ought to show some consideration for my condition, and let me have a bit of my own way. And then I suggested he might take out a loan. But at that he nearly lost his temper, Kristine. He said I was being frivolous, that it was his duty as a husband not to give in to all these whims and fancies of mine—as I do believe he called them. All right, I thought, somehow you’ve got to be saved. And it was then I found a way. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Did your husband never find out from your father that the money hadn’t come from him?

Nora: No, never. It was just about the time Daddy died. I’d intended letting him into the secret and asking him not to give me away. But when he was so ill  . . . I’m sorry to say it never became necessary.

Mrs. Linde: And you never confided in your husband?

Nora: Good heavens, how could you ever imagine such a thing! When he’s so strict about such matters! Besides, Torvald is a man with a good deal of pride—it would be terribly embarrassing and humiliating for him if he thought he owed anything to me. It would spoil everything between us; this happy home of ours would never be the same again.

Mrs. Linde: Are you never going to tell him?

Nora (reflectively, half-smiling): Oh yes, some day perhaps . . . in many years time, when I’m no longer as pretty as I am now. You mustn’t laugh! What I mean of course is when Torvald isn’t quite so much in love with me as he is now, when he’s lost interest in watching me dance, or get dressed up, or recite. Then it might be a good thing to have something in reserve. . . . (Breaks off.) What nonsense! That day will never come. Well, what have you got to say to my big secret, Kristine? Still think I’m not much good for anything? One thing, though, it’s meant a lot of worry for me, I can tell you. it hasn’t always been easy to meet my obligations when the time came. You know in business there is something called quarterly interest, and other things called instalments, and these are always terribly difficult things to cope with. So what I’ve had to do is save a little here and there, you see, wherever I could. I couldn’t really save anything out of the housekeeping, because Torvald has to live in decent style. I couldn’t let the children go about badly dressed either—I felt any money I got for them had to go on them alone. Such sweet little things!

Mrs. Linde: Poor Nora! So it had to come out of your own allowance?

Nora: Of course. After all, I was the one it concerned most. Whenever Torvald gave me money for new clothes and such-like, I never spent more than half. And always I bought the simplest and cheapest things. It’s a blessing most things look well on me, so Torvald never noticed anything. But sometimes I did feel it was a bit hard, Kristine, because it is nice to be well dressed, isn’t it?

Mrs. Linde: Yes, I suppose it is.

Nora: I have had some other sources of income, of course. Last winter I was lucky enough to get quite a bit of copying to do. So I shut myself up every night and sat and wrote through to the small hours of the morning. Oh, sometimes I was so tired, so tired. But it was tremendous fun all the same, sitting there working and earning money like that. It was almost like being a man.

Mrs. Linde: And how much have you been able to pay off like this?

Nora: Well, I can’t tell exactly. It’s not easy to know where you are with transactions of this kind, you understand. All I know is I’ve paid off just as much as I could scrape together. Many’s the time I was at my wit’s end. (Smiles.) Then I used to sit here and pretend that some rich old gentleman had fallen in love with me. . . .

Mrs. Linde: What! What gentleman?

Nora: Oh, rubbish! . . . and that now he had died, and when they opened his will, there in big letters were the words: “My entire fortune is to be paid over, immediately and in cash, to charming Mrs. Nora Helmer.”

Mrs. Linde: But my dear Nora—who is this man?

Nora: Good heavens, don’t you understand? There never was any old gentleman; it was just something I used to sit here pretending, time and time again, when I didn’t know where to turn next for money. But it doesn’t make very much difference; as far as I’m concerned, the old boy can do what he likes, I’m tired of him; I can’t be bothered any more with him or his will. Because now all my worries are over. (Jumping up.) Oh God, what a glorious thought, Kristine! No more worries! Just think of being without a care in the world . . . being able to romp with the children, and making the house nice and attractive, and having things just as Torvald likes to have them! And then spring will soon be here, and blue skies. And maybe we can go away somewhere. I might even see something of the sea again. Oh yes! When you’re happy, life is a wonderful thing!

(The door-bell is heard in the hall.)
Mrs. Linde (gets up): There’s the bell. Perhaps I’d better go.

Nora: No, do stay, please. I don’t suppose it’s for me; it’s probably somebody for Torvald. . . .

Maid (in the doorway): Excuse me, ma’am, but there’s a gentleman here wants to see Mr. Helmer, and I didn’t quite know . . . because the Doctor is in there. . . .

Nora: Who is the gentleman?

Krogstad (in the doorway): It’s me, Mrs. Helmer.

(Mrs. Linde starts, then turns away to the window.)
Nora (tense, takes a step towards him and speaks in a low voice): You? What is it? What do you want to talk to my husband about?

Krogstad: Bank matters . . . in a manner of speaking. I work at the bank, and I hear your husband is to be the new manager. . . .

Nora: So it’s . . .

Krogstad: Just routine business matters, Mrs. Helmer. Absolutely nothing else.

Nora: Well then, please go into his study.

(She nods impassively and shuts the hall door behind him; then she walks across and sees to the stove.)
Mrs. Linde: Nora . . . who was that man?

Nora: His name is Krogstad.

Mrs. Linde: So it really was him.

Nora: Do you know the man?

Mrs. Linde: I used to know him . . . a good many years ago. He was a solicitor’s clerk in our district for a while.

Nora: Yes, so he was.

Mrs. Linde: How he’s changed!

Nora: His marriage wasn’t a very happy one, I believe.

Mrs. Linde: He’s a widower now, isn’t he?

Nora: With a lot of children. There, it’ll burn better now.

(She closes the stove door and moves the rocking chair a little to one side.)
Mrs. Linde: He does a certain amount of business on the side, they say?

Nora: Oh? Yes, it’s always possible. I just don’t know. . . . But let’s not think about business . . . it’s all so dull.

(Dr. Rank comes in from Helmer’s study.)
Dr. Rank (still in the doorway): No, no, Torvald, I won’t intrude. I’ll just look in on your wife for a moment. (Shuts the door and notices Mrs. Linde.) Oh, I beg your pardon. I’m afraid I’m intruding here as well.

Nora: No, not at all! (Introduces them.) Dr. Rank . . . Mrs. Linde.

Rank: Ah! A name I’ve often heard mentioned in this house. I believe I came past you on the stairs as I came in.

Mrs. Linde: I have to take things slowly going upstairs. I find it rather a trial.

Rank: Ah, some little disability somewhere, eh?

Mrs. Linde: Just a bit run down, I think, actually.

Rank: Is that all? Then I suppose you’ve come to town for a good rest—doing the rounds of the parties?

Mrs. Linde: I have come to look for work.

Rank: Is that supposed to be some kind of sovereign remedy for being run down?

Mrs. Linde: One must live, Doctor.

Rank: Yes, it’s generally thought to be necessary.

Nora: Come, come, Dr. Rank. You are quite as keen to live as anybody.

Rank: Quite keen, yes. Miserable as I am, I’m quite ready to let things drag on as long as possible. All my patients are the same. Even those with a moral affliction are no different. As a matter of fact, there’s a bad case of that kind in talking with Helmer at this very moment. . . .

Mrs. Linde (softly): Ah!

Nora: Whom do you mean?

Rank: A person called Krogstad—nobody you would know. He’s rotten to the core. But even he began talking about having to live, as though it were something terribly important.

Nora: Oh? And what did he want to talk to Torvald about?

Rank: I honestly don’t know. All I heard was something about the Bank.

Nora: I didn’t know that Krog . . . that this Mr. Krogstad had anything to do with the Bank.

Rank: Oh yes, he’s got some kind of job down there. (To Mrs. Linde.) I wonder if you’ve got people in your part of the country too who go rushing round sniffing out cases of moral corruption, and then installing the individuals concerned in nice, well-paid jobs where they can keep them under observation. Sound, decent people have to be content to stay out in the cold.

Mrs. Linde: Yet surely it’s the sick who most need to be brought in.

Rank (shrugs his shoulders): Well, there we have it. It’s that attitude that’s turning society into a clinic.

(Nora, lost in her own thoughts, breaks into smothered laughter and claps her hands.)
Rank: Why are you laughing at that? Do you know in fact what society is?

Nora: What do I care about your silly old society? I was laughing about something quite different . . . something frightfully funny. Tell me, Dr. Rank, are all the people who work at the Bank dependent on Torvald now?

Rank: Is that what you find so frightfully funny?

Nora (smiles and hums): Never you mind! Never you mind! (Walks about the room.) Yes, it really is terribly amusing to think that we . . . that Torvald now has power over so many people. (She takes the bag out of her pocket.) Dr. Rank, what about a little macaroon?

Rank: Look at this, eh? Macaroons. I thought they were forbidden here.

Nora: Yes, but these are some Kristine gave me.

Mrs. Linde: What? I . . . ?

Nora: Now, now, you needn’t be alarmed. You weren’t to know that Torvald had forbidden them. He’s worried in case they ruin my teeth, you know. Still . . . what’s it matter once in a while! Don’t you think so, Dr. Rank? Here! (She pops a macaroon into his mouth.) And you too, Kristine. And I shall have one as well; just a little one . . . or two at the most. (She walks about the room again.) Really I am so happy. There’s just one little thing I’d love to do now.

Rank: What’s that?

Nora: Something I’d love to say in front of Torvald.

Rank: Then why can’t you?

Nora: No, I daren’t. It’s not very nice.

Mrs. Linde: Not very nice?

Rank: Well, in that case it might not be wise. But to us, I don’t see why. . . . What is this you would love to say in front of Helmer?

Nora: I would simply love to say: “Damn.”

Rank: Are you mad!

Mrs. Linde: Good gracious, Nora . . . !

Rank: Say it! Here he is!

Nora (hiding the bag of macaroons): Sh! Sh!

(Helmer comes out of his room, his overcoat over his arm and his hat in his hand.)
Nora (going over to him): Well, Torvald dear, did you get rid of him?

Helmer: Yes, he’s just gone.

Nora: Let me introduce you. This is Kristine, who has just arrived in town. . . .

Helmer: Kristine . . . ? You must forgive me, but I don’t think I know . . .

Nora: Mrs. Linde, Torvald dear. Kristine Linde.

Helmer: Ah, indeed. A school-friend of my wife’s, presumably.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, we were girls together.

Nora: Fancy, Torvald, she’s come all this long way just to have a word with you.

Helmer: How is that?

Mrs. Linde: Well, it wasn’t really. . . .

Nora: The thing is, Kristine is terribly clever at office work, and she’s frightfully keen on finding a job with some efficient man, so that she can learn even more. . . .

Helmer: Very sensible, Mrs. Linde.

Nora: And then when she heard you’d been made Bank Manager—there was a bit in the paper about it—she set off at once. Torvald please! You will try and do something for Kristine, won’t you? For my sake?

Helmer: Well, that’s not altogether impossible. You are a widow, I presume?

Mrs. Linde: Yes.

Helmer: And you’ve had some experience in business?

Mrs. Linde: A fair amount.

Helmer: Well, it’s quite probable I can find you a job, I think. . . .

Nora (clapping her hands): There, you see!

Helmer: You have come at a fortunate moment, Mrs. Linde. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Oh, how can I ever thank you . . . ?

Helmer: Not a bit. (He puts on his overcoat.) But for the present I must ask you to excuse me . . . .

Rank: Wait. I’m coming with you.

(He fetches his fur coat from the hall and warms it at the stove.)
Nora: Don’t be long, Torvald dear.

Helmer: Not more than an hour, that’s all.

Nora: Are you leaving too, Kristine?

Mrs. Linde (putting on her things): Yes, I must go and see if I can’t find myself a room.

Helmer: Perhaps we can all walk down the road together.

Nora (helping her): What a nuisance we are so limited for space here. I’m afraid it just isn’t possible. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Oh, you mustn’t dream of it! Goodbye, Nora dear, and thanks for everything.

Nora: Goodbye for the present. But . . . you’ll be coming back this evening, of course. And you too, Dr. Rank? What’s that? If you are up to it? Of course you’ll be up to it. Just wrap yourself up well.

(They go out, talking, into the hall; children’s voices can be heard on the stairs.)
Nora: Here they are! Here they are! (She runs to the front door and opens it. Anne Marie, the nursemaid, enters with the children.) Come in! Come in! (She bends down and kisses them.) Ah! my sweet little darlings. . . . You see them, Kristine? Aren’t they lovely!

Rank: Don’t stand here chattering in this draught!

Helmer: Come along, Mrs. Linde. The place now becomes unbearable for anybody except mothers.

(Dr. Rank, Helmer and Mrs. Linde go down the stairs: the nursemaid comes into the room with the children, then Nora, shutting the door behind her.)
Nora: How fresh and bright you look! My, what red cheeks you’ve got! Like apples and roses. (During the following, the children keep chattering away to her.) Have you had a nice time? That’s splendid. And you gave Emmy and Bob a ride on your sledge? Did you now! Both together! Fancy that! There’s a clever boy, Ivar. Oh, let me take her a little while, Anne Marie. There’s my sweet little baby-doll! (She takes the youngest of the children from the nursemaid and dances with her.) All right, Mummy will dance with Bobby too. What? You’ve been throwing snowballs? Oh, I wish I’d been there. No, don’t bother, Anne Marie, I’ll help them off with their things. No, please, let me—I like doing it. You go on in, you look frozen. You’ll find some hot  coffee on the stove. (The nursemaid goes into the room, left. Nora takes off the children’s coats and hats and throws them down anywhere, while the children all talk at once.) Really! A great big dog came running after you? But he didn’t bite. No, the doggies wouldn’t bite my pretty little dollies. You mustn’t touch the parcels, Ivar! What are they? Wouldn’t you like to know! No, no, that’s nasty. Now? Shall we play something? What shall we play? Hide and seek? Yes, let’s play hide and seek. Bob can hide first. Me first? All right, let me hide first.

(She and the children play, laughing and shrieking, in this room and in the adjacent room on the right. Finally Nora hides under the table; the children come rushing in to look for her but cannot find her; they hear her stifled laughter, rush to the table, lift up the tablecloth and find her. Tremendous shouts of delight. She creeps out and pretends to frighten them. More shouts. Meanwhile there has been a knock at the front door, which nobody has heard. The door half opens, and Krogstad can be seen. He waits a little; the game continues.)
Krogstad: I beg your pardon, Mrs. Helmer. . . .

Nora (turns with a stifled cry and half jumps up): Ah! What do you want?

Krogstad: Excuse me. The front door was standing open. Somebody must have forgotten to shut it. . . .

Nora (standing up): My husband isn’t at home, Mr. Krogstad.

Krogstad: I know.

Nora: Well . . . what are you doing here?

Krogstad: I want a word with you.

Nora: With . . . ? (Quietly, to the children.) Go to Anne Marie. What? No, the strange man won’t do anything to Mummy. When he’s gone we’ll have another game. (She leads the children into the room, left, and shuts the door after them; tense and uneasy.) You want to speak to me?

Krogstad: Yes, I do.

Nora: Today? But it isn’t the first of the month yet. . . .

Krogstad: No, it’s Christmas Eve. It depends entirely on you what sort of Christmas you have.

Nora: What do you want? Today I can’t possibly . . .

Krogstad: Let’s not talk about that for the moment. It’s something else. You’ve got a moment to spare?

Nora: Yes, I suppose so, though . . .

Krogstad: Good. I was sitting in Olsen’s café, and I saw your husband go down the road . . .

Nora: Did you?

Krogstad: . . . with a lady.

Nora: Well?

Krogstad: May I be so bold as to ask whether that lady was a Mrs. Linde?

Nora: Yes.

Krogstad: Just arrived in town?

Nora: Yes, today.

Krogstad: And she’s a good friend of yours?

Nora: Yes, she is. But I can’t see . . .

Krogstad: I also knew her once.

Nora: I know.

Krogstad: Oh? So you know all about it. I thought as much. Well, I want to ask you straight: is Mrs. Linde getting a job in the Bank?

Nora: How dare you cross-examine me like this, Mr. Krogstad? You, one of my husband’s subordinates? But since you’ve asked me, I’ll tell you. Yes, Mrs. Linde has got a job. And I’m the one who got it for her, Mr. Krogstad. Now you know.

Krogstad: So my guess was right.

Nora (walking up and down): Oh, I think I can say that some of us have a little influence now and again. Just because one happens to be a woman, that doesn’t mean. . . . People in subordinate positions, ought to take care they don’t offend anybody . . . who . . . hm . . .

Krogstad: . . . has influence?

Nora: Exactly.

Krogstad (changing his tone): Mrs. Helmer, will you have the goodness to use your influence on my behalf?

Nora: What? What do you mean?

Krogstad: Will you be so good as to see that I keep my modest little job at the Bank?

Nora: What do you mean? Who wants to take it away from you?

Krogstad: Oh, you needn’t try and pretend to me you don’t know. I can quite see that this friend of yours isn’t particularly anxious to bump up against me. And I can also see now whom I can thank for being given the sack.

Nora: But I assure you. . . .

Krogstad: All right, all right. But to come to the point: there’s still time. And I advise you to use your influence to stop it.

Nora: But, Mr. Krogstad, I have no influence.

Krogstad: Haven’t you? I thought just now you said yourself . . .

Nora: I didn’t mean it that way, of course. Me? What makes you think I’ve got any influence of that kind over my husband?

Krogstad: I know your husband from our student days. I don’t suppose he is any more steadfast than other married men.

Nora: You speak disrespectfully of my husband like that and I’ll show you the door.

Krogstad: So the lady’s got courage.

Nora: I’m not frightened of you any more. After New Year’s I’ll soon be finished with the whole business.

Krogstad (controlling himself): Listen to me, Mrs. Helmer. If necessary I shall fight for my little job in the Bank as if I were fighting for my life.

Nora: So it seems.

Krogstad: It’s not just for the money, that’s the last thing I care about. There’s something else . . . well, I might as well out with it. You see it’s like this. You know as well as anybody that some years ago I got myself mixed up in a bit of trouble.

Nora: I believe I’ve heard something of the sort.

Krogstad: It never got as far as the courts; but immediately it was as if all paths were barred to me. So I started going in for the sort of business you know about. I had to do something, and I think I can say I haven’t been one of the worst. But now I have to get out of it. My sons are growing up; for their sake I must try and win back what respectability I can. That job in the Bank was like the first step on the ladder for me. And now your husband wants to kick me off the ladder again, back into the mud.

Nora: But in God’s name, Mr. Krogstad, it’s quite beyond my power to help you.

Krogstad: That’s because you haven’t the will to help me. But I have ways of making you.

Nora: You wouldn’t go and tell my husband I owe you money?

Krogstad: Suppose I did tell him?

Nora: It would be a rotten shame. (Half choking with tears.) That secret is all my pride and joy—why should he have to hear about it in this nasty, horrid way . . . hear about it from you. You would make things horribly unpleasant for me. . . .

Krogstad: Merely unpleasant?

Nora (vehemently): Go on, do it then! It’ll be all the worse for you. Because then my husband will see for himself what a bad man you are, and then you certainly won’t be able to keep your job.

Krogstad: I asked whether it was only a bit of domestic unpleasantness you were afraid of?

Nora: If my husband gets to know about it, he’ll pay off what’s owing at once. And then we’d have nothing more to do with you.

Krogstad (taking a pace towards her): Listen, Mrs. Helmer, either you haven’t a very good memory, or else you don’t understand much about business. I’d better make the position a little bit clearer for you.

Nora: How do you mean?

Krogstad: When your husband was ill, you came to me for the loan of twelve hundred dollars.

Nora: I didn’t know of anybody else.

Krogstad: I promised to find you the money. . . .

Nora: And you did find it.

Krogstad: I promised to find you the money on certain conditions. At the time you were so concerned about your husband’s illness, and so anxious to get the money for going away with, that I don’t think you paid very much attention to all the incidentals. So there is perhaps some point in reminding you of them. Well, I promised to find you the money against an IOU which I drew up for you.

Nora: Yes, and which I signed.

Krogstad: Very good. But below that I added a few lines, by which your father was to stand security. This your father was to sign.

Nora: Was to . . . ? He did sign it.

Krogstad: I had left the date blank. The idea was that your father was to add the date himself when he signed it. Remember?

Nora: Yes, I think. . . .

Krogstad: I then gave you the IOU to post to your father. Wasn’t that so?

Nora: Yes.

Krogstad: Which of course you did at once. Because only about five or six days later you brought it back to me with your father’s signature. I then paid out the money.

