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Group:  Butterfly Creek  

The Play:   John Gabriel  Borkman 

Playwright: Henrik Ibsen   

Director:  Emanuel E. Garcia 

The Play: 

Written at the end of the 19C this is Ibsen’s penultimate play following many years after the 
significant works of his middle years. It is an example of the Theatre of Ideas and can be seen as 
naturalistic. Contemporary with Shaw’s early Plays Pleasant and Plays Unpleasant and the full 
flowering of Oscar Wilde’s it lacks the impact and texture of those writers tending towards 
melodrama though it was very popular in its time. Recently revived in the United Kingdom with 
moderate success, it was not well received in the United States though the acting was acclaimed.  
Classic elements of Greek theatre are all there to be explored. (hamartia, katharsis, desis, 

lucis,peripeteia,anagnarsis) 

The challenges 

As I see them: 

Establishing for the modern audience the credibility of the situation, the story prior to the present 
and relationships past and present. 

 Pride 

 Social status 

 Resentment 

 Power games 

 Death 

 Living ‘life’ rather than living ‘death’ 

 Fruitless and fruitful aspirations  

 Possibility redemption 
And as stated in the programme “human hope and illusion, love and sacrifice, ambition and 
failure”. 

The story may seem to modern eyes melodramatic but the mores of the period are significant and 
it is necessary to understand them in order to find and respect the subtext.  

Design and Concept 

This sophisticated design and concept was based on detailed research into Ibsen’s period and his 
associations with the artist practitioners of his day. The blend of Munch’s painting and the musical 
tastes of the period were pleasingly subtle elements.  

Programme notes were useful for your audience coming to know the play for, probably, the first 
time. 
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Set and Properties 

Such a wintry exterior and sheets of gusty snow! Congratulations!  
 
The three levels were used to advantage to support the story. The chair and couch on the lower 
level suggested the period though not actually of it. Flickering lamp and glowing fire established 
the interior climate and atmosphere in contrast to the snowy exterior and the chill of the gallery. 
The three levels worked very well. Borkman’s gallery was suitably uninviting with furnishing 
accurate and suitably ‘cell-like’ to support Borkman’s personally imposed incarceration. Candles 
on the piano were an interesting period detail. 
Hand properties were very well chosen e.g. Vilhelm Foldal’s worn brief case, Ella Rentheim’s  
‘sequined’ handbag.   

Lighting 

The winter atmosphere was created effectively with levels of light suited to indoor and outdoor 
locations. Bringing the drawing room light up for the confrontations effectively supported ‘the 
cards on the table’ element of the dialogue. 

Bringing the light up on the outdoor scene was managed well and the street lamp was a good 
touch. 

Sound and Music. 

Though the music before the performance was not heard well above the audience chatter at other 
points the choices were apt and well managed for levels. 
It was pleasing to hear Danse Macbre played by Frida , an actual pianist! 

Costume 

The sombre colours of the garments of the two older women contrasted well with the fresh 
brightness of Mrs Wilton’s red coat. Their wigs were especially well chosen to denote age, status 
and character. Frida and Malena were suitably dressed according to social rank. 
The men were very well dressed in clothing of the period, again indicating status and conservative 
attitudes. Congratulations on the overcoats – natty astrakhan trims for Erhart indicating youthful 
outlook and the fur trimmed faded opulence for the older Borkman.  

Makeup 

The best sort- unobtrusively supportive of each character.  

Direction  

Concept and Interpretation 

These showed a sound appreciation of the nature of the play, its period and the attitudes and 
issues that the playwright was exploring. Though present day attitudes have changed in the 
hundred and sixteen years since the play was written, the decision to play it ‘straight’ and to 
accept that the 21C audience’s views will be different, was apt. Though a number of times the 
audience reacted with laughter it was invariably that of kindly recognition of the differences 
between late 19C and today. 
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Grouping, moves and focus. 

