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Progress reduces
lbsen’s impact

IBSEN’S  “A  Doll’s
House” -— at The Ques-
tors Theatre, Ealing, until
tomorrow — is a difficult
and often puzzling play to
come to terms with.

First produced nearly a hun-
dred years ago in 1879 few
plays can have a more contem-
porary plot, and yet parts of it
seem dated in a way that only
superlative playing could res-
cue. i

In saying that the Questor’s
production falls a distance
short of that ideal, I intend a
compliment rather than a criti-
cism, for no production of the
play I have seen has made the
play live entirely.

It is the story of a young,
middle-class wife, Nora, who is
regarded, with her own conni-
vance, apparently, as an “ex-
pensive pet” by her pompous,
sententious, recently appointed
bank manager husband, Tor-
vald.

Childish, selfish and thought-
less, she is, as she comes to see
herself, *a doll wife” living in a
doll’s house.

Falsity

The play covers three short
but tightly packed days around
Christmas, in which Nora mi-
raculously realises the falsity of
her position, and more particul-
arly of her marriage to Torvald.

The play readily invites des-
cription in terms of Women’s
Lib, and this lends it a topical-
ity that it can scarcely have
ever had, even at the time of its

‘first production.

But it is exactly the contem-
porary relevance of the play
that makes it hard to entirely
accept. The current loosening
of preconceptions about a
wife's role means that Nora’s
walking out on the husband she
discovers she no longer loves
does not hit as hard as it must

The last scene now seems
rather bombastic in the selfcon-
sciously shocking attitudes that
issue from Nora’s suddenly
mature mind. Not least because
in this production Nora seems
out to shock her husband as
much as Ibsen is out to jolt the
audience.

Theatre

This is a shame because for
the play to be really convincing
and absorbing today it must
succeed dramatically as a piece
of theatre, not intellectually as a
social tract.

Despite some fine and sus-
tained performances, Sydney
Blake’s production was never
quite unified enough, on Satur-
day at least, to gather sufficient
dramatic momentum to carry
the audience with it.

Jennifer Hales; as Nora, be-
gan well with the childish but
charming character of the first

have done in 1879.

act, and was convincingly dis-

traught as she is made aware of
what it means to have forged
her father’s signature on a do-
cument to borrow money, but
she seemed to tire (not surpris-
ingly) with the sheer weight of
her part, and her control suf-
fered.

But if the final scene did not
convince, it was not her fault,
nor even the fault of the excel-
lent Peter Cariss as Torvald,
but, as I have suggested, Ibsen’s
own fault. To so entirely reduce
Torvald to a tipsy fool in the
final scene is to load the dice
more than the situation merits.

If Mr. Cariss’ performance
had a fault it was common to
several others. The actor .
seemed aware of his own poten-
tial absurdity.

Serious

Kenneth Ratcliffe as the fam-
ily friend, Dr. Rank, seemed
more unwilling than most to
take the character he was play-
ing with complete seriousness.
Certainly Rank is a man with a
deeply ironic manner, but this
shoule not become so flippant
that we doubt the melancholy
that broods within him and do-
minates him. With the inherited
spinal disease that he knows is
killing him, he carries much of
the burden of the sense of an
inevitable and often primitive
sense of retribution that looms
in the play, and in so much of
Ibsen’s work.

The scene in which Rank, wi-
thout explicitly saying so, goes
off to die, is potentially one of
the most moving in Ibsen, with
its cryptic parting line to Nora,
“Thank you for the light”, but it
failed to hit the target.

While elements of the pro-
duction are open to criticism it
is extremely pleasant to be able
to congratulate Ruth Lister as
Nora’s long-lost friend, Mrs.
Linde, and Robin Duval as
Krogstad, the man who Nora
has borrowed from, and who
Torvald has just sacked from
the bank, on their excellent per-
formances.

Mrs. Linde is an excellent foil
for Nora; patient, mature, sad
and hardworking, she is cap-
able of describing work as “the
great pleasure of my life” with
complete conviction.

Victim

Mr. Duval was able to sug-
gest both the malice and vindic-
tiveness of Krogstad, and yet to
convey the possibility of a sen-
sitive and sadly wounded man
underneath, who is victim as
well as victimiser.

The scene in which Mrs.
Linde and Krogstad, with no il-
lusions about each other set ab-
out trying to build a new life
together was the most brilliant
and movingly played in the pro-
duction.

The costumes were excellent,
suggesting a unified sense of
time and place, but the set,
while efficient and well built,
was perhaps not tinselly enough
to suggest a doll’s house, and so
to make the Nora that emerges
from it as disturbing as she
might be.

But this was a strong and in-
telligent production with many
things to recommend it, both
large contrasts of mood and
small details of movement, and
one that provokes considerable
thought as the worthwhile pro-
duction of a major play should.
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