Nora: Well? Haven’t I paid the installments regularly?

Krogstad: Yes, fairly. But . . . coming back to what we were talking about . . . that was a pretty bad period you were going through then, Mrs. Helmer.

Nora: Yes, it was.

Krogstad: Your father was seriously ill, I believe.

Nora: He was very near the end.

Krogstad: And died shortly afterwards?

Nora: Yes.

Krogstad: Tell me, Mrs. Helmer, do you happen to remember which day your father died? The exact date, I mean.

Nora: Daddy died on 29 September.

Krogstad: Quite correct. I made some inquiries. Which brings up a rather curious point (takes out a paper) which I simply cannot explain.

Nora: Curious . . . ? I don’t know . . .

Krogstad: The curious thing is, Mrs. Helmer, that your father signed this document three days after his death.

Nora: What? I don’t understand. . . .

Krogstad: Your father died on 29 September. But look here. Your father has dated his signature 2 October. Isn’t that rather curious, Mrs. Helmer? (Nora remains silent.) It’s also remarkable that the words “2 October” and the year are not in your father’s handwriting, but in a handwriting I rather think I recognize. Well, perhaps that could be explained. Your father might have forgotten to date his signature, and then somebody else might have made a guess at the date later, before the fact of your father’s death was known. There is nothing wrong in that. What really matters is the signature. And that is of course genuine, Mrs. Helmer? It really was your father who wrote his name here?

Nora (after a moment’s silence, throws her head back and looks at him defiantly): No, it wasn’t. It was me who signed father’s name.

Krogstad: Listen to me. I suppose you realize that that is a very dangerous confession?

Nora: Why? You’ll soon have all your money back.

Krogstad: Let me ask you a question: why didn’t you send that document to your father?

Nora: It was impossible. Daddy was ill. If I’d asked him for his signature, I’d have to tell him what the money was for. Don’t you see, when he was as ill as that I couldn’t go and tell him that my husband’s life was in danger. It was simply impossible.

Krogstad: It would have been better for you if you had abandoned the whole trip.

Nora: No, that was impossible. This was the thing that was to save my husband’s life. I couldn’t give it up.

Krogstad: But did it never strike you that this was fraudulent . . . ?

Nora: That wouldn’t have meant anything to me. Why should I worry about you? I couldn’t stand you, not when you insisted on going through with all those cold-blooded formalities, knowing all the time what a critical state my husband was in.

Krogstad: Mrs. Helmer, it’s quite clear you still haven’t the faintest idea what it is you’ve committed. But let me tell you, my own offence was no more and no worse than that, and it ruined my entire reputation.

Nora: You? Are you trying to tell me that you once risked everything to save your wife’s life?

Krogstad: The law takes no account of motives.

Nora: Then they must be very bad laws.

Krogstad: Bad or not, if I produce this document in court, you’ll be condemned according to them.

Nora: I don’t believe it. Isn’t a daughter entitled to try and save her father from worry and anxiety on his deathbed? Isn’t a wife entitled to save her husband’s life? I might not know very much about the law, but I feel sure of one thing: it must say somewhere that things like this are allowed. You mean to say you don’t know that—you, when it’s your job? You must be a rotten lawyer, Mr. Krogstad.

Krogstad: That may be. But when it comes to business transactions—like the sort between us two—perhaps you’ll admit I know something about them? Good. Now you must please yourself. But I tell you this: if I’m pitched out a second time, you are going to keep me company.

(He bows and goes out through the hall.)
Nora (stands thoughtfully for a moment, then tosses her head): Rubbish! He’s just trying to scare me. I’m not such a fool as all that. (Begins gathering up the children’s clothes; after a moment she stops.) Yet . . . ? No, it’s impossible! I did it for love, didn’t I?

The Children (in the doorway, left): Mummy, the gentleman’s just gone out of the gate.

Nora: Yes, I know. But you mustn’t say anything to anybody about that gentleman. You hear? Not even to Daddy!

The Children: All right, Mummy. Are you going to play again?

Nora: No, not just now.

The Children: But Mummy, you promised!

Nora: Yes, but I can’t just now. Off you go now, I have a lot to do. Off you go, my darlings. (She herds them carefully into the other room and shuts the door behind them. She sits down on the sofa, picks up her embroidery and works a few stitches, but soon stops.) No! (She flings her work down, stands up, goes to the hall door and calls out.) Helene! Fetch the tree in for me, please. (She walks across to the table, left, and opens the drawer; again pauses.) No, really, it’s quite impossible!

Maid (with the Christmas tree): Where shall I put it, ma’am?

Nora: On the floor there, in the middle.

Maid: Anything else you want me to bring?

Nora: No, thank you. I’ve got what I want.

(The maid has put the tree down and goes out.)
Nora (busy decorating the tree): Candles here . . . and flowers here—Revolting man! It’s all nonsense! There’s nothing to worry about. We’ll have a lovely Christmas tree. And I’ll do anything you want me to, Torvald; I’ll sing for you, dance for you. . . .

(Helmer, with a bundle of documents under his arm, comes in by the hall door.)
Nora: Ah, back again already?

Helmer: Yes. Anybody been?

Nora: Here? No.

Helmer: That’s funny. I just saw Krogstad leave the house.

Nora: Oh? O yes, that’s right. Krogstad was here a minute.

Helmer: Nora, I can tell by your face he’s been asking you to put a good word in for him.

Nora: Yes.

Helmer: And you were to pretend it was your own idea? You were to keep quiet about his having been here. He asked you to do that as well, didn’t he?

Nora: Yes, Torvald. But . . .

Helmer: Nora, Nora, what possessed you to do a thing like that? Talking to a person like him, making him promises? And then on top of everything, to tell me a lie!

Nora: A lie . . . ?

Helmer: Didn’t you say that nobody had been here? (Wagging his finger at her.) Never again must my little song-bird do a thing like that! Little song-birds must keep their pretty little beaks out of mischief; no chirruping out of tune! (Puts his arm round her waist.) Isn’t that the way we want things to be? Yes, of course it is. (Lets her go.) So let’s say no more about it. (Sits down by the stove.) Ah, nice and cosy here!

(He glances through his papers.)
Nora (busy with the Christmas tree, after a short pause): Torvald!

Helmer: Yes.

Nora: I’m so looking forward to the fancy dress ball at the Stenborgs on Boxing Day.

Helmer: And I’m terribly curious to see what sort of surprise you’ve got for me.

Nora: Oh, it’s too silly.

Helmer: Oh?

Nora: I just can’t think of anything suitable. Everything seems so absurd, so pointless.

Helmer: Has my little Nora come to that conclusion?

Nora (behind his chair, her arms on the chairback): Are you very busy, Torvald?

Helmer: Oh. . . .

Nora: What are all those papers?

Helmer: Bank matters.

Nora: Already?

Helmer: I have persuaded the retiring manager to give me authority to make any changes in organisation or personnel I think necessary. I have to work on it over the Christmas week. I want everything straight by the New Year.

Nora: So that was why that poor Krogstad. . . .

Helmer: Hm!

Nora (still leaning against the back of the chair, running her fingers through his hair): If you hadn’t been so busy, Torvald, I’d have asked you to do me an awfully big favour.

Helmer: Let me hear it. What’s it to be?

Nora: Nobody’s got such good taste as you. And the thing is I do so want to look my best at the fancy dress ball. Torvald, couldn’t you give me some advice and tell me what you think I ought to go as, and how I should arrange my costume?

Helmer: Aha! So my impulsive little woman is asking for somebody to come to her rescue, eh?

Nora: Please, Torvald, I never get anywhere without your help.

Helmer: Very well, I’ll think about it. We’ll find something.

Nora: That’s sweet of you. (She goes across to the tree again; pause.) How pretty these red flowers look.—Tell me, was it really something terribly wrong this man Krogstad did?

Helmer: Forgery. Have you any idea what that means?

Nora: Perhaps circumstances left him no choice?

Helmer: Maybe. Or perhaps, like so many others, he just didn’t think. I am not so heartless that I would necessarily want to condemn a man for a single mistake like that.

Nora: Oh no, Torvald, of course not!

Helmer: Many a man might be able to redeem himself, if he honestly confessed his guilt and took his punishment.

Nora: Punishment?

Helmer: But that wasn’t the way Krogstad chose. He dodged what was due to him by a cunning trick. And that’s what has been the cause of his corruption.

Nora: Do you think it would . . . ?

Helmer: Just think how a man with a thing like that on his conscience will always be having to lie and cheat and dissemble; he can never drop the mask, not even with his own wife and children. And the children—that’s the most terrible part of it, Nora.

Nora: Why?

Helmer: A fog of lies like that in a household, and it spreads disease and infection to every part of it. Every breath the children take in that kind of house is reeking with evil germs.

Nora (closer behind him): Are you sure of that?

Helmer: My dear Nora, as a lawyer I know what I’m talking about. Practically all juvenile delinquents come from homes where the mother is dishonest.

Nora: Why mothers particularly?

Helmer: It’s generally traceable to the mothers, but of course fathers can have the same influence. Every lawyer knows that only too well. And yet there’s Krogstad been poisoning his own children for years with lies and deceit. That’s the reason I call him morally depraved. (Holds out his hands to her.) That’s why my sweet little Nora must promise me not to try putting in any more good words for him. Shake hands on it. Well? What’s this? Give me your hand. There now! That’s settled. I assure you I would have found it impossible to work with him. I quite literally feel physically sick in the presence of such people.

Nora (draws her hand away and walks over to the other side of the Christmas tree): How hot it is in here! And I still have such a lot to do.

Helmer (stands up and collects his papers together): Yes, I’d better think of getting some of this read before dinner. I must also think about your costume. And I might even be able to lay my hands on something to wrap in gold paper and hang on the Christmas tree. (He lays his hand on her head.) My precious little singing bird.

(He goes into his study and shuts the door behind him.)
Nora (quietly, after a pause): Nonsense! It can’t be. It’s impossible. It must be impossible.

Maid (in the doorway, left): The children keep asking so nicely if they can come in and see Mummy.

Nora: No, no, don’t let them in! You stay with them, Anne Marie.

Maid: Very well, ma’am.

(She shuts the door.)
Nora (pale with terror): Corrupt my children . . . ! Poison my home? (Short pause; she throws back her head.) It’s not true! It could never, never be true!

Act II

The same room. In the corner beside the piano stands the Christmas tree, stripped, bedraggled and with its candles burnt out. Nora’s outdoor things lie on the sofa. Nora, alone there, walks about restlessly; at last she stops by the sofa and picks up her coat.

Nora (putting her coat down again): Somebody’s coming! (Crosses to the door, listens.) No, it’s nobody. Nobody will come today, of course, Christmas Day—nor tomorrow, either. But perhaps. . . . (She opens the door and looks out.) No, nothing in the letter box; quite empty. (Comes forward.) Oh, nonsense! He didn’t mean it seriously. Things like that can’t happen. It’s impossible. Why, I have three small children.

(The Nursemaid comes from the room, left, carrying a big cardboard box.)
Nursemaid: I finally found it, the box with the fancy dress costumes.

Nora: Thank you. Put it on the table, please.

Nursemaid (does this): But I’m afraid they are in an awful mess.

Nora: Oh, if only I could rip them up into a thousand pieces!

Nursemaid: Good heavens, they can be mended all right, with a bit of patience.

Nora: Yes, I’ll go over and get Mrs. Linde to help me.

Nursemaid: Out again? In this terrible weather? You’ll catch your death of cold, Ma’am.

Nora: Oh, worse things might happen.—How are the children?

Nursemaid: Playing with their Christmas presents, poor little things, but . . .

Nora: Do they keep asking for me?

Nursemaid: They are so used to being with their Mummy.

Nora: Yes, Anne Marie, from now on I can’t be with them as often as I was before.

Nursemaid: Ah well, children get used to anything in time.

Nora: Do you think so? Do you think they would forget their Mummy if she went away for good?

Nursemaid: Good gracious—for good?

Nora: Tell me, Anne Marie—I’ve often wondered—how on earth could you bear to hand your child over to strangers?

Nursemaid: Well, there was nothing else for it when I had to come and nurse my little Nora.

Nora: Yes but . . . how could you bring yourself to do it?

Nursemaid: When I had the chance of such a good place? When a poor girl’s been in trouble she must make the best of things. Because he didn’t help, the rotter.

Nora: But your daughter will have forgotten you.

Nursemaid: Oh no, she hasn’t. She wrote to me when she got confirmed, and again when she got married.

Nora (putting her arms round her neck): Dear old Anne Marie, you were a good mother to me when I was little.

Nursemaid: My poor little Nora never had any other mother but me.

Nora: And if my little ones only had you, I know you would. . . . Oh, what am I talking about! (She opens the box.) Go in to them. I must . . . Tomorrow I’ll let you see how pretty I am going to look.

Nursemaid: Ah, there’ll be nobody at the ball as pretty as my Nora.

(She goes into the room, left.)
Nora (begins unpacking the box, but soon throws it down): Oh, if only I dare go out. If only I could be sure nobody would come. And that nothing would happen in the meantime here at home. Rubbish—nobody’s going to come. I mustn’t think about it. Brush this muff. Pretty gloves, pretty gloves! I’ll put it right out of my mind. One, two, three, four, five, six. . . . (Screams.) Ah, they are coming. . . . (She starts towards the door, but stops irresolute. Mrs. Linde comes from the hall, where she has taken off her things.) Oh, it’s you, Kristine. There’s nobody else out there, is there? I’m so glad you’ve come.

Mrs. Linde: I heard you’d been over looking for me.

Nora: Yes, I was just passing. There’s something you must help me with. Come and sit beside me on the sofa here. You see, the Stenborgs are having a fancy dress party upstairs tomorrow evening, and now Torvald wants me to go as a Neapolitan fisher lass and dance the tarantella. I learned it in Capri, you know.

Mrs. Linde: Well, well! So you are going to do a party piece?

Nora: Torvald says I should. Look, here’s the costume, Torvald had it made for me down there. But it’s got all torn and I simply don’t know. . . .

Mrs. Linde: We’ll soon have that put right. It’s only the trimming come away here and there. Got a needle and thread? Ah, here’s what we are after.

Nora: It’s awfully kind of you.

Mrs. Linde: So you are going to be all dressed up tomorrow, Nora? Tell you what—I’ll pop over for a minute to see you in all your finery. But I’m quite forgetting to thank you for the pleasant time we had last night.

Nora (gets up and walks across the room): Somehow I didn’t think yesterday was as nice as things generally are.—You should have come to town a little earlier, Kristine.—Yes, Torvald certainly knows how to make things pleasant about the place.

Mrs. Linde: You too, I should say. You are not your father’s daughter for nothing. But tell me, is Dr. Rank always as depressed as he was last night?

Nora: No, last night it was rather obvious. He’s got something seriously wrong with him, you know. Tuberculosis of the spine, poor fellow. His father was a horrible man, who used to have mistresses and things like that. That’s why the son was always ailing, right from being a child.

Mrs. Linde (lowering her sewing): But my dear Nora, how do you come to know about things like that?

Nora (walking about the room): Huh! When you’ve got three children, you get these visits from . . . women who have had a certain amount of medical training. And you hear all sorts of things from them.

Mrs. Linde (begins sewing again; short silence): Does Dr. Rank call in every day?

Nora: Every single day. He was Torvald’s best friend as a boy, and he’s a good friend of mine, too. Dr. Rank is almost like one of the family.

Mrs. Linde: But tell me—is he really genuine? What I mean is: doesn’t he sometimes rather turn on the charm?

Nora: No, on the contrary. What makes you think that?

Mrs. Linde: When you introduced me yesterday, he claimed he’d often heard my name in this house. But afterwards I noticed your husband hadn’t the faintest idea who I was. Then how is it that Dr. Rank should. . . .

Nora: Oh yes, it was quite right what he said, Kristine. You see Torvald is so terribly in love with me that he says he wants me all to himself. When we were first married, it even used to make him sort of jealous if I only as much as mentioned any of my old friends from back home. So of course I stopped doing it. But I often talk to Dr. Rank about such things. He likes hearing about them.

Mrs. Linde: Listen, Nora! In lots of ways you are still a child. Now, I’m a good deal older than you, and a bit more experienced. I’ll tell you something: I think you ought to give up all this business with Dr. Rank.

Nora: Give up what business?

Mrs. Linde: The whole thing, I should say. Weren’t you saying yesterday something about a rich admirer who was to provide you with money. . . .

Nora: One who’s never existed, I regret to say. But what of it?

Mrs. Linde: Has Dr. Rank money?

Nora: Yes, he has.

Mrs. Linde: And no dependents?

Nora: No, nobody. But . . . ?

Mrs. Linde: And he comes to the house every day?

Nora: Yes, I told you.

Mrs. Linde: But how can a man of his position want to pester you like this?

Nora: I simply don’t understand.

Mrs. Linde: Don’t pretend, Nora. Do you think I don’t see now who you borrowed the twelve hundred from?

Nora: Are you out of your mind? Do you really think that? A friend of ours who comes here every day? The whole situation would have been absolutely intolerable.

Mrs. Linde: It really isn’t him?

Nora: No, I give you my word. It would never have occurred to me for one moment. . . . Anyway, he didn’t have the money to lend then. He didn’t inherit it till later.

Mrs. Linde: Just as well for you, I’d say, my dear Nora.

Nora: No, it would never have occurred to me to ask Dr. Rank. . . . All the same I’m pretty certain if I were to ask him . . .

Mrs. Linde: But of course you won’t.

Nora: No, of course not. I can’t ever imagine it being necessary. But I’m quite certain if ever I were to mention it to Dr. Rank. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Behind your husband’s back?

Nora: I have to get myself out of that other business. That’s also behind his back. I must get myself out of that.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, that’s what I said yesterday. But . . .

Nora (walking up and down): A man’s better at coping with these things than a woman. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Your own husband, yes.

Nora: Nonsense! (Stops.) When you’ve paid everything you owe, you do get your IOU back again, don’t you?

Mrs. Linde: Of course.

Nora: And you can tear it up into a thousand pieces and burn it—the nasty, filthy thing!

Mrs. Linde (looking fixedly at her, puts down her sewing and slowly rises): Nora, you are hiding something from me.

Nora: Is it so obvious?

Mrs. Linde: Something has happened to you since yesterday morning. Nora, what is it?

Nora (going towards her): Kristine! (Listens.) Hush! There’s Torvald back. Look, you go and sit in there beside the children for the time being. Torvald can’t stand the sight of mending lying about. Get Anne Marie to help you.

Mrs. Linde (gathering a lot of the things together): All right, but I’m not leaving until we have thrashed this thing out.

(She goes into the room, left; at the same time Helmer comes in from the hall.)
Nora (goes to meet him): I’ve been longing for you to be back, Torvald, dear.

Helmer: Was that the dressmaker . . . ?

Nora: No, it was Kristine; she’s helping me with my costume. I think it’s going to look very nice . . .

Helmer: Wasn’t that a good idea of mine, now?

Nora: Wonderful! But wasn’t it also nice of me to let you have your way?

Helmer (taking her under the chin): Nice of you—because you let your husband have his way? All right, you little rogue, I know you didn’t mean it that way. But I don’t want to disturb you. You’ll be wanting to try the costume on, I suppose.

Nora: And I dare say you’ve got work to do?

Helmer: Yes. (Shows her a bundle of papers.) Look at this. I’ve been down at the Bank. . . .

(He turns to go into his study.)
Nora: Torvald!

Helmer (stopping): Yes.

Nora: If a little squirrel were to ask ever so nicely . . . ?

Helmer: Well?

Nora: Would you do something for it?

Helmer: Naturally I would first have to know what it is.

Nora: Please, if only you would let it have its way, and do what it wants, it’d scamper about and do all sorts of marvellous tricks.

Helmer: What is it?

Nora: And the pretty little sky-lark would sing all day long. . . .

Helmer: Huh! It does that anyway.

Nora: I’d pretend I was an elfin child and dance a moonlight dance for you, Torvald.

Helmer: Nora—I hope it’s not that business you started on this morning?

Nora (coming closer): Yes, it is, Torvald. I implore you!

Helmer: You have the nerve to bring that up again?

Nora: Yes, yes, you must listen to me. You must let Krogstad keep his job at the Bank.

Helmer: My dear Nora, I’m giving his job to Mrs. Linde.

Nora: Yes, it’s awfully sweet of you. But couldn’t you get rid of somebody else in the office instead of Krogstad?

