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Distinguishing Traits of Author: Henrik Ibsen is considered as “the father of modern drama” and 
viewed as a literary hero in Norway. Ibsen earned an international reputation for his plays and dramas 
that frequently commented on social issues of his times. His plays are still performed today. When 
Ibsen was a child, his father went into bankruptcy, which inspired many of his plays as he modeled 
his characters after his parents and their moral conflicts. 
 
Setting (Time & Place) of Work: A Doll’s House is focused on one setting: “a room furnished 
comfortable and tastefully, but not extravagantly” (Act I) In the Helmers’ home near Christmas time. 
This room is where the Christmas tree is displayed, where Nora has her conversations with Torvald, 
Ms. Linde, and Krogstad, and where her children play with her. Adjacent to the living room is 
Torvald’s study where he discusses private matter with Dr. Rank and Krogstad. To reach the living 
room, Torvald “opens the door and looks into the room” (I), which suggests Torvald prefers to keep 
personal matters hidden from even Nora. There is also talk about the bank, but never physical 
presence, that drives the play with problems concerning the positions at the bank as revealed when 
Krogstad is willing to “fight for [his] small post in the Bank” (I). 
 
Plot Synopsis: Nora Helmer enters her home with parcels and behind her is a porter, who she pays 
him extra for his services in bringing in a Christmas tree. Torvald Helmer, Nora’s husband, calls for 
his skylark when Nora comes home and playfully scolds her for spending money. He also asks if his 
little skylark has been eating macaroons, in which Nora lies by telling him she has not. All Nora is 
concerned about is her joy about Torvald’s new position at the bank that will have a higher salary.  

A few moments later, Mrs. Linde arrives in front of their house. Nora and Mrs. Linde have been 
childhood friends and Mrs. Linde is now asking Nora to ask her husband to give Mrs. Linde a position 
at the bank. Nora is able to get Mrs. Linde what she wanted when Torvald decides to fire Krogstad 
and give Mrs. Linde the position. Meanwhile, Nora also reveals to Mrs. Linde a secret she has kept in 
herself for a long time. Nora has borrowed two hundred and fifty pounds from Krogstad without her 
husband’s knowledge, and has been working to pay off the debt. Then Krogstad approaches Nora 
when she is alone at home and blackmails her by threatening to reveal Nora’s secret. He tells her that 
he knows she has not only borrowed money from him, but has also forged her father’s signature to 
obtain the bonds. Krogstad makes a demand to get his position back and tells Nora that he will one 
day take over Torvald’s position at the bank. When Krogstad leaves, Nora asks for help from Mrs. 
Linde, and Mrs. Linde reassures Nora that she will talk to Krogstad as she once had a relationship 
with him. Meanwhile, Dr. Rank, a friend of Nora and Torvald who is dying, reveals that he has been 
secretly in love with Nora for a long time. Nora, who wanted Dr. Rank’s help with her issue with 
Krogstad, suddenly does not want anything from Dr. Rank. 
        Before the New Years Day concludes, Mrs. Linde meets up with Krogstad, her ex-lover, and 
convinces him to take back the letter that he has sent to Torvald, revealing all of Nora’s crimes. 
However, Mrs. Linde decides this action is a bad idea because Mrs. Linde believes Nora has kept in 
her lie too long and the truth should be revealed. Instead, Mrs. Linde offers to take Krogstad back into 
her life to have children with him. When Nora and Torvald come back from the New Year’s party, the 



Torvald opens his letterbox and finds two cards with a black cross from Dr. Rank, in which he reveals 
to Torvald of his impending death. Moments later, Torvald opens the letter from Krogstad, and he is 
infuriated at Nora. He wants her to never take see their children again and blames her for ruining his 
happiness. He does not do the “wonderful thing” Nora dreamed of, in which he shall offer to take the 
blame himself out of his love for her. Suddenly, the maid brings them another letter in which Krogstad 
returns Nora’s forged signature because he is no longer looking for revenge. Unfortunately, Nora has 
already realized how little her husband truly loved her and her existence in satisfying other’s lives 
instead of her own has made her lose her true identity. She decides to leave the house and her family 
in order to come to terms with herself and no longer be a doll in a doll’s house. 
 
