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        CONCLUSION                     

          Following our distant reading of the production history of Ibsen’s play, 
are we any closer to understanding the global success of  Et dukkehjem ? 
Have new ways of looking produced fresh answers to this question? 

 The premise underlying this study has been that patterns in our distant 
visions are shaped by forces constraining the artistic diversity and com-
plexity of  Et dukkehjem , and our analyses have concentrated on the ways 
in which artists (and their audiences) comply with, contest, and oppose 
these forces. By following this premise and examining forces at work in 
the cultural transmission and adaptation of  Et dukkehjem , we have arrived 
at new insights into the global success of Ibsen’s play. 

 In Part I, we concentrated on forces that have encouraged artists to 
produce and adapt  Et dukkehjem , thereby increasing the value of the play 
as a ‘stake in the game’, while simultaneously limiting the diversity of the 
repertoire of world theatre. The European women’s movements of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were social forces that cre-
ated a sympathetic context for the fi rst global dissemination of the play, as 
Chapter   2     outlined. These movements changed the personal and profes-
sional expectations of women and created the conditions necessary for the 
emergence of actress-managers as important fi gures in global commercial 
theatre markets. A signifi cant number of these artists were attracted to  Et 
dukkehjem  and Nora became a major role in their personal repertoires, 
as well as a positive fi ctional character to justify their unconventional life 
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choices. These early Noras marketed the play to audiences interested in 
contemporary debates about changes in the social organisation of gender. 
The fi rst global transmission of  Et dukkehjem  managed by these actresses 
has been largely overlooked; Ibsen’s early success has been attributed to 
his connections with the late nineteenth-century avant-garde of European 
theatre. Although there have been numerous accounts of early Ibsen pro-
ductions outside of Europe, they have been framed as isolated studies. By 
mapping major touring productions across fi ve continents, we have been 
able to connect these discrete histories of the play in different theatre cul-
tures, to highlight the importance of the infl uence of the actress-managers 
in the world theatre markets, and to make the connection between the 
European women’s rights movements and the fi rst global cultural trans-
mission of  Et dukkehjem . 

 In Chapter   3    , we considered the combined force of the Norwegian 
institutions that have ‘peddled’ the play. We uncovered the beginnings of 
an  Et dukkehjem  performance tradition in the Nordic region, and followed 
its consolidation in Norway and subsequent international dissemination. 
We traced artistic networks linking Nordic productions of  Et dukkehjem  
from the Copenhagen premiere of 1879 to the present day, and explored 
their connections with Norwegian theatrical families. The existence of 
these networks highlights the importance of the rehearsal room as a site 
for transmission of the accumulated knowledge of generations regarding 
the performance of this canonical work. Finally, by following the funding 
trail associated with festivals, awards, and cultural aid, we concluded that 
Norway had become the engine driving the global distribution and pro-
duction of the play in the twenty-fi rst century. 

 In Part II, we traced the forces at work inside the creative process pro-
ducing  Et dukkehjem . The comparison of dramaturgical structures, charac-
ter manipulations, and narrative substitutions alerted us to a range of social 
and aesthetic forces that have general applicability to theatrical adaptation, 
in particular constraints of time and place. We found that the materiality 
of performance spaces infl uenced the choice of genres in adaptations, and 
that cultural contestations were being played out in the parallel temporal 
structures of narrative time and performance time. We also charted the 
impact of cultural forces on the representation of social organisation and 
the depiction of symbolic power structures. We were surprised by the fl ex-
ibility with which the dramaturgical structure of  Et dukkehjem  could be 
moulded to represent social dynamics in so many cultural contexts. It sug-
gested that the skeletal structure of hierarchical relations of power together 
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with horizontal relations between social groups could be used to refl ect a 
wide variety of social models. This inherent malleability may be a contrib-
uting factor to the success of  Et dukkehjem , but to establish whether this is 
the case will require comparative studies of other global dramas. 

 The analysis of dramaturgical structures highlighted a strong force that 
was specifi c to  Et dukkehjem , concerning the representation of the female 
characters in multiple cultures. It was to be expected that the play would 
trigger taboos over representations of motherhood and the breaking of 
the mother–child dyad, particularly given Ibsen’s own ‘barbaric violence 
to the play’ in which Nora looks at her children and says: ‘Oh, this is a sin 
against myself; but I cannot forsake them. ( half sinks down by the door )’ 
(Ibsen 1880c, 27). Less expected were the widespread negative connota-
tions associated with representations of a female agency dependent on 
sexual manipulation, which led to these aspects in Ibsen’s characters being 
cut. We were intrigued by the fact that Ibsen’s female characters had such 
a long history as contested sites in the adaptation process. Did this have 
any bearing on the success of the play? Did the challenge of combatting 
constraints over the depiction of female characters hold an attraction for 
adaptors? We looked in more detail at how these representational forces 
were being negotiated or deliberately confronted by artists. 

