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2. A Close Look at Ibsen

Symbolic and Allegoric Approaches

to Ibsen

Two “Golden Age” Productions of Rosmersholm

Keld Hyldig

Symbolsk er enhver fremragende Personlighed i Livet!

INTRODUCTION

The main subject of this article is the investi-
gation of two different productions of Ros-
mersholm from 1905 and 1922 at Nationalthe-
atret (established 1899) in Kristiania/Oslo.
In this I will make use of allegoric and symbo-
lic as analytical concepts. Due to the modern
confusion of these concepts, I will explain
my understanding and use of them. This will
be done through an account of Goethe's for-
mulations of the allegoric and the symbolic.
In my opinion Goethe, by means of these two
concepts and the distinction between them,
defined two main strategies of artistic ex-
pression and reception, as they can be found
in the approaches to theatre in the period in
question.

In the biographical material on Henrik Ib-
sen and in his plays many connections to
German culture and to the romantic tradi-
tion, including Goethe, can be established.?

In the 1850s Ibsen was engaged in ques-
tions concerning nationalism through his
writing and his practical theatre work. The
material for his early fairy-plays and the his-

toric plays was drawn from old Nordic fairy-
tales, ballads and Norwegian history. How-
ever, his dramatic form was inspired by dra-
maturgical theoreticians like J. L. Heiberg
and Hermann Hettner, as well as romantic
dramatists such as Oehlenschlager, Goethe,
Schiller, Hebbel and the “romantic” Shake-
speare.

In the 1860s Ibsen turned completely
away from nationalism. Disappointed by
political developments in Norway he left the
country in 1864, and settled in Rome. The
meeting with the classical heritage and the
Italian culture exercised a decisive influence
on Ibsen and his artistic development, as it
had done on Goethe through his Italian jour-
ney.3 During his stay in Rome from 1864 to
1868 Ibsen frequented the Scandinavian
Club. In the library of the Club he borrowed
many books, including several volumes of
Goethe’s works.4

Between 1868 and 1891, when he returned
to Norway, Ibsen lived mostly in Munich
and Dresden, and his engagement in Ger-
man culture evolved steadily in these years.
In a letter of 1888 to the Danish Scandinavist
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in Berlin, Julius Hoffory, Ibsen stated that he
had turned away from nationalism to the
recognition of Germanism, as the cultural
context where he could enfold his artistic in-
tentions:

Emperor and Gallilean is not the first
play I wrote in Germany, but probably
the first [ have written under the influ-
ence of German culture. ... My view of
life was, at that time [during the stay in
Ttaly — K.H.] still nationally Scandinavi-
an, and I could not find the approach to
the foreign material. Then I experienced
the great period in Germany, the year of
war and the development afterwards.
All this exercised in many ways a trans-
forming power on me. Until then my
view on the world history and the
human life had been of a national kind.
Now this was extended to a viewpoint
of the tribe itself, and then I could write
Emperor and Gallilean.

The notion of “tribe” refers to Germanism,
but this must not be misinterpreted as Ib-
sen’s turning from Norwegian nationalism
to a German nationalism. It must be under-
stood as a turn to a wider cultural perspec-
tive than the national. Ibsen’s twelve con-
temporary plays, from Pillars of Society
(1877) to When We Dead Awaken (1899) have
to be seen in the light of this wider Germanic
perspective, even if the material was drawn
from contemporary Norwegian life.

From the late 1870s until around 1910 Ib-
sen was a central dramatist in German the-
atre. His contemporary plays were impor-
tant for the innovative experimentation at
the many new small and intimate theatres in
the European cities. This applies not only to
the naturalist theatre, but also the neo-ro-
mantic/symbolist theatre.®

If we look to Norway around the turn of
the century, we will not find any small avant-
garde theatres performing Ibsen.” It was at
Nationaltheatret that the artistic standards
of Norwegian theatre were set in the first
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three to four decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. The artistic develcpment at National-
theatret in this period is often referred to as
“The Golden Age” of Norwegian theatre his-
tory.

One of the main contributors to the deve-
lopment of Norwegian theatre in the deca-
des around the turn of the century was Bjern
Bjornson. After his training as an actor at the
Conservatory in Vienna, where most of his
teachers were actors from the Burgtheater,
under the leadership of Friedrich Ding-
elstedt, Bjernson was engaged in the com-
pany of the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen. In 1884
he became director at the Christiania Thea-
ter.8 Here he introduced a detailed and visu-
ally splendid realistic style in the fashion of
his sources of inspiration, Dingelstedt and
the Meininger company. This exterior-realis-
tic style was primarily suited to historical
plays, but it was also adopted in productions
of Ibsen’s contemporary plays, leading to a
detailed and elegant drawing-room realism.
The scene-painter Jens Wang was an impor-
tant contributor to the development of this
style. Wang maintained this detailed realis-
tic style in his sceneries throughout his care-
er at the Christiania Theater and at Natio-
naltheatret until 1918, when he retired and
was succeeded by Oliver Neerland.

However, it was not Bjern Bjernson, but
actors/directors like Johanne Dybwad and,
in time, Halfdan Christensen, who came to
be the important contributors to the deve-
lopment of the Ibsen style after the turn of
the century. Like Bjern Bjernson Johanne
Dybwad was inspired by German theatre.
She often visited Germany, as a guest perfor-
mer and as a theatre-goer, and she paid espe-
cially attention to the work of Max Rein-
hardt.’

Johanne Dybwad’s Ibsen style, as it deve-
loped over the years, was marked by a stylis-
tic transformation from exterior realism
through psychological realism to a profound
symbolic realism. With the productions of
Rosmersholm in 1922 and Ghosts in 1925 this
style, which some critics named “monumen-

tal realism”, reached a peak.

Yet, in spite of Ms Dybwad’s fame and the
public’s admiration of her as an actress, few
really understood the profundity of her the-
atrical work, and she was criticized for mo-
ving away from “sound realism”. Most of
the leading theatre critics of the time were
influenced by naturalistic ideas and simulta-
neously understood theatre as literary repre-
sentation. This made them incapable of
recognizing the theatre performance in its
own artistic right and therefore also incapa-
ble of recognizing the uniqueness of Johanne
Dybwad’s artistic achievements. Her work
with Ibsen in the 1920s was unique in Nor-
way in its symbolic rendering of realism.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND:
SYMBOLIC AND ALLEGORIC
APPROACHES

The concepts of symbol and allegory, and
especially the distinction between them, was
an essential feature of romantic aesthetics. In
the pre-romantic aesthetics there seems to
have been no distinction between allegory
and symbol, and the distinction then va-
nished again in the post-romantic aesthetics,
mainly because of Hegel’s attack on roman-
ticism and the idea of symbolic art. Hegel
delimited idealistic and classical aesthetics
from the ambiguous symbolic aesthetics of
the Romantics, and rejected the receptional
viewpoint, which was of decisive import-
ance in the aesthetic Anschauung of the Ro-
mantics.10

Along with the Hegelian idealism/classi-
cism positivism/scientific materialism came
to be the dominating trends of aesthetics and
art criticism in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. The distinction between idea-
lism and realism replaced the distinction be-
tween the allegoric and the symbolic, and
whenever the concepts of the symbolic and
allegoric were used in art criticism, it was
generally in a negative assessment.!! The
only exception to this was the aesthetic the-

ory that supported the symbolist movement
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. However, this aesthetic theory
was mainly formulated by artists (Charles
Baudelaire, John Ruskin, William Morris,
Andrey Bely etc.) and not by academic phi-
losophers. The symbolist movement was an
important link between Romanticism and
the Modernism of the twentieth century.

