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CREATIVE TEAM

David Hare 
Adaptor 
David has written more than 30 plays including 
Plenty, Pravda (with Howard Brenton), The Secret 
Rapture, Racing Demon, Skylight, Amy’s View,  
The Blue Room, Via Dolorosa, Stuff Happens, South 
Downs, The Absence of War, The Judas Kiss and The 
Moderate Soprano. He has written more than 20 
screenplays for film and television. They include 
Licking Hitler, Dreams of Leaving, Saigon: Year of the 
Cat, Wetherby, Damage, The Hours, The Reader, The 
Worricker Trilogy: Page Eight, Turks & Caicos, Salting 
the Battlefield. His first work of memoir, The Blue 
Touch Paper, was published in 2015.

Matthew Warchus 
Director 
Theatre: Future Conditional, Speed-the-Plow (The Old 
Vic), The Norman Conquests (The Old Vic/Broadway), 
Life x 3 (National Theatre/The Old Vic/Broadway), 
Matilda the Musical (RSC/West End/Broadway/
international tour), Ghost the Musical (West End/
international tour), Boeing Boeing, The Lord of the 
Rings, Endgame, Our House (West End), La Bête, 
Deathtrap, God of Carnage, Art (West End/Broadway), 
The Unexpected Man (West End RSC/Broadway), 
Buried Child, Volpone (National Theatre), True West 
(Donmar/Broadway), Hamlet, Henry V (RSC). Opera: 
Falstaff (ENO/Opera North), Così Fan Tutte (ENO), 
The Rake’s Progress (ROH/WNO), Troilus and Cressida 
(Opera North). Film: Pride, Simpatico. Matthew was 
appointed Artistic Director of The Old Vic in May 2014. 

Rob Howell 
Designer 
Theatre: Future Conditional, A Flea in Her Ear, Inherit 
the Wind, Speed-the-Plow, Complicit (The Old Vic), 
The Norman Conquests (The Old Vic/Broadway). 
Rob has also worked at the National Theatre, RSC, 
Royal Court, Almeida, Donmar Warehouse, Young 
Vic, Chichester Festival Theatre, West Yorkshire 
Playhouse, Manchester Royal Exchange, Royal  
Opera House, Metropolitan Opera in New York  
and on Broadway. He’s won three Olivier Awards for 
Set Design, including for Matilda the Musical in 2012 
for which he also won Drama Desk, Outer Critic’s 
Circle and Tony awards.

Hugh Vanstone 
Lighting 
Hugh has designed the lighting for more than 
160 productions and worked for most of the UK’s 
national companies and extensively on Broadway. 
He’s received many awards, including three Oliviers, 
a Tony and a Molière. Recent work includes: Future 
Conditional (The Old Vic), The Red Lion (National 
Theatre), Shrek (West End/UK tour), Ghost the 
Musical (West End/international tour), Matilda the 
Musical (RSC/West End/Broadway/international 
tour), Closer (Donmar), Don Quixote (Royal Ballet),  
An Act of God (Studio 54, New York), Strictly Ballroom 
(Australian tour), Le Bal Des Vampires (Paris).

Gary Yershon 
Music 
Theatre: The Norman Conquests (The Old Vic), Art, 
The Unexpected Man, Life x 3, The God of Carnage, 
The Play What I Wrote (West End/Broadway), 
Edward II, Grief (National Theatre) Arabian Nights 
(RSC), The Low Road (Royal Court), Julius Caesar 
(Donmar). Film: Mr Turner, Another Year, Happy-Go-
Lucky, Running Jump. TV: Trial and Retribution, Skin 
Deep, James the Cat, Ebb and Flo. Radio: Three Men 
in a Boat, The Odyssey, Autumn Journal. Gary is an 
Associate Artist of the Royal Shakespeare Company.

Simon Baker 
Sound 
Theatre: Future Conditional, High Society, Electra (The 
Old Vic), Shakespeare in Love, Mojo, The Umbrellas 
of Cherbourg (West End), Matilda the Musical (RSC/
West End/Broadway/international tour – 2012 Oliver 
Award for Best Sound), Rebecca (UK tour), Anything 
Goes (Sheffield/UK tour), The Roaring Girl (RSC),  
Don John (RSC/international tour), The Light Princess, 
The Amen Corner (National Theatre), Josephine and 
I (Bush), Steptoe and Son (UK tour), An Audience 
with Meow Meow (Berkeley Rep), Brief Encounter 
(worldwide), The Red Shoes, Wild Bride (international 
tours). Simon is an Associate Artist of The Old Vic and 
a fellow of the Guildhall School of Music & Drama.
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Jessica Ronane CDG 
Casting 
Theatre: Dr. Seuss’s The Lorax, The Hairy Ape, 
Future Conditional (The Old Vic), Angus Thongs and 
Even More Snogging (West Yorkshire Playhouse). 
Theatre (childrens casting): The Audience, Charlie 
and the Chocolate Factory, Made in Dagenham, I Can’t 
Sing, Singin’ in the Rain, Billy Elliot the Musical (West 
End), Matilda the Musical (RSC/West End), Bugsy 
Malone (Lyric), To Kill a Mockingbird (Regent’s Park/
Barbican/UK tour), Caroline or Change, Baby Girl,  
Mrs Affleck, Burnt by the Sun (National Theatre), 
A Member of the Wedding, Far Away (Young Vic). 
Film: Guinea Pigs, Hunky Dory, Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close. TV: Evermoor, Eric & Ernie.

Jim Carnahan CSA  
US Casting 
Theatre: Speed the Plow (Old Vic), Motherf**ker, 
Buried Child (National), Streetcar Named Desire, 
Scottsboro Boys (Young Vic), Children’s Hour, La Bête, 
Deathtrap, Up for Grabs, Three Sisters (West End), 
Thérèse Raquin, Old Times, Twentieth Century, Real 
Thing, Cabaret, Violet, Machinal, Winslow Boy, Drood, 
Cyrano, Harvey, Anything Goes, Importance of Being 
Earnest, Sunday in the Park, Pajama Game, 12 Angry 
Men, Assassins, Nine (Roundabout, New York), Fun 
Home, Constellations, The River, You Can’t Take It 
With You, Glass Menagerie, Once, Matilda, Peter and 
the Starcatcher, Mountaintop, Jerusalem, American 
Idiot, Boeing-Boeing, Spring Awakening, Pillowman, 
Copenhagen, True West (Broadway). Film: Seagull.  
TV: Glee.