 
Description of Characters 
Nora Helmer – Nora, the protagonist of the novel, on the surface appears to be a childish, flirtatious 
wife; however, she has experienced hardships and faced the controlling men of her life by acting as 
an obedient child that can be controlled as if she were a doll. Nora is viewed as a loving wife who 
truly cares for the well being of her husband, as she is willing to borrow two hundred and fifty pounds 
without her husband’s consent because she cares about his health over all else. Nora is willing to 
commit a crime as she considers “how painful and humiliating it would be for Torvald with his manly 
independence” (I) to own money.  In her spare time, Nora takes on extra work copying letters and 
saves her allowance in order to repay back her debt. However, the appearance of Krogstad and his 
new demands cause Nora worry about her future because she does not want Torvald to find out she 
has been a liar all this time. At the same time, she is hoping to reveal the truth to come out in order 
for the “wonderful thing”(II) to happen. When Nora realizes “wonderful thing” is an unrealistic dream, 
the true relationship between Helmer and Nora is evident. Helmer cares Nora as much as she can 
satisfy his desires. Ultimately, Nora is a woman who chooses love over appearance, but comes to the 
conclusion that Torvald does not truly love her. At the end of the play, Nora tells Torvald that she 
forced herself to be his  “doll-wife, just as at home [she] was father's doll-child” (III) because she has 
believed he would sacrifice himself for her because she loved her. Now that the truth is revealed, 
Nora decides to leave her husband, her home, and her children to discover herself, the woman that 
was trapped behind her playful obedience. 
 
 
Torvald Helmer – Torvald, Nora's husband, view his wife as his plaything, his toy. In regards to Nora, 
he treats her as an inferior child, as he is constantly degrading her by calling her his "little squirrel" (I). 
His life is centered on his outward appearance in society. Even when he does not earn a high salary, 
Torvald still maintains a maid in his home. Dr. Rank, his good friend, characterizes Helmer as man 
who has "an unconquerable disgust at everything that is ugly" (II). It is evident that Helmer views 
woman as second class compared to men. Only men enter his study, as he has the door closed to 
even Nora. When he realizes his wife is not as obedient as he believed her to be, he shows his true 
emotions of Nora. Just before the letter of Nora's forgery is opened, Helmer claims that he has "often 
wished that [Nora] might be threatened by some great danger, so that [he] might risk [his] life's blood, 
and everything, for [her] sake" (III). Yet, in reality, he is only concerned for himself and is appalled 
when he finds out about Nora’s crime. In response to her “great danger” (III), he chooses to call her a 
liar and blame her, instead of risking his life to save her. 
 
Mrs. Linde  – Mrs. Linde is an intelligent woman who has experienced the “burdens and troubles of 
life” (I) in life since a young age, as she is forced to marry a wealthy man she did not love for the sake 
of money that will contribute to the well-being of her siblings. Mrs. Linde is the foil to Nora as she 
does not hide behind a personality, but speaks her mind and is independent. At the end of the play, 
she chooses to marry Krogstad in order to have “someone to work for and live for — a home to bring 
comfort into” (III). Her relationship with Krogstad drives the plot as she takes his position, which 
makes him angry towards Nora; however, she is also the person that convinces Krogstad to drop the 



accusation when she offers to take him back into her life. Mrs. Linde also contributes to the climax as 
she tells Krogstad to leave his letter disclosing Nora’s crime because Nora and Torvald “must have a 
complete understanding between them” (III). She is Nora’s confidante as she aids Nora into realizing 
the reality of her artificial relationship with Torvald. 
 