Helmer: This really is the most incredible obstinacy! Just because you go and make some thoughtless promise to put in a good word for him, you expect me . . .

Nora: It’s not that, Torvald. It’s for your own sake. That man writes in all the nastiest papers, you told me that yourself. He can do you no end of harm. He terrifies me to death. . . .

Helmer: Aha, now I see. It’s your memories of what happened before that are frightening you.

Nora: What do you mean?

Helmer: It’s your father you are thinking of.

Nora: Yes . . . yes, that’s right. You remember all the nasty insinuations those wicked people put in the papers about Daddy? I honestly think they would have had him dismissed if the Ministry hadn’t sent you down to investigate, and you hadn’t been so kind and helpful.

Helmer: My dear little Nora, there is a considerable difference between your father and me. Your father’s professional conduct was not entirely above suspicion. Mine is. And I hope it’s going to stay that way as long as I hold this position.

Nora: But nobody knows what some of these evil people are capable of. Things could be so nice and pleasant for us here, in the peace and quiet of our home—you and me and the children, Torvald! That’s why I implore you. . . .

Helmer: The more you plead for him, the more impossible you make it for me to keep him on. It’s already known down at the Bank that I am going to give Krogstad his notice. If it ever got around that the new manager had been talked over by his wife. . . .

Nora: What of it?

Helmer: Oh, nothing! As long as the little woman gets her own stubborn way . . . ! Do you want me to make myself a laughing stock in the office? . . . Give people the idea that I am susceptible to any kind of outside pressure? You can imagine how soon I’d feel the consequences of that! Anyway, there’s one other consideration that makes it impossible to have Krogstad in the Bank as long as I am manager.

Nora: What’s that?

Helmer: At a pinch I might have overlooked his past lapses. . . .

Nora: Of course you could, Torvald!

Helmer: And I’m told he’s not bad at his job, either. But we knew each other rather well when we were younger. It was one of those rather rash friendships that prove embarrassing in later life. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t know we were once on terms of some familiarity. And he, in his tactless way, makes no attempt to hide the fact, particularly when other people are present. On the contrary, he thinks he has every right to treat me as an equal, with his “Torvald this” and “Torvald that” every time he opens his mouth. I find it extremely irritating, I can tell you. He would make my position at the Bank absolutely intolerable.

Nora: Torvald, surely you aren’t serious?

Helmer: Oh? Why not?

Nora: Well, it’s all so petty.

Helmer: What’s that you say? Petty? Do you think I’m petty?

Nora: No, not at all, Torvald dear! And that’s why . . .

Helmer: Doesn’t make any difference! . . . You call my motives petty; so I must be petty too. Petty! Indeed! Well, we’ll put a stop to that, once and for all. (He opens the hall door and calls.) Helene!

Nora: What are you going to do?

Helmer (searching among his papers): Settle things. (The Maid comes in.) See this letter? I want you to take it down at once. Get hold of a messenger and get him to deliver it. Quickly. The address is on the outside. There’s the money.

Maid: Very good, sir.

(She goes with the letter.)
Helmer (putting his papers together): There now, my stubborn little miss.

Nora (breathless): Torvald . . . what was that letter?

Helmer: Krogstad’s notice.

Nora: Get it back, Torvald! There’s still time! Oh, Torvald, get it back! Please for my sake, for your sake, for the sake of the children! Listen, Torvald, please! You don’t realize what it can do to us.

Helmer: Too late.

Nora: Yes, too late.

Helmer: My dear Nora, I forgive you this anxiety of yours, although it is actually a bit of an insult. Oh, but it is, I tell you! It’s hardly flattering to suppose that anything this miserable pen-pusher wrote could frighten me! But I forgive you all the same, because it is rather a sweet way of showing how much you love me. (He takes her in his arms.) This is how things must be, my own darling Nora. When it comes to the point, I’ve enough strength and enough courage, believe me, for whatever happens. You’ll find I’m man enough to take everything on myself.

Nora (terrified): What do you mean?

Helmer: Everything, I said. . . .

Nora (in command of herself): That is something you shall never, never do.

Helmer: All right, then we’ll share it, Nora—as man and wife. That’s what we’ll do. (Caressing her.) Does that make you happy now? There, there, don’t look at me with those eyes, like a little frightened dove. The whole thing is sheer imagination.—Why don’t you run through the tarantella and try out the tambourine? I’ll go into my study and shut both the doors, then I won’t hear anything. You can make all the noise you want. (Turns in the doorway.) And when Rank comes, tell him where he can find me.

(He nods to her, goes with his papers into his room, and shuts the door behind him.)
Nora (wild-eyed with terror, stands as though transfixed): He’s quite capable of doing it! He would do it! No matter what, he’d do it.—No, never in this world! Anything but that! Help? Some way out . . . ? (The door-bell rings in the hall.) Dr. Rank . . . ! Anything but that, anything! (She brushes her hands over her face, pulls herself together and opens the door into the hall. Dr. Rank is standing outside hanging up his fur coat. During what follows it begins to grow dark.) Hello, Dr. Rank. I recognized your ring. Do you mind not going in to Torvald just yet, I think he’s busy.

Rank: And you?

(Dr. Rank comes into the room and she closes the door behind him.)
Nora: Oh, you know very well I’ve always got time for you.

Rank: Thank you. A privilege I shall take advantage of as long as I am able.

Nora: What do you mean—as long as you are able?

Rank: Does that frighten you?

Nora: Well, it’s just that it sounds so strange. Is anything likely to happen?

Rank: Only what I have long expected. But I didn’t think it would come quite so soon.

Nora (catching at his arm): What have you found out? Dr. Rank, you must tell me!

Rank: I’m slowly sinking. There’s nothing to be done about it.

Nora (with a sigh of relief): Oh, it’s you you’re . . . ?

Rank: Who else? No point in deceiving oneself. I am the most wretched of all my patients, Mrs. Helmer. These last few days I’ve made a careful analysis of my internal economy. Bankrupt! Within a month I shall probably be lying rotting up there in the churchyard.

Nora: Come now, what a ghastly thing to say!

Rank: The whole damned thing is ghastly. But the worst thing is all the ghastliness that has to be gone through first. I only have one more test to make; and when that’s done I’ll know pretty well when the final disintegration will start. There’s something I want to ask you. Helmer is a sensitive soul; he loathes anything that’s ugly. I don’t want him visiting me. . . .

Nora: But Dr. Rank. . . .

Rank: On no account must he. I won’t have it. I’ll lock the door on him.—As soon as I’m absolutely certain of the worst, I’ll send you my visiting card with a black cross on it. You’ll know then the final horrible disintegration has begun.

Nora: Really, you are being quite absurd today. And here was I hoping you would be in a thoroughly good mood.

Rank: With death staring me in the face? Why should I suffer for another man’s sins? What justice is there in that? Somewhere, somehow, every single family must be suffering some such cruel retribution. . . .

Nora (stopping up her ears): Rubbish! Do cheer up!

Rank: Yes, really the whole thing’s nothing but a huge joke. My poor innocent spine must do penance for my father’s gay subaltern life.

Nora (by the table, left): Wasn’t he rather partial to asparagus and pâté de foie gras?
Rank: Yes, he was. And truffles.

Nora: Truffles, yes. And oysters, too, I believe?

Rank: Yes, oysters, oysters, of course.

Nora: And all the port and champagne that goes with them. It does seem a pity all these delicious things should attack the spine.

Rank: Especially when they attack a poor spine that never had any fun out of them.

Nora: Yes, that is an awful pity.

Rank (looks at her sharply): Hm. . . .

Nora (after a pause): Why did you smile?

Rank: No, it was you who laughed.

Nora: No, it was you who smiled, Dr. Rank!

Rank (getting up): You are a bigger rascal than I thought you were.

Nora: I feel full of mischief today.

Rank: So it seems.

Nora (putting her hands on his shoulders): Dear, dear Dr. Rank, you mustn’t go and die on Torvald and me.

Rank: You wouldn’t miss me for long. When you are gone, you are soon  forgotten.

Nora (looking at him anxiously): Do you think so?

Rank: People make new contacts, then . . .

Nora: Who make new contacts?

Rank: Both you and Helmer will, when I’m gone. You yourself are already well on the way, it seems to me. What was this Mrs. Linde doing here last night?

Nora: Surely you aren’t jealous of poor Kristine?

Rank: Yes, I am. She’ll be my successor in this house. When I’m done for, I can see this woman. . . .

Nora: Hush! Don’t talk so loud, she’s in there.

Rank: Today as well? There you are, you see!

Nora: Just to do some sewing on my dress. Good Lord, how absurd you are! (She sits down on the sofa.) Now Dr. Rank, cheer up. You’ll see tomorrow how nicely I can dance. And you can pretend I’m doing it just for you—and for Torvald as well, of course. (She takes various things out of the box.) Come here, Dr. Rank. I want to show you something.

Rank (sits): What is it?

Nora: Look!

Rank: Silk stockings.

Nora: Flesh-coloured! Aren’t they lovely! Of course, it’s dark here now, but tomorrow. . . . No, no, no, you can only look at the feet. Oh well, you might as well see a bit higher up, too.

Rank: Hm. . . .

Nora: Why are you looking so critical? Don’t you think they’ll fit?

Rank: I couldn’t possibly offer any informed opinion about that.

Nora (looks at him for a moment): Shame on you. (Hits him lightly across the ear with the stockings.) Take that! (Folds them up again.)

Rank: And what other delights am I to be allowed to see?

Nora: Not another thing. You are too naughty. (She hums a little and searches among her things.)

Rank (after a short pause): Sitting here so intimately like this with you, I can’t imagine . . . I simply cannot conceive what would have become of me if I had never come to this house.

Nora (smiles): Yes, I rather think you do enjoy coming here.

Rank (in a low voice, looking fixedly ahead): And the thought of having to leave it all . . .

Nora: Nonsense. You aren’t leaving.

Rank (in the same tone): . . . without being able to leave behind even the slightest token of gratitude, hardly a fleeting regret even . . . nothing but an empty place to be filled by the first person that comes along.

Nora: Supposing I were to ask you to . . . ? No . . .

Rank: What?

Nora: . . . to show me the extent of your friendship . . .

Rank: Yes?

Nora: I mean . . . to do me a tremendous favour. . . .

Rank: Would you really, for once, give me that pleasure?

Nora: You have no idea what it is.

Rank: All right, tell me.

Nora: No, really I can’t, Dr. Rank. It’s altogether too much to ask . . . because I need your advice and help as well. . . .

Rank: The more the better. I cannot imagine what you have in mind. But tell me anyway. You do trust me, don’t you?

Nora: Yes, I trust you more than anybody I know. You are my best and my most faithful friend. I know that. So I will tell you. Well then, Dr. Rank, there is something you must help me to prevent. You know how deeply, how passionately Torvald is in love with me. He would never hesitate for a moment to sacrifice his life for my sake.

Rank (bending towards her): Nora . . . do you think he’s the only one who . . . ?

Nora (stiffening slightly): Who . . . ?

Rank: Who wouldn’t gladly give his life for your sake.

Nora (sadly): Oh!

Rank: I swore to myself you would know before I went. I’ll never have a better opportunity. Well, Nora! Now you know. And now you know too that you can confide in me as in nobody else.

Nora (rises and speaks evenly and calmly): Let me past.

Rank (makes way for her, but remains seated): Nora. . . .

Nora (in the hall doorway): Helene, bring the lamp in, please. (Walks over to the stove.) Oh, my dear Dr. Rank, that really was rather horrid of you.

Rank (getting up): That I have loved you every bit as much as anybody? Is that horrid?

Nora: No, but that you had to go and tell me. When it was all so unnecessary. . . .

Rank: What do you mean? Did you know . . . ?

(The Maid comes in with the lamp, puts it on the table, and goes out again.)
Rank: Nora . . . Mrs. Helmer . . . I’m asking you if you knew?

Nora: How can I tell whether I did or didn’t. I simply can’t tell you. . . . Oh, how could you be so clumsy, Dr. Rank! When everything was so nice.

Rank: Anyway, you know now that I’m at your service, body and soul. So you can speak out.

Nora (looking at him): After this?

Rank: I beg you to tell me what it is.

Nora: I can tell you nothing now.

Rank: You must. You can’t torment me like this. Give me a chance—I’ll do anything that’s humanly possible.

Nora: You can do nothing for me now. Actually, I don’t really need any help. It’s all just my imagination, really it is. Of course! (She sits down in the rocking chair, looks at him and smiles.) I must say, you are a nice one, Dr. Rank! Don’t you feel ashamed of yourself, now the lamp’s been brought in?

Rank: No, not exactly. But perhaps I ought to go—for good?

Nora: No, you mustn’t do that. You must keep coming just as you’ve always done. You know very well Torvald would miss you terribly.

Rank: And you?
Nora: I always think it’s tremendous fun having you.

Rank: That’s exactly what gave me wrong ideas. I just can’t puzzle you out. I often used to feel you’d just as soon be with me as with Helmer.

Nora: Well, you see, there are those people you love and those people you’d almost rather be with.

Rank: Yes, there’s something in that.

Nora: When I was a girl at home, I loved Daddy best, of course. But I also thought it great fun if I could slip into the maids’ room. For one thing they never preached at me. And they always talked about such exciting things.

Rank: Aha! So it’s their role I’ve taken over!

Nora (jumps up and crosses to him): Oh, my dear, kind Dr. Rank, I didn’t mean that at all. But you can see how it’s a bit with Torvald as it was with Daddy. . . .

(The Maid comes in from the hall.)
Maid: Please, ma’am . . . !

(She whispers and hands her a card.)
Nora (glances at the card): Ah!

(She puts it in her pocket.)
Rank: Anything wrong?

Nora: No, no, not at all. It’s just . . . it’s my new costume. . . .

Rank: How is that? There’s your costume in there.

Nora: That one, yes. But this is another one. I’ve ordered it. Torvald mustn’t hear about it. . . .

Rank: Ah, so that’s the big secret, is it!

Nora: Yes, that’s right. Just go in and see him, will you? He’s in the study. Keep him occupied for the time being. . . .

Rank: Don’t worry. He shan’t escape me.

(He goes into Helmer’s study.)
Nora (to the maid): Is he waiting in the kitchen?

Maid: Yes, he came up the back stairs. . . .

Nora: But didn’t you tell him somebody was here?

Maid: Yes, but it was no good.

Nora: Won’t he go?

Maid: No, he won’t till he’s seen you.

Nora: Let him in, then. But quietly. Helene, you mustn’t tell anybody about this. It’s a surprise for my husband.

Maid: I understand, ma’am. . . .

(She goes out.)
Nora: Here it comes! What I’ve been dreading! No, no, it can’t happen, it can’t happen.

(She walks over and bolts Helmer’s door. The maid opens the hall door for Krogstad and shuts it again behind him. He is wearing a fur coat, over-shoes, and a fur cap.)
Nora (goes towards him): Keep your voice down, my husband is at home.

Krogstad: What if he is?

Nora: What do you want with me?

Krogstad: To find out something.

Nora: Hurry, then. What is it?

Krogstad: You know I’ve been given notice.

Nora: I couldn’t prevent it, Mr. Krogstad, I did my utmost for you, but it was no use.

Krogstad: Has your husband so little affection for you? He knows what I can do to you, yet he dares . . . .

Nora: You don’t imagine he knows about it!

Krogstad: No, I didn’t imagine he did. It didn’t seem a bit like my good friend Torvald Helmer to show that much courage. . . .

Nora: Mr. Krogstad, I must ask you to show some respect for my husband.

Krogstad: Oh, sure! All due respect! But since you are so anxious to keep this business quiet, Mrs. Helmer, I take it you now have a rather clearer idea of just what it is you’ve done, than you had yesterday.

Nora: Clearer than you could ever have given me.

Krogstad: Yes, being as I am such a rotten lawyer. . . .

Nora: What do you want with me?

Krogstad: I just wanted to see how things stood, Mrs. Helmer. I’ve been thinking about you all day. Even a mere money-lender, a hack journalist, a—well, even somebody like me has a bit of what you might call feeling.

Nora: Show it then. Think of my little children.

Krogstad: Did you or your husband think of mine? But what does it matter now? There was just one thing I wanted to say: you needn’t take this business too seriously. I shan’t start any proceedings, for the present.

Nora: Ah, I knew you wouldn’t.

Krogstad: The whole thing can be arranged quite amicably. Nobody need know. Just the three of us.

Nora: My husband must never know.

Krogstad: How can you prevent it? Can you pay off the balance?

Nora: No, not immediately.

Krogstad: Perhaps you’ve some way of getting hold of the money in the next few days.

Nora: None I want to make use of.

Krogstad: Well, it wouldn’t have been very much help to you if you had. Even if you stood there with the cash in your hand and to spare, you still wouldn’t get your IOU back from me now.

Nora: What are you going to do with it?

Krogstad: Just keep it—have it in my possession. Nobody who isn’t implicated need know about it. So if you are thinking of trying any desperate remedies . . .

Nora: Which I am. . . .

Krogstad: . . . if you happen to be thinking of running away . . .

Nora: Which I am!

Krogstad: . . . or anything worse . . .

Nora: How did you know?

Krogstad: . . . forget it!

Nora: How did you know I was thinking of that?
Krogstad: Most of us think of that, to begin with. I did, too; but I didn’t have the courage. . . .

Nora (tonelessly): I haven’t either.

Krogstad (relieved): So you haven’t the courage either, eh?

Nora: No, I haven’t! I haven’t!

Krogstad: It would also be very stupid. There’d only be the first domestic storm to get over. . . . I’ve got a letter to your husband in my pocket here. . . .

Nora: And it’s all in there?

Krogstad: In as tactful a way as possible.

Nora (quickly): He must never read that letter. Tear it up. I’ll find the money somehow.

Krogstad: Excuse me, Mrs. Helmer, but I’ve just told you. . . .

Nora: I’m not talking about the money I owe you. I want to know how much you are demanding from my husband, and I’ll get the money.

Krogstad: I want no money from your husband.

Nora: What do you want?

Krogstad: I’ll tell you. I want to get on my feet again, Mrs. Helmer; I want to get to the top. And your husband is going to help me. For the last eighteen months I’ve gone straight; all that time it’s been hard going; I was content to work my way up, step by step. Now I’m being kicked out, and I won’t stand for being taken back again as an act of charity. I’m going to get to the top, I tell you. I’m going back into that Bank—with a better job. Your husband is going to create a new vacancy, just for me. . . .

Nora: He’ll never do that!

Krogstad: He will do it. I know him. He’ll do it without so much as a whimper. And once I’m in there with him, you’ll see what’s what. In less than a year I’ll be his right-hand man. It’ll be Nils Krogstad, not Torvald Helmer, who’ll be running that Bank.

Nora: You’ll never live to see that day!

Krogstad: You mean you . . . ?

Nora: Now I have the courage.

Krogstad: You can’t frighten me! A precious pampered little thing like you. . . .

Nora: I’ll show you! I’ll show you!

Krogstad: Under the ice, maybe? Down in the cold, black water? Then being washed up in the spring, bloated, hairless, unrecognizable. . . .

Nora: You can’t frighten me.

Krogstad: You can’t frighten me, either. People don’t do that sort of thing, Mrs. Helmer. There wouldn’t be any point to it, anyway, I’d still have him right in my pocket.

Nora: Afterwards? When I’m no longer . . .

Krogstad: Aren’t you forgetting that your reputation would then be entirely in my hands? (Nora stands looking at him, speechless.) Well, I’ve warned you. Don’t do anything silly. When Helmer gets my letter, I expect to hear from him. And don’t forget: it’s him who is forcing me off the straight and narrow again, your own husband! That’s something I’ll never forgive him for. Goodbye, Mrs. Helmer.

(He goes out through the hall. Nora crosses to the door, opens it slightly, and listens.)
Nora: He’s going. He hasn’t left the letter. No, no, that would be impossible! (Opens the door further and further.) What’s he doing? He’s stopped outside. He’s not going down the stairs. Has he changed his mind? Is he . . . ? (A letter falls into the letter-box. Then Krogstad’s footsteps are heard receding as he walks downstairs. Nora gives a stifled cry, runs across the room to the sofa table; pause.) In the letter-box! (She creeps stealthily across to the hall door.) There it is! Torvald, Torvald! It’s hopeless now!

Mrs. Linde (comes into the room, left, carrying the costume): There, I think that’s everything. Shall we try it on?