Katy Rudd 
Associate Director  
Theatre as Director: Curious Night at the Theatre  
(West End), I’m Really Glad We Had That Chat 
(Arcola), Henna Night (Edinburgh), The Butterfly 
(Salisbury Playhouse), Narcissus (The Edge), 
Hippolytus (Stage@Leeds), Shafted (NCM).  
As Associate Director: Husbands & Sons (National 
Theatre), The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Night-Time (National Theatre/West End/Broadway/
UK tour), Mojo (West End), Linda, The Twits (Royal 
Court). As Assistant Director: The 24 Hour Plays 
Celebrity Gala, The Playboy of the Western World (The 
Old Vic), Into the Woods (Regent’s Park Open Air), 
Mathematics of the Heart (Theatre503), The Constant 
Wife, The Family Cookbook (Salisbury Playhouse/ 
UK tour).

Charlie Hughes-D’Aeth 
Voice Coach 
Charlie is Consultant Text and Voice Coach for 
the RSC’s Matilda the Musical, (Resident 2010-14). 
Currently Resident Voice Coach for Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory in the West End. Other theatre: 
Future Conditional (The Old Vic), The Gods Weep 
(RSC/Hampstead), The Tempest, Much Ado About 
Nothing (RSC/Shakespeare in a Suitcase tour), 
Adrian Mole the Musical (Leicester Curve), Jerusalem 
(Northcote, Exeter). Before working in theatre full-
time, Charlie was a director and playwright, and 
taught MA and undergraduate levels in London 
drama schools.

Jill McCullough  
Dialect Coach 
Theatre: Cause Célèbre, Inherit the Wind (The Old 
Vic), Miss Saigon, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, 
The Bodyguard, Sunshine Boys, Betty Blue Eyes, Oliver!, 
Sophie’s Choice, The Phantom of the Opera, A View 
From the Bridge, We Will Rock You, Les Misérables 
(West End). Film: Star Wars, Spectre, The Theory of 
Everything, The Grimsby Brothers, Ex Machina, The 
Letters, Unbroken, The Muppets, Jack Ryan, Skyfall, 
About Time, Anna Karenina, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, 
The Iron Lady, A Dangerous Method. TV: Shackleton, 
Cutting It, Trial and Retribution, White Teeth, Cambridge 
Spies, Adam Bede.
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Halvard Solness  The master builder. Although he is no longer young, he is evidently attractive 
to women Aline, Kaia and Hilde are all in love with him. Solness found success after his house burnt 
down, and he changed from building churches to building houses. He has two great fears – heights, 
and the younger generation. 

Aline Solness  Halvard Solness’ wife. A quiet, dispirited woman, who was crushed by the death of 
her twin baby boys. After a fi re in their home, she insisted on nursing the babies when she was ill and 
they died as a result. 

Doctor Herdal  A physician concerned about Halvard and Aline. He listens to both their worries 
and tries to mediate throughout the play. 

Knut Brovik  Previously an independent architect who employed Solness, but was surpassed by 
him and is now employed by Solness. He is old, ill, and dying, and lives only for his son Ragnar, 
an aspiring architect. 

Ragnar Brovik  Knut Brovik’s son, a draftsman employed by Solness. He is a talented young man, 
but doesn’t realise his ability. He is in love with Kaia and is due to marry her. 

Kaia Fosli  Solness’ book-keeper, Knut Brovik’s niece and engaged to marry Ragnar. She is a quiet 
girl in love with Solness and stays working for him to be able to be near him. 

Hilde Wangel  A young woman from a nearby village. As a child Hilde fell in love with Solness after 
he built a church tower in her village and ten years later she has come to fi nd him. She is charming and 
charismatic. She is also appears as a character in Ibsen’s The Lady from the Sea.

CHARACTER BREAKDOWN
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Act One 
Halvard Solness is a self-taught architect living in a small town in Norway with his wife Aline. The play 
opens in Solness’ workroom where his assistant, Knut Brovik who is unwell, and his son Ragnar Brovik 
are working on drawings. Nearby Kaja Fosli, Ragnar’s fiancee who is secretly in love with Solness,  
is looking over the books. 

Knut pleads with Solness to recognise his son’s talents, and reveals that Ragnar has drawn up 
blueprints for a new house. Solness feels threatened by the younger generation and refuses to  
endorse him, and later flirts with Kaja to ensure they both stay working for him. 

During a visit to the house, Doctor Herdal tells Solness that his wife suspects there is something 
between him and Kaja. An unexpected visitor arrives, a young woman called Hilde Wangel. After  
the Doctor leaves, she claims she met Solness ten years earlier when he built a church in her village.  
She tells him that after climbing the church tower he kissed her and promised to return in ten years’ 
time to offer her a kingdom. He denies this, and admits that he no longer builds churches and is 
currently working on his own house. Solness is captivated by Hilde and lets her stay for a while. 

Act Two 
Later that day Solness assures Aline they will be happier when they move into the new house.  
But the house isn’t important to her, she has never overcome the sadness and guilt caused by the 
deaths of their two children.

Solness separately tells Hilde about how their house burnt down, ultimately killing their two twin 
babies after Aline insisted on nursing them despite being unwell. However, the fire brought good 
fortune to Solness as he was able to divide and build new homes on the land, launching his career  
as a master builder. After the death of his sons he stopped building churches and has only built houses. 

ACT BREAKDOWN
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Solness confides that he knew there were faults in the house which might cause a fire, but did nothing 
about them. When the fire did happen it was in a different part of the house, but he felt that he had 
willed it to happen and suspects he has special powers to control such things. He feels guilty for the 
death of his children and his wife’s pain.