Within the aesthetic theories of the twenti-
eth century both the concept of the symbol
and the allegory have reoccurred. The sym-
bolic approach was developed by theoretici-
ans like Ernst Cassirer, Roman Jakobsen, Su-
sanne K. Langer and Tzvetan Todorov. The
allegoric approach was resurrected by,
among others, Bertolt Brecht, Walter Benja-
min and Paul de Man.

Within the latest Ibsen research the con-
cepts of the symbol and the allegory have
also occurred as methodical concepts.!? For
example the Norwegian scholar Eivind
Tjenneland has recently written several es-
says where he approaches Ibsen’s contem-
porary plays from symbolic and allegorical
viewpoints.

The reoccurrence of the symbol and the
allegory confirms the currency of both con-
cepts. And the romantic distinction between
allegory and symbol is the underlying histo-
rical and philosophical matrix for new ap-
proaches within modern and post-modern
aesthetics. The preference for the allegoric or
the symbolic is then a matter of aesthetic and
ideological interest and not of epistemologi-
cal rejection of the one or the other.

In my analytical use of these concepts I
attempt not to use the noun forms allegory
and symbol, but the adjective forms allegoric
and symbolic. Symbol and allegory refer to
works of art as objects, while the adjective
forms refer to aesthetic-semantic strategies
applied by producers and recipients of art.
Theatre performances, and art in general,
should in my opinion be considered as being
constituted in the interaction between pro-
ducers and recipients.

The German Romantics understood art
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and aesthetics as an autonomous realm of
expression and acknowledgement. Along
with the new estimation of subjectivity, the
notions of the allegoric and the symbolic
were essential in this aesthetic discourse.
The Romantics considered the symbolic to
be the essence of art, while the allegoric was
regarded as a form of expression based on
reason and conventionalism. Among the
German Romantics Goethe was the one who
most explicitly formulated the distinction
between symbolic and allegoric approa-
ches.14

What distinguishes Goethe’s aesthetics
from the more speculative idealism of his
contemporaries like Schelling or Hegel, is
that his formulations were related to art and
nature as physical phenomena. Goethe had
genuine confidence in the senses as the me-
diator between the “objective” physical
world and the “subjective” consciousness.
He considered natural phenomena, as well
as art, to be established in a unification of
materiality, sensory perception and recogni-
tion, in a union of subjectivity and objectivi-
ty.1> Compared, for example, with Kant’s
and Hegel’s abstract conceptualizations of
the relation between the consciousness and
the physical world, Goethe’s understanding
of the act of recognition and reflection was
exceptionally “organic”:

Throughout my whole life I have proce-
eded through mediation and observa-
tion, synthetic and then again analytic;
the systole and the diastole of the human
spirit was like a second breath for me,
never separated, always pulsating.1®

Here Goethe used his own bodily experien-
ces, the breathing and pulsation of the
bloodstream, in a very concrete metaphori-
cal way to express how he perceived and
contemplated the world around him. This
“naive” but human way of searching for
knowledge can be seen as Goethe’s natural
inclination, but also as a reflection of his re-
servation about abstract intellectualism in
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favour of the live acquaintance with art and
nature in all their varieties. Goethe under-
stood the symbolic approach as a natural,
intuitive and artistic form of human expres-
sion and understanding. In an article from
1796, Goethe defined a distinction between
symbolic and allegoric treatment in pain-
ting. About the symbolic he wrote: “The ob-
jects represented [“dargestellt”] in this way
appear to exist for themselves alone and are
nevertheless significant at the deepest le-
vel”.17

The symbolic artwork is autonomous,
seemingly enclosed in itself, and at the same
time open for significance beyond the
boundary of its singularity. This paradox of
the symbolic is related to the fact that sym-
bolic significance not only depends on the
artwork itself and its elements, but also on
the beholder’s abilities to contemplate and
recognize it.

It is truly symbolic, when the particular
represents the general, not dreamlike or
shadowy, but like a living momentary
revelation of the unexplorable [“leben-
dig-augenblickliche Offenbarung des
Unerforschlichen”].18

Here Goethe pointed to the inevitable me-
taphysical or even mystical aspect of symbo-
lic signification, as a kind of revelation
(“Offenbarung”). Therefore, symbolic signi-
ficance can never be exhaustively under-
stood and defined absolutely in abstract
terms. Like nature symbolic art is inscruta-
ble; it will maintain secrets to be discovered
and contemplated in the future. In contrast
to the symbolic, Goethe defined the allegoric
as expressions and modes of understanding
based upon abstract concepts, preconceived
ideas and conventions:

It is a great difference whether the poet
searches the singular for the general or
beholds [“schaut”] the general through
the singular. From the former of these
approaches, allegory is born; in this the

singular has value solely as an example
of the general. The latter is, nevertheless,
properly the nature of poetry; it expres-
ses the singular, without thinking of, or
indicating, the general.1

Goethe did not reject the allegoric approach,
but he pointed out the strategic differences
between this and the symbolic approach. In
the case of the symbolic approach, meaning
is revealed organically-metaphysically from
within the contemplated work of art. In the
case of the allegoric approach, meaning is
known beforehand and is tied up with the
expressive material:

In this [the allegoric —- K.H.] there is more
of accident and arbitrariness, or even of
conventionalism, inasmuch as the mea-
ning of the sign must be communicated
to us before we know what it is.20

The allegoric approach rests within the uni-
verse of the logical and abstract reason, and
the allegoric interpretation is grounded on
foreknown conventions or on the completely
free and arbitrary play of interpretations.

An allegoric approach often expresses
some kind of explanation. This is never the
case with the symbolic, where it always is a
matter of understanding. In the allegoric ap-
proach there is something (concepts, ideas
etc.) outside the phenomenon itself, but rela-
ted to it. This “something” can appear as an
explanation of the phenomenon in conside-
ration; or it can be the other way round, the
phenomenon is an explanation of, for in-
stance, a philosophical or ideological stand-
point. Thus, the answer or the explanation is
somehow given beforehand to the allegori-
cist. This is never the case for the symbolist,
who attempts to understand something not
known beforehand.

Nevertheless, the symbolic and allegoric
are not incompatible. The allegoric can,
through artistic treatment, be “moved”
toward the symbolic, and the symbolic can
be moved toward the allegoric, and the two

approaches can be intermingled. From a re-
ceptional point of view the beholder of the
work of art can, so to say, choose and alter-
nate between allegoric and symbolic ap-
proaches, but the perceiver will, of course,
be more or less “manipulated” by the ap-
proach taken by the artist(s).

The allegoric and the symbolic are con-
ceptualizations of two different expressive
and receptional approaches which point in
opposite directions. The symbolic points to a
contemplation of the inner coherence of the
work of art, while the allegoric points away
from it, making it represent something out-
side the work of art itself.

SYMBOLIC EXPOSE IN THEATRICAL
PRODUCTION

The focus of theatrical research is theatre
performances and not play texts as litera-
ture. This means that whenever play texts
are being read, this is done in the light of
theatre history, from a dramaturgical view-
point or within the context of a specific theat-
rical production.

In the production of a performance, a play
text is transformed into a living artistic
event. A lot of other theatrical “raw materi-
al”, for instance actors’ bodies, voices, cos-
tumes, make-up, decorations, props,
lighting, sounds etc. are also involved in this
production process. This means that the text
is no longer there as a text in the perfor-
mance. What is there is the live action of
characters and visual-spatial elements rea-
lized in the interaction between theatre pro-
ducers and the spectators. Even though a
theatrical performance is not “real life” but
performed life, it is still a living event. And
as such, it has the possibility of being
genuinely symbolic in the Goethean sense,
something which a literary text can never
really be, at least not in the same way:.