Nora (in a low, hoarse voice): Kristine, come here.

Mrs. Linde (throws the dress down on the sofa): What’s wrong with you? You look upset.

Nora: Come here. Do you see that letter? There, look! Through the glass in the letter-box.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, yes, I can see it.

Nora: It’s a letter from Krogstad.

Mrs. Linde: Nora! It was Krogstad who lent you the money!

Nora: Yes. And now Torvald will get to know everything.

Mrs. Linde: Believe me, Nora, it’s best for you both.

Nora: But there’s more to it than that. I forged a signature. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Heavens above!

Nora: Listen, I want to tell you something, Kristine, so you can be my witness.

Mrs. Linde: What do you mean “witness”? What do you want me to . . . ?

Nora: If I should go mad . . . which might easily happen. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Nora!

Nora: Or if anything happened to me . . . which meant I couldn’t be here. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Nora, Nora! Are you out of your mind?

Nora: And if somebody else wanted to take it all upon himself, the whole blame, you understand. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Yes, yes. But what makes you think. . . .

Nora: Then you must testify that it isn’t true, Kristine. I’m not out of my mind; I’m quite sane now. And I tell you this: nobody else knew anything, I alone was responsible for the whole thing. Remember that!

Mrs. Linde: I will. But I don’t understand a word of it.

Nora: Why should you? You see something miraculous is going to happen.

Mrs. Linde: Something miraculous?

Nora: Yes, a miracle. But something so terrible as well, Kristine—oh, it must never happen, not for anything.

Mrs. Linde: I’m going straight over to talk to Krogstad.

Nora: Don’t go. He’ll only do you harm.

Mrs. Linde: There was a time when he would have done anything for me.

Nora: Him!

Mrs. Linde: Where does he live?

Nora: How do I know . . . ? Wait a minute. (She feels in her pocket.) Here’s his card. But the letter, the letter . . . !

Helmer (from his study, knocking on the door): Nora!

Nora (cries out in terror): What’s that? What do you want?

Helmer: Don’t be frightened. We’re not coming in. You’ve locked the door. Are you trying on?

Nora: Yes, yes, I’m trying on. It looks so nice on me, Torvald.

Mrs. Linde (who has read the card): He lives just round the corner.

Nora: It’s no use. It’s hopeless. The letter is there in the box.

Mrs. Linde: Your husband keeps the key?

Nora: Always.

Mrs. Linde: Krogstad must ask for his letter back unread, he must find some sort of excuse. . . .

Nora: But this is just the time that Torvald generally . . .

Mrs. Linde: Put him off! Go in and keep him busy. I’ll be back as soon as I can.

(She goes out hastily by the hall door. Nora walks over to Helmer’s door, opens it and peeps in.)
Nora: Torvald!

Helmer (in the study): Well, can a man get into his own living-room again now? Come along, Rank, now we’ll see . . . (In the doorway.) But what’s this?

Nora: What, Torvald dear?

Helmer: Rank led me to expect some kind of marvellous transformation.

Rank (in the doorway): That’s what I thought too, but I must have been mistaken.

Nora: I’m not showing myself off to anybody before tomorrow.

Helmer: Nora dear, you look tired. You haven’t been practising too hard?

Nora: No, I haven’t practised at all yet.

Helmer: You’ll have to, though.

Nora: Yes, I certainly must, Torvald. But I just can’t get anywhere without your help: I’ve completely forgotten it.

Helmer: We’ll soon polish it up.

Nora: Yes, do help me, Torvald. Promise? I’m so nervous. All those people. . . . You must devote yourself exclusively to me this evening. Pens away! Forget all about the office! Promise me, Torvald dear!

Helmer: I promise. This evening I am wholly and entirely at your service . . . helpless little thing that you are. Oh, but while I remember, I’ll just look first . . .

(He goes towards the hall door.)
Nora: What do you want out there?

Helmer: Just want to see if there are any letters.

Nora: No, don’t, Torvald!

Helmer: Why not?

Nora: Torvald, please! There aren’t any.

Helmer: Just let me see.

(He starts to go. Nora, at the piano, plays the opening bars of the tarantella.)
Helmer (at the door, stops): Aha!

Nora: I shan’t be able to dance tomorrow if I don’t rehearse it with you.

Helmer (walks to her): Are you really so nervous, Nora dear?

Nora: Terribly nervous. Let me run through it now. There’s still time before supper. Come and sit here and play for me, Torvald dear. Tell me what to do, keep me right—as you always do.

Helmer: Certainly, with pleasure, if that’s what you want.

(He sits at the piano. Nora snatches the tambourine out of the box, and also a long gaily-coloured shawl which she drapes round herself, then with a bound she leaps forward.)
Nora (shouts): Now play for me! Now I’ll dance!

(Helmer plays and Nora dances; Dr. Rank stands at the piano behind Helmer and looks on.)
Helmer (playing): Not so fast! Not so fast!

Nora: I can’t help it.

Helmer: Not so wild, Nora!

Nora: This is how it has to be.

Helmer (stops): No, no, that won’t do at all.

Nora (laughs and swings the tambourine): Didn’t I tell you?

Rank: Let me play for her.

Helmer (gets up): Yes, do. Then I’ll be better able to tell her what to do.

(Rank sits down at the piano and plays. Nora dances more and more wildly. Helmer stands by the stove giving her repeated directions as she dances; she does not seem to hear them. Her hair comes undone and falls about her shoulders; she pays no attention and goes on dancing. Mrs. Linde enters.)
Mrs. Linde (standing as though spellbound in the doorway): Ah . . . !

Nora (dancing): See what fun we are having, Kristine.

Helmer: But my dear darling Nora, you are dancing as though your life depended on it.

Nora: It does.

Helmer: Stop, Rank! This is sheer madness. Stop, I say.

(Rank stops playing and Nora comes to a sudden halt.)
Helmer (crosses to her): I would never have believed it. You have forgotten everything I ever taught you.

Nora (throwing away the tambourine): There you are, you see.

Helmer: Well, some more instruction is certainly needed there.

Nora: Yes, you see how necessary it is. You must go on coaching me right up to the last minute. Promise me, Torvald?

Helmer: You can rely on me.

Nora: You mustn’t think about anything else but me until after tomorrow . . . mustn’t open any letters . . . mustn’t touch the letter-box.

Helmer: Ah, you are still frightened of what that man might . . .

Nora: Yes, yes, I am.

Helmer: I can see from your face there’s already a letter there from him.

Nora: I don’t know. I think so. But you mustn’t read anything like that now. We don’t want anything horrid coming between us until all this is over.

Rank (softly to Helmer): I shouldn’t cross her.

Helmer (puts his arm round her): The child must have her way. But tomorrow night, when your dance is done. . . .

Nora: Then you are free.

Maid (in the doorway, right): Dinner is served, madam.

Nora: We’ll have champagne, Helene.

Maid: Very good, madam.

(She goes.)
Helmer: Aha! It’s to be quite a banquet, eh?

Nora: With champagne flowing until dawn. (Shouts.) And some macaroons, Helene . . . lots of them, for once in a while.

Helmer (seizing her hands): Now, now, not so wild and excitable! Let me see you being my own little singing bird again.

Nora: Oh yes, I will. And if you’ll just go in . . . you, too, Dr. Rank. Kristine, you must help me to do my hair.

Rank (softly, as they leave): There isn’t anything . . . anything as it were, impending, is there?

Helmer: No, not at all, my dear fellow. It’s nothing but these childish fears I was telling you about.

(They go out to the right.)
Nora: Well?

Mrs. Linde: He’s left town.

Nora: I saw it in your face.

Mrs. Linde: He’s coming back tomorrow evening. I left a note for him.

Nora: You shouldn’t have done that. You must let things take their course. Because really it’s a case for rejoicing, waiting like this for the miracle.

Mrs. Linde: What is it you are waiting for?

Nora: Oh, you wouldn’t understand. Go and join the other two. I’ll be there in a minute.

(Mrs. Linde goes into the dining-room. Nora stands for a moment as though to collect herself, then looks at her watch.)
Nora: Five. Seven hours to midnight. Then twenty-four hours till the next midnight. Then the tarantella will be over. Twenty-four and seven? Thirty-one hours to live.

Helmer (in the doorway, right): What’s happened to our little sky-lark?

Nora (running towards him with open arms): Here she is!

Act III

The same room. The round table has been moved to the centre of the room, and the chairs placed round it. A lamp is burning on the table. The door to the hall stands open. Dance music can be heard coming from the floor above. Mrs. Linde is sitting by the table, idly turning over the pages of a book; she tries to read, but does not seem able to concentrate. Once or twice she listens, tensely, for a sound at the front door.

Mrs. Linde (looking at her watch): Still not here. There isn’t much time left. I only hope he hasn’t . . . (She listens again.) Ah, there he is. (She goes out into the hall, and cautiously opens the front door. Soft footsteps can be heard on the stairs. She whispers.) Come in. There’s nobody here.

Krogstad (in the doorway): I found a note from you at home. What does it all mean?

Mrs. Linde: I had to talk to you.

Krogstad: Oh? And did it have to be here, in this house?

Mrs. Linde: It wasn’t possible over at my place, it hasn’t a separate entrance. Come in. We are quite alone. The maid’s asleep and the Helmers are at a party upstairs.

Krogstad (comes into the room): Well, well! So the Helmers are out dancing tonight! Really?

Mrs. Linde: Yes, why not?

Krogstad: Why not indeed!

Mrs. Linde: Well then, Nils. Let’s talk.

Krogstad: Have we two anything more to talk about?

Mrs. Linde: We have a great deal to talk about.

Krogstad: I shouldn’t have thought so.

Mrs. Linde: That’s because you never really understood me.

Krogstad: What else was there to understand, apart from the old, old story? A heartless woman throws a man over the moment something more profitable offers itself.

Mrs. Linde: Do you really think I’m so heartless? Do you think I found it easy to break it off?

Krogstad: Didn’t you?

Mrs. Linde: You didn’t really believe that?

Krogstad: If that wasn’t the case, why did you write to me as you did?

Mrs. Linde: There was nothing else I could do. If I had to make the break, I felt in duty bound to destroy any feeling that you had for me.

Krogstad (clenching his hands): So that’s how it was. And all that . . . was for money!

Mrs. Linde: You mustn’t forget I had a helpless mother and two young brothers. We couldn’t wait for you, Nils. At that time you hadn’t much immediate prospect of anything.

Krogstad: That may be. But you had no right to throw me over for somebody else.

Mrs. Linde: Well, I don’t know. Many’s the time I’ve asked myself whether I was justified.

Krogstad (more quietly): When I lost you, it was just as if the ground had slipped away from under my feet. Look at me now: a broken man clinging to the wreck of his life.

Mrs. Linde: Help might be near.

Krogstad: It was near. Then you came along and got in the way.

Mrs. Linde: Quite without knowing, Nils. I only heard today it’s you I’m supposed to be replacing at the Bank.

Krogstad: If you say so, I believe you. But now you do know, aren’t you going to withdraw?

Mrs. Linde: No, that wouldn’t benefit you in the slightest.

Krogstad: Benefit, benefit . . . ! I would do it just the same.

Mrs. Linde: I have learned to go carefully. Life and hard, bitter necessity have taught me that.

Krogstad: And life has taught me not to believe in pretty speeches.

Mrs. Linde: Then life has taught you a very sensible thing. But deeds are something you surely must believe in?

Krogstad: How do you mean?

Mrs. Linde: You said you were like a broken man clinging to the wreck of his life.

Krogstad: And I said it with good reason.

Mrs. Linde: And I am like a broken woman clinging to the wreck of her life. Nobody to care about, and nobody to care for.

Krogstad: It was your own choice.

Mrs. Linde: At the time there was no other choice.

Krogstad: Well, what of it?

Mrs. Linde: Nils, what about us two castaways joining forces.

Krogstad: What’s that you say?

Mrs. Linde: Two of us on one wreck surely stand a better chance than each on his own.

Krogstad: Kristine!

Mrs. Linde: Why do you suppose I came to town?

Krogstad: You mean, you thought of me?

Mrs. Linde: Without work I couldn’t live. All my life I have worked, for as long as I can remember; that has always been my one great joy. But now I’m completely alone in the world, and feeling horribly empty and forlorn. There’s no pleasure in working only for yourself. Nils, give me somebody and something to work for.

Krogstad: I don’t believe all this. It’s only a woman’s hysteria, wanting to be all magnanimous and self-sacrificing.

Mrs. Linde: Have you ever known me hysterical before?

Krogstad: Would you really do this? Tell me—do you know all about my past?

Mrs. Linde: Yes.

Krogstad: And you know what people think about me?

Mrs. Linde: Just now you hinted you thought you might have been a different person with me.

Krogstad: I’m convinced I would.

Mrs. Linde: Couldn’t it still happen?

Krogstad: Kristine! You know what you are saying, don’t you? Yes, you do. I can see you do. Have you really the courage . . . ?

Mrs. Linde: I need someone to mother, and your children need a mother. We two need each other. Nils, I have faith in what, deep down, you are. With you I can face anything.

Krogstad (seizing her hands): Thank you, thank you, Kristine. And I’ll soon have everybody looking up to me, or I’ll know the reason why. Ah, but I was forgetting. . . .

Mrs. Linde: Hush! The tarantella! You must go!

Krogstad: Why? What is it?

Mrs. Linde: You hear that dance upstairs? When it’s finished they’ll be coming.

Krogstad: Yes, I’ll go. It’s too late to do anything. Of course, you know nothing about what steps I’ve taken against the Helmers.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, Nils, I do know.

Krogstad: Yet you still want to go on. . . .

Mrs. Linde: I know how far a man like you can be driven by despair.

Krogstad: Oh, if only I could undo what I’ve done!

Mrs. Linde: You still can. Your letter is still there in the box.

Krogstad: Are you sure?

Mrs. Linde: Quite sure. But . . .

Krogstad (regards her searchingly): Is that how things are? You want to save your friend at any price? Tell me straight. Is that it?

Mrs. Linde: When you’ve sold yourself once for other people’s sake, you don’t do it again.

Krogstad: I shall demand my letter back.

Mrs. Linde: No, no.

Krogstad: Of course I will, I’ll wait here till Helmer comes. I’ll tell him he has to give me my letter back . . . that it’s only about my notice . . . that he mustn’t read it. . . .

Mrs. Linde: No, Nils, don’t ask for it back.

Krogstad: But wasn’t that the very reason you got me here?

Mrs. Linde: Yes, that was my first terrified reaction. But that was yesterday, and it’s quite incredible the things I’ve witnessed in this house in the last twenty-four hours. Helmer must know everything. This unhappy secret must come out. Those two must have the whole thing out between them. All this secrecy and deception, it just can’t go on.

Krogstad: Well, if you want to risk it. . . . But one thing I can do, and I’ll do it at once. . . .

Mrs. Linde (listening): Hurry! Go, go! The dance has stopped. We aren’t safe a moment longer.

Krogstad: I’ll wait for you downstairs.

Mrs. Linde: Yes, do. You must see me home.

Krogstad: I’ve never been so incredibly happy before.

(He goes out by the front door. The door out into the hall remains standing open.)
Mrs. Linde (tidies the room a little and gets her hat and coat ready): How things change! How things change! Somebody to work for. . . . to live for. A home to bring happiness into. Just let me get down to it. . . . I wish they’d come. . . . (Listens.) Ah, there they are. . . . Get my things.

(She takes her coat and hat. The voices of Helmer and Nora are heard outside. A key is turned and Helmer pushes Nora almost forcibly into the hall. She is dressed in the Italian costume, with a big black shawl over it. He is in evening dress, and over it a black cloak, open.)
Nora (still in the doorway, reluctantly): No, no, not in here! I want to go back up again. I don’t want to leave so early.

Helmer: But my dearest Nora . . .

Nora: Oh, please, Torvald, I beg you. . . . Please, just for another hour.

Helmer: Not another minute, Nora my sweet. You remember what we agreed. There now, come along in. You’ll catch cold standing there.

(He leads her, in spite of her resistance, gently but firmly into the room.)
Mrs. Linde: Good evening.

Nora: Kristine!

Helmer: Why, Mrs. Linde. You here so late?

Mrs. Linde: Yes. You must forgive me but I did so want to see Nora all dressed up.

Nora: Have you been sitting here waiting for me?

Mrs. Linde: Yes, I’m afraid I wasn’t in time to catch you before you went upstairs. And I felt I couldn’t leave again without seeing you.

Helmer (removing Nora’s shawl): Well take a good look at her. I think I can say she’s worth looking at. Isn’t she lovely, Mrs. Linde?

Mrs. Linde: Yes, I must say. . . .

Helmer: Isn’t she quite extraordinarily lovely? That’s what everybody at the party thought, too. But she’s dreadfully stubborn . . . the sweet little thing! And what shall we do about that? Would you believe it, I nearly had to use force to get her away.

Nora: Oh Torvald, you’ll be sorry you didn’t let me stay, even for half an hour.

Helmer: You hear that, Mrs. Linde? She dances her tarantella, there’s wild applause—which was well deserved, although the performance was perhaps rather realistic . . . I mean, rather more so than was strictly necessary from the artistic point of view. But anyway! The main thing is she was a success, a tremendous success. Was I supposed to let her stay after that? Spoil the effect? No thank you! I took my lovely little Capri girl—my capricious little Capri girl, I might say—by the arm, whisked her once round the room, a curtsey all round, and then—as they say in novels—the beautiful vision vanished. An exit should always be effective, Mrs. Linde. But I just can’t get Nora to see that. Phew! It’s warm in here. (He throws his cloak over a chair and opens the door to his study.) What? It’s dark. Oh yes, of course. Excuse me. . . .

(He goes in and lights a few candles.)
Nora (quickly, in a breathless whisper): Well?

Mrs. Linde (softly): I’ve spoken to him.

Nora: And . . . ?

Mrs. Linde: Nora . . . you must tell your husband everything.

Nora (tonelessly): I knew it.

Mrs. Linde: You’ve got nothing to fear from Krogstad. But you must speak.

Nora: I won’t.

Mrs. Linde: Then the letter will.

Nora: Thank you, Kristine. Now I know what’s to be done. Hush . . . !

Helmer (comes in again): Well, Mrs. Linde, have you finished admiring her?

Mrs. Linde: Yes. And now I must say good night.

Helmer: Oh, already? Is this yours, this knitting?

Mrs. Linde (takes it): Yes, thank you. I nearly forgot it.

Helmer: So you knit, eh?

Mrs. Linde: Yes.

Helmer: You should embroider instead, you know.

Mrs. Linde: Oh? Why?

Helmer: So much prettier. Watch! You hold the embroidery like this in the left hand, and then you take the needle in the right hand, like this, and you describe a long, graceful curve. Isn’t that right?

Mrs. Linde: Yes, I suppose so. . . .

Helmer: Whereas knitting on the other hand just can’t help being ugly. Look! Arms pressed into the sides, the knitting needles going up and down—there’s something Chinese about it. . . . Ah, that was marvellous champagne they served tonight.

Mrs. Linde: Well, good night, Nora! And stop being so stubborn.

Helmer: Well said, Mrs. Linde!

Mrs. Linde: Good night, Mr. Helmer.

Helmer (accompanying her to the door): Good night, good night! You’ll get home all right, I hope? I’d be only too pleased to. . . . But you haven’t far to walk. Good night, good night! (She goes; he shuts the door behind her and comes in again.) There we are, got rid of her at last. She’s a frightful bore, that woman.

Nora: Aren’t you very tired, Torvald?

Helmer: Not in the least.

Nora: Not sleepy?

Helmer: Not at all. On the contrary, I feel extremely lively. What about you? Yes, you look quite tired and sleepy.

Nora: Yes, I’m very tired. I just want to fall straight off to sleep.

Helmer: There you are, you see! Wasn’t I right in thinking we shouldn’t stay any longer.

Nora: Oh, everything you do is right.

Helmer (kissing her forehead): There’s my little sky-lark talking common sense. Did you notice how gay Rank was this evening?

Nora: Oh, was he? I didn’t get a chance to talk to him.

Helmer: I hardly did either. But it’s a long time since I saw him in such a good mood. (Looks at Nora for a moment or two, then comes nearer her.) Ah, it’s wonderful to be back in our own home again, and quite alone with you. How irresistibly lovely you are, Nora!

Nora: Don’t look at me like that, Torvald!