Hilde urges Solness to endorse Ragnar’s drawings before Knut dies. He later tells Kaja that he no 
longer has any work for either of them. Hilde enthrals Solness with her description of his climb up the 
tower ten years ago, and urges him to do it again when his new home is ready. Solness asks what Hilde 
wants from him, and she replies ‘my kingdom’. Aline finds out Solness’ plan to climb the tower,  
and because of his severe vertigo she becomes worried for his safety. 

Act Three 
That evening Aline talks to Hilde about the death of her children and her unremitting guilt. She hopes 
the two of them can be friends. Hilde feels she should leave and tells Solness her intentions. He admits 
he has lost his passion for building, but Hilde reignites his interest by imploring him to build her a 
castle in the sky. 

Ragnar arrives and tells them that Knut has fallen into a coma and never got to read Solness’  
thoughts on his drawings. Ragnar has the wreath which Solness is due to place at the top of the tower, 
but doubts that he will have the courage to do it. Hilde professes her love and belief in the master 
builder. Later, Aline again voices her concerns for Solness’ safety. 

A crowd of spectators gather to see the new building opened. Before he begins to climb the tower, 
Solness reaffirms his promise to Hilde to build her a castle. As he climbs Hilde is hopeful and ecstatic, 
but Aline, Doctor Herdal and even Ragnar become more worried. They see him struggling with 
something or someone on the tower, and then suddenly he falls to his death. Amongst the horrified 
onlookers, Hilde is triumphant that he reached the top and proclaims – ‘My master builder! Mine!’
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THEMES

Power & control 
Solness seems to only be able to see the world only in finite terms: the more 
someone else has, the less he gets. He systematically feeds on those around 
him – on Knut’s generosity, on Ragnar’s talent, Kaja’s belief in him, while his 
wife, Aline, has nothing left to give. Solness’ desire to possess people and 
property is so strong that, for example, he pursues intimacies in which he 
has no real interest. In order to ensure Ragnar continues to work for him, 
Solness flirts with Ragnar’s fiancée Kaja despite having no interest in her. 
Conversely, Hilde is the only person who is able to exert some control over 
Solness. She alternates between an inspiring force, urging Solness to try and 
find real happiness, and a temptress, pushing Solness to make commitments 
he can’t possibly fulfil. 

Age vs youth 
Solness feels threatened by the rise of the younger generation, represented 
by the young architect, Ragnar Brovik, who works for him. Solness admits 
to Dr. Herdal that he holds ‘a terrible fear’ that change is coming, and as 
a result he will become obsolete. ‘They really liked his thinking,’ Knut, 
Ragnar’s father, tells Solness. ‘They thought it was original and fresh.’ 
Solness replies, ‘Oh, as opposed to my thinking? Old-fashioned? Passé?’ 
Throughout Solness tries his best to delay the inevitable by downplaying 
Ragnar’s talent, and cannot overcome his fear even when Knut, with his 
dying wish, begs him for a word of praise for his son.

Whe Hilde arrives she helps him remember the passion and creativity of 
his youth and instills in him the belief that he can regain his old powers. 
Solness, however, is ultimately unable to retain his sense of renewal,  
and as his old fear of failure returns, he falls off the tower to his death.

Fantasy & reality  
The Master Builder blurs the distinction between reality and fantasy 
throughout. Hilde turns up with a story from ten years earlier that Solness at 
first doesn’t remember at all. He agrees on some basic facts, but details like 
him climbing to the top of the church tower seem unlikely given his vertigo, 
and her detailed account of his sexual approaches seem very inappropriate 
given her age at the time. Hilde’s language is like a fairytale, she claims that 
Solness promised her a kingdom and called her his princess, and Solness 
equally is convinced that he is plagued demons or trolls capable  
of materialising his wishes. 

Self-deception 
Solness is aware of the suffering he has caused others to enable his rise to 
power. In an effort to deal with the consequences of his egotistical ambition, 
he tries to convince himself that he has not been completely responsible 
for his actions. He tells himself, and others, that he is tormented by internal 
demons. Solness believes that all he has to do is think of something he 
desires and immediately these demons carry out the deed. He thinks that 
he ‘willed’ Kaja to come and work for him, just as he ‘willed’ his wife’s 
childhood home to burn down, indirectly causing the death of their baby 
twins. Hilde validates his self-deception when she insists that she also has  
a troll inside of her and that their demons have brought them together. 

Conversation starter

Does Solness’ obsession with 
control make him happy? Why 
does Hilde have power over 
Solness when no-one else seems 
to be able to influence him? 

Conversation starter

Is Solness more afraid of the 
youth or of his own death and 
consequent insignificance?  
Is every generation afraid of 
what the next will bring?

Conversation starter

Who’s stories can be trusted in 
the play? If Hilde’s story isn’t 
true, why would she invent it? 
Why would Solness want to 
forget it if it is true?

Conversation starter

Why would Solness prefer to 
think these harmful thoughts  
are the work of a troll rather 
than his own mind? Does Hilde 
really think she had a troll inside 
of her too? 
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HENRIK IBSEN BIOGRAPHY

Henrik Ibsen was born in the port town of Skien, 
Norway, in 1828. The oldest of five children, he came 
from a wealthy and respected merchant family.  
His father, Knud Ibsen, originated from a long line  
of ship captains and his mother, Marichen Altenburg, 
was the daughter of a ship owner. His father’s career  
as a merchant started promisingly, but in the mid 
1830s financial problems forced Knud to close down 
his business and sell the family home. This change  
in fortunes made resentful Knud turn to drink, which  
had a big impact on the young Henrik Ibsen. Themes 
of debt, alcoholism and female suffering would later  
be reflected in his work. 