 
Krogstad – Nils Krogstad, the protagonist, is the individual who drives the plot throughout the play by 
providing the problem. He is the man who has loaned Nora money when her husband is deathly ill; 
however, he takes advantage of this loan in order to blackmail Nora to convince her husband to give 
him back his post in the bank after his position was given to her friend Mrs. Linde. There is irony in 
how Krogstad is trying to ruin Nora’s reputation with the same crime that destroyed his. Torvald views 
Krogstad as a "guilty man that has to lie and play the hypocrite with every one… and wear a mask in 
the presence of those near and dear to him” (I). Krogstad also embarrasses Torvald in the bank 
because he calls him by his first name. In reality, Krogstad's seemingly cruel actions are his attempt 
to preserve himself and survive. His reputation has been tarnished when Mrs. Linde left him for 
another man and he became "a shipwrecked man clinging to a bit of wreckage” (III). However, his 
fate changes as well as Nora and Helmer’s when Mrs. Linde takes him back into her life. 
 
Dr. Rank – Dr. Rank is a friend of Nora and Torvald, but he is dying from "spinal consumption," a 
sexually transmitted disease inherited from his father sins. Even though he is just a friend to Nora, 
Rank understands her more than Nora's husband. When he sees death approaching, Rank reveals 
his love for Nora and he says he will “gladly give his life for [her] sake" (II). Dr. Rank confesses his 
love because he has nothing to lose. Also, he subtly hints to the Helmer that he will “be invisible at 
the next dance” (III) and leaves in Torvald’s letterbox two cards with “a black cross over the name” 
(III) to make his friend aware of his impending death without a spoken word because he knows how 
much Torvald cares for appearances. 
 
 
Symbols, Motifs, Archetypes, and Allusions 
Symbol 
 
 In A Doll’s House, the macaroons are a sign of rebellion that Nora begins to show at the 
beginning of the story. She lets everyone into the secret besides Torvald Helmer because she cares 
for his opinion the most. Her disobedience is foreshowing her eventual, complete break from her 
husband. When Dr. Rank asks her about her macaroons, she quickly "puts a macaroon into his 
mouth" (I). Nora is against Torvald’s rules and restrictions, but she has been playing around because 
she believes he will sacrifice anything for her. However, her deviation from his expectation by eating 
macaroons is just the beginning of her finding her strength to stand up for herself and find her 
independence. 
 
A symbol in the play is the “key” that only Torvald possesses to open the mail. It shows that he has 
complete dominance over the house. He does not allow Nora to be associated with matter pertaining 
to others in society. He keeps tabs on her which gives an explanation as to why the play is kept only 
in the setting of their living room. It shows how confined Torvald has kept Nora and also portrays how 
Nora is completely fine with the captivity because that is how women were supposed to act during 
that time. 
 
Motifs 
 In the novel, the motif of letters is exhibited to drive the plot and impact the dynamics of the 
play. The first letter is the one that has been written before the play even began when Nora forged 
her father’s signature to receive a loan. Letters are on paper and what is written cannot be denied. 
From her first letter, Krogstad noticed a discrepancy and told Nora, “your father signed this bond 



three days after his death” (I). Therefore, he blackmails Nora and Helmer by revealing her crime in a 
letter of his own. Finally, it is Krogstad’s second letter in which he returns her forged signature that 
resolves the issue of her crime. However, this letter also reveals to Nora the true relationship between 
Helmer and Nora, as he does not do the “wonderful thing” of sacrificing himself for Nora in a time of 
need. 
 
The motif of clothing is shown throughout the play. In one example, Nora discusses about how she is 
glad to be able to wear anything and still look presentable in her husband’s eyes. As this represents 
the controlling attitude of Helmer towards Nora and how she abides to his requests, it is also shown 
when Nora discusses with Helmer about the dress that she will wear to the dance. Helmer even 
comments on Mrs. Linde’s knitting by suggesting that she should take up embroidering. His 
controlling attitude and dominating power, therefore, is represented through the extravagance of 
clothing. However, around the end of the play when Nora takes off the dress and changes back into 
her everyday dress, this represents how Nora is taking off the control and power that Helmer once 
had on her as she becomes determined to become independent and understand herself. 
 