Helmer: Can’t I look at my most treasured possession? At all this loveliness that’s mine and mine alone, completely and utterly mine.

Nora (walks round to the other side of the table): You mustn’t talk to me like that tonight.

Helmer (following her): You still have the tarantella in your blood, I see. And that makes you even more desirable. Listen! The guests are beginning to leave now. (Softly.) Nora . . . soon the whole house will be silent.

Nora: I should hope so.

Helmer: Of course you do, don’t you, Nora my darling? You know, whenever I’m out at a party with you . . . do you know why I never talk to you very much, why I always stand away from you and only steal a quick glance at you now and then . . . do you know why I do that? It’s because I’m pretending we are secretly in love, secretly engaged and nobody suspects there is anything between us.

Nora: Yes, yes. I know your thoughts are always with me, of course.

Helmer: And when it’s time to go, and I lay your shawl round those shapely, young shoulders, round the exquisite curve of your neck . . . I pretend that you are my young bride, that we are just leaving our wedding, that I am taking you to our new home for the first time . . . to be alone with you for the first time . . . quite alone with your young and trembling loveliness! All evening I’ve been longing for you, and nothing else. And as I watched you darting and swaying in the tarantella, my blood was on fire . . . I couldn’t bear it any longer . . . and that’s why I brought you down here with me so early. . . .

Nora: Go away, Torvald! Please leave me alone. I won’t have it.

Helmer: What’s this? It’s just your little game isn’t it, my little Nora. Won’t! Won’t! Am I not your husband . . . ?

(There is a knock on the front door.)
Nora (startled): Listen . . . !

Helmer (going towards the hall): Who’s there?

Rank (outside): It’s me. Can I come in for a minute?

Helmer (in a low voice, annoyed): Oh, what does he want now? (Aloud.) Wait a moment. (He walks across and opens the door.) How nice of you to look in on your way out.

Rank: I fancied I heard your voice and I thought I would just look in. (He takes a quick glance round.) Ah yes, this dear, familiar old place! How cosy and comfortable you’ve got things here, you two.

Helmer: You seemed to be having a pretty good time upstairs yourself.

Rank: Capital! Why shouldn’t I? Why not make the most of things in this world? At least as much as one can, and for as long as one can. The wine was excellent. . . .

Helmer: Especially the champagne.

Rank: You noticed that too, did you? It’s incredible the amount I was able to put away.

Nora: Torvald also drank a lot of champagne this evening.

Rank: Oh?

Nora: Yes, and that always makes him quite merry.

Rank: Well, why shouldn’t a man allow himself a jolly evening after a day well spent?

Helmer: Well spent? I’m afraid I can’t exactly claim that.

Rank (clapping him on the shoulder): But I can, you see!

Nora: Dr. Rank, am I right in thinking you carried out a certain laboratory test today?

Rank: Exactly.

Helmer: Look at our little Nora talking about laboratory tests!

Nora: And may I congratulate you on the result?

Rank: You may indeed.

Nora: So it was good?

Rank: The best possible, for both doctor and patient—certainty!

Nora (quickly and searchingly): Certainty?

Rank: Absolute certainty. So why shouldn’t I allow myself a jolly evening after that?

Nora: Quite right, Dr. Rank.

Helmer: I quite agree. As long as you don’t suffer for it in the morning.

Rank: Well, you never get anything for nothing in this life.

Nora: Dr. Rank . . . you are very fond of masquerades, aren’t you?

Rank: Yes, when there are plenty of amusing disguises. . . .

Nora: Tell me, what shall we two go as next time?

Helmer: There’s frivolity for you . . . thinking about the next time already!

Rank: We two? I’ll tell you. You must go as Lady Luck. . . .

Helmer: Yes, but how do you find a costume to suggest that?
Rank: Your wife could simply go in her everyday clothes. . . .

Helmer: That was nicely said. But don’t you know what you would be?

Rank: Yes, my dear friend, I know exactly what I shall be.

Helmer: Well?

Rank: At the next masquerade, I shall be invisible.

Helmer: That’s a funny idea!

Rank: There’s a big black cloak . . . haven’t you heard of the cloak of invisibility? That comes right down over you, and then nobody can see you.

Helmer (suppressing a smile): Of course, that’s right.

Rank: But I’m clean forgetting what I came for. Helmer, give me a cigar, one of the dark Havanas.

Helmer: With the greatest of pleasure.

(He offers his case.)
Rank (takes one and cuts the end off): Thanks.

Nora (strikes a match): Let me give you a light.

Rank: Thank you. (She holds out the match and he lights his cigar.) And now, goodbye!

Helmer: Goodbye, goodbye, my dear fellow!

Nora: Sleep well, Dr. Rank.

Rank: Thank you for that wish.

Nora: Wish me the same.

Rank: You? All right, if you want me to. . . . Sleep well. And thanks for the light.

(He nods to them both, and goes.)
Helmer (subdued): He’s had a lot to drink.

Nora (absently): Very likely.

(Helmer takes a bunch of keys out of his pocket and goes out into the hall.)
Nora: Torvald . . . what do you want there?

Helmer: I must empty the letter-box, it’s quite full. There’ll be no room for the papers in the morning. . . .

Nora: Are you going to work tonight?

Helmer: You know very well I’m not. Hello, what’s this? Somebody’s been at the lock.

Nora: At the lock?

Helmer: Yes, I’m sure of it. Why should that be? I’d hardly have thought the maids . . . ? Here’s a broken hair-pin. Nora, it’s one of yours. . . .

Nora (quickly): It must have been the children. . . .

Helmer: Then you’d better tell them not to. Ah . . . there . . . I’ve managed to get it open. (He takes the things out and shouts into the kitchen.) Helene! . . . Helene, put the light out in the hall. (He comes into the room again with the letters in his hand and shuts the hall door.) Look how it all mounts up. (Runs through them.) What’s this?

Nora: The letter! Oh no, Torvald, no!

Helmer: Two visiting cards . . . from Dr. Rank.

Nora: From Dr. Rank?

Helmer (looking at them): Dr. Rank, Medical Practitioner. They were on top. He must have put them in as he left.

Nora: Is there anything on them?

Helmer: There’s a black cross above his name. Look. What an uncanny idea. It’s just as if he were announcing his own death.

Nora: He is.

Helmer: What? What do you know about it? Has he said anything to you?

Nora: Yes. He said when these cards came, he would have taken his last leave of us. He was going to shut himself up and die.

Helmer: Poor fellow! Of course I knew we couldn’t keep him with us very long. But so soon. . . . And hiding himself away like a wounded animal.

Nora: When it has to happen, it’s best that it should happen without words. Don’t you think so, Torvald?

Helmer (walking up and down): He had grown so close to us. I don’t think I can imagine him gone. His suffering and his loneliness seemed almost to provide a background of dark cloud to the sunshine of our lives. Well, perhaps it’s all for the best. For him at any rate. (Pauses.) And maybe for us as well, Nora. Now there’s just the two of us. (Puts his arms round her.) Oh, my darling wife, I can’t hold you close enough. You know, Nora . . . many’s the time I wish you were threatened by some terrible danger so I could risk everything, body and soul, for your sake.

Nora (tears herself free and says firmly and decisively): Now you must read your letters, Torvald.

Helmer: No, no, not tonight. I want to be with you, my darling wife.

Nora: Knowing all the time your friend is dying . . . ?

Helmer: You are right. It’s been a shock to both of us. This ugly thing has come between us . . . thoughts of death and decay. We must try to free ourselves from it. Until then . . . we shall go our separate ways.

Nora (her arms round his neck): Torvald . . . good night! Good night!

Helmer (kisses her forehead): Goodnight, my little singing bird. Sleep well, Nora, I’ll just read through my letters.

(He takes the letters into his room and shuts the door behind him.)
Nora (gropes around her, wild-eyed, seizes Helmer’s cloak, wraps it round herself, and whispers quickly, hoarsely, spasmodically): Never see him again. Never, never, never. (Throws her shawl over her head.) And never see the children again either. Never, never. Oh, that black icy water. Oh, that bottomless . . . ! If only it were all over! He’s got it now. Now he’s reading it. Oh no, no! Not yet! Torvald, goodbye . . . and my children. . . .

(She rushes out in the direction of the hall; at the same moment Helmer flings open his door and stands there with an open letter in his hand.)
Helmer: Nora!

Nora (shrieks): Ah!

Helmer: What is this? Do you know what is in this letter?

Nora: Yes, I know. Let me go! Let me out!

Helmer (holds her back): Where are you going?

Nora (trying to tear herself free): You mustn’t try to save me, Torvald!

Helmer (reels back): True! Is it true what he writes? How dreadful! No, no, it can’t possibly be true.

Nora: It is true. I loved you more than anything else in the world.

Helmer: Don’t come to me with a lot of paltry excuses!

Nora (taking a step towards him): Torvald . . . !

Helmer: Miserable woman . . . what is this you have done?

Nora: Let me go. I won’t have you taking the blame for me. You mustn’t take it on yourself.

Helmer: Stop play-acting! (Locks the front door.) You are staying here to give an account of yourself. Do you understand what you have done? Answer me! Do you understand?

Nora (looking fixedly at him, her face hardening): Yes, now I’m really beginning to understand.

Helmer (walking up and down): Oh, what a terrible awakening this is. All these eight years . . . this woman who was my pride and joy . . . a hypocrite, a liar, worse than that, a criminal! Oh, how utterly squalid it all is! Ugh! Ugh! (Nora remains silent and looks fixedly at him.) I should have realized something like this would happen. I should have seen it coming. All your father’s irresponsible ways. . . . Quiet! All your father’s irresponsible ways are coming out in you. No religion, no morals, no sense of duty. . . . Oh, this is my punishment for turning a blind eye to him. It was for your sake I did it, and this is what I get for it.

Nora: Yes, this.

Helmer: Now you have ruined my entire happiness, jeopardized my whole future. It’s terrible to think of. Here I am, at the mercy of a thoroughly unscrupulous person; he can do whatever he likes with me, demand anything he wants, order me about just as he chooses . . . and I daren’t even whimper. I’m done for, a miserable failure, and it’s all the fault of a feather-brained woman!

Nora: When I’ve left this world behind, you will be free.

Helmer: Oh, stop pretending! Your father was just the same, always ready with fine phrases. What good would it do me if you left this world behind, as you put it? Not the slightest bit of good. He can still let it all come out, if he likes; and if he does, people might even suspect me of being an accomplice in these criminal acts of yours. They might even think I was the one behind it all, that it was I who pushed you into it! And it’s you I have to thank for this . . . and when I’ve taken such good care of you, all our married life. Now do you understand what you have done to me?

Nora (coldly and calmly): Yes.

Helmer: I just can’t understand it, it’s so incredible. But we must see about putting things right. Take that shawl off. Take it off, I tell you! I must see if I can’t find some way or other of appeasing him. The thing must be hushed up at all costs. And as far as you and I are concerned, things must appear to go on exactly as before. But only in the eyes of the world, of course. In other words you’ll go on living here; that’s understood. But you will not be allowed to bring up the children, I can’t trust you with them. . . . Oh, that I should have to say this to the woman I loved so dearly, the woman I still. . . . Well, that must be all over and done with. From now on, there can be no question of happiness. All we can do is save the bits and pieces from the wreck, preserve appearances. . . . (The front door-bell rings. Helmer gives a start.) What’s that? So late? How terrible, supposing. . . . If he should . . . ? Hide, Nora! Say you are not well.

(Nora stands motionless. Helmer walks across and opens the door into the hall.)
Maid (half dressed, in the hall): It’s a note for Mrs. Helmer.

Helmer: Give it to me. (He snatches the note and shuts the door.) Yes, it’s from him. You can’t have it. I want to read it myself.

Nora: You read it then.

Helmer (by the lamp): I hardly dare. Perhaps this is the end, for both of us. Well, I must know. (He opens the note hurriedly, reads a few lines, looks at another enclosed sheet, and gives a cry of joy.) Nora! (Nora looks at him inquiringly.) Nora! I must read it again. Yes, yes, it’s true! I am saved! Nora, I am saved!

Nora: And me?

Helmer: You too, of course, we are both saved, you as well as me. Look, he’s sent your IOU back. He sends his regrets and apologies for what he has done. . . . His luck has changed. . . . Oh, what does it matter what he says. We are saved, Nora! Nobody can do anything to you now. Oh, Nora, Nora . . . but let’s get rid of this disgusting thing first. Let me see. . . . (He glances at the IOU.) No, I don’t want to see it. I don’t want it to be anything but a dream. (He tears up the IOU and both letters, throws all the pieces into the stove and watches them burn.) Well, that’s the end of that. He said in his note you’d known since Christmas Eve. . . . You must have had three terrible days of it, Nora.

Nora: These three days haven’t been easy.

Helmer: The agonies you must have gone through! When the only way out seemed to be. . . . No, let’s forget the whole ghastly thing. We can rejoice and say: It’s all over! It’s all over! Listen to me, Nora! You don’t seem to understand: it’s all over! Why this grim look on your face? Oh, poor  little Nora, of course I understand. You can’t bring yourself to believe I’ve forgiven you. But I have, Nora, I swear it. I forgive you everything. I know you did what you did because you loved me.

Nora: That’s true.

Helmer: You loved me as a wife should love her husband. It was simply that you didn’t have the experience to judge what was the best way of going about things. But do you think I love you any the less for that; just because you don’t know how to act on your own responsibility? No, no, you just lean on me, I shall give you all the advice and guidance you need. I wouldn’t be a proper man if I didn’t find a woman doubly attractive for being so obviously helpless. You mustn’t dwell on the harsh things I said in that first moment of horror, when I thought everything was going to come crashing down about my ears. I have forgiven you, Nora, I swear it! I have forgiven you!

Nora: Thank you for your forgiveness.

(She goes out through the door, right.)
Helmer: No, don’t go! (He looks through the doorway.) What are you doing in the spare room?

Nora: Taking off this fancy dress.

Helmer (standing at the open door): Yes, do. You try and get some rest, and set your mind at peace again, my frightened little song-bird. Have a good long sleep; you know you are safe and sound under my wing. (Walks up and down near the door.) What a nice, cosy little home we have here, Nora! Here you can find refuge. Here I shall hold you like a hunted dove I have rescued unscathed from the cruel talons of the hawk, and calm your poor beating heart. And that will come, gradually, Nora, believe me. Tomorrow you’ll see everything quite differently. Soon everything will be just as it was before. You won’t need me to keep on telling you I’ve forgiven you; you’ll feel convinced of it in your own heart. You don’t really imagine me ever thinking of turning you out, or even of reproaching you? Oh, a real man isn’t made that way, you know, Nora. For a man, there’s something indescribably moving and very satisfying in knowing that he has forgiven his wife—forgiven her, completely and genuinely, from the depths of his heart. It’s as though it made her his property in a double sense: he has, as it were, given her a new life, and she becomes in a way both his wife and at the same time his child. That is how you will seem to me after today, helpless, perplexed little thing that you are. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about anything, Nora. Just you be frank with me, and I’ll take all the decisions for you. . . . What’s this? Not in bed? You’ve changed your things?

Nora (in her everyday dress): Yes, Torvald, I’ve changed.

Helmer: What for? It’s late.

Nora: I shan’t sleep tonight.

Helmer: But my dear Nora. . . .

Nora (looks at her watch): It’s not so terribly late. Sit down, Torvald. We two have a lot to talk about.

(She sits down at one side of the table.)
Helmer: Nora, what is all this? Why so grim?

Nora: Sit down. It’ll take some time. I have a lot to say to you.

Helmer (sits down at the table opposite her): You frighten me, Nora. I don’t understand you.

Nora: Exactly. You don’t understand me. And I have never understood you, either—until tonight. No, don’t interrupt. I just want you to listen to what I have to say. We are going to have things out, Torvald.

Helmer: What do you mean?

Nora: Isn’t there anything that strikes you about the way we two are sitting here?

Helmer: What’s that?

Nora: We have now been married eight years. Hasn’t it struck you this is the first time you and I, man and wife, have had a serious talk together?

Helmer: Depends what you mean by “serious.”

Nora: Eight whole years—no, more, ever since we first knew each other—and never have we exchanged one serious word about serious things.

Helmer: What did you want me to do? Get you involved in worries that you couldn’t possibly help me to bear?

Nora: I’m not talking about worries. I say we’ve never once sat down together and seriously tried to get to the bottom of anything.

Helmer: But, my dear Nora, would that have been a thing for you?

Nora: That’s just it. You have never understood me . . . I’ve been greatly wronged, Torvald. First by my father, and then by you.

Helmer: What! Us two! The two people who loved you more than anybody?

Nora (shakes her head): You two never loved me. You only thought now nice it was to be in love with me.

Helmer: But, Nora, what’s this you are saying?

Nora: It’s right, you know, Torvald. At home, Daddy used to tell me what he thought, then I thought the same. And if I thought differently, I kept quiet about it, because he wouldn’t have liked it. He used to call me his baby doll, and he played with me as I used to play with my dolls. Then I came to live in your house. . . .

Helmer: What way is that to talk about our marriage?

Nora (imperturbably): What I mean is: I passed out of Daddy’s hands into yours. You arranged everything to your tastes, and I acquired the same tastes. Or I pretended to . . . I don’t really know . . . I think it was a bit of both, sometimes one thing and sometimes the other. When I look back, it seems to me I have been living here like a beggar, from hand to mouth. I lived by doing tricks for you, Torvald. But that’s the way you wanted it. You and Daddy did me a great wrong. It’s your fault that I’ve never made anything of my life.

Helmer: Nora, how unreasonable . . . how ungrateful you are! Haven’t you been happy here?

Nora: No, never. I thought I was, but I wasn’t really.

Helmer: Not . . . not happy!

Nora: No, just gay. And you’ve always been so kind to me. But our house has never been anything but a play-room. I have been your doll wife, just as at home I was Daddy’s doll child. And the children in turn have been my dolls. I thought it was fun when you came and played with me, just as they thought it was fun when I went and played with them. That’s been our marriage, Torvald.

Helmer: There is some truth in what you say, exaggerated and hysterical though it is. But from now on it will be different. Play-time is over; now comes the time for lessons.

Nora: Whose lessons? Mine or the children’s?

Helmer: Both yours and the children’s, my dear Nora.

Nora: Ah, Torvald, you are not the man to teach me to be a good wife for you.

Helmer: How can you say that?

Nora: And what sort of qualifications have I to teach the children?

Helmer: Nora!

Nora: Didn’t you say yourself, a minute or two ago, that you couldn’t trust me with that job.

Helmer: In the heat of the moment! You shouldn’t pay any attention to that.

Nora: On the contrary, you were quite right. I’m not up to it. There’s another problem needs solving first. I must take steps to educate myself. You are not the man to help me there. That’s something I must do on my own. That’s why I’m leaving you.

Helmer (jumps up): What did you say?

Nora: If I’m ever to reach any understanding of myself and the things around me, I must learn to stand alone. That’s why I can’t stay here with you any longer.

Helmer: Nora! Nora!

Nora: I’m leaving here at once. I dare say Kristine will put me up for tonight. . . .

Helmer: You are out of your mind! I won’t let you! I forbid you!

Nora: It’s no use forbidding me anything now. I’m taking with me my own personal belongings. I don’t want anything of yours, either now or later.

Helmer: This is madness!

Nora: Tomorrow I’m going home—to what used to be my home, I mean. It will be easier for me to find something to do there.

Helmer: Oh, you blind, inexperienced . . .

Nora: I must set about getting experience, Torvald.

Helmer: And leave your home, your husband and your children? Don’t you care what people will say?

Nora: That’s no concern of mine. All I know is that this is necessary for me.
Helmer: This is outrageous! You are betraying your most sacred duty.

Nora: And what do you consider to be my most sacred duty?

Helmer: Does it take me to tell you that? Isn’t it your duty to your husband and your children?

Nora: I have another duty equally sacred.

Helmer: You have not. What duty might that be?

Nora: My duty to myself.

Helmer: First and foremost, you are a wife and mother.

Nora: That I don’t believe any more. I believe that first and foremost I am an individual, just as much as you are—or at least I’m going to try to be. I know most people agree with you, Torvald, and that’s also what it says in books. But I’m not content any more with what most people say, or with what it says in books. I have to think things out for myself, and get things clear.

Helmer: Surely you are clear about your position in your own home? Haven’t you an infallible guide in questions like these? Haven’t you your religion?

Nora: Oh, Torvald, I don’t really know what religion is.