At the age of 15 Ibsen left home to start work as  
an apprentice pharmacist, and during this time he 
started writing his first poems and plays. When he was 
18 he fathered an illegitimate child with a servant at 
the apothecary, and although he supported the boy 
financially until he was a teenager they are believed 
to have never met. In 1850 his debut play Catiline was 
published and The Warrior’s Barrow became the first 
of Ibsen’s plays to be staged. The following year he 
moved to Bergen, becoming a ‘dramatic author’ at the 
Det Norske Theatre. In his six years here he wrote and 
staged six of his own plays and gained valuable insight 
into direction and production. During this time he also 
met his future wife, Suzannah Daae Thoresen, with 
whom he later had a son, Sigurd Ibsen, who would 
become the Prime Minister of Norway. 

In 1857 Ibsen was appointed Artistic Director of the Kristiania Norske Theatre in Christiania  
(modern-day Oslo). Money was tight and times were hard for Ibsen and his family over the next few 
years, and in 1864 they left Norway and headed to Italy. Ibsen spent a total of 27 years living abroad, 
staying in Rome, Dresden and Munich. While he was away he had success with his philosophical 
plays Brand (1865) and Peer Gynt (1867) – works which established Ibsen as a controversial playwright 
willing to question and criticise contemporary Norwegian society. The popularity of these dramas 
further encouraged him to tackle uncomfortable subjects at a time when European theatre was meant 
to abide by strict standards of morality. 

Ibsen published what he regarded as his most important work, Emperor & Galilean, in 1873.  
This huge ten act play dramatised the life of the Roman Emperor Julian the Apostate, but was not 
nearly as acclaimed as his later modernist works. A Doll’s House was first performed in 1879; a scathing 
critique of nineteenth-century marital norms. Although Ibsen denied consciously writing the play 
in support of the burgeoning women’s rights movement in Norway, its honest and frank look at the 
problems inherent in the traditional roles of the sexes certainly caused a stir. His dramas Ghosts (1881) 
and An Enemy of the People (1882) continued to provoke debate about the ethics of modern society. 

Henrik Ibsen, c1898
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In the last few years before Ibsen returned to Norway his work gradually started to become more 
introspective and focus on psychological themes. The Wild Duck (1884), Rosmersholm (1886) and 
The Lady from the Sea (1888) demonstrate this change, and the timelessness of the issue of personal 
fulfi lment versus societal expectation makes Hedda Gabler (1890) one of Ibsen’s most performed plays. 
At the time, however, Hedda Gabler received some of the worst reviews of his career. 

Ibsen moved back to Norway in 1891 where he completed his last four plays, thought to be dramatic 
self-portraits. He died in 1906 after a series of strokes, having created 26 plays and 300 poems over 
his lifetime. Today Ibsen is considered one of the greatest European playwrights to have existed, 
with some critics regarding him second only to Shakespeare. His drive to confront what was lurking 
behind the facade of polite society, no matter how scandalous that was, contributed to his status as one 
of the founders of modern theatre, and made him a hugely infl uential fi gure for later authors including 
George Bernard Shaw, Oscar Wilde and Arthur Miller.

Clockwise from left: Sheridan Smith and 
Daniel Lapaine, Hedda Gabler, by Henrik Ibsen 
in a version by Brian Friel, The Old Vic 2012; 
Flora Robson, Ghosts, The Old Vic 1958; 
Leo McKern and Wilfrid Lawson, Peer Gynt, 
The Old Vic 1962
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TIMELINE  
HENRIK IBSEN - LIFE & WORKS

1828  
Born on 20 March in Skien, Norway. 
The second son of a family of six 
children

1846  
Has an illegitimate child with Else 
Jensdatter, while working as a  
chemist’s apprentice

1850  
Writes his first play Catiline. The Burial 
Mound becomes the first of Ibsen’s 
plays to be staged

1851  
Moves to Bergen to begin work  
as producer and “dramatic author”  
at Det Norske Theatre

1852  
Takes a study tour of theatres in 
Hamburg, Copenhagen and Dresden 

1855  
First performance of Lady Inger

1857  
First performance of Olaf Liljekrans. 
Ibsen is appointed Artistic Director  
of Kristiania Norske Theatre

1858  
Marries Suzannah Thoresen.  
The Vikings at Helgeland is published

1859 
Their son Sigurd is born

1862 
Love’s Comedy is published. He is 
appointed consultant to Christiania 
Theatre

1863  
The Pretenders is published

1864  
Moves to Italy where he lives until 
1868

1865  
Writes Brand which brings him first 
significant critical acclaim

1867  
Writes Peer Gynt, also critically and 
commercially successful

1869  
Moves to Dresden. The League of  
Youth is published

1874  
Invites Edvard Greig to compose 
incidental music for Peer Gynt.  
Moves from Dresden to Munich

1873 
Publishes Emperor and Galilean  
which dramatizes the life of the  
Roman emperor Julian the Apostate

1877  
Writes Pillars of Society

1879  
Writes A Doll’s House, a scathing 
criticism of the marital roles accepted  
by men and women in his society

1881  
Writes Ghosts another scathing 
commentary on the morality of  
Ibsen’s society

1882  
Writes An Enemy of the People which 
paints the whole community as the 
antagonist

1884  
Writes The Wild Duck. Leaves Italy  
and takes up residence in Munich

1886  
Writes Rosmersholm

1888  
Writes The Lady from the Sea which 
features the character of Hilde Wangel

1890  
Writes Hedda Gabler, probably Ibsen’s 
most performed play

1891  
Returns to Norway 

1892  
Writes The Master Builder

1899  
Writes When We Dead Awaken

1900  
Suffers a stroke, and is unable to do  
a further literary work 

1902, 1903 and 1904 
Nominated for the Nobel Prize in 
Literature

1906 
Ibsen dies on 23 May
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CONTEXT & RESPONSERESPONSE

When The Master Builder was fi rst published in 
Scandinavia in 1892, public anticipation for the 
play was huge. However, the response to the initial 
performances in Berlin, Trondhjem and later London 
were mostly negative. The play was met with puzzled 
incomprehension, even among Ibsen’s supporters and 
his enemies had a fi eld day. In the Daily Telegraph, 
Clement Scott complained about the ‘dense mist which 
enshrouds characters, words, actions and motives’. 
The experience of watching Ibsen’s ‘strange dramas’, 
he wrote, could only be compared to the ‘sensations 
of a man who witnesses a play written, rehearsed and 
acted by lunatics’. A writer for the Saturday Review 
called it ‘a distracting jumble of incoherent elements’ 
and argued that ‘there is no story’ and ‘the characters 
are impossible.’ 