These were well thought out to support the intent of the dialogue and reflected the dynamic 
energy of the action. 
Though on the lower level there were a number of semi-circular line ups, over all groupings 
reinforced the action and drew points of focus aptly. The emotional and attitudinal distance 
between the two sisters was immediately signaled in the opening scene and progressively altered 
to their unified “Two shadows –over the dead”.  
Occasionally, Borkman’s pacing to and fro UL while talking to Foldal led to him speaking upstage a 
tad too much. Bringing Borkman and Ella to the forefront of the upper level reinforced the import 
of their discussion/conversation. 
There was a good sense of ‘the world’ beyond the confines of the set with moves on and off 
motivated by intention. 

Orchestration, Climaxes, Subtext 

Well managed throughout. Each of the major confrontations was orchestrated to achieve its full 
impact (for example from ‘Borkman and Foldal’ to ‘Borkman and Ella’, and from Erhart’s entrance 
(pg 47) through to the end of Act 3. In all cases the transitions followed aptly.  

Team and ensemble 

A strong team and sound ensemble ensured a pleasing coherent presentation.  

Acting 

A strong cast, all of whom gave strong portrayals of their decidedly individual characters. 
 It would have been very easy to fall into playing the melodramatic, the delusions of grandeur, the 
surface of the roles, and to ‘send up’ the story. However the truth and realism of the people were 
always paramount. Though some of the attitudes might seem almost farcical to today’s audiences 
always roles were played with great honesty and this elicited empathetic audience responses.  

Physical dynamics, movement and gesture 

Period clothing calls for the movement of those times. Well done. 
The confrontations between Grunhild and Borkman were well managed.  

Character credibility, understanding of text and vocal dynamics 

Sound work. The subtext was clearly ‘heard’! There was not the tiniest hint of slipping into the 
melodramatic elements of the play.  
Voice levels were consistent and all were easily heard.  
Borkman’s lyric moments as he painted the picture of re-starting his life and Grunhill’s sharp 
rejoinders used voice to good advantage.  The more gentle but firm vocality of Ella provided 
another contrast. 

Individual work and understanding 

John Gabriel Borkman 

Borkman’s irrational high and lows came over very well by subtle suggestion; use of voice quality 
and energy changes were well chosen and developed while still maintaining the integrity of the 
role. 
Turning away but still intently listening to the exchange of the others was physically very well 
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conveyed. 
The final visions verged on being quite touching and in contrast to his twisted views expressed 
earlier. 
 
Mrs Gunhild Borkman 
A well-developed portrayal of a woman who first alienated and then ultimately evoked some 
sympathy from the audience albeit with a sense of the futility of her irrational plans for Erhart.     
 
Erhart Borkman 
You made him believable showing the change from dependent boy to young man embarking on 
living as adult. His confusion was well shown vocally and physically as well. His slight speech 
impediment was well done. Pleasing portrayal. 
 
Miss Ella Rentheim 
A strong role brought to creditable life.  
Seated centre stage you cast a potent look back at Borkman that said more than mere words 
about a  
whole range of feelings. The exchanges with Grunhild showed a whole gamut of experience and 
emotions as the cause of the alienation of the sisters was revealed.  
 
Fanny Wilton 
The worldly woman but not heartless or hard. It is a nice balance to achieve and you succeeded 
in engaging the audience’s complicity in your course of action. Watch vocal projection …..clear but 
a tiny bit below the sound level of the other characters at times. 
 
Vilhelm Foldhal 
A good character part to play and one that could be made more or less a buffoon. You succeeded 
in engaging sympathy for his plight, avoiding the pitfall of broad comedy, while never the less 
providing some amusement. 
 
Frida Foldhal 
A sensitive portrayal of a young woman taking the chance to break out of claustrophobic 
circumstances.     
 
Malena 
A small but vital part which you made your own. Her ‘sparky’ attitude to her role in the household 
was evident from the very first entrance. 

 Theatrical Endeavour and over-all impact. 

It was a bold venture to stage this play for, I understand, the second time in New Zealand. 
It has dated. Social attitudes have changed hugely since 1896 but human nature continues much 
the same. It could have been made a laughable melodrama. By playing it with truthful recognition 
of the real human frailties of this family and community, and trusting the integrity of the audience, 
this was interesting and thought provoking presentation. Madoff came to mind! Congratulations 
on a finely tuned production that your audience enjoyed. 
 
Nerissa Moore 
2 August 2012 