Ibsen’s contemporary plays have a realis-
tic level representing physical circumstan-
ces, characters, milieus and socio-political
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questions, but step by step in the writing of
these plays Ibsen undermined this realistic
level with psychological subtleties and
secrets. This interior, or sub-textual, drama-
turgical tendency of the texts makes all exte-
rior references, realistic, historic or socio-po-
litical, secondary, yet necessary as a frame
for the drama.

Consistent performances can, and have
been produced with dramaturgical focus on
the realistic level and the socio-political to-
pics represented here. This approach can
bring out an illusion of real life, simultane-
ously expressing a socio-political criticism in
the form of allegoric representation. Never-
theless, this approach will have to empha-
size the subjects represented by the realistic
surroundings and the secondary characters,
at the expense of the more subtle features of
the main characters.

Most of Ibsen’s secondary characters are
“flat characters” without soul. The lines of
these characters do not provide the actors
with any aid in establishing an inner life. The
search for deeper meaning for these charac-
ters ends up as representations of socio-poli-
tical types and standpoints. In Ghosts, for in-
stance, Pastor Manders represents Christian
conservatism and Engstrand, the carpenter,
represents proletarian vulgarity. In Rosmers-
holm, Kroll, the headmaster, and Mortens-
gaard, the editor, are representatives of so-
cio-political forces (parties), namely the
Conservative and the Liberal respectively.

Recognition of the differences between the
secondary and main characters, and the dis-
tinction between the realistic surface and the
inner secrets seem to be prerequisites for a
symbolic interpretation of Ibsen’s contem-
porary plays. The main entry into such a
symbolic interpretation is the psychological
development of the main characters. In their
profound inner life lies an abundance of pos-
sible theatrical life and symbolic signifi-
cance. This has always made these characters
interesting challenges for actors, providing
them with opportunities for comprehensive
psychological penetration and expressions.
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It is, however, not only the inner life of the
main characters, but also the secondary
characters and the scenic elements that have
to be represented in a specific way, if a per-
formance of one of Ibsen’s contemporary
plays is to have symbolic significance be-
yond the realistic and socio-political repre-
sentation. Thus, the moulding of an artistic
totality with symbolic significance is de-
pendent upon the dramaturgical co-opera-
tion between the director, the set designer
and the actors. The crucial point is not only
how the actors playing the main characters
succeed in exposing the psychological
secrets, but also how the secondary charac-
ters and the scenic milieu are treated drama-
turgically in relation to the dramatic inner
life of the main characters.

It is exactly this kind of artistic, dynamic
co-operation between acting, direction and
design that can be found in Johanne Dyb-
wad’s theatrical work at Nationaltheatret in
the first three decades of the twentieth
century. Her style of acting and directing led
from exterior realism, through psychologi-
cal penetration toward symbolic exposé. Jo-
hanne Dybwad’s Ibsen work, however, was
unique compared to the main line of deve-
lopment of the Norwegian Ibsen style,
which led from exterior realism through
psychological realism toward an intimate
naturalism. Any symbolic revelation of
psychological secrets was generally avoided
in this realistic/naturalistic mainstream, by
subordinating the inner life of the characters
to the representation of recognized psycho-
logical, sociological and political topics.

Realism/naturalism was established as
the main convention of the Norwegian Ibsen
tradition. This convention was in an obscure
way intermingled with a literary conven-
tion, giving the text the status of an ideal for
the performance, while at the same time de-
manding realistic representation of the per-
formance.2! This two-sided conventiona-
lism of realism and literature was the
general attitude toward theatre among the
critics at the turn of the century. And it was

through this attitude that what I define as
allegoric interpretation was emphasized at
the expense of the symbolic.

The realistic approach was prevalent till
around 1910, when a criticism of realism
started to emerge.?? Between 1910 and 1930
two positions among the critics can be iden-
tified. On the one hand there were those who
adhered to naturalism or to “sound realism”,
and on the other hand there were those who
wanted new approaches to Ibsen and a re-
newal of the established Ibsen style.

Johanne Dybwad’s production of Ros-
mersholm in 1922 was to be the first to violate
the established realistic conventions
through a conscious symbolic stylization.
Throughout the 1920s she directed and acted
in a number of outstanding productions at
Nationaltheatret, including Rosmersholm,
Ghosts, The Vikings at Helgeland and Brand.
The style of these productions was charac-
terized by central theatre critics as “monu-
mental” or “monumental realism”, a charac-
terization, which has been taken up into the
general historiography of Norwegian the-
atre.?3

Johanne Dybwad both directed most of
these productions and performed main
parts in them. This placed her in a unique
artistic position, where she had the opportu-
nity to establish artistic coherence between
the inner life of the character and the totality
of the production. Another important contri-
butor to Johanne Dybwad’s productions,
was the scene-painter Oliver Neerland, who
seemed to adapt very well to the artistic in-
tentions of Johanne Dybwad .24

In the following analysis of the two pro-
ductions of Rosmersholm, I will make use of
material from theatre reviews on the one
hand and from the theatre archives on the
other (programmes, the script, directing ma-

nuals, stage plans, photographs etc.). These
two sources cover the two aspects of a histo-
rical performance, the presentation by the
theatre producers and the reception by the
spectators, represented by the critics. As I
consider a theatrical performance as an artis-

tic event taking place in the interactions be-
tween the producers and the spectators, my
analysis will take the form of a combination
of these two aspects, production and recep-
tion. In the end, the interpretation will, of
course, be my own, but my endeavour is to
uncover, as far as possible, the interpretation
presented by the producers and that expres-
sed by the critics, and to show where these
two coincide and where they do not.

As a structure in the analysis I use three
categories to reconstitute the performance:
the set, the characters and dramaturgy of perfor-
mance. When I speak about dramaturgy of
performance and not of production, I do this
because, as I stated above, my use of the term
performance covers a combination of pro-
duction and reception, and because the main
sources for a recognition of dramaturgy of
the production actually come from the re-
ceptional side, which means the reviews,
and not from the productional side.

ROSMERSHOLM AT
NATIONALTHEATRET IN 190525

This production had its first performance on
15 November 1905, and was performed 17
times between 1905 and 1909. Olaf Merch
Hansson directed the production, and the
set was designed by Jens Wang.

Participating actors: Halfdan Christensen
(August Oddvar from 5 December 1905) as
John Rosmer, Johanne Dybwad as Rebecca
West, Harald Stormoen as Headmaster
Kroll, Gustav Thomassen as Editor Mortens-
gaard. Agnes Christensen (Sofie Reimers
from 5 December) as Madam Helseth.

The Set

In the reviews there is very little written
about the set. This lack of attention to the set
was typical for critics of the time. The visual
design was considered as less artistically im-
portant than the text and its delivery by the
actors. Of course, an appropriate décor was
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The set for Acts I, IT and IV: “The living room at Rosmersholm, spacious, old-fashioned and comfor-
table. In front on the right wall, a stove decorated with branches of birck}. Further baFk a door. On the
back wall a folding door to the entrance. On the wall to the left, a window, an'd in front of that a
centre-piece with flowers and plants. By the stove, a table with a sgfa ar}d armchalrs: Rounc'l about on
the walls hang portraits of clergymen, officers and public servants in uniform. The wm'dow is open. So
is the door to the entrance and the outer door. Outside, old trees along an avenue leading to the estate
can be seen. It is a summer night, the sun has gone down.”26

The set for Act I: “The study of John Rosmer. The entrance is on the left. In the background a <.ioorway
with drawn curtains, leading to the bedroom. Awindow to theright, and in front of thata wrlt}ng desk,
covered with books and papers. Bookshelves and cugboards along the walls. Shabby furniture. An
old-fashioned settee with table in the front to the left.” 7
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expected, but if that was in order, then it was
almost invisible and non-essential. Gunnar
Heiberg was the only one to comment on the
set, and then only because it was not in ac-
cordance with the stage directions of the text.