Understanding and appreciation of the play has grown 
since its fi rst productions. Most critics now consider 
The Master Builder to be one of Ibsen’s fi nest, echoing 
Edvard Brandes’s assessment in Politiken that the play 
blends ‘supreme craftsmanship’ and ‘characteristic profundity.’ It is generally agreed that Ibsen’s later 
plays – The Master Builder, Little Ejolf, John Gabriel Borkman, and When We Dead Awaken – represent 
a departure from the realistic plays of his middle period. The Master Builder doesn’t contain the bitter 
satire of his earlier social dramas; instead, the play is mysterious, symbolic and lyrical. It deals with the 
human soul and its struggle to rise above its own desires. The idea had been in Ibsen’s mind for many 
years before he actually wrote the play, and is considered one of the most original of his works.

Ibsen’s long career refl ected the shifting styles of the theatre at the end of the nineteenth century. 
At this time, European playwrights began to turn away from what they saw as the artifi ciality of 
melodrama to a focus on everyday contemporary life. Their work took the form of realism, a new 
literary movement that explored the lives and motivations of believable characters and the society they 
lived within. Most of Ibsen’s plays can be grouped into the realist movement such as A Doll’s House. 
In his later plays, Ibsen begins to experiment with expressionism in-line with the developing interest 
in this new movement amongst writers of the period. 

In The Master Builder Ibsen considers cause-and eff ect relationships. As in most realist works, Solness, 
the main character faces a moral choice – whether or not to allow his ambitions to grow unhindered. 
When he decides that he nothing can get in his way of his professional status, he has to face the 
destructive consequences. Ibsen presents a realistic depiction of the pain Solness’ choice has caused 
not only his wife but also, ultimately, himself.

Ibsen’s expressionistic approach emerges in Solness’ claim that he has ‘servants’ that enforce his 
will. He insists that these demons, rather than his own actions, are responsible for the hurt done to 
his long suff ering wife Aline and to his colleagues in the building profession. It could be that Ibsen is 
implying these demons are manifestations of Solness’ own guilt. The depiction of Hilde could also be 
considered impressionistic. She re-energizes Solness’ youth and creativity and therefore his self-belief, 

Ralph Fiennes as the Master Builder
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which in turn gives him with confi dence to climb the newly built tower. Her mysterious arrival, just as 
Solness is becoming dejected and unimaginative, combined with her inexplicable obsession for him, 
suggests that she may be a fantasy fi gure constructed by Solness.

The overriding symbol in the play is the tower that Solness climbs on two occasions, a phallic structure 
that intimates his authority and sexuality. Hilde watches transfi xed both times as he climbs the great 
heights, thrilled at the power and bravery he exhibits as he ascends. At the end of the play as he falls to 
his death, Hilde shrieks, ‘My–my Master Builder!’ She identifi es his romantic, symbolic achievement of 
climbing the tower with her own, she has willed his triumph. Seemingly to Ibsen, the death of a mere 
man, even a genius, is an insignifi cant price for such achievement. In this play, the Master Builder lives 
on in his work and in Hilde; perhaps as Ibsen hoped he would following his own death 14 years after 
he wrote the play. 
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How much preparation did you do before starting 
rehearsals?
I tend to do a mix of general and very specifi c history. 
So for this production that included learning about 
who Ibsen was as a person and then more generally 
about what was Norway like at the time. That way you 
can get perspective on why he wrote this play, and how 
he might have been infl uenced by the environments 
around him, either in his family or the wider social 
structure.

Before we started rehearsals I read Michael Meyer’s 
Ibsen biography which is a tome, it’s so big! I also 
tend to read a writer’s other plays, particularly those 
with similar kinds of characters. For this show I was 
looking for characters that are young women, and 
strong females, so I read Hedda Gabler and The 
Lady from the Sea. There’s also a tortured older 
man character in the show, so I read things like Brand. 
Matthew (Warchus, the director) also suggested we 
read Peer Gynt because it’s set in a world of trolls 
and the supernatural, and that’s what the world of 
The Master Builder feels like.

You’re using a new adaptation by David Hare 
for this production, have you read any other 
translations of The Master Builder? 
I fi rst read Michael Meyer’s version, and then as 
many others as possible. It’s even good to read 
versions that aren’t necessarily regarded as great, 
you can see why the one that you’re working on is 
good because you can see how the others have failed.  

You’ve just started the second week of 
rehearsals, what has the process been like so far? 
This has been quite diff erent to how I’ve worked 
before. In the past everyone’s there every day working 
on the whole script as a group. You’re reading it, 
talking through it, intellectualising it. But I actually 
quite like how Matthew’s worked, which is read it 
on the fi rst day and on the second day get it up and 
start working on the fl oor. That’s with script in hand 
and working on pieces at a time, but kind of running 
through each of the acts. 

Ralph (Fiennes, actor playing Halvard Solness) was off  
book in the fi rst week, which made me think ‘I better 
learn all my lines!’ Some actors don’t like learning all 
their lines before they come into rehearsals because 
they feel they can get stuck in a rut and not look for 
new ideas. I don’t fi nd that that’s the case for me, I fi nd 
that the words are actually the foundation, and the rest 
of the work you do is the walls and the roof. 

Do you know your lines now? 
Yes, now I know them! A friend recommended a 
really good app to me called ‘Line Learner’ where 
you record your lines and the other person’s lines. 
The diffi  cult thing about setting that up was trying to 
be as neutral as possible when recording their lines so 
you’re not getting used to a particular way of hearing 
it. Also recording the grammar correctly was really 
important, because if you’re learning it by ear you’re 
likely to mistake a comma for a full stop, unless you’re 
really specifi c. For Ibsen and lots of other playwrights 
that’s obviously really important to get right. 