Helmer: What do you say!

Nora: All I know is what Pastor Hansen said when I was confirmed. He said religion was this, that and the other. When I’m away from all this and on my own, I’ll go into that, too. I want to find out whether what Pastor Hansen told me was right—or at least whether it’s right for me.
Helmer: This is incredible talk from a young woman! But if religion cannot keep you on the right path, let me at least stir your conscience. I suppose you do have some moral sense? Or tell me—perhaps you don’t?

Nora: Well, Torvald, that’s not easy to say. I simply don’t know. I’m really very confused about such things. All I know is my ideas about such things are very different from yours. I’ve also learnt that the law is different from what I thought; but I simply can’t get it into my head that that particular law is right. Apparently a woman has no right to spare her old father on his deathbed, or to save her husband’s life, even. I just don’t believe it.

Helmer: You are talking like a child. You understand nothing about the society you live in.

Nora: No, I don’t. But I shall go into that too. I must try to discover who is right, society or me.

Helmer: You are ill, Nora. You are delirious. I’m half inclined to think you are out of your mind.

Nora: Never have I felt so calm and collected as I do tonight.

Helmer: Calm and collected enough to leave your husband and children?

Nora: Yes.

Helmer: Then only one explanation is possible.

Nora: And that is?

Helmer: You don’t love me any more.

Nora: Exactly.

Helmer: Nora! Can you say that!

Nora: I’m desperately sorry, Torvald. Because you have always been so kind to me. But I can’t help it. I don’t love you any more.

Helmer (struggling to keep his composure): Is that also a “calm and collected” decision you’ve made?

Nora: Yes, absolutely calm and collected. That’s why I don’t want to stay here.

Helmer: And can you also account for how I forfeited your love?

Nora: Yes, very easily. It was tonight, when the miracle didn’t happen. It was then I realized you weren’t the man I thought you were.

Helmer: Explain yourself more clearly. I don’t understand.

Nora: For eight years I have been patiently waiting. Because, heavens, I knew miracles didn’t happen every day. Then this devastating business started, and I became absolutely convinced the miracle would happen. All the time Krogstad’s letter lay there, it never so much as crossed my mind that you would ever submit to that man’s conditions. I was absolutely convinced you would say to him: Tell the whole wide world if you like. And when that was done . . .

Helmer: Yes, then what? After I had exposed my own wife to dishonour and shame . . . !

Nora: When that was done, I was absolutely convinced you would come forward and take everything on yourself, and say: I am the guilty one.

Helmer: Nora!

Nora: You mean I’d never let you make such a sacrifice for my sake? Of course not. But what would my story have counted for against yours?—That was the miracle I went in hope and dread of. It was to prevent it that I was ready to end my life.

Helmer: I would gladly toil day and night for you, Nora, enduring all manner of sorrow and distress. But nobody sacrifices his honor for the one he loves.

Nora: Hundreds and thousands of women have.

Helmer: Oh, you think and talk like a stupid child.

Nora: All right. But you neither think nor talk like the man I would want to share my life with. When you had got over your fright—and you weren’t concerned about me but only about what might happen to you—and when all danger was past, you acted as though nothing had happened. I was your little sky-lark again, your little doll, exactly as before; except you would have to protect it twice as carefully as before, now that it had shown itself to be so weak and fragile. (Rises.) Torvald, that was the moment I realised that for eight years I’d been living with a stranger, and had borne him three children. . . . Oh, I can’t bear to think about it! I could tear myself to shreds.

Helmer (sadly): I see. I see. There is a tremendous gulf dividing us. But, Nora, is there no way we might bridge it?

Nora: As I am now, I am no wife for you.

Helmer: I still have it in me to change.

Nora: Perhaps . . . if you have your doll taken away.

Helmer: And be separated from you! No, no, Nora, the very thought of it is inconceivable.

Nora (goes into the room, right): All the more reason why it must be done.

(She comes back with her outdoor things and a small travelling bag which she puts on the chair beside the table.)
Helmer: Nora, Nora, not now! Wait till the morning.

Nora (putting on her coat): I can’t spend the night in a strange man’s room.

Helmer: Couldn’t we go on living here like brother and sister . . . ?

Nora (tying on her hat): You know very well that wouldn’t last. (She draws the shawl round her.) Goodbye, Torvald. I don’t want to see the children. I know they are in better hands than mine. As I am now, I can never be anything to them.

Helmer: But some day, Nora, some day . . . ?

Nora: How should I know? I’ve no idea what I might turn out to be.

Helmer: But you are my wife, whatever you are.

Nora: Listen, Torvald, from what I’ve heard, when a wife leaves her husband’s house as I am doing now, he is absolved by law of all responsibility for her. I can at any rate free you from all responsibility. You must not feel in any way bound, any more than I shall. There must be full freedom on both sides. Look, here’s your ring back. Give me mine.

Helmer: That too?

Nora: That too.

Helmer: There it is.

Nora: Well, that’s the end of that. I’ll put the keys down here. The maids know where everything is in the house—better than I do, in fact. Kristine will come in the morning after I’ve left to pack up the few things I brought with me from home. I want them sent on.

Helmer: The end! Nora, will you never think of me?

Nora: I dare say I’ll often think about you and the children and this house.

Helmer: May I write to you, Nora?

Nora: No, never. I won’t let you.

Helmer: But surely I can send you . . .

Nora: Nothing, nothing.

Helmer: Can’t I help you if ever you need it?

Nora: I said “no.” I don’t accept things from strangers.

Helmer: Nora, can I never be anything more to you than a stranger?

Nora (takes her bag): Ah, Torvald, only by a miracle of miracles. . . .

Helmer: Name it, this miracle of miracles!

Nora: Both you and I would have to change to the point where. . . . Oh,  Torvald, I don’t believe in miracles any more.

Helmer: But I will believe. Name it! Change to the point where . . . ?

Nora: Where we could make a real marriage of our lives together. Goodbye!

(She goes out through the hall door.)
Helmer (sinks down on a chair near the door, and covers his face with his hands): Nora! Nora! (He rises and looks round.) Empty! She’s gone! (With sudden hope.) The miracle of miracles . . . ?

(The heavy sound of a door being slammed is heard from below.)
Questions

Act I


1.
From the opening conversation between Helmer and Nora, what are your impressions of him? Of her? Of their marriage?


2.
At what moment in the play do you understand why it is called A Doll’s House?


3.
In what ways does Mrs. Linde provide a contrast for Nora?


4.
What in Krogstad’s first appearance on stage, and in Dr. Rank’s remarks about him, indicates that the bank clerk is a menace?


5.
Of what illegal deed is Nora guilty? How does she justify it?


6.
When the curtain falls on Act I, what problems now confront Nora?

Act II


1.
As Act II opens, what are your feelings on seeing the stripped, ragged Christmas tree? How is it suggestive?


2.
What events that soon occur make Nora’s situation even more difficult?


3.
How does she try to save herself?


4.
Why does Nora fling herself into the wild tarantella?

Act III


1.
For what possible reasons does Mrs. Linde pledge herself to Krogstad?


2.
How does Dr. Rank’s announcement of his impending death affect Nora and Helmer?


3.
What is Helmer’s reaction to learning the truth about Nora’s misdeed? Why does he blame Nora’s father? What is revealing (of Helmer’s own character) in his remark, “From now on, there can be no question of happiness. All we can do is save the bits and pieces from the wreck, preserve appearances. . . .”?


4.
When Helmer finds that Krogstad has sent back the note, what is his response? How do you feel toward him?


5.
How does the character of Nora develop in this act?


6.
How do you interpret her final slamming of the door?

General Questions


1.
In what ways do you find Nora a victim? In what ways at fault?


2.
Try to state the theme of the play. Does it involve women’s rights? Self-fulfillment?


3.
What dramatic question does the play embody? At what moment can this question first be stated?


4.
What is the crisis? In what way is this moment or event a “turning point”? (In what new direction does the action turn?)


5.
Eric Bentley, in an essay titled “Ibsen, Pro and Con” (In Search of Theater [New York: Knopf, 1953]), criticizes the character of Krogstad, calling him “a mere pawn of the plot.” He then adds, “When convenient to Ibsen, he is a blackmailer. When inconvenient, he is converted.” Do you agree or disagree?


6.
Why is the play considered a work of realism? Is there anything in it that does not seem realistic?


7.
In what respects does A Doll’s House seem to apply to life today? Is it in any way dated? Could there be a Nora in North America today?

Writers on Writing

Henrik Ibsen

Correspondence on the Final Scene of A Doll’s House
1880, 1891
Translated by John Nilsen Laurvik and Mary Morison

Munich, 17 February 1880

To the Editor of the Nationaltidende
Sir,

In No. 1360 of your esteemed paper I have read a letter from Flensburg, in which it is stated that A Doll’s House (in German Nora) has been acted there, and that the conclusion of the play has been changed—the alteration having been made, it is asserted, by my orders. This last statement is untrue. Immediately after the publication of Nora, I received from my translator, Mr. Wilhelm Lange of Berlin, the information that he had reason to fear that an “adaptation” of the play, giving it a different ending, was about to be published, and that this would probably be chosen in preference to the original by several of the North German theaters.

In order to prevent such a possibility, I sent to him, for use in case of absolute necessity, a draft of an altered last scene, according to which Nora does not leave the house, but is forcibly led by Helmer to the door of the children’s bedroom; a short dialogue takes place, Nora sinks down at the door, and the curtain falls.

This change, I myself, in the letter to my translator, stigmatize as “barbaric violence” done to the play. Those who make use of the altered scene do so entirely against my wish. But I trust that it will not be used at very many German theaters.

. . . When my works are threatened, I prefer, taught by experience, to commit the act of violence myself, instead of leaving them to be treated and “adapted” by less careful and less skilful hands.


Yours respectfully,


Henrik Ibsen


1891

Dear Count Proznor,

Mr. Luigi Capuana° has, I regret to see, given you a great deal of trouble by his proposal to alter the last scene of A Doll’s House for performance in the Italian theaters. . . . [T]he fact is that I cannot possibly directly authorize any change whatever in the ending of the drama. I may almost say that it was for the sake of the last scene that the whole play was written.

And, besides, I believe that Mr. Capuana is mistaken in fearing that the Italian public would not be able to understand or approve of my work if it were put on the stage in its original form. The experiment, ought, at any rate, to be tried. If it turns out a failure, then let Mr. Capuana, on his own responsibility, employ your adaptation of the closing scene; for I cannot formally authorize, or approve of, such a proceeding.

I wrote to Mr. Capuana yesterday, briefly expressing my views on the subject; and I hope that he will disregard his misgivings until he has proved by experience that they are well founded.

At the time when A Doll’s House was quite new, I was obliged to give my  consent to an alteration of the last scene for Fran Hedwig Niemann-Raabe, who was to play the part of Nora in Berlin. At that time I had no choice. I was entirely unprotected by copyright law in Germany, and could, consequently prevent nothing. . . . With its altered ending it had only a short run. In its unchanged form it is still being played. . . .


Your sincere and obliged,


Henrik Ibsen

Tragicomedy and the Absurd

One of the more prominent developments in mid-twentieth-century drama was the rise of tragicomedies, plays that stir us not only to pity and fear (echoing Aristotle’s description of the effect of tragedy) but also to laughter. Although tragicomedy is a kind of drama we think distinctively modern, it is by no means a new invention. The term was used (although jokingly) by the Roman writer of comedy Plautus in about 185 b.c.

Since ancient times, playwrights have mingled laughter and tears, defying the neoclassical doctrine that required strict unity of action and tone (discussed on page 1240) and decreed that a play must be entirely comic or entirely tragic. Shakespeare is fond of tragicomic mingling. For example, in Hamlet the prince jokes with a grave-digger, and in Antony and Cleopatra the queen commits suicide with a poisonous asp brought to her by a wise cracking clown. Likewise, Shakespeare’s darker comedies such as Measure for Measure and The Merchant of Venice deal so forcefully with such stark themes as lust, greed, racism, revenge, and cruelty, that they often seem like tragedies until their happy endings. In the tragedies of Shakespeare and others, passages of clownish humor are sometimes called comic relief, meaning that the section of comedy introduces a sharp contrast in mood. But such passages can do more than provide relief. In Othello (III, iv, 1–22) the clown’s banter with Desdemona for a moment makes the surrounding tragedy seem, by comparison, more poignant and intense.

No one doubts that Othello is a tragedy, but some twentieth-century plays leave us both bemused and confused: should we laugh or cry? One of the most talked-about plays since World War II, Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot portrays two clownish tramps who mark time in a wasteland, wistfully looking for a savior who never arrives. Modern drama, by the way, has often featured such antiheroes: ordinary people, inglorious and inarticulate, who carry on not from bravery but from inertia. (The rise of the antihero in recent fiction is discussed briefly on page 75; those remarks could apply equally well to contemporary drama.) We cannot help laughing, in Godot, at the tramps’ painful situation; but, turning the idea around, we also feel deeply moved by their ridiculous plight. Perhaps a modern tragicomedy like Godot does not show us great souls suffering greatly—as Edith Hamilton has said we observe in a classical tragedy—but Beckett’s play nonetheless touches mysteriously on the universal sorrows of human existence.

Perhaps the full effect of such a play takes time to sink in. Contemporary playwright Edward Albee suggests that sometimes the spectator’s sense of relief after experiencing pity and fear (Aristotle calls it katharsis) may be a delayed reaction: “I don’t feel that catharsis in a play necessarily takes place during the course of a play. Often it should take place afterwards.”11 If Albee is right, we may be amused while watching a tragicomedy and then go home and feel deeply stirred by it.

Straddling the fence between tragedy and comedy, the plays of some modern playwrights portray people whose suffering seems ridiculous. These plays belong to the theater of the absurd: a general name for a type of play first staged in Paris in the 1950s. “For the modern critical spirit, nothing can be taken entirely seriously, nor entirely lightly,” said Eugène Ionesco, one of the movement’s leading playwrights. Behind the literary conventions of the theater of the absurd stands a philosophical fear that human existence has no meaning. Every person, such playwrights assume, is a helpless waif alone in a universe full of ridiculous obstacles. In Ionesco’s Amédée (1953), a couple share an apartment with a gigantic corpse that keeps swelling relentlessly; in his Rhinoceros (1958), the human race starts turning into rhinos, except for one man, who remains human and isolated. A favorite theme in the theater of the absurd is that communication between people is impossible. Language is therefore futile. Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano (1948) accordingly pokes fun at polite social conversation in a scene whose dialogue consists entirely of illogical strings of catchphrases. In Endgame (1957), Samuel Beckett dramatizes his vision of mankind’s present condition: the main character is blind and paralyzed, and his legless parents live inside two garbage cans. Oddly, the effect of the play isn’t total gloom; we leave the theater both amused and bemused by it.22
Trends in drama change along with playwrights’ convictions, and during the 1970s and 1980s the theater of the absurd no longer seemed the dominant influence on new drama in America. Along with other protests of the 1960s, experimental theater seemed to have spent its force. During the later period most of the critically celebrated new plays were neither absurd nor experimental. David Mamet’s American Buffalo (1975) realistically portrays three petty thieves in a junk shop as they plot to steal a coin collection. Albert Innaurato’s Gemini (1977) takes a realistic (and comic) view of family life and sexual awakening in one of Philadelphia’s Italian neighborhoods. Beth Henley’s 1979 Pulitzer Prize-winning play Crimes of the Heart presents an eccentric but still believable group of sisters in a small Southern town. The dialogue in all three plays shows high fidelity to ordinary speech. Meanwhile, many of the most influential plays of feminist theater, which explores the lives, problems, and occasional triumphs of contemporary women, were also written in a realistic style. Notable success—with both critics and the ticket-buying public—greeted plays such as Marsha Norman’s ’Night, Mother (1983), Tina Howe’s Painting Churches (1983), and Wendy Wasserstein’s The Heidi Chronicles (1988).

Some leading critics, among them Richard Gilman, believed that the American theater had entered an era of new naturalism.33 Indeed, many plays of this time subjected the lives of people, especially poor and unhappy people, to a realistic, searching light, showing the forces that shaped them. Sam Shepard in Buried Child (1978) explores violence and desperation in a family that dwells on the edge of poverty; while August Wilson in Joe Turner’s Come and Gone (1988) convincingly portrays life in a Pittsburgh ghetto lodging house. But if these newly established playwrights sometimes showed life as frankly as did the earlier naturalists, both of the plays just mentioned also contain rich and suggestive symbolism.

In the same period, however, experimental drama, greatly influenced by the theater of the absurd, continued to flourish. David Hwang’s work (see his one-act play, The Sound of a Voice, on page 1976) combines realistic elements with overtly symbolic devices. Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls (1982) presents a dinner party in which a contemporary woman invites legendary women from history to a dinner party in a restaurant. Although Churchill’s play examines serious political issues, her straightforward treatment of an impossible premise owes much to Ionesco and Albee. Tony Kushner’s Angels in America (1992) also mixes realism and fantasy to dramatize the plight of AIDS. Shel Silverstein, popular author of children’s poetry, wrote a raucous one-man play, The Devil and Bill Markham (1991), entirely in rime, about a series of fantastic adventures in hell featuring a hard-drinking gambler and the Prince of Darkness. Silverstein’s play is simultaneously experimental in form but traditional in content with its homage to American ballads and tall tales.

Experimental theater continues to exert a strong influence on contemporary drama. The following play, Milcha Sanchez-Scott’s The Cuban Swimmer, deftly assimilates several dramatic styles—symbolism, new naturalism, ethnic drama, theater of the absurd—to create a brilliant original work. The play is simultaneously a family drama, a Latin comedy, a religious parable, and a critique of a media-obsessed American culture.

Milcha Sanchez-Scott

The Cuban Swimmer
1984
Milcha Sanchez-Scott was born in 1955 on the island of Bali. Her father was Colombian. Her mother was Chinese, Indonesian, and Dutch. Her father’s work as an agronomist required constant travel, so when the young Sanchez-Scott reached school age, she was sent to a convent boarding school near London where she first learned English. Colombia, however, remained the family’s one permanent home. Every Christmas and summer vacation was spent on a ranch in San Marta, Colombia, where four generations of family lived together. When she was fourteen, Sanchez-Scott’s family moved to California. After attending the University of San Diego, where she majored in literature and philosophy, she worked at the San Diego Zoo and later at an employment agency in Los Angeles. Her first play, Latina, premiered in 1980 and won seven Drama-Logue awards. Dog Lady and The Cuban Swimmer followed in 1984. Sanchez-Scott then went to New York for a year to work with playwright Irene Fornes, in whose theater workshop she developed Roosters (1988). A feature-film version of Roosters, starring Edward James Olmos, was released in 1995. Her other plays include Evening Star (1989), El Dorado (1990), and The Old Matador (1995). Sanchez-Scott lives in Los Angeles.

Characters

Margarita Suárez, the swimmer
Eduardo Suárez, her father, the coach
Simón Suárez, her brother
Aída Suárez, the mother
Abuela, her grandmother
Voice of Mel Munson

Voice of Mary Beth White

Voice of Radio Operator

setting: The Pacific Ocean between San Pedro and Catalina Island.

time. Summer.

Live conga drums can be used to punctuate the action of the play.

Scene I

Pacific Ocean. Midday. On the horizon, in perspective, a small boat enters upstage left, crosses to upstage right, and exits. Pause. Lower on the horizon, the same boat, in larger perspective, enters upstage right, crosses and exits upstage left. Blackout.

Scene II

Pacific Ocean. Midday. The swimmer, Margarita Suárez, is swimming. On the boat following behind her are her father, Eduardo Suárez, holding a megaphone, and Simón, her brother, sitting on top of the cabin with his shirt off, punk sunglasses on, binoculars hanging on his chest.

Eduardo (Leaning forward, shouting in time to Margarita’s swimming.): Uno, dos, uno, dos. Y uno, dos° . . . keep your shoulders parallel to the water.

Simón: I’m gonna take these glasses off and look straight into the sun.

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): Muy bien, muy bien° . . . but punch those arms in, baby.

Simón (Looking directly at the sun through binoculars.): Come on, come on, zap me. Show me something. (He looks behind at the shoreline and ahead at the sea.) Stop! Stop, Papi! Stop!

(Aída Suárez and Abuela, the swimmer’s mother and grandmother, enter running from the back of the boat.)
Aída and Abuela: Qué? Qué es?°

Aída: Es un shark?°

Eduardo: Eh?