In spite of this lack of comments by the
critics, the photographs and the stage plans
provide us with a good impression of the set.
However we do not know how this was per-
ceived by the spectators.

A comparison of the photos on the pre-
vious page with Ibsen’s stage directions, re-
veals how closely Wang followed them. The
set was obviously intended as a repre-
sentation of the text and as an illusion of a
real life milieu. Yet, the photos also provide
us with an unmistakable impression of
Wang's typical decorative style. This applies
not only to the detailed realism, but also to
the architectonic setting. Shaped around a
central room, the set offered the spectators
insight into other rooms of the house and the
exterior of the house. The actors could use
the different spaces of the set in very natura-
listic ways; they could move between the
rooms, and still remain more or less visible in
the adjoining rooms and in the exterior.

The abundance of details and props was
typical for Wang, but was also the common
means of creating realistic illusion. How-
ever, none of the details or props nor the set
as a whole, seem to have had any intended
expressiveness or meaning beyond the rea-
listic illusion.

The set was a tasteful and appropriate rep-
resentation of Ibsen’s directions. It func-
tioned as the frame around the actors’
playing of the characters and performance of
the action.

The Characters

All the critics had a basic understanding of
the characters as falling into two groups:

Beside the representatives of the events
of the time and the atmosphere of the
day, the writer has, in the main charac-

ters of the play, created two figures of a
finer and more complicated human
race, who stand above and outside daily
life ... There is a strange glow and soft
atmosphere over the portrayal of these
people and their life together. In the
masterly formed lines there is an abun-
dance of noble thoughts, pure feelings
and beautifully sounding words. At the
same time there is something remote
and subdued, something unreal and ab-
stract, — like a veil of symbolism and
mysticism over these two figures, as if
they belonged to a different world than
the others ... When in the end, the two
figures, in a kind of ecstasy or hysterical
desperation take one another’s hands
and “happily” throw themselves into
the Mill Race, we are left with a feeling
as though two shadows are disappea-
ring. (Aftenp.)

Like some of the other critics, Kristofer Ran-
ders found Rosmer and Rebecca unreal and
shadow-like figures who lack realistic
portrayal, in contrast to the other characters,
whom he found realistic. Randers criticized
Ibsen for having left “sound realism” both in
Rosmersholm and in others of his later
plays.28 The “veil of symbolism and mysti-
cism” prevented Randers from mobilizing
any deeper understanding of Rosmer and
Rebecca and their actions:

As little as our interest is captured by
Rosmer - this weak, naive drawing-
room character, who only lives in fantas-
tic ideals - so little, also, are we able to
understand and reconcile ourselves
with Rebecca’s contradictory double na-
ture. (Aftenp.)

Randers’ approach to the play (and the per-
formance) was historical-biographical. He
understood Kroll and Mortensgaard as rea-
listic “representatives of the events of the
time”, namely the political events of the
1870s and 1880s: “In the lines of Headmaster
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Kroll, Editor Mortensgaard, seconded by
Brendel’s fantastic performance ... we feel
the aftermath of the harrowing process of
impeachment”. (Aftenp.)?’

Randers’ historical-biographical approach
is allegoric in that the characters and their
actions are understood as representations of
certain political and historical events. How-
ever, Randers was disturbed in his under-
standing by the “symbolism” and “mysti-
cism” of the main characters.

Another, and more politically radical
criticc, Fernanda Nissen, understood the
strangeness of the main characters and their
actions as

the relation between the individual and
the society and the transformation that
can take place within a human being
during the fight for a goal, which leads
to his no longer wanting the goal when
it is reached. (Soc.Dem.)

For Nissen the play was about society and
how it “kills the finer nature with the great
goals” (ibid). This socio-political under-
standing is allegoric, but of another kind
than Randers’ historical allegorization. Nis-
sen explained Rosmer’s and Rebecca’s inner
development in terms of a general sociologi-
cal understanding, as the natural consequ-
ence of the loss of one’s (political) goals. Nis-
sen emphasized the political conflicts,
“personalized” in Headmaster Kroll and
Editor Mortensgaard, between whom Ros-
mer ought to have found his social way of
acting, rather thanin inward resignation and
suicide. As we will see later, Nissen also, like
Randers, related the performance allegori-
cally to actual political events, but then to
contemporary events. Nissen was the critic
who most explicitly assessed Kroll and Mor-
tensgaard as socio-political characters:

Every figure in the play is markedly
individual and markedly typical.
Headmaster Kroll, who, through his
conservatism, only understands the pre-
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servation of authority, is the fanatic
right-wing attitude in this country,
while Peder Mortensgaard is the leader
and lord of the future. Peder Mortens-
gaard is capable of living a life without
ideals. (Soc.Dem.)

Nissen was very enthusiastic about Gustav
Thomassen’s performance as Mortens-
gaard, who

quietly moved him from the rank of
scoundrels into the crowd of sensible
politicians of western Norway, a man
who senses exactly when the road leads
to the goal, and when it leads to the
abyss .. And Thomassen’s Mortens-
gaard appeared almost sympathetic,
because he was natural and clever.
(Soc.Dem.)

Fernanda Nissen was more critical to the
way Headmaster Kroll was performed by
Harald Stormoen, while other critics were
more enthusiastic about the presentation of
Kroll. Lars Hansson wrote that Harald Stor-
moen simply incarnated Kroll “as we have
seen him with his fanatic passionate immo-
vable opinions, brutal and splendid walking
around absolutely alive among us”(Dagbl.).
The reactionary conservative was obviously
a well-known figure from the political reali-
ty of the time, portrayed very precisely by
Stormoen:

Mr Stormoen has made a masterly fig-
ure of the reactionary Headmaster Kroll.
His treatment of lines is excellent. In mi-
micry and movement he provides such
a detailed and natural presentation, that
the person is completely alive all the
time, as if you knew him in and out from
daily life. (Chr.Int.)

Kroll and Mortensgaard were very recogni-
zable to the critics, “absolutely alive”, “mar-
kedly individual and typical”, “as if you

knew him from daily life”. This kind of rep-

resentation and recognition of real life char-
acters in a performance is the essence of rea-
lism. However, the characters can be inter-
preted allegorically or symbolically. In this
case the tendency was allegoric, when Head-
master Kroll was understood as the typical
reactionary and Editor Mortensgaard the ty-
pical politician of western Norway:.

When it came to Rebecca West and John
Rosmer, most of the critics had problems
with recognizing them and identifying with
them. Something must be definitely wrong,
when one ends up by committing suicide.
This needs explanation rather than under-
standing and identification, which means al-
legoric and not symbolic interpretation. The
explanation can be sought for in “society”
and its representatives. Yet, there is some-
thing wrong about Rosmer himself. His deli-
cacy and fragility make him incapable of
participating in social and political life. Con-
fronted with the facts of life, he ends up in
delusions, which finally leads him to commit
suicide. In spite of Rosmer’s weakness, the
critics still expected him to be performed as
a real human being: “Rosmer has a tender
and refined spirit and never laughs, yet he
need not be colourless” (Soc.Dem.). Gunnar
Heiberg wrote that Halfdan Christensen

makes Rosmer unreal, anaemic. We are
left with no interest in him as a human.
Christensen makes him refined, pure
and noble, but not as a human being
with these characteristics ... Rosmer is
very close to being decadent, a kind of
decadence of the conscience. Christen-
sen represents power and health - in
body as in spirit. Therefore, he portrays
one who is afraid of losing these bles-
sings, rather than a Rosmer who is mis-
sing them and longing for them.30

Similarly Lars Hansson stated:
An objection can be made about his per-

formance, that he makes Rosmer rather
white and almost automatic, while the

“brooder” with noble scruples in his ac-
count of himself and the liberal toler-
ance towards others is not emphasized
enough. (Aftenp.)