You’ll be performing in The Master Builder 
for eight weeks, how do you make sure your 
performance stays fresh every night? 
The thing that really helps is being more interested 
in the other person. I think that’s the basis of acting – 
that you’re always more interested in the other person. 
It’s about listening keenly to what they’re doing so you 
can respond in a way that’s honest to that moment. So 
if they throw a ball over to the left but you run over to 
catch it on the right because that’s where you usually 
go then you weren’t actually paying attention to them. 

INTERVIEW WITH ACTORINTERVIEW WITH ACTOR
SARAH SNOOKSARAH SNOOK

Sarah Snook as Hilde Wangel
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It’s great to be able to respond in the moment, it can  
be sparky and alive and something different can 
happen, but you are both still supporting each other.

How do you feel about the character you are 
playing?  
Her name is Hilde Wangel, and she’s a little bit of an 
enigma. It’s not necessarily clear why she’s there in 
the first place, she says why, but it’s difficult to know 
whether to believe her or not because the reason is  
so outlandish. I like her. I had a costume fitting for her 
yesterday, and the more I get to know her the more 
I like her. When I first started reading her I felt very 
distant from her. She is someone I wouldn’t have liked 
when I was younger. She’s the kind of person that you 
can’t feel like you’re ever on stable ground with, they’re 
too capricious, too flighty. You don’t know if they’re 
being really bitchy or being genuine, or planning 
something or scheming. Initially that’s what I thought 
she was like, but you can’t ever stand in judgement 
on your character. I realised she’s just a very broken 
person and that’s why she behaves in that way.

You’re Australian, playing a Norwegian character 
in a London theatre – are you using your own 
accent? 
No, I’m doing a British accent. I’m approximating as 
close to Ralph’s accent as possible, in a female version. 
Having looked at the text you know that she’s the 
daughter of a doctor in the town, and is a pretty strong 
minded, witty and intelligent and quick girl. So she 
definitely would have been educated by her father, 
by the local tutor. You can make those decisions for 
yourself but sometimes they’re clearly in the text.  
So I figured having a neutral but well spoken English 
accent seemed appropriate. 

Have you ever performed in an Ibsen play 
before? 
Do you know, I did when I was at high school. I had 
a really good drama teacher and I also took extra-
curricular drama with him. He was putting on A Doll’s 
House outside of school as part of the Adelaide Fringe 
Festival. In that show you need children and so I 
got involved as a kind of extra-curricular exercise. 
It was a big learning curve because you’re among a 
professional adult cast. To get to be part of that was  
a brilliant experience for me. 

Do you have any advice to students wanting to 
get into theatre? 
I would suggest they read the classic plays. In the 
future people that they’ll be working with will have 
read them. To be able talk about why a contemporary 
play was written, you need that reference and  
historical context. I guess that might seem a bit boring,  
but the cool thing is reading classics from a teenage 
perspective, and thinking about what you like or how 
the characters relate to you. Because that will change, 
and that’s the best part about it. Sure I’m playing Hilde 
now in The Master Builder, but in twenty or thirty years 
time I could be in the play again and play Aline. That’s 
going to give me an entirely different perspective on 
exactly the same play. 

Different cast members will give it a new life. So if you 
have a group of friends who are really into theatre too, 
just do readings with each other. Just mucking around, 
and not for any purpose but just to talk and enjoy it 
with each other. 
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How do approach adapting an existing play? 
I’ve always been very interested in Ibsen as a person. 
So when Ralph Fiennes asked me to do The Master 
Builder because he wanted to play the part of Halvard 
Solness, I read a couple of biographies and then 
asked someone to write a literal translation. I need 
a translation because I don’t speak Norwegian, but 
I deliberately always say to the person who does it – 
don’t try and make it readable at all, simply give me 
the meaning of every word. So the literal translation 
has a lot of footnotes that describe the nuance involved 
in every single word. The translator did take me 
literally and it was a fantastically diffi  cult document to 
read. If you heard this translation played it would be 
absolutely unbearable to listen to. 

It’s an extremely challenging play, one who’s meaning 
shifts all the time. There are at least three basic strands 
to it. One is the story of an architect who’s threatened 
by the young. Secondly there’s a young girl who arrives 
and talks about the past, and relates an incident which 
may or may not have happened. And then thirdly 
there’s this huge subtext about his relationship with 
his wife, and the death of their children. By the time 
you’ve got all of these things playing it’s a very knotty 
language, a lot of which is almost incomprehensible, 
or very distinctive in the original Norwegian. So it’s 
a fantastically diffi  cult play to adapt. 

What’s the purpose of writing a new adaptation 
when they already exist in English?
Ibsen himself said that he wanted his plays, when they 
were translated, to be in the everyday language of the 
day. Because he wrote at the end of the 19th Century, 
he himself did not expect that any translation would 
ever become standard. His attitude was that every 
play needed to be updated for each new culture, each 
new language and each new audience. In this country 
Michael Meyer, who was a Norwegian speaker working 
in the mid 20th Century, is Ibsen’s most famous 
translator. Even he would admit that Ibsen never 
intended that any of the translations become standard, 
but that they would be constantly changed so that 
they would speak directly to the culture that they’re 
performed in. 

Ibsen is an amazingly contemporary writer and 
considering he writes at the end of the 19th Century, 
his themes are very modern and he wants the 
communication of the play to be as direct as possible, 
and that’s my job.

So did you have a modern audience in mind 
when you were adapting the play?
Oh yes, I’ve got The Old Vic in January 2016. I don’t 
know whether this adaptation will ever be done again, 
but it’s for here and now, this theatre, this time. And 
also this actor. Ralph Fiennes is an actor I’ve worked 
with before, and know extremely well. I know the 
sound of Ralph’s voice, and so when I was adapting 
it I was writing it to fi t in his mouth. If you write fi lm, 
then you do a lot of that. You go ‘oh I know so and 
so is going to play this part’ and you fi t the language 
up because you know it suits them, and suits their 
character. 