 The metatheatrical possibilities embedded in the tarantella rehearsal, the 
focus of Chapter   5    , made this scene the obvious choice for an in-depth com-
parative study into constraints governing representations of Ibsen’s character 
of Nora. We selected images of the scene from 150 adaptations and arranged 
them in a tree structure; the branches and sub-branches refl ected different 
interpretative strategies shaped through cultural, aesthetic, and ideological 
forces. We found that taboos over the exhibition of the female performing 
body were present in a range of cultures, all stemming from an implied asso-
ciation between female display and prostitution. Where taboos over the dis-
play of the female body were not enforced, the obligation to provide visual 
pleasure for audiences was diffi cult to escape. This insistence that the female 
performing body please the eye was indulged, critiqued, and overdetermined 
in the adaptations. Yet when artists attempted to break through this con-
straint and create a transgressive female body, their interpretations relied on 
physical displays of madness, regression, or altered states of consciousness. 
When other dancing bodies began to rehearse the tarantella, the transgressive 
potential of the scene was more readily achieved. Viewed at a distance, the tree 
with all its branches highlights the limitations imposed on female performing 
bodies in the representational systems of many cultures. For artists to break 
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through these limitations was problematic, but the challenge to do so may 
have had some bearing on the numbers of artists selecting  Et dukkehjem  for 
adaptation. 

 The analytical model we have developed to interrogate 3787 records 
of productions of a single play has yielded signifi cant results. We have 
identifi ed major forces at work in  Et dukkehjem  that have contributed to 
its success as a world drama: social movements and national interests have 
attached commercial and cultural value to Ibsen’s play and contributed to 
its worldwide distribution; the signifying system has proved suffi ciently 
fl exible to adopt multiple forms through the dynamic interactions between 
ever-increasing artistic innovation and constraints imposed by culturally 
diverse representational systems. This summarises our research fi ndings, 
but there are many more patterns in the distant visions of  Et dukkehjem  
that need to be investigated. For this reason, readers are invited to con-
duct their own interpretations of the  Et dukkehjem  data set at IbsenStage: 
  https://ibsenstage.hf.uio.no/pages/project/100.     

   DISTANT VISIONS AS A METHODOLOGY 
 Applying the McShea and Brandon model of evolution to  Et dukkehjem  
enabled us to comprehend the production history of the play. Rather than 
searching for elusive memes replicating themselves within the creative pro-
cess, or explaining the diversity of adaptation through metaphors of natural 
selection, we argued that increasing diversity is the background condition 
of  Et dukkehjem  and therefore needs no explanation. Our efforts have 
been directed towards investigating the forces of constraint responsible for 
promoting the play within global theatre markets, and the forces of rep-
resentational constraint at work in the adaptation process. Patterns in the 
distant visions defi ned the direction of this research. Previous studies of 
the play have selected sites for close analysis according to regional, tempo-
ral, or aesthetic criteria. We let the patterns determine the selection of sites 
and found that they were so varied that our close analyses relied on dif-
ferent traditions of theatre research: biography and artist interviews, close 
readings of performances, analyses of commercial touring and subsidised 
festival circuits, tracing theatrical families and artistic networks, studies of 
the performing body and gestural transmission, processes of adaptation, 
and the gathering and analysing of visual traces. Beyond our approaches 
to reading  Et dukkehjem  ‘up close’, an overarching visual logic of looking 
from a distance ordered the chapters. We began at the point furthest away 
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in time and space, viewing the global trajectories of artists and productions 
of the play in the late nineteenth century; then focused on the Nordic 
region, still travelling through time to examine the changing relationship 
between  Et dukkehjem  and the nation state of Norway; a perspective shift 
took us inside the adaptation process where patterns in a sample of dra-
maturgical structures were compared with other performances from the 
production history of the play; and fi nally we isolated a single moment 
from Ibsen’s play-script to look at a range of interpretative strategies used 
by artists in the staging of the tarantella rehearsal to negotiate representa-
tional constraints over depictions of sexuality and gender. 

 Perhaps one of the most startling realisations to emerge from this research 
methodology is its tendency to highlight contradictions. Not only has the 
evidence in each chapter contradicted assumptions about the play and its 
production history, the research fi ndings also contain internal contradic-
tions. The analysis of the Nordic network of artists uncovered a dominant 
performance tradition of interpreting  Et dukkehjem , but when the last cus-
todians of that tradition were interviewed, they were unaware of this the-
atrical heritage. The character of Nora is synonymous with  Et dukkehjem , 
but adaptations have had a strong tendency to reduce the agency of this 
character within the dramatic action. The actress- managers who toured the 
world with  Et dukkehjem  were infl uential artists and business women, but 
their on-stage success as Nora was not matched by an equivalent off-stage 
success in combining a career with a marriage of equality and motherhood. 
We can only assume that this tendency towards internal contradiction is a 
product of letting the patterns in the distant visions determine the sites for 
close analysis rather than selecting them according to pre-existing criteria. 