Abuela: Que es un shark dicen?°

(Eduardo blows whistle. Margarita looks up at the boat.)
Simón: No, Papi, no shark, no shark. We’ve reached the halfway mark.

Abuela (Looking into the water.): A dónde está?°

Aída: It’s not in the water.

Abuela: Oh, no? Oh, no?

Aída: No! A poco do you think they’re gonna have signs in the water to say you are halfway to Santa Catalina? No. It’s done very scientific. A ver, hijo,° explain it to your grandma.

Simón: Well, you see, Abuela—(He points behind.) There’s San Pedro.  (He points ahead.) And there’s Santa Catalina. Looks halfway to me.

(Abuela shakes her head and is looking back and forth, trying to make the decision, when suddenly the sound of a helicopter is heard.)
Abuela (Looking up.): Virgencita de la Caridad del Cobre. Qué es eso?°

(Sound of helicopter gets closer. Margarita looks up.)
Margarita: Papi, Papi!
(A small commotion on the boat, with everybody pointing at the helicopter above. Shadows of the helicopter fall on the boat. Simón looks up at it through binoculars.)
Papi—qué es? What is it?

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): Uh . . . uh . . . uh, un momentico . . . mi hija.° . . . Your papi’s got everything under control, understand? Uh . . . you just keep stroking. And stay . . . uh . . . close to the boat.

Simón: Wow, Papi! We’re on TV, man! Holy Christ, we’re all over the fucking U.S.A.! It’s Mel Munson and Mary Beth White!

Aída: Por Dios!° Simón, don’t swear. And put on your shirt.

(Aída fluffs her hair, puts on her sunglasses and waves to the helicopter. Simón leans over the side of the boat and yells to Margarita.)
Simón: Yo, Margo! You’re on TV, man.

Eduardo: Leave your sister alone. Turn on the radio.

Margarita: Papi! Qué está pasando?°

Abuela: Que es la televisión dicen? (She shakes her head.) Porque como yo no puedo ver nada sin mis espejuelos.°

(Abuela rummages through the boat, looking for her glasses. Voices of Mel Munson and Mary Beth White are heard over the boat’s radio.)
Mel’s Voice: As we take a closer look at the gallant crew of La Havana . . . and there . . . yes, there she is . . . the little Cuban swimmer from Long Beach, California, nineteen-year-old Margarita Suárez. The unknown swimmer is our Cinderella entry . . . a bundle of tenacity, battling her way through the choppy, murky waters of the cold Pacific to reach the Island of Romance . . . Santa Catalina . . . where should she be the first to arrive, two thousand dollars and a gold cup will be waiting for her.

Aída: Doesn’t even cover our expenses.

Abuela: Qué dice?
Eduardo: Shhhh!

Mary Beth’s Voice: This is really a family effort, Mel, and—

Mel’s Voice: Indeed it is. Her trainer, her coach, her mentor, is her father, Eduardo Suárez. Not a swimmer himself, it says here, Mr. Suárez is head usher of the Holy Name Society and the owner-operator of Suárez Treasures of the Sea and Salvage Yard. I guess it’s one of those places—

Mary Beth’s Voice: If I might interject a fact here, Mel, assisting in this swim is Mrs. Suárez, who is a former Miss Cuba.

Mel’s Voice: And a beautiful woman in her own right. Let’s try and get a closer look.

(Helicopter sound gets louder. Margarita, frightened, looks up again.)
Margarita: Papi!
Eduardo (Through megaphone.): Mi hija, don’t get nervous . . . it’s the press. I’m handling it.

Aída: I see how you’re handling it.

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): Do you hear? Everything is under control. Get back into your rhythm. Keep your elbows high and kick and kick and kick and kick . . .

Abuela (Finds her glasses and puts them on.): Ay sí, es la televisión . . . (She points to helicopter.) Qué lindo mira . . . (She fluffs her hair, gives a big wave.) Aló América! Viva mi Margarita, viva todo los Cubanos en los Estados Unidos!°

Aída: Ay por Dios, Cecilia, the man didn’t come all this way in his helicopter to look at you jumping up and down, making a fool of yourself.

Abuela: I don’t care. I’m proud.

Aída: He can’t understand you anyway.

Abuela: Viva . . . (She stops.) Simón, cómo se dice viva?°

Simón: Hurray.

Abuela: Hurray for mi Margarita y for all the Cubans living en the United States, y un abrazo . . . Simón, abrazo . . .

Simón: A big hug.

Abuela: Sí, a big hug to all my friends in Miami, Long Beach, Union City, except for my son Carlos, who lives in New York in sin! He lives . . . (She crosses herself.) in Brooklyn with a Puerto Rican woman in sin! No decente . . .

Simón: Decent.

Abuela: Carlos, no decente. This family, decente.

Aída: Cecilia, por Dios.
Mel’s Voice: Look at that enthusiasm. The whole family has turned out to cheer little Margarita on to victory! I hope they won’t be too disappointed.

Mary Beth’s Voice: She seems to be making good time, Mel.

Mel’s Voice: Yes, it takes all kinds to make a race. And it’s a testimonial to the all-encompassing fairness . . . the greatness of this, the Wrigley Invitational Women’s Swim to Catalina, where among all the professionals there is still room for the amateurs . . . like these, the simple people we see below us on the ragtag La Havana, taking their long-shot chance to victory. Vaya con Dios!°

(Helicopter sound fading as family, including Margarita, watch silently. Static as Simón turns radio off. Eduardo walks to bow of boat, looks out on the horizon.)
Eduardo (To himself.): Amateurs.

Aída: Eduardo, that person insulted us. Did you hear, Eduardo? That he called us a simple people in a ragtag boat? Did you hear . . . ?

Abuela (Clenching her fist at departing helicopter.): Mal-Rayo los parta!°

Simón (Same gesture.): Asshole!

(Aída follows Eduardo as he goes to side of boat and stares at Margarita.)
Aída: This person comes in his helicopter to insult your wife, your family, your daughter . . .

Margarita (Pops her head out of the water.): Papi?
Aída: Do you hear me, Eduardo? I am not simple.

Abuela: Sí.
Aída: I am complicated.

Abuela: Sí, demasiada complicada.
Aída: Me and my family are not so simple.

Simón: Mom, the guy’s an asshole.

Abuela (Shaking her fist at helicopter.): Asshole!

Aída: If my daughter was simple, she would not be in that water swimming.

Margarita: Simple? Papi . . . ?

Aída: Ahora, Eduardo, this is what I want you to do. When we get to Santa Catalina, I want you to call the TV station and demand an apology.

Eduardo: Cállete mujer! Aquí mando yo.° I will decide what is to be done.

Margarita: Papi, tell me what’s going on.

Eduardo: Do you understand what I am saying to you, Aída?

Simón (Leaning over side of boat, to Margarita.): Yo Margo! You know that Mel Munson guy on TV? He called you a simple amateur and said you didn’t have a chance.

Abuela (Leaning directly behind Simón.): Mi hija, insultó a la familia. Desgraciado!
Aída (Leaning in behind Abuela.): He called us peasants! And your father is not doing anything about it. He just knows how to yell at me.

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): Shut up! All of you! Do you want to break her concentration? Is that what you are after? Eh?

(Abuela, Aída and Simón shrink back. Eduardo paces before them.)
Swimming is rhythm and concentration. You win a race aquí. (Pointing to his head.) Now . . . (To Simón.) you, take care of the boat, Aída y Mama . . . do something. Anything. Something practical.

(Abuela and Aída get on knees and pray in Spanish.)
    Hija, give it everything, eh? . . . por la familia. Uno . . . dos. . . . You must win.

(Simón goes into cabin. The prayers continue as lights change to indicate bright sunlight, later in the afternoon.)
Scene III

Tableau for a couple of beats. Eduardo on bow with timer in one hand as he counts strokes per minute. Simón is in the cabin steering, wearing his sunglasses, baseball cap on backward. Abuela and Aída are at the side of the boat, heads down, hands folded, still muttering prayers in Spanish.

Aída and Abuela (Crossing themselves.): En el nombre del Padre, del Hijo y del Espíritu Santo amén.°

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): You’re stroking seventy-two!

Simón (Singing.): Mama’s stroking, Mama’s stroking seventy-two. . . .

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): You comfortable with it?

Simón (Singing.): Seventy-two, seventy-two, seventy-two for you.

Aída (Looking at the heavens.): Ay, Eduardo, ven acá,° we should be grateful that Nuestro Señor° gave us such a beautiful day.

Abuela (Crosses herself.): Sí, gracias a Dios.°

Eduardo: She’s stroking seventy-two, with no problem (He throws a kiss to the sky.) It’s a beautiful day to win.

Aída: Qué hermoso!° So clear and bright. Not a cloud in the sky. Mira! Mira!° Even rainbows on the water . . . a sign from God.

Simón (Singing.): Rainbows on the water . . . you in my arms . . .

Abuela and Eduardo (Looking the wrong way.): Dónde?
Aída (Pointing toward Margarita.): There, dancing in front of Margarita, leading her on . . .

Eduardo: Rainbows on . . . Ay coño! It’s an oil slick! You . . . you . . . (To Simón.) Stop the boat. (Runs to bow, yelling.) Margarita! Margarita!

(On the next stroke, Margarita comes up all covered in black oil.)
Margarita: Papi! Papi . . . !
(Everybody goes to the side and stares at Margarita, who stares back. Eduardo freezes.)
Aída: Apúrate, Eduardo, move . . . what’s wrong with you . . . no me oíste,° get my daughter out of the water.

Eduardo (Softly.): We can’t touch her. If we touch her, she’s disqualified.

Aída: But I’m her mother.

Eduardo: Not even by her own mother. Especially by her own mother. . . . You always want the rules to be different for you, you always want to be the exception. (To Simón.) And you . . . you didn’t see it, eh? You were playing again?

Simón: Papi, I was watching . . .

Aída (Interrupting.): Pues, do something Eduardo. You are the big coach, the monitor.

Simón: Mentor! Mentor!

Eduardo: How can a person think around you? (He walks off to bow, puts head in hands.)

Abuela (Looking over side.): Mira como todos los little birds are dead. (She crosses herself.)

Aída: Their little wings are glued to their sides.

Simón: Christ, this is like the La Brea tar pits.

Aída: They can’t move their little wings.

Abuela: Esa niña tiene que moverse.°

Simón: Yeah, Margo, you gotta move, man.

(Abuela and Simón gesture for Margarita to move. Aída gestures for her to swim.)
Abuela: Anda niña, muévete.°

Aída: Swim, hija, swim or the aceite° will stick to your wings.

Margarita: Papi?
Abuela (Taking megaphone.): Your papi say “move it!”

(Margarita with difficulty starts moving.)
Abuela, Aída and Simón (Laboriously counting.): Uno, dos . . . uno, dos . . . anda . . . uno, dos.
Eduardo (Running to take megaphone from Abuela.): Uno, dos . . .
(Simón races into cabin and starts the engine. Abuela, Aída and Eduardo count together.)
Simón (Looking ahead.): Papi, it’s over there!

Eduardo: Eh?

Simón (Pointing ahead and to the right.): It’s getting clearer over there.

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): Now pay attention to me. Go to the right.

(Simón, Abuela, Aída and Eduardo all lean over side. They point ahead and to the right, except Abuela, who points to the left.)
Family (Shouting together.): Para yá!° Para yá!
(Lights go down on boat. A special light on Margarita, swimming through the oil, and on Abuela, watching her.)
Abuela: Sangre de mi sangre,° you will be another to save us. En Bolondron, where your great-grandmother Luz Suárez was born, they say one day it rained blood. All the people, they run into their houses. They cry, they pray, pero your great-grandmother Luz she had cojones like a man. She run outside. She look straight at the sky. She shake her fist. And she say to the evil one, “Mira . . . (Beating her chest.) coño, Diablo, aquí estoy si me quieres.”° And she open her mouth, and she drunk the blood.

BLACKOUT

Scene IV

Lights up on boat. Aída and Eduardo are on deck watching Margarita swim. We hear the gentle, rhythmic lap, lap, lap of the water, then the sound of inhaling and exhaling as Margarita’s breathing becomes louder. Then Margarita’s heartbeat is heard, with the lapping of the water and the breathing under it. These sounds continue beneath the dialogue to the end of the scene.

Aída: Dios mío. Look how she moves through the water. . . .

Eduardo: You see, it’s very simple. It is a matter of concentration.

Aída: The first time I put her in water she came to life, she grew before my eyes. She moved, she smiled, she loved it more than me. She didn’t want my breast any longer. She wanted the water.

Eduardo: And of course, the rhythm. The rhythm takes away the pain and helps the concentration.

(Pause. Aída and Eduardo watch Margarita.)
Aída: Is that my child or a seal. . . .

Eduardo: Ah, a seal, the reason for that is that she’s keeping her arms very close to her body. She cups her hands, and then she reaches and digs, reaches and digs.

Aída: To think that a daughter of mine. . . .

Eduardo: It’s the training, the hours in the water. I used to tie weights around her little wrists and ankles.

Aída: A spirit, an ocean spirit, must have entered my body when I was carrying her.

Eduardo (To Margarita.): Your stroke is slowing down.

(Pause. We hear Margarita’s heartbeat with the breathing under, faster now.)
Aída: Eduardo, that night, the night on the boat . . .

Eduardo: Ah, the night on the boat again . . . the moon was . . .

Aída: The moon was full. We were coming to America. . . . Qué romantico.
(Heartbeat and breathing continue.)
Eduardo: We were cold, afraid, with no money, and on top of everything, you were hysterical, yelling at me, tearing at me with your nails. (Opens his shirt, points to the base of his neck.) Look, I still bear the scars . . . telling me that I didn’t know what I was doing . . . saying that we were going to die. . . .

Aída: You took me, you stole me from my home . . . you didn’t give me a chance to prepare. You just said we have to go now, now! Now, you said. You didn’t let me take anything. I left everything behind. . . . I left everything behind.

Eduardo: Saying that I wasn’t good enough, that your father didn’t raise you so that I could drown you in the sea.

Aída: You didn’t let me say even a good-bye. You took me, you stole me, you tore me from my home.

Eduardo: I took you so we could be married.

Aída: That was in Miami. But that night on the boat, Eduardo. . . . We were not married, that night on the boat.

Eduardo: No pasó nada!° Once and for all get it out of your head, it was cold, you hated me, and we were afraid. . . .

Aída: Mentiroso!°

Eduardo: A man can’t do it when he is afraid.

Aída: Liar! You did it very well.

Eduardo: I did?

Aída: Sí. Gentle. You were so gentle and then strong . . . my passion for you so deep. Standing next to you . . . I would ache . . . looking at your hands I would forget to breathe, you were irresistible.

Eduardo: I was?

Aída: You took me into your arms, you touched my face with your fingertips . . . you kissed my eyes . . . la esquina de la boca y . . .

Eduardo: Sí, Sí, and then . . .

Aída: I look at your face on top of mine, and I see the lights of Havana in your eyes. That’s when you seduced me.

Eduardo: Shhh, they’re gonna hear you.

(Lights go down. Special on Aída.)
Aída: That was the night. A woman doesn’t forget those things . . . and later that night was the dream . . . the dream of a big country with fields of fertile land and big, giant things growing. And there by a green, slimy pond I found a giant pea pod and when I opened it, it was full of little, tiny baby frogs.

(Aída crosses herself as she watches Margarita. We hear louder breathing and heartbeat.)
Margarita: Santa Teresa. Little Flower of God, pray for me. San Martín de Porres, pray for me. Santa Rosa de Lima, Virgencita de la Caridad del Cobre, pray for me. . . . Mother pray for me.

Scene V

Loud howling of wind is heard, as lights change to indicate unstable weather, fog and mist. Family on deck, braced and huddled against the wind. Simón is at the helm.

Aída: Ay Dios mío, qué viento.°

Eduardo (Through megaphone.): Don’t drift out . . . that wind is pushing you out. (To Simón.) You! Slow down. Can’t you see your sister is drifting out?

Simón: It’s the wind, Papi.
Aída: Baby, don’t go so far. . . .

Abuela (To heaven.): Ay Gran Poder de Dios, quita este maldito viento.°

Simón: Margo! Margo! Stay close to the boat.

Eduardo: Dig in. Dig in hard . . . .Reach down from your guts and dig in.

Abuela (To heaven.): Ay Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre, por lo más tú quieres a pararla.
Aída (Putting her hand out, reaching for Margarita.): Baby, don’t go far.

(Abuela crosses herself. Action freezes. Lights get dimmer, special on Margarita. She keeps swimming, stops, starts again, stops, then, finally exhausted, stops altogether. The boat stops moving.)
Eduardo: What’s going on here? Why are we stopping?

Simón: Papi, she’s not moving! Yo Margo!

(The family all run to the side.)
Eduardo: Hija! . . . Hijita! You’re tired, eh?

Aída: Por supuesto she’s tired. I like to see you get in the water, waving your arms and legs from San Pedro to Santa Catalina. A person isn’t a machine, a person has to rest.

Simón: Yo, Mama! Cool out, it ain’t fucking brain surgery.

Eduardo (To Simón.): Shut up, you. (Louder to Margarita.) I guess your mother’s right for once, huh? . . . I guess you had to stop, eh? . . . Give your brother, the idiot . . . a chance to catch up with you.

Simón (Clowning like Mortimer Snerd.): Dum dee dum dee dum ooops, ah shucks . . .

Eduardo: I don’t think he’s Cuban.

Simón (Like Ricky Ricardo.): Oye, Lucy! I’m home! Ba ba lu!

Eduardo (Joins in clowning, grabbing Simón in a headlock.): What am I gonna do with this idiot, eh? I don’t understand this idiot. He’s not like us, Margarita. (Laughing.) You think if we put him into your bathing suit with a cap on his head . . . (He laughs hysterically.) You think anyone would know . . . huh? Do you think anyone would know? (Laughs.)

Simón (Vamping.): Ay, mi amor. Anybody looking for tits would know.

(Eduardo slaps Simón across the face, knocking him down. Aída runs to Simón’s aid. Abuela holds Eduardo back.)
Margarita: Mía culpa!° Mía culpa!
Abuela: Qué dices hija?
Margarita: Papi, it’s my fault, it’s all my fault. . . . I’m so cold, I can’t move. . . . I put my face in the water . . . and I hear them whispering . . . laughing at me. . . .

Aída: Who is laughing at you?

Margarita: The fish are all biting me . . . they hate me . . . they whisper about me. She can’t swim, they say. She can’t glide. She has no grace. . . . Yellowtails, bonita, tuna, man-o’-war, snub-nose sharks, los baracudas . . . they all hate me . . . only the dolphins care . . . and sometimes I hear the whales crying . . . she is lost, she is dead. I’m so numb, I can’t feel. Papi! Papi! Am I dead?

Eduardo: Vamos, baby, punch those arms in. Come on . . . do you hear me?

Margarita: Papi . . . Papi . . . forgive me. . . .

(All is silent on the boat. Eduardo drops his megaphone, his head bent down in dejection. Abuela, Aída, Simón, all leaning over the side of the boat. Simón slowly walks away.)
Aída: Mi hija, qué tienes?
Simón: Oh, Christ, don’t make her say it. Please don’t make her say it.

Abuela: Say what? Qué cosa?
Simón: She wants to quit, can’t you see she’s had enough?

Abuela: Mira, para eso. Esta niña is turning blue.

Aída: Oyeme, mi hija. Do you want to come out of the water?

Margarita: Papi?
Simón (To Eduardo.): She won’t come out until you tell her.

Aída: Eduardo . . . answer your daughter.

Eduardo: Le dije to concentrate . . . concentrate on your rhythm. Then the rhythm would carry her . . . ay, it’s a beautiful thing, Aída. It’s like yoga, like meditation, the mind over matter . . . the mind controlling the body . . . that’s how the great things in the world have been done. I wish you . . . I wish my wife could understand.

Margarita: Papi?
Simón (To Margarita.): Forget him.

Aída (Imploring.): Eduardo, por favor.
Eduardo (Walking in circles.): Why didn’t you let her concentrate? Don’t you understand, the concentration, the rhythm is everything. But no, you wouldn’t listen. (Screaming to the ocean.) Goddamn Cubans, why, God, why do you make us go everywhere with our families? (He goes to back of boat.)

Aída (Opening her arms.): Mi hija, ven, come to Mami. (Rocking.) Your mami knows.