To me Ralph is the great classical actor of the day, 
I don’t think anybody comes near him in terms of 
relating directly to the tradition of Laurence Olivier, 
John Gielgud, Michael Redgrave. He brings back those 
kinds of actor, and so I tried to write for that stocky, 
virile, mainstream, sensitive leading man that Ralph 
is now the great modern example of. 

INTERVIEW WITH ADAPTER  INTERVIEW WITH ADAPTER  
DAVID HAREDAVID HARE

David Hare
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How much of your own voice is present in the 
adaptation?
Not at all. I think that if you do a good adaptation then 
the audience should not be aware of your presence. 
Now that doesn’t mean that you haven’t done a lot to 
impose your own vocabulary on it, because you have. 
But the audience should not be aware of it.

It’s particularly diffi  cult with the play because it is 
deliberately autobiographical. An awful lot of the play 
is Ibsen writing about his own life. As he grew older, 
fi rst of all he did become sexually obsessed with 
young women, and secondly he did feel that the young 
were coming to take his reputation away. He almost 
deliberately draws attention to this in many places. 
He calls the master builder an artist at one point, 
which implies that he wants the parallel drawn 
between his own peculiar psychology and the 
character’s peculiar psychology. 

As far as I’m concerned I want the audience to see 
Ibsen and I want to be a pane of glass, I don’t want 
to get in the way at all. On the other hand, if they 
performed a translation which was written in the 1950’s, 
that will get in the way because you will be conscious 
of the personality of someone from sixty years ago. 
The point of updating it is to get you as close to Ibsen 
as you possibly can. I haven’t tilted this play or made 
it thematically about anything except what I believe 
Ibsen wanted it to be about. There’s no me. Arthur 
Miller did a famous rewrite of Enemy of the People, 
and he turned it into an Arthur Miller play. Which he’s 
perfectly entitled to do, but it wasn’t the play that Ibsen 
wrote. Whereas what I’m trying to do is get at the play 
that Ibsen wrote. 

Is it helpful to read other people’s adaptations 
before you start writing yours?
No it’s very much not. I think that Michael Meyer, 
used to object to what he called ‘fl oor jobs’. What he 
meant by a fl oor job was that the director, usually, 
will have got hold of six adaptations, put them on the 
fl oor and said ‘I like that line like that’, and ‘that line 
like that’. As Michael Meyer said, it was an attack on 
his integrity, it was an attack on his profession and it 
was a misunderstanding of what adaptation is. I go to 
the theatre and I’m aware of fl oor jobs, I’m aware of 
bits that have been stolen from people’s translations 
and it’s really not good. 

I deliberately don’t read anyone else’s work because if 
I read someone else’s something really good may stick 
in my mind. Before I adapted The Seagull, I had the 
misfortune of having read Tom Stoppard’s adaptation 
a couple of years earlier. He calls Doctor Dorn an 
obstetrician which is a brilliant word for Doctor Dorn, 
and tells you completely what Dorn does but it’s not 
Chekhov’s word. It stuck in my mind and I couldn’t get 
it out of my mind because I’d seen Stoppard’s version, 
and I did steal it I’m afraid. I did put obstetrician 
because it’s just so perfect. But you don’t want to be 
infl uenced by other people.

Does the draft you write change during 
rehearsals? 
First there was a draft which we read with Ralph. 
So even before The Old Vic and Matthew Warchus 
arrived, Ralph and I had a reading in my offi  ce with a 
group of actors together, and the minute I heard that I 
instantly make a whole load of changes. But I think the 
way that Matthew has investigated the play, has been 
through investigating the adaptation. So yes, there have 
been a huge number of questions, partly because the 
play is very obscure in certain places. I’ve had to say 
yes, that is exactly what Ibsen wanted that line to be. But 
I have made changes where the actors have come upon 
things that made me feel that I hadn’t adapted it right. 

Ibsen is considered to be ahead of his time in 
terms of social issues such as the role of women. 
Do you think he was a feminist? 
Well he denied he was a feminist, and Chekov denied 
he was a feminist, but they both just happened to be 
writing these brilliant roles for women. So, the answer 
is he’s a humanist. He’s a complicated fi gure, because 
he started out writing poetic drama. He then moved 
away from poetic drama and into realistic social drama. 
By the time you get to The Master Builder he’s moving 
back towards the poetic again, but at a sort of half way 
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point where the play is almost realistic but it’s also 
heavily symbolist and expressionist. It’s a very rich mix 
of all the diff erent infl uences in his life. Was he bang up 
to date for his time, undoubtedly. Is he still bang up to 
date today? Undoubtedly. 

Do you think adaptation a good way to get into 
writing?
I always thought not. The only thing I wanted to do 
when I was a young writer was fi nd my own voice. 
And that took me ten years really, to write a play that 
I was pleased with and which I felt was mine and 
nobody else’s. I think adaptation for me at least, has 
become a sign of my confi dence about my own voice. 
I’m perfectly happy to stand second in line to Chekhov, 
or Ibsen, or Schnitzler, or Pirandello, or Brecht, 
or Gorky, because I don’t have any complex about 
my own voice, because I’ve written my own plays. 
So for me it’s the pleasure of a garage mechanic – 
I love taking these plays apart and seeing how other 
people do them. 

With Ibsen there’s an incredible structural discipline, 
and what looks odd on the page often works absolutely 
brilliantly. In the third act before the climax of the play, 
the master builder has a big scene, then he goes out, 
then three minutes later he comes back and he has 
another scene, and then he goes out again. Ralph and I 
both thought, this is structurally very odd. And yet the 
minute we played it the other day, it had an incredible 

drum beat of tragedy. Ibsen has an iron control over 
people leaving and entering, and the rhythm moving 
towards a tragic climax. And yet on the page you can’t 
always see it, but the minute you act it you can really 
feel it. That’s the sign of a really great writer. 

What is your advice to young people interested 
in pursuing writing as a career?
The advice that I give to everybody is try it, write a 
play and put it on yourself. Get your friends to do it, 
or do it yourself. So many great playwrights have been 
naives. Shelagh Delaney was just a seventeen year old 
school girl who went to a theatre and thought I can do 
better than this. Andrea Dunbar was a girl on a council 
estate who scribbled out these wonderful scenes in a 
notebook. Until you do it and stick the play on yourself 
you’ll never learn. 