Archetype 
 An archetype in A Doll’s House is the Christmas tree. When “a porter who is carrying a 
Christmas Tree” (I) enters the home, foreshadowing occurs as Christmas implies the ending of the 
year and something new will occur in the life of Nora. As Christmas celebrates the rebirth of Jesus, 
the tree is celebrating the impending rebirth of Nora when she realizes she has been living a pretend 
life as a doll her entire life, from her father to now her husband. She is taking on the New Year with a 
newfound desire to discover her true self and leave Torvald’s dollhouse. The setting is during 
Christmas and New Year for the purpose of representing a change in Nora’s personality and life. 
 
Torvald Helmer serves as a major archetype in the play as he represents the typical male dominating 
figure of society at that time. As he plays the role of a controlling husband that belittles his wife and 
has no time for his children as he is engrossed in business work, Torvald plays the typical husband 
and male figure of a household at that time. Believing in the ideal Victorian motherhood and that the 
male is the “bread-winner” and provider for the family, Torvald exalts himself through his appearance 
of pride and power towards the public. 
 
Allusions 
 Throughout the play, the behavior of Torvald and Nora alludes to the idea of puppetry with 
Torvald as the puppeteer. When he speaks to Nora, he tells her, “You needn’t ruin your dear eyes 
and your pretty little hands” (I) because he is only concerned with her outside appearance because 
he needs her to look perfect as he runs a show of pretending to be high class in society. Puppets give 
the illusion of life, just as Nora and Torvald give the impression of a loving relationship. However, the 
reality is that Torvald loves Nora as much as the next ornamental object. When Nora reveals her 
crime, Torvald responds with, “From this moment happiness is not the question; all that concerns us 
is to save… the appearance” (III). His lack of love towards Nora reveals that their relationship has 
been completely artificial. 
 
Theme: One theme of A Doll’s House is how sexism is dominant in society where men overpower 
women. Ever since the beginning of the play, Helmer dehumanizes his wife by calling her his squirrel 
and skylark. In addition, Nora does not even enter Helmer’s study, as only men seem to be able to go 
in. When Nora tells Helmer about her immoral deed to save him, all he responds with are insults and 
blame. He tells her that she has neglected her sacred duties and “before all else, [she] is a wife and a 
mother” (III). Helmer does not believe Nora just have the power to make her own decisions, but 
should always obey Helmer’s wishes and satisfy his desires. 
 Another theme in the novel is how the infatuation with outward appearance results in artificial 
relationships. When Dr. Rank knows he is soon to die, he says “Helmer’s refined nature gives him an 



unconquerable disgust at everything that is ugly; I won’t have him in my sick-room” (II). Dr. Rank is 
Helmer’s closest friend; however, the fact the he does not want Helmer too see him die reveals how 
weak their relationship is as he fears Helmer will be disgusted with him because he is dead. In 
addition, Helmer dresses Nora up for the fancy ball and practice dancing with her solely for the 
intention of presenting her as a flamboyant prize in front of society. At first glance, it may seem 
Helmer is in love with Nora, but the reality is that Helmer love for Nora ends the moment she does not 
match what he desires. 
 
Memorable Quotes 

 “Come, come, my little skylark must not droop her wings” (I). 
 

 “Have you forgotten that it is I who have the keeping of your reputation?” (II). 
 

 “He with his sufferings and his loneliness was like a cloudy background to our sunlit happiness” 
(III). 

 

  “You said you were like a shipwrecked man clinging to some wreckage” (III). 
 
Distinctive Characteristics of the Work: A Doll’s House is a well-made play with one climactic 
scene where the problems are resolved. There is only one setting throughout the play as the 
characters converse solely in the house of Torvald and Nora. This play is also written as a realistic, 
modern drama that critiqued the submissive role of women and excessive ornamental desires in the 
late 1800’s. With thoughtful humor, Ibsen mocked the passivity of wives with a childish portrayal of his 
protagonist Nora. 