(Abuela has taken the training bottle, puts it in a net. She and Simón lower it to Margarita.)
Simón: Take this. Drink it. (As Margarita drinks, Abuela crosses herself.)

Abuela: Sangre de mi sangre.
(Music comes up softly. Margarita drinks, gives the bottle back, stretches out her arms, as if on a cross. Floats on her back. She begins a graceful backstroke. Lights fade on boat as special lights come up on Margarita. She stops. Slowly turns over and starts to swim, gradually picking up speed. Suddenly as if in pain she stops, tries again, then stops in pain again. She becomes disoriented and falls to the bottom of the sea. Special on Margarita at the bottom of the sea.)
Margarita: Ya no puedo . . . I can’t. . . . A person isn’t a machine . . . es mi culpa . . . Father forgive me . . . Papi! Papi! One, two. Uno, dos. (Pause.) Papi! A dónde estás? (Pause.) One, two, one, two. Papi! Ay, Papi! Where are you . . . ? Don’t leave me. . . . Why don’t you answer me? (Pause. She starts to swim, slowly.) Uno, dos, uno, dos. Dig in, dig in. (Stops swimming.) Por favor, Papi! (Starts to swim again.) One, two, one, two. Kick from your hip, kick from your hip. (Stops swimming. Starts to cry.) Oh God, please. . . . (Pause.) Hail Mary, full of grace . . . dig in, dig in . . . the Lord is with thee. . . . (She swims to the rhythm of her Hail Mary.) Hail Mary, full of grace . . . dig in, dig in . . . the Lord is with thee . . . dig in, dig in. . . . Blessed art thou among women. . . . Mami, it hurts. You let go of my hand. I’m lost. . . . And blessed is the fruit of thy womb, now and at the hour of our death. Amen. I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die.

(Margarita is still swimming. Blackout. She is gone.)
Scene VI

Lights up on boat, we hear radio static. There is a heavy mist. On deck we see only black outline of Abuela with shawl over her head. We hear the voices of Eduardo, Aída, and Radio Operator.

Eduardo’s Voice: La Havana! Coming from San Pedro. Over.

Radio Operator’s Voice: Right, DT6-6, you say you’ve lost a swimmer.

Aída’s Voice: Our child, our only daughter . . . listen to me. Her name is Margarita Inez Suárez, she is wearing a black one-piece bathing suit cut high in the legs with a white racing stripe down the sides, a white bathing cap with goggles and her whole body covered with a . . . with a . . .

Eduardo’s Voice: With lanolin and paraffin.

Aída’s Voice: Sí . . . con lanolin and paraffin.
(More radio static. Special on Simón, on the edge of the boat.)
Simón: Margo! Yo Margo! (Pause.) Man don’t do this. (Pause.) Come on. . . . Come on. . . . (Pause.) God, why does everything have to be so hard? (Pause.) Stupid. You know you’re not supposed to die for this. Stupid. It’s his dream and he can’t even swim. (Pause.) Punch those arms in. Come home. Come home. I’m your little brother. Don’t forget what Mama said. You’re not supposed to leave me behind. Vamos, Margarita, take your little brother, hold his hand tight when you cross the street. He’s so little. (Pause.) Oh Christ, give us a sign. . . . I know! I know! Margo, I’ll send you a message . . . like mental telepathy. I’ll hold my breath, close my eyes, and I’ll bring you home. (He takes a deep breath; a few beats.) This time I’ll beep . . . I’ll send out sonar signals like a dolphin. (He imitates dolphin sounds.)

(The sound of real dolphins takes over from Simón, then fades into sound of Abuela saying the Hail Mary in Spanish, as full lights come up slowly.)
Scene VII

Eduardo coming out of cabin, sobbing, Aída holding him. Simón anxiously scanning the horizon. Abuela looking calmly ahead.

Eduardo: Es mi culpa, sí, es mi culpa.° (He hits his chest.)

Aída: Ya, ya viejo.° . . . it was my sin . . . I left my home.

Eduardo: Forgive me, forgive me. I’ve lost our daughter, our sister, our granddaughter, mi carne, mi sangre, mis ilusiones.° (To heaven.) Dios mío, take me . . . take me, I say . . . Goddammit, take me!

Simón: I’m going in.

Aída and Eduardo: No!

Eduardo (Grabbing and holding Simón, speaking to heaven.): God, take me, not my children. They are my dreams, my illusions . . . and not this one, this one is my mystery . . . he has my secret dreams. In him are the parts of me I cannot see.

(Eduardo embraces Simón. Radio static becomes louder.)
Aída: I . . . I think I see her.

Simón: No, it’s just a seal.

Abuela (Looking out with binoculars.): Mi nietacita, dónde estás? (She feels her heart.) I don’t feel the knife in my heart . . . my little fish is not lost.

(Radio crackles with static. As lights dim on boat, Voices of Mel and Mary Beth are heard over the radio.)
Mel’s Voice: Tragedy has marred the face of the Wrigley Invitational Women’s Race to Catalina. The Cuban swimmer, little Margarita Suárez, has reportedly been lost at sea. Coast Guard and divers are looking for her as we speak. Yet in spite of this tragedy the race must go on because . . .

Mary Beth’s Voice (Interrupting loudly.): Mel!

Mel’s Voice (Startled.): What!

Mary Beth’s Voice: Ah . . . excuse me, Mel . . . we have a winner. We’ve just received word from Catalina that one of the swimmers is just fifty yards from the breakers . . . it’s, oh, it’s . . . Margarita Suárez!

(Special on family in cabin listening to radio.)
Mel’s Voice: What? I thought she died!

(Special on Margarita, taking off bathing cap, trophy in hand, walking on the water.)
Mary Beth’s Voice: Ahh . . . unless . . . unless this is a tragic . . . No . . . there she is, Mel. Margarita Suárez! The only one in the race wearing a black bathing suit cut high in the legs with a racing stripe down the side.

(Family cheering, embracing.)
Simón (Screaming.): Way to go, Margo!

Mel’s Voice: This is indeed a miracle! It’s a resurrection! Margarita Suárez, with a flotilla of boats to meet her, is now walking on the waters, through the breakers . . . onto the beach, with crowds of people cheering her on. What a jubilation! This is a miracle!

(Sound of crowds cheering. Lights and cheering sounds fade.)
BLACKOUT

Writers on Writing

Milcha Sanchez-Scott

Writing The Cuban Swimmer
1989
From these women [recent immigrants Sanchez-Scott met at the employment agency where she worked] I got my material for Latina, my first play. I’d never tried to write. I was just collecting stories—for instance, a woman told me her child had died two years previously, and that at the mortuary she had lifted her child and put it across her face to give it a last goodbye. For two years, she said, the whole side of her face and her lips were cold. And being with my cousin again reminded me of the way we say things in Colombia: “Do you remember the summer when all the birds flew into the bedroom?” I was just writing things down.

About this time I was hired by Susan Loewenberg of L.A. Theatre Works to act in a project at the women’s prison in Chino. I saw the way Doris Baizley, the writer, had put the women’s stories together. When I offered Susan my notes, hoping she could make a piece out of them, she persuaded me to write it myself.

I’d found a channel to get all sorts of things flowing out. I liked controlling my own time, and making things—I’ve always admired architects. Acting seemed very airy to me because I could never take it home and show it to anybody. I had trouble being alone for long periods, but then I would go to the airport or someplace else busy to write. Doris and I used to do things like write under blankets by flashlight, which makes you feel like a little kid with a big secret.

L.A. Theatre Works got a grant and we toured Latina up and down the state with ten Latin actresses who were always feuding. We had one who was illegal, and wouldn’t perform anyplace she thought Immigration might come, so I had to go on in her place. Then Susan commissioned me to write something else, which turned out to be Dog Lady and Cuban Swimmer. I saw the long-distance swimmer Diana Nyad on TV and I saw Salazar—the Cuban runner—and started thinking. I wanted to set a play in the water. So I put a family on a boat and a swimmer in the water and said, “Now, what?” I happened to be in a church and saw the most beautiful Stations of the Cross. It struck me as a good outline for anybody undertaking an endeavor—there’s all this tripping and falling and rising. So that’s what I used.

From On New Ground
Writing About Dramatic Realism

What’s So Realistic About Realism?

When critics use the word realism in relation to a play, are they claiming it is true to life? Not necessarily. Realism generally refers to certain dramatic conventions that emerged during the nineteenth century. A realistic play is not necessarily any truer to life than an experimental one, though it’s true that the conventions of realist drama have become so familiar to us that other kinds of drama—though no more artificial—can seem mannered and even bizarre to the casual viewer. Remember, though, that all drama is artifice—even realism.

To understand realism’s conventions, it might help to contrast a play by Henrik Ibsen with one by Sophocles. Ibsen’s characters speak in prose, not verse. His settings are drawn from contemporary life, not a legendary past. His characters are ordinary middle-class citizens, not kings, queens, and aristocrats.

These external characteristics are easy to spot, but you should also notice some less obvious ways in which plays of the Realist movement often differ from earlier drama. Ibsen, like other Realist playwrights, also seeks to portray the complexity of human psychology—especially motivation—in detailed, subtle ways. A character’s inner life, memories, and motivations take on a crucial role in a Realist play.

In Shakespeare’s Othello, the villain Iago announces that he wants revenge on the title character who has reportedly cuckolded him. This far-fetched assertion is never proved—the facts of the play seem to contradict it everywhere else—and Iago never mentions the motivation again. Shakespeare appears less interested in the reason for Iago’s villainy than its consequences.

Did Iago have an unhappy childhood or a troubled adolescence? These questions do not greatly matter in Renaissance drama, but to Ibsen they become central. In A Doll’s House, for example, we can infer that Nora’s self-absorption and naiveté result from her father’s overprotection. The inner lives, memories, and motivations of the characters now play a crucial role in the dramatic action.

Realist drama does not necessarily come any closer than other dramatic styles to getting at the truths of human existence. A Doll’s House, for example, does not provide a more profound picture of psychological struggle than Oedipus the King. But Ibsen does offer a more detailed view of his protagonist’s inner life and her daily routine.

Checklist

Writing About a Realist Play


¸
List every detail the play gives about the protagonist’s past. How does each detail affect the character’s current behavior?


¸
Do the play’s other characters understand the protagonist’s deeper motivations?


¸
How much of the plot arises from misunderstandings among characters?


¸
Do major plot events grow from characters’ interactions or do they occur at random?


¸
If an occurrence seems random, how does the protagonist’s psychology determine his or her reactions to that event?


¸
What is the protagonist’s primary motivation?


¸
What are the origins of that motivation?

Writing Assignment on Realism

Al Capovilla of Folsom Lake Center College has developed an ingenious assignment based on Ibsen’s A Doll’s House that asks you to combine the skills of a literary critic with those of a lawyer. Here is Professor Capovilla’s assignment:


You are the family lawyer for Torvald and Nora Helmer. The couple comes to you with a request. They want you to listen to an account of their domestic problems and recommend whether they should pursue a divorce or try to reconcile.


You listen to both sides of the argument. (You also know everything that is said by every character.)


Now, it is your task to write a short decision. In stating your opinion, provide a clear and organized explanation of your reasoning. Show both sides of the argument. You may employ as evidence anything said or done in the play.


Conclude your paper with your recommendation. What do you advise under the circumstances—divorce or an attempt at reconciliation?

Here is a paper from Professor Capovilla’s course written by Carlota Llarena, a student at Folsom Lake Center College. Llarena 1

Carlota Llarena

Professor Capovilla

English 320

19 April 2006

Helmer vs. Helmer

In reaching a determination of whether Torvald and Nora Helmer should either get divorced or attempt reconciliation, I have carefully considered the events leading to the breakdown of their marriage in order to decide on an amicable solution to their present predicament. In my belief, marriage is a sacred institution–-one that should not be taken lightly. Love and happiness in a marriage should be cultivated by the parties. Obstacles are often found throughout marriage, but in order to overcome those obstacles, a husband and wife should share responsibilities, discuss whatever problems arise, and jointly work on finding solutions to those problems. Based on this belief, I recommend that Torvald and Nora Helmer attempt a reconciliation of the marriage.

In reviewing the testimony provided by both parties, I find it true that Torvald has treated Nora in such a manner as to make her feel she was considered a child rather than an equal partner. Torvald handled all their finances and solely resolved all their problems. Torvald never discussed any of their household problems with Nora or attempted to seek her advice. In that regard, I believe that Torvald treated Nora in that fashion because he felt Nora was incapable of handling these types of situations. Nora’s every need had always been looked after by her father. She grew up with nannies, never had to take responsibility for herself, and never had to work to earn money as money was always given to her. Llarena 2 I find it also true, however, that Nora has always acted like a child. She has the tendency to sulk if matters don’t go her way, is happy when rewarded with gifts, hides treats (like macaroons) for herself when they are prohibited, and likes to play games. These characteristics are clearly evident in Nora. There are at least six examples of her child-like behaviors in the testimonies. First, Nora denied nibbling on a macaroon or two (1683) as a child would deny any wrongdoing. Second, Nora thought it would be “fun” to hang the money in pretty gilt paper on the Christmas tree (1683) as a child would enjoy bright and colorful objects. Third, Nora considered it to be “wonderful fun” to sit and work to earn money “almost like being a man” (1690) as a child would pretend and play-act adult roles. Fourth, Nora was excited when she received a gift of money from Torvald (1682) as a child would be excited when she receives a present. Fifth, Nora enjoyed dreaming of a rich old gentleman falling in love with her (1690) as a child would dream of getting married to a rich man who would take complete care of her. And, finally, Nora would “do anything to please . . . I’ll sing for you, dance for you” (1699) as a child would always attempt to please her parents.

Unfortunately, Torvald reinforced Nora’s child-like characteristics by calling her names such as “my little sky-lark” (1681), “my squirrel” (1681), “my pretty little pet” (1683), and “my little Nora” (1700). These nicknames seem more appropriate for a child than a grown woman. Torvald has also been very protective of Nora––just as a parent would be protective of a child. Torvald claimed that Nora had “precious eyes” and  “fair little delicate hands” which indicates his  belief that Nora was a fragile person, one who  does not know how to take care of herself. Since  Nora was treated in that same manner by her father,

Llarena 3 she has never experienced life in any other fashion other than that of a child.

As a further review of the testimony presented, I opine that Torvald is not solely to be blamed for the predicament at hand. Nora has allowed Torvald to treat her in this manner during the eight years they were married. She never told Torvald that she wanted to be treated as an adult and as his equal or that she wanted to become more involved with family matters to help determine solutions to problems they may have. Nora  was also guilty of not confiding in Torvald or discussing her problems with him. Did Nora discuss  with Torvald the need for them to live in Italy for a year (1689)? Did she sit with her husband and discuss issues concerning money to make such a trip to Italy feasible and where the money actually came from (1689)? Did Nora ever tell Torvald the truth that she had borrowed the money from Krogstad, how she was repaying the loan and what she did to secure that loan (1698)? The answer to all these questions is no! Accordingly,  it is quite clear that Nora and Torvald are both equally guilty of not discussing problems and issues with one another.

In summation, Nora and Torvald are equally at fault on the following issues. First, Torvald treated Nora as a child, and Nora allowed herself to be treated in that manner. Second, Torvald never confided in Nora regarding matters concerning the family or their finances. Nora, however, also did not confide in Torvald. Now that these issues and concerns are made known to the parties, the parties may work on resolving their differences, share the responsibility of handling both family and financial matters by discussing them with one another and finding amicable solutions, and cultivate the trust and judgment of one another. Accordingly, it is my ruling that Nora and Torvald attempt reconciling their marriage and forgo

Llarena 4 divorce as an immediate option. Only if the parties reach an impasse after an honest and sustained attempt at reconciliation would I suggest reconsidering the option of divorce.

Llarena 5
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More Topics for Writing


1.
How relevant is A Doll’s House today? Do women like Nora still exist? How about men like Torvald? Build an argument, either that the concerns of A Doll’s House are timeless and universal or that the issues addressed by the play are historical, not contemporary.


2.
Placing yourself in the character of Ibsen’s Torvald Helmer, write a defense of him and his attitudes as he himself might write it.


3.
Choose a character from Milcha Sanchez-Scott’s The Cuban Swimmer and examine his or her motivations. What makes your character act as he or she does? Present evidence from the play to back up your argument.


4.
Imagine you’re a casting director. Choose a play from this chapter and cast it with well-known television and movie stars. Explain, in depth, what qualities in the characters you hope to emphasize by your casting choices.


5.
Describe some of the difficulties of staging The Cuban Swimmer as a play. What would be lost or gained by remaking it as a movie? 
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Henrik Ibsen 
The Modern Theater
Luigi Capuana: Italian novelist and dramatic critic who translated A Doll’s House into Italian. It was the famous actress Eleonora Duse who wished him to alter the last scene of the play, but she finally relented and acted it in the original form.
Tragicomedy and the Absurd
1
The Modern Theater
2
3
The Cuban Swimmer
The Modern Theater
Uno, dos, uno, dos. Y uno, dos: One, two, one, two. And one, two.  Muy bien, muy bien: Very good, very good.  Qué? Qué es?: What? What is it?  Es un shark?: Is it a shark?  Que es un shark dicen?: Did they say a shark?  A dónde está?: Where is it?  A ver, hijo: Look here, son.  Virgencita de la Caridad del Cobre. Qué es eso?: Virgin of Charity! What is that?
The Cuban Swimmer: Scene II
Scene from the University of Colorado’s production of The Cuban Swimmer 
un momentico . . . mi hija: Just a second, my daughter.  Por Dios!: For God’s Sake!
The Modern Theater
Papi! Qué está pasando?: Dad. What’s happening?  Que es la televisión dicen? Porque como yo no puedo ver nada sin mis espejuelos: Did they say television? Because I can’t see without my glasses.  Aló América! Viva mi Margarita, viva todo los Cubanos en los Estados Unidos!: Hello America! Hurray for my Margarita, hurray for all the Cubans in the United States!
The Cuban Swimmer: Scene II
cómo se dice viva?: How do you say “viva” [in English]?  Vaya con Dios!: Go with God. [God bless you.]  Mal-Rayo los parta!: To hell with you!  
The Modern Theater
Cállete mujer! Aquí mando yo: Quiet! I’m in charge here.  En el nombre del Padre, del Hijo y del Espíritu Santo amén: In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, Amen.  ven acá: Look here.  Nuestro Señor: Our Father [God].  Sí, gracias a Dios: Yes, thanks be to God.
The Cuban Swimmer: Scene III
Qué hermoso!: How beautiful!  Mira!: look.  Apúrate . . . no me oíste: Finish this! . . . didn’t you hear me?  Esa niña tiene que moverse: That girl has to move.  Anda niña, muévete: Come on, girl, Move!  aceite: oil.
The Modern Theater
Para yá: over there.  Sangre de mi sangre: blood of my blood.  Mira . . . coño, Diablo, aquí estoy si me quieres: Look . . . damn it Devil, here I am if you want me.
The Cuban Swimmer: Scene IV
No pasó nada!: Nothing happened.  Mentiroso!: Liar!
The Modern Theater
Ay Dios mío, qué viento: Oh my God, what wind!  Ay Gran Poder de Dios, quita este maldito viento: By the great power of God, keep the cursed winds away!  
The Cuban Swimmer: Scene V
Mía culpa!: It’s my fault.  
The Modern Theater
The Cuban Swimmer: Scene VII
Es mi culpa, sí, es mi culpa: It’s my fault, yes, it’s my fault.  Ya, ya viejo: Yes, yes, old man.  mi carne, mi sangre, mis ilusiones: My flesh, my blood, my dreams.
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Writing Effectively
Introduction establishes premise of essay
Thesis statement
Topic sentence weighing Torvald's faults
Textual evidence
The Modern Theater
Topic sentence weighing Nora’s flaws
Textual evidence
More textual evidence
Topic sentence on how Torvald’s character flaws encourage Nora’s dependence
Writing Effectively
Topic sentence establishing mutual guilt
Conclusion
Restatement of thesis
The Modern Theater
1896 production of A Doll’s House at the Empire Theatre in New York
1 “The Art of the Theater,” interview, Paris Review 39 (1996).


2 For an excellent study of the theater of the absurd, see Martin Esslin, The Theater of the Absurd, rev. ed. (New York: Overlook, 1973).


3 “Out Goes Absurdism—In Comes the New Naturalism,” New York Times Book Review 19 Mar. 1978.