The critics seemed to have agreed that
Halfdan Christensen, in spite of his recog-
nized artistic talent, was not the right actor
to play the part of Rosmer. He was not able
to make this refined and tender, almost deca-
dent character come alive. However, the cri-
tics” difficulty with Rosmer was caused not
only by Christensen’s performance; but also
by the character as such, Rosmer was “ab-
stract”, “unreal”, “shadowy” etc. Only three
weeks after the first performances, August
Oddvar took over the role.

Johanne Dybwad played Rebecca West. In
her comments on Ms Dybwad’s perform-
ance, Fernanda Nissen’s naturalistic-allego-
ric viewpoints became very explicit. She
found Rebecca too

suspicious and fateful. Mrs Dybwad
focused too strongly on one thing, na-
mely that Rebecca in the final act decla-
res that Rosmersholm has broken her
down ... We should have noticed more of
the complexity rather than an inherited
refinement. She and Rosmer seem to
grow from exactly the same soil
(Soc.Dem.)

Fernanda Nissen wanted to see the differ-
ence between Rebecca’s and Rosmer’s
family- and class-background represented.

Other critics, particularly Lars Hansson
and Gunnar Heiberg, were more enthusias-
tic in their appreciation. They focused on the
psychological aspects of the play and especi-
ally on the psychology of Rebecca.

Lars Hansson, for instance, wrote that he
had

never understood this female figure as
after Ms Dybwad’s performance. She
compels us to believe that this woman
with her doubtful past, her sensual de-
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sire, lust for power and unscrupulous
choice of means, caught up by the Ros-
merian view of life with its demands of
self-denial and purity of the mind, really
has come under the law of transforma-
tion, so that she happily sacrifices her
life to get the man whom she loves with
all her gained and acquired purity. Ms
Dybwad makes us see both the original
and the clipped will-power. She even
made me see the ghost-like “white hor-
ses” appear at Rosmersholm. (Dagbl.)

Hansson saw Rebecca as a psychologically
sick woman who is caught in the ambiva-
lence between an (original) will-power and a
clipped will-power, which in turn causes her
to see ghostly white horses and to take fatal
actions in life together with Rosmer. Rebec-
ca’s morbid state of mind and her fatal ac-
tions were explained by occurrences in her
past. This psychological understanding re-
mains within the context of realistic causali-
ty and precludes any aesthetic and symbolic
understanding of Rebecca’s psychology. It is
an explanation rather than understanding,
and it expresses a chauvinistic point of view;
the woman is sick, and that is it!

Hansson'’s psychological realism is allego-
ric like the socio-political interpretation, but
it is as an allegorization of the psychological
and of the gender. The character on stage
represents something which is not present
on the stage, the “unhappy childhood” - as
the cause of the woman’s morbid state of
mind.

Gunnar Heiberg also had an essentially
psychological understanding of the play and
the characters, but his viewpoint was aesthe-
tic, and he wrote a very detailed and pro-
found analysis of Johanne Dybwad’s perfor-
mance.

As a realistic actress Ms Dybwad throws
herself like a beautiful wild animal over
her booty. Here is extravagance. This
abundance of psychology is something
for her. These thousands of details are

62

something to develop, to sink down into
and to raise into the light ... With happy,
shaking hands she managed to untangle
all the threads and to twine them even
finer and longer.31

Heiberg was the only critic who was able to
see through the technical brilliancy of Ms
Dybwad’s detailed realistic performance,
and pointed out that developmentally this
could not be her final performance of Rebec-
ca:

here, where Ms Dybwad showed us her
art in its fairest flourish, we were temp-
ted to ask her to replace the many fine
accentuations, all the hundreds of shifts,
all the thousands of rich details with one
big grey simplicity, veiling all the
psychological details in a way that
would make us feel them without see-
ing them.32

It is obvious that Ms Dybwad “defended”
Rebecca and performed her in a way which
not really was recognized by the critics.
When Fernanda Nissen pointed out that Re-
becca was performed as an equal to Rosmer,
this gives us an idea of the direction of Ms
Dybwad’s interpretation of Rebecca (see
quotation from Soc.Dem. above). Ms Dyb-
wad’s Rebecca was not the sick and demonic
woman that most of the critics expected
Rebecca to be. Lars Hansson, and to a certain
degree Fernanda Nissen, defined the wo-
man Rebecca as the lost “child of nature”
ending up in disordered relations to her fel-
low human beings, especially men. Never-
theless, the case was that Ms Dybwad was
searching for a deeper understanding of Re-
becca’s spiritual nature to make her an equal
counterpart to the noble man, Rosmer. This
search led Ms Dybwad to her new perfor-
mance of Rebecca West in 1922.

Dramaturgy of Performance

It is always difficult to grasp the intentions
and work of the director of a theatrical pro-
duction of the past. Unless you have a detai-
led script from the director, directing is the
most inaccessible aspect of a performance.
Since we have no such script or notes form
Olaf Merch Hansson, it is hard to state his
dramaturgical intentions.

Neither do the critics give us much infor-
mation about the directing, because they
evaluated this aspect of the performance ina
rather superficial way. They presented what
“the play is about”, what it “demands” of the
actors, and evaluated the actors’ success in
making the plot and characters come
“alive”.

The text and the acting were the two pil-
lars of the critics’ dramaturgical under-
standing of the production, and this was also
most likely the two pillars of Hansson's di-
rection, the text of the play and the illusion of
real life as the frame for the actors to “fill up”.
Thus, the only way to the dramaturgy of this
performance is through the viewpoints of
the critics, and here three different interpre-
tative approaches can be confirmed: a histo-
rical-biographic approach, one of socio-poli-
tical actuality and a psychological approach.

The historical-biographical approach was
expressed by B.G. (the critic writing in Chris-
tiania Intelligenssedler) and Kristofer Ran-
ders:

Much water has run into the sea since
Ibsen wrote “Rosmersholm” in the
1880s, and I suppose, that in many cases,
we now have a much more liberal view
of the different facts of life. (Chr.Int.)

Originating after the writer’s summer in
Norway - mainly around Molde - in
1885, the play constitutes the change
from the reformatory-polemic period in
his authorship, ending up in the deep
misanthropy and pessimism of “The
Wild Duck”, and the works of a lighter,

but sorrowful resigned view of life, re-
sulting in the sublime symbolism of
“The Master Builder”. In “Rosmers-
holm” there are still reminders of the
preceding times of fighting. (Aftenp.)

This approach is mainly concerned with the
text and not the performance as such. The
performance, as textual representation, is
expected to mirror or represent the contem-
porary time, which the author “thought
about” when he wrote the play. A problem
for the historical-biographical approach is
that a play conceived from this point of view
will always go out of date. The only reason
for still performing “outdated” plays must
be a kind of pietistic preservation of the cul-
tural heritage.