That is the only good advice, because I didn’t know 
I could write until I wrote. And I only wrote because 
I had to, not because I wanted to. Then I discovered I 
had this talent for it, but I had no inkling that I had the 
talent until I tried it. It’s like swimming a hundred yards 
or pole vaulting, it’s worth doing it once just to see if 
you’re any good at it. If you discover you’re no good 
at it, forget it. But you’ve lost nothing, you’ve only 
been humiliated once!
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PRACTICAL EXERCISES –  
CREATIVE WRITING

The Master Builder is Ibsen’s most personal play. When the English translator, Edmund Gosse,  
was asked to explain the meaning of the work he described it as ‘an allegory of Dr Ibsen’s literary 
career’. Not only is there a clear link between Ibsen’s status as a ‘master playwright’ nearing the end  
of his career, but he also shared Solness’ impassioned interest in young women, with the character  
of Hilde being based on several young women that Ibsen knew – either through affairs or as friends.  
One of the best routes into writing – both fiction and non-fiction – is through our personal experiences 
and memories; some of our most interesting material comes from our own lives. 

A letter to... (30 minutes)

Writing a letter is something which has a clear focus and outcome so is often an easy way 
into writing creatively. Ask students to choose someone they would like to say something 
to. The person can be anyone they like – historical, contemporary, famous, a friend, family 
member or even a literary figure – but it should be someone that they are familiar with.  

Discuss the main elements of a letter – how to start it, how long it should be, what it should 
contain. Students should think about what sorts of things they might like to include in their 
letter – What would they want to tell the receiver? Do them know them, do they need to 
introduce themselves? What’s important enough to put in a letter? Is what they are writing 
true or imagined?

Once all the letters have been completed swap letters between students. Ask students to 
write a response to the letter they have received as if they were the person it is addressed to. 
How would they want to respond?  

Different perspectives (30 minutes)

We’ve all lived hundreds of stories, some of which are more memorable than others.  
One way of starting to write is by recounting a familiar story from a different perspective. 

Give students five minutes to close their eyes and bring themselves back to a specific 
moment or event that they can remember clearly. If you prefer, they can get into pairs  
and tell their story to a partner.

Then, in their mind, ask them to try and take a few steps back from themselves in the 
moment, so they can see the story unfolding as if it was happening to a distant version  
of themselves. 

When they start writing they should choose a different perspective than their own to write 
from, but still let their memories dictate what they write. They might want to write in the 
third person rather than the first person. Another approach is to write from the point of  
view of another person in the story. 

Encourage them to include not just narrative details, but information about what that distant 
version of themselves is thinking and feeling. 
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Freewriting (30-40 minutes)

Many people are nervous about writing without a plan, because much of the writing we do 
needs to fulfi l a particular aim – such as an email or an essay. By contrast, freewriting is just 
taking a pen to paper and letting the words come out, with as little intervention as possible. 

Giving some context is useful however, ask students to write a question or statement at the 
top of their page to use as a guide. Or choose one question for the whole class. Questions 
with a ‘how’ at the start work well. Ask students to respond to the question in silence. Write 
for at least 10 minutes, 25 is even better if they can focus for that long. The aim is to write as 
quickly as they can, not as well as they can, so it becomes automatic rather than considered. 

When you reach the end of the allotted time, allow a few of minutes of reading through what 
you wrote and discuss as a class. What was the experience like? Are there any sentences, 
phrases or ideas which they particularly like? If you all answered the same question, 
did everyone write about the same thing? 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF  
DEPUTY PRODUCTION MANAGER  
ANTHONY NORRIS-WATSON

What does your job involve?  
Assisting the production manager with bringing a 
show together, this can be anything with sourcing 
items for the show, organizing people and schedules, 
doing technical drawings for items that need making, 
speaking with suppliers. Everything that helps bring 
the show and departments together to create fantastic 
productions for the audience.

What do you do on an average day? 
I start by reading rehearsal and show reports from  
the previous day and pick up on anything that needs 
to be looked. I then speak to the Production Manager 
about what he needs done by the end of the day,  
so it changes day to day. Theatre is ever changing 
and no day really is the same. Each show has its own 
requirements and needs, it is never dull. 

Have you always worked in a theatre? 
I had a shop job when I was a teenager but I always 
knew I wanted to work in theatre. As soon as I went  
to university I started working within the industry  
and I’ve never worked in any other industry since.

Which part of your job do you most enjoy? 
I love the ever changing nature of the work. No day  
is ever the same which is what keeps it so enjoyable. 
The industry is always ever changing and creating  
new challenges which is always exciting.

What is your best memory of working at The Old 
Vic so far? 
It has to be when I worked on the first Old Vic variety 
night. We had a sheep in the show, and I was just 
watching the sheep wandering around the building and 
hanging out at stage door. It wasn’t easy keeping it a 
secret for the show as you could hearing it baaaa’ring 
backstage!

If you were to offer a young person wanting to 
get into the industry some advice, what would 
you tell them? 
If you want to work in theatre then don’t forget there 
is so much more than being on stage in front of the 
audience. There are so many exciting and enjoyable 
jobs behind the curtain. It is hard work and stressful at 
times, but when you sit down to see the show for the 
first time and you go ‘yes it is all worth it, this is great, 
this is why I do it’. 

What is the biggest misconception about working 
in a theatre? 
There are two. First is that it is easy and is all about the 
glitz and glamour. It’s so not glamorous and it is hard 
work, but it is still a lot of fun. Secondly I always get 
asked ‘do you meet many celebrities?’ the answer is 
no. I’m not interested in meeting them either, I do this 
because I love it. 

Did you have any theatre heroes when you were 
growing up? 
I don’t think I did. When I went to the theatre I 
remember just being in awe of the whole experience, 
but I never had one person that I held as a hero. As I 
got older and learned more about it, it was the people 
working behind the scenes that I really admired.
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