 Maps and artistic networks were used to trace the cultural transmis-
sion of  Et dukkehjem , and visual trees, character networks, and graphs 
were used to compare adaptations. The maps of  Et dukkehjem  provoked 
numerous questions; it was an unusual touring pattern of performances 
in Malawi that triggered our research into Norwegian soft diplomacy. 
Although we concentrated on touring productions, there are many more 
patterns to explore in the  Et dukkehjem  maps. We touched on the con-
nections between post-colonial productions and the fi rst global wave of 
touring from Europe, but more production records need to be gathered 
before this pattern will have the detail necessary for an in-depth analy-
sis. Further work within Ibsen scholarship will involve comparative anal-
yses on cultural transmission across the whole of the Ibsen repertoire. 
Doctoral research has begun on analysing both the early German and 
North American reception of all Ibsen’s plays. 
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 The greatest revelations regarding theatre historiography came from the 
network analyses that traced artistic links between productions. We were 
astounded to fi nd such an extraordinary degree of interconnection between 
artists working on a single play, including unbroken lines of cultural transmis-
sion from the premiere in Copenhagen in 1879 to performances in 2014. 
We traced the major artistic network in the Nordic cluster, but the German 
cluster and many smaller clusters still await investigation. The next stage will 
be to interrogate IbsenStage to uncover the artistic networks that link pro-
ductions of all Ibsen’s plays. If the patterns we have found in  Et dukkehjem  
are duplicated elsewhere, the importance of the transmission of production 
knowledge on interpretative traditions within the entire Ibsen repertoire will 
need to be addressed. We found that the dominant tradition of  Et dukke-
hjem  performance was being transmitted as embodied knowledge rather than 
rehearsal-room anecdotes; this suggests the need for further research into the 
body as the site of transmission for past performance knowledge in the stag-
ing of modern dramas. We can envisage a new strain of theatre historiography 
based on tracing artistic networks in twentieth-century theatres of modernity. 
These studies have the potential to destabilise assumptions about distinc-
tions between theatres of modernity, which rely on professional structures of 
employment and training, and traditional theatre forms, with their systems of 
cultural inheritance based on biological or adopted theatrical families. 

 A study of so many productions of a single play is unprecedented in 
the historiography of modern drama, and the techniques of data analysis 
and visualisation that we used have far-reaching possibilities for the fi eld. 
Plans to digitise the production records of the plays of Samuel Beckett 
and Federico García Lorca are already in motion to facilitate comparative 
analyses of the production histories of canonical playwrights. There are 
many directions that this research can take, from increasing our under-
standing of the dissemination of a European cultural heritage, to charting 
the importance of nation states in the creation and maintenance of the 
world theatre canon, to a deeper understanding of the transmission of 
aesthetic knowledge across cultures and between generations of artists, 
while comparative analyses of the production histories of signifi cant global 
dramas will inevitably enrich our understanding of theatrical adaptation.  

   AFTERWORD 
 In the Introduction we mentioned two strains of Ibsen scholarship regard-
ing the interpretation of Ibsen’s character of Nora: on the one hand she is 
seen as a representation of female subjectivity struggling for emancipation, 
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on the other as a character that embodies a universal striving for subjective 
freedom. These interpretations are based on close readings of Ibsen’s play-
script, and scholars engaging in debates about the relative merits of these 
interpretations are apt to cite Ibsen’s speech at the dinner held in his honour 
by the Norwegian Women’s Rights League in Christiania, on 26 May 1898.

  I am not a member of the Women’s Rights League. Whatever I have [created has 
not been based on a conscious tendency or wish to propagate]. I have been more 
poet and less social philosopher than people generally seem inclined to believe. 
I thank you for the toast, but must disclaim the honor of having consciously 
worked for the women’s [cause]. I am not even quite clear as to what women’s 
[cause] really is. [I have perceived it as a human cause]. And if you read my 
books carefully you will understand this. True enough, [it] is desirable to solve 
the women’s [issue, beside] others; but that has not been the whole purpose. My 
task has been the description of human [beings]. (Ibsen [1898] 1910, 65–66) 

   Ibsen appeared in the Introduction, and so by rights he should appear 
in the conclusion, but his intentions have played no part in our analyses. 
Whatever was said at that dinner in 1898,  Et dukkehjem  has been  used  to 
represent sexual vectors of social change within the theatre. These vectors 
are not univocal: they encapsulate diverse sexual expressions and reorgan-
isations of gendered paradigms. While the social changes associated with 
the women’s emancipation movement are important in the early produc-
tion history of the play, the social changes for men provoked by the second 
wave of the European women’s rights movement are visible in the produc-
tions of the 1970s, and today it is normative heterosexuality that is being 
critiqued in cross-dressed, transgendered, and transsexual adaptations. 
Again a contradiction confronts us: the forces of cultural transmission link 
the play to changes in the social organisation of gender and sexuality, most 
signifi cantly the infl uence of the actress-managers in the global theatre 
market and the Nora’s Sisters programme of the Norwegian government, 
but within the adaptation process it has been the forces of theatrical con-
ventions constraining representations of gender and sexuality that have 
confronted artists. As a consequence, the play has strong associations with 
struggles for change in both the social and representational worlds. 

 In the fi nal words of any book there is a desire for closure, but we 
have avoided the ubiquitous sound of the  Et dukkehjem  slamming door 
throughout this study and will continue to do so. We prefer to leave the 
door wide open for future scholars to join our collaborative venture of 
rethinking Ibsen scholarship through interrogation of the many thousands 
of production records that are held in IbsenStage.      
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