The viewpoint of socio-political actualiza-
tion is similar to the historical approach, but
maintains that the questions treated ina play
are still relevant or can be made relevant.
Fernanda Nissen represented this point of
view. After describing Kroll as repre-
sentative of “fanatic conservatism”, she con-
tinues:

In June and July we would have laugh-
ed, unbelieving, at this conservative
insanity — now in November we no
longer laugh at this powerful, resurrec-
ted character. Through Ibsen we know
that he is dangerous and mighty ... “Pe-
der Mortensgaard is capable of living a
life without ideals. And that - you see —
is the great secret of action and victory.”
These are Brendel’s words written by Ib-
sen in the 80’s. Today they could stand
as motto over Norwegian politics. The
temptations and dangers of party poli-
tics is depicted in these words. Politics
leads to the loss of ideals. (Soc.Dem.)

Here Fernanda Nissen established an allego-
ric relation between the plot and characters
of Rosmersholm and the politicians/political
events in Norway in 1905, especially with
the Norwegian prime minister Christian Mi-
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chelsen. In spite of political antagonism and
dispute, 1905 was a year of national gathe-
ring in Norway. Christian Michelsen attemp-
ted to maintain a position above party poli-
tics. In 1905 he established a coalition
government with members from the Liberal
Party (Venstre) and the Conservative Party
(Hoire), thus keeping the Labour party out
of governmental positions.

When Fernanda Nissen wrote about the
resurrection of conservatism, she referred to
the referendum on monarchy or republic
held two days before the performance. As a
writer for Social-Demokraten, Fernanda Nis-
sen was in favour of a republic and conside-
red the preference for amonarchy to be “con-
servative insanity”. To Nissen, the union
between Headmaster Kroll and Editor Mor-
tensgaard depicts allegorically the contem-
porary union between the liberal and the
conservative wings under the leadership of
Christian Michelsen. In the light of Prime
Minister Michelsen’s betrayal of the political
ideals, Rosmer becomes an allegoric figure
of the lost homo politicus, “no longer
want(ing) the goal when it is reached”.

The psychological approach was presen-
ted by Lars Hansson and Gunnar Heiberg.
Hansson wrote that

Rosmersholm is in a particular degree a
drama of emotions. ... In the portrayal of
the inner life of the individuals, rooted in
ancestral heredity and manifested in
their thoughts, the atmosphere, their
purposes and decisions, there is a
stronger sincerity than in most of Ibsen’s
other plays. (Dagbl.)

However Lars Hansson's psychological un-
derstanding of the play does not lead to any
aesthetic understanding of the performance.
Hansson explains Rosmer’s noble mind and
Rebecca’s morbid state of mind allegorically
by means of a general theory of heritage and
gender.

Although Gunnar Heiberg operated with-
in the convention that a performance is a
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representation of the text, his psychological
approach was specifically related to the the-
atricality of the performance.

The old master of psychology very con-
sciously made the figures realistic. But
they have nothing to do with natura-
lism. They were put together with a pre-
cise intention. The secret will of the poet
was serving an artistic purpose, which
was that the play should be an emble-
matical image of life. Filled with real hu-
man beings of the real world, the work
of poetry should be a great symbol of all
human conduct. Transferred to the the-
atre, this does not mean that the actors
should perform symbolically or conven-
tionally, nor that at any moment they
should not perform realistically, but
only that they must always give the
impression of being in the service of an
idea, feeling themselves as secret ac-
complices of the poet.34

Heiberglooks through the psychology of the
characters to the universal emblematic level
of the play, which he expected to come out if
the actors performed their characters as if
they were real human beings. The way to
bring this emblematic meaning out, is to be
an accomplice of the poet.

Heiberg’s subtle understanding of the re-
lation between realism and the emblemati-
cal meaning of the play, which is symbolic in
the Goethean sense, together with his pro-
found analysis of Ms Dybwad’s perform-
ance, was almost prophetic of the way she
came to perform Rebecca West in 1922. Hei-
berg himself was a “secret accomplice of”
Ms Dybwad’s art.

Together with her co-workers, especially
August Oddvar, Johanne Dybwad contin-
ued to explore the inner psychological and
dramatic secrets of Ibsen’s plays. This artis-
tic development reached a peak with the
productions of Rosmersholm in 1922 and
Ghosts in 1925.

ROSMERSHOLM AT
NATIONALTHEATRET IN 192235

This production had its first performance on
15 November 1922, and was performed 45
times between 1922 and 1928. Johanne Dyb-
wad directed the production, and the scenic
design was done by Oliver Neerland.

Participating actors: August Oddvar as
John Rosmer, Johanne Dybwad as Rebecca
West, Harald Stormoen as Headmaster
Kroll, Gustav Thomassen as Editor Mortens-
gaard, Stub Wiberg as Ulrik Brendel and So-
fie Reimers as Madam Helseth.

The Set

The set was quite naked and created a large
space. Even if the scenery was essentially
shaped in a realistic manner, it was at the
same time something more.

The environment was dignified and ar-
chaic with classical references, Greek co-
lumns, friezes, and busts of Greek poets or
philosophers:

To create the atmosphere of an ancient
tragedy of retribution, Oliver Neerland
designed a set in blue with the Greek
quality brought out by columns. It was
an attractive parlour, but it did not seem
Norwegian or correct for the period.3®

In spite of the simplifications and the classi-
cal elements the set did not really break
away from Ibsen’s directions. It did however
break away from the conventional design
for an Ibsen performance, namely the de-
tailed realism.

A subtle doubleness in the whole set was
established through ambiguous and opposi-
tional elements. This doubleness was an
integral part of an emblematic or symbolic
style.

Theliving room was decorated with white
flowers, but not many. In the beginning of
the performance these flowers expressed a
kind of naturalness and joy of life related to
the presence of Rebecca. However, during
the course of the action the flowers changed
in significance from being decorative nature

ActI: Kroll, Brendel, Rosmer and Rebecca. “Brendel: ... when new, giddy, far-reaching thoughts were
born in me, — and fluttered around me on supporting wings, I shaped this in poems, visions, in images.
In large outlines of course, as you can understand. / Rosmer: Yes, yes.”37
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elements to become cultural signs, namely
Rebecca’s and Rosmer’s wedding and fune-
ral flowers. The shift in the meaning of the
flowers is marked out already in the first act
in the dialogue between Rebecca and Kroll,
where Rebecca relates the flowers as “fresh
and living” to Rosmer and as “lovely, stupe-
fying” to herself. Kroll immediately con-
nects the flowers with his sister-in-law, Ros-
mer’s former wife Beata, who could not
stand the scent, and, as we know, committed
suicide. Life and death are symbolically
linked together by means of the flowers.

In the photos of the living room we see
dimly a painting on the back wall of the ent-
rance hall. This painting, which is not a part
of Ibsen’s directions, depicted a wilderness
with a waterfall.

From the spectators’ viewpoint this picto-
rial representation of wild and untamed na-
ture was framed by two Greek columns. The
wilderness, and the columns as repre-
sentations of culture were visual parallels to

Act II: “Mortensgaard: Can I write in ‘The Lighthouse’ that you have come to a new standpoint, - that

the situation of the two main characters, Re-
becca the “nature child” framed in by the
cultivated Rosmersholm and its refined
owner John Rosmer.

Yet, the strongest dualism in the set was
the division between the exterior and the in-
terior. The exterior landscape, seen through
the window and the door, was the decisive
contrast to the cultivated and dignified inte-
rior of Rosmersholm. It is from “out there”,
that visitors from the world of reality enter
and disturb the spiritual tranquillity at Ros-
mersholm, and it is “out there” in the unta-
med wilderness, in the Mill Race, that Ros-
mer’s and Rebecca’s final celebrational
reconciliation and sacrifice will take place.

Anyhow, this meaning of the scenic ele-
ments only comes apparent in the light of the
performance as a whole, and especially in
the light of how the roles of Rosmer and Re-
becca were performed. Without a considera-
tion of the dramaturgical coherence neither
the flowers, the wall painting, the columns

you have joined the cause of liberalism and progress? »38
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nor anything else on the stage would be any-
thing but the decorations of any stately
home.

The Characters

All of the secondary characters, maybe
with the exception of Ulrik Brendel, who in
his own way was transformed spiritually,
were rooted and remained within the realm
of social and physical reality.

Headmaster Kroll and Editor Mortens-
gaard were performed as realistic portraits
of typical representatives of sociological and
political forces, the conservative and the li-
beral. As such they were parts of the milieu
around the main characters.

Madam Helseth functioned as an “inform-
ant” about the history of the Rosmerian fa-
mily through her conversations with Rebec-
ca. Like Kroll and Mortensgaard she was a
character with no inner life.

None of the critics focused on the secon-
dary characters, because they were inessen-
tial to the dramaturgical focus of the perfor-
mance, the inner dynamic and development
of Rosmer and Rebecca. The critics only po-

S
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inted out whether these secondary roles
were well performed or not, e.g.:

Gustav Thomassen gives a detailed na-
tural image of the editor, who secretly
directs and controls many things ... And
as his opposite the authoritative and
self-assured headmaster, the spokes-
man for the established order and inhe-
rited privileges, the highest refinement
and the orthodox bourgeoisie, perfor-
med by Harald Stormoen with never fai-
ling realistic art. (Aftenp.)

Nevertheless, these characters were made
significant through tableau-like arrange-
ments around Rebecca and Rosmer. An ex-
ample of this was the scene in Act Il where
Kroll accuses Rebecca of having caused Bea-
ta’s death and in the same breath indicates
that Doctor West, her supposed foster-father,
was her father, which in Kroll’s mind is the
proof of her immoral background. Rebecca
reacts very emotionally, and “confesses” her
guilt shortly thereafter to Kroll and Rosmer:

She confesses her guilt; she reports with
the responsible sincerity of the firm de-

ActIV: “Rosmer: Rebecca - now I put my hand on your head ... And take you as my lawful wife.”3?
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cision, how she poisoned the sickly
mind of Beata, and drove her step by
step into the Mill Race ... Now the bur-
dens have been taken from Rosmer’s
weak shoulders; now he can feel free
again! Johanne Dybwad’s art maintains,
in this wonderful scene, an intense vib-
rating life in a monumental form. The
absolutely excellent interplay with
Oddvar’s Rosmer and Stormoen’s Kroll
makes this scene just so emotional and
magnificent, as filled with destiny as
presumed in the author’s fantasy. (Af-
tenp.)

The “vibrating monumentality” applies not
only to Rebecca, but also to Kroll and Ros-
mer. One can imagine this as a dramatic tab-
leau, where Rebecca’s grand elemental will-
power, emerging under the pressure of Kroll
and her affection for Rosmer, was exhibited
visually through the arrangement of the
three characters.

August Oddvar performed Rosmer as a
tender, refined and “inner” aristocrat:

the warmth of conviction permeates the
figure; the impression of spiritual purity
is reflected in his look. There is a scene in
the second act between Rosmer and
Mortensgaard. As they stand there
counterposed, although both spiritually
“liberated”, this is an image of the abyss
between the spiritual aristocrat and the
plebeian ... It is from within that the dif-
ference comes forth. (Mbl.)

August Oddvar gives an astonishing
image of Rosmer through his looks, his
facial expressions and movements. The
sterile naiveté in his grandness comes
across very well. Oddvar is Rosmer
more than he plays him; but the lines are
often spoken in a rigid and hard manner.
Rosmer’s emotionalism and his delicate
mind ought to have come out in stronger
variations of the tone of his voice.
(Dagbl.)
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These descriptions indicate Oddvar’s non-
naturalistic and monumental acting style. It

‘was a kind of simplified style, where the in-

ner life and feelings were expressed through
the visual appearance rather than the voice.
Oddvar’s acting style was both old-fashio-
ned and modern at the same time, but never
naturalistic. His style of acting was well sui-
ted to the visually emphasized dramaturgy
of the performance.

Oddvar’s Rosmer was a tragic hero with a
flaw:

seeing his confidence undermined by
unknown and hostile forces, he is
brought to his knees under the burden of
something he is unable to carry. The
painful self-examination and lingering
absorption in enigmatic questions
makes Oddvar’s Rosmer a relative of
Hamlet. (Aftenp.)

Rosmer’s cultivated and refined state of
mind is marked by a spiritual infertility and
lack of will power. In the end he realizes that
the only way to overcome this is through
reconciliation with the elemental in human
nature. Rosmer does not have the natural
force of passion within himself, but Rebecca
does. Rosmer’s tragedy is the awakening,
step by step, through a number of defeats, to
the recognition of the necessity of reconcilia-
tion. In the end he reaches the point where,
paradoxically, he has to sacrifice himself
along with Rebecca to be healed from his
flaws. He surrenders with the words: “now
we two are one”.

As performed by Johanne Dybwad
Rebecca West had a strong will-power; a
will-power which was steadily trans-
forming and growing throughout the per-
formance:

There was a rising power in Ms Dyb-
wad’s performance. Little by little as
the action proceeded, more power was
steadily brought into play, and from the
settlements with Kroll in the third act,

we stood face to face with the mighty
sovereign of the stage. (Soc.Dem.)

Ms Dybwad plays on all the strings that
she masters: cleverness, authority, the
big outbreaks and the quiet sincerity.
When Rebecca’s pagan path of love is
transformed through Rosmer’s purity
into a silent inner glow, and she then, in
“the hour of settlement”, undresses the
past, and throws it into the fire, you
would expect the sacrificial smoke to lie
like a heavy shadow over the room and
the confessions to come with silent
words. On the contrary, Ms Dybwad lets
it flame up again in short vehement
flickers, and in the way she interprets
the role, she gives these outbursts with a
wonderfully virtuoso abundance of
moods. (Mbl.)

Dybwad’s acting is extremely moving,
when it is quiet, and incandescent with
inner feeling ... in the big scene in the
final act, it is as if some of the old sensual
desire is flaming up, radiant almost
frightening, but at the same time subdu-
ed by an innocent and helpless amorous
humility. A long and painful develop-
ment is here given in a concentrated
abbreviation in some few seconds that
are saturated with expression. (Dagbl.)

During the course of the action Rebecca’s
will power was transformed from an uncon-
scious urge to a concentrated and conscious
will-power enabling her, in the end, to pass
beyond the boundary of death.

This ability to concentrate and control
everything from within in decisive signifi-
cant moments is an example of Ms Dyb-
wad’s superior and truly symbolic acting
style. However, in the context of this specific
production it is not Ms Dybwad’s acting
style as such, but the dramaturgical im-
portance of the “incandescent” moment in
the performance we must be aware of.

Ms Dybwad did not perform Rebecca as a

morbid minded woman or as a woman
whose sexuality was suppressed and de-
stroyed under the pressure of a patriarchal
culture. Her performance was about the
transformation of erotic instincts to con-
scious will-power. Rebecca’s passions were
not annihilated, they were transformed toan
incandescent will-power. In the final climax,
where Rebecca and Rosmer give themselves
to one another, all aspects of Rebecca’s and
Rosmer’s development came together in a
highly symbolic significant expression.
They had become more than two human
beings in a difficult love affair.

Dramaturgy of Performance

Johanne Dybwad’s dramaturgical interpre-
tation as director of the production revealed
the tragic and symbolic dimensions of the
play.

The critics were highly impressed and
overwhelmed by the dramaturgy of the per-
formance. They were inspired by the perfor-
mance, and when, in the conventional man-
ner, they started their review with a
description of “what the play is about”, they
did not really write their predetermined in-
terpretation of the play, but wrote, at least in
part, the interpretation actually expressed
through the performance. When Helge
Krog, a political radical, wrote the following,
he expressed an understanding of the play,
which was strongly influenced by the per-
formance:

like the Titans stole the fire from the
Gods, the greatest writers, and among
them Ibsen, have stolen the Word, which
according to the Bible rested with God,
and was a God itself, because it, like the
fire, was the creative and life giving
principle. Each of these plays is a com-
plete world in itself. ... One day in the
future they will stand alone as sur-
prising monuments of our time, like So-
phokles” and Shakespeare’s works from
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antiquity and the Renaissance. ... in this
sense it is without importance that the
plays are bound to a specific place and
time. The milieu is only a frame, which
now and then symbolizes the story. The
story is always of an inner nature; the
scene is the human mind. (T.T.)

Here Krog points out how the realistic milieu
was used as means of expressing the inner
life of Rosmer and Rebecca. At decisive mo-
ments the exterior elements were arranged
into emblematic tableaux, which revealed
the tragedy of Rosmer and Rebecca.

The ambiguous and oppositional ele-
ments of the setting mentioned above were
highlighted by the actions and the arrange-
ments of the characters, in a way that made
Rosmersholm appear not only a stately
home, but also a kind of spiritual temple.
The single elements of the set were not sym-
bolic in themselves, but became part of the
total symbolic exposition of the production.

The notion of “image” steadily reoccurs in
the critics” descriptions of not only the indi-
vidual actors’ performances, but also of their
interplay and the arrangements of them on
stage. In decisive dramatic moments the
characters were posed in significant tab-
leaux. Through these arrangements the
secondary characters gained symbolic signi-
ficance in Rebecca’s and Rosmer’s inner dra-
ma. Thus Rebecca’s and Rosmer’s develop-
ment, their transformation, reconciliation
and sacrifice were expressed not only
through the individual acting, but also
through the arrangements of visual tab-
leaux.

Rosmer and Rebecca went through a de-
velopment by defeat, but they were never
really defeated; they became transformed.
They “fertilized” one another, and were both
highly potent, when in a final ceremonial ac-
tion they threw themselves into the Mill
Race, which became their death bed and
their wedding bed.

Helge Krog questioned the way love was
treated in the play/performance, but he
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addressed his criticism to Ibsen and his atti-
tude toward sexuality:

he distinguishes in an arbitrary and al-
most dogmatic way, between the purely
mental and physical love, which hardly
ever appear united and organically mel-
ted together in free, “self-glorious” dis-
play by Ibsen, but are opposed like hos-
tile contrasts there is something
pietistic in this, which stands in glaring
antagonism to his teaching about the joy
of life as the improving factor in life. The
highest expression of love for Ibsen is
self-sacrifice, but this does not necessa-
rily have anything to do with love be-
tween man and woman. (T.T.)

Helge Krog points out the two kinds of love,
the physical Eros and the spiritual Agape.
However, he rejects Agape, and, therefore,
also the conflicts and dialectics between the
two forces, which in fact is a decisive theme
both in Rosmersholm and in many of Ibsen’s
other plays. Einar Skavlan also pointed to
the dialectic between Eros and Agape, when
he wrote that “it is like a spiritual gender
fight, a platonic eroticism” (Dagbl.). In this
light, Rosmer’s and Rebecca’s common sui-
cide is not a pitiful finale for two lost indivi-
duals, but a reconciliation after the fight be-
tween human and universal forces.

In the course of the action, Rebecca and
Rosmer withdrew themselves further and
further away from the context of physi-
cal/social reality into a spiritual and univer-
sal dimension. The play rose from realistic
representation to a tragic-ritual event. Ros-
mer and Rebecca became more than carnal
man and woman, they became symbolic ex-
ponents of the universal tension between the
Pagan Eros and the Christian Agape.

One can ask, then, whether one of these
forces conquers the other. On one hand it is
the Pagan eroticism of Rebecca that in the
end conquers Rosmer’s infertility and at the
same time draws him into death. On the oth-
er hand, the Christian Agape, with its de-
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mand of sacrifice of “lower” instincts, is also
a victor in the end. I would say that neither
of these forces conquers the other. They cul-
minate in a potent tension, in ambiguous
symbolic signification.

ThusRosmer’s and Rebecca’s common act
of jumping into the Mill Race is both an act
of love and a sacrifice. It is a symbolic repre-
sentation of the reconciliation of opposites
between Rebecca and Rosmer, man and wo-
man, culture and nature, masculine and fe-
minine, spirit and body, life and death and
between Eros and Agape in a condition of
permanent fertile tension.

CONCLUSION

Through my analysis I hope to have de-
monstrated how the use of symbolic and alle-
goric as analytical concepts can reveal deci-
sive strategies of expression and reception in
the development of an important period of
Norwegian theatre; a period when theatre
was apparently dominated by realism sup-
ported by allegorical interpretations of the-
atrical representation.

Yet, Johanne Dybwad’s Ibsen work, as
well as much of her other theatrical work in
this period followed a line of development
toward theatrical stylization and symbo-
lism. This was generally not recognized by
the critics, although they were impressed by
it. Some Norwegian critics were well infor-
med about the latest developments in Euro-
pean theatre (e.g. Einar Skavlan), and esti-
mated the work of Ms Dybwad in the light of
that, while other critics rejected the new
trends in European theatre, and maintained
the demand for realism and naturalness.
Kristian Elster, for example, was very critical
to any kind of theatrical stylization, especial-
ly in the Ibsen style. In her artistic efforts, Ms
Dybwad was more in tune with the trend of
re-theatricalization in European theatre than
with the prevailing realistic/naturalistic
conventions in the Norwegian theatre cultu-
re. Her engagement in the process of re-the-

atricalization and symbolism can be traced
back to the time around 1906, where she
made her debut as a director with Maeter-
linck’s symbolist play Pelléas and Meélisande.
In 1907 she guided a North European Ibsen
tour from Nationaltheatret. Among other ci-
ties, the tour visited Berlin, and here the con-
tact between Ms Dybwad and Max Rein-
hardt was established. This contact was
maintained throughout the years and be-
came an important source of inspiration to
Ms Dybwad. In many interviews given
throughout her career she expressed her spe-
cific theatrical and symbolic viewpoints on,
for example, the plays of Ibsen. In 1912 she
was asked what was the most important ele-
ment in her art, and she replied: “The under-
current, I suppose, that which lies behind or
beyond. The flight of the imagination. This
idea of daily life and natural speech and
such things is really boring if the other is not
also present.”40 One problem for Johanne
Dybwad as a director seems to have been the
imposed collaboration with the permanent
scene-painter Jens Wang. Throughout his ca-
reer Wang continued to create detailed histo-
rical-realistic sceneries, and it seems to have
been out of the question that the director
could influence the style of Wang's sets to
any degree worth mentioning. When, in
1918, Jens Wang was succeeded by Oliver
Neerland, a marked shift in the style of sce-
nic design can be noticed, and that applies
especially to the productions directed by Ms
Dybwad. Through the collaboration with
Oliver Neerland she could display her theat-
rical imagination of what lies beyond the
“boring” realism of “daily life”, not only
through her own acting, but also through the
total production of a performance including
the set.

Ms Dybwad’s Ibsen production, along
with much other of her theatrical work,
make her a prominent representative in Nor-
way of the movement of re-theatricalization
in European theatre. Yet, this aspect of her
work was in general not recognized by her
contemporaries. She was admired as an ac-
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tress, but not really as a director. Following
her own artistic line of development, she
was out of step with the realistic main-
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