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Inside the Borkman home; later, a nearby mountaintop

This play will be performed with one intermission



THE STORY

As twilight surrounds the home of former bank managing director
John Gabriel Borkman, his wife Gunhild receives a greatly
unexpected visit from her twin sister, Ella. The two women have
been estranged for the past thirteen years, following John’s
conviction and imprisonment for embezzlement and the ensuing
collapse of the Borkman finances. Ella, who was one of the only
bank investors not to lose her money in the scandal, bought the
Borkman home and property at auction so her sister and brother-
in-law would still have a place to live. She also took in the
Borkman’s son, Erhart, to raise as if her were her own. Now that
Erhart is a young man, Gunhild is determined that he shall devote
his life to wiping clean the stained family name, but Ella is
concerned that Erhart be allowed to choose his loyalties and
responsibilities for himself.

While confronting one another, the sisters hear footsteps coming from the room above. Gunhild
explains that it’s Borkman. Ever since his release from prison eight years ago, he has secluded
himself on the second floor and has never set foot outside. Then, Erhart arrives in the company of a
young girl, Frida, and a friend of his, a local widow, Fanny Wilton. While Frida goes upstairs to
play piano for Borkman, Erhart announces that he and Mrs. Wilton have been invited to a party that
evening at the Hinkels, a home nearby. Gunhild insists that Erhart spend the evening with her
instead, and when Ella intervenes on his behalf, the resulting bickering drives Erhart from the
house.

Upstairs, Frida is playing “Danse Macabre” for Borkman. The music reminds him of his father who
was a miner and used to take him underground to listen to the precious metals sing out under the
hammer-strikes “like a bell ringing at midnight”. Frida tells him she’s been hired to play at the
Hinkel’s that evening and that Erhart will be there. She leaves to get ready, just missing the arrival of
her father, Foldal - an old friend of Borkman’s and a frustrated playwright. The two men spend
some time lamenting the real and perceived injustices committed against them. Borkman, in
particular, vents about the unfairness of his plight. True, he had taken the deposits, but only in order
to invest in mineral rights that would have returned a profit many times over. But, before he could
replace the monies he’d “borrowed,” his activities were discovered and prosecuted by Hinkel — the
very man whose party Erhart is attending.

When Foldal expresses less than full belief that Borkman’s actions will one day be vindicated, the
men quarrel and Foldal leaves. Borkman is alone for only a moment before Ella comes in. It’s a
somewhat awkward meeting, and it becomes clear that before Borkman married, it was Ella who he
truly loved. However, Borkman sacrificed that love and married Gunhild in order to curtry favor
with Hinkel, who was in a position to give Borkman a much needed advancement in his career.
Now, Ella wants Borkman’s help to influence Erhart to stay with her. She explains that she’s dying,
and in exchange for not dying alone, will make Erhart her sole heir and change his name to
“Rentheim” instead of “Borkman.”

Gunbhild enters the room, just in time to hear Borkman agree to the exchange and vows that Erhart
will never bear any name but the one he has now. She immediately rings for the maid, dispatching



her to the Hinkel’s to bring Erhart back at once. The maid lets slip that, according to town gossip,
Erhart is more likely to be found at Mrs. Wilton’s than anywhere else, which angers Gunhild even
more. Ella and Borkman confront her, and the three argue over who has the best claim over Erhart.

Twin sisters fight over Erhart.

When Erhart arrives, the question of moving in with either Gunhild or Ella is put to him directly,
and he chooses neither. He announces that the party at the Hinkel’s was just a cover for his true
plans — to go abroad in the company of Mrs. Wilton and Frida. He leaves, and then Borkman bolts
for the outside as well. Ella and Gunhild chase them both into a storm. Erhart is long gone — they
can hear the bells on his sleigh as it heads down the mountain. They meet Foldal coming up on foot,
who ironically injured his leg trying to get out of the sleigh’s path. He has received a letter from
Frida and hopes to see her before she goes, but Borkman tells him she’s already gone.

The old man trudges back home, leaving Ella and Borkman alone outside. They walk away from the
house, further up the mountain, where Borkman can look down on all the land he once tried to own
and control. With a final declaration of love for all the power and riches he might have had in his
hands, he collapses in the snow. Gunhild and the maid follow the tracks to find Ella with Borkman’s
corpse, and the sisters lament how their love for this particular man left them not rich and warm in
family but as shadows in the cold.

“The tone ranges from the almost risibly
melodramatic to the hauntingly poetic, while the
action shifts from claustrophobic interiors to the icy
freedom of the snowy mountains and

. 2
forests of Norway by night.
-Charles Spencer of The Daily Telegraph

[PHOTO: lan McDiarmid as John Gabriel Borkman in a
2007 production in London.]




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Henrik Ibsen (1828 - 19006) is one of the greatest names in
world literature. He is known as the Father of Modern
Drama and is the most frequently performed dramatist in
the world after Shakespeare. In 1864, after a disastrous turn
as director of the Christiana Theatre, he moved with his
wife, Suzannah and son, Sigurd first to Italy, then to
Germany. The family would live abroad until returning to
Norway after Ibsen had achieved status as an internationally
renowned, albeit controversial celebrity, in 1891.

Ibsen's career as a playwright took off with the plays written
while in his self-imposed exile. In The Pillars of Soczety (1877),
A Doll's House (1879), Ghosts (1881), and Enemy of the Peaple
(1882), he pioneered new dramatic ground by founding his
stories in social issues of the day. What these plays are really
concerned with, however, is the subtle analysis of human
character and motivation, and the often tortuous nature of
relationships.

After his return to Norway, Ibsen turned, in his last four plays, to a series of moody, symbolic dramas,
whose protagonists look back unhappily over their lives and the choices they have made. Critics have
professed to find submerged autobiographical themes in these works. In 1900, Ibsen suffered the first of
a series of apoplectic strokes that would affect him both mentally and physically until his death on May
23,1900, at the age of seventy-eight. The Norwegian government granted him a state funeral.

NOTES FROM THE DIRECTOR

In 2008, Hal Cropp invited me to give a workshop to the acting company at the Commonweal. When it
was over, he asked me if I knew the play John Gabrie/ Borkman—something about the workshop seemed
to stimulate the question...I shudder to think what that might have been. Nevertheless, I read the play
and was curiously swept away. My reading of the play happened to coincide with Bernie Madoff’s arrest
in late 2008. As with all great masters, Ibsen wrote a play 120 years ago that reads like it is hot off the
press. Picture this: a banker, John Gabriel Borkman, embezzles billions of dollars from clients, friends
and family and gets caught! In this play, we meet the banker eight years after his prison sentence has
ended, and he is absolutely without remorse for his crimes. The play raises a morbid curiosity about both
John Gabriel Borkman and Bernie Madoff: what are the after effects of such a crime on the family, the
friends, the community and the perpetrator himself? Ibsen delves into this psychotic world without
apology. Imagine sitting down with Ruth Madoff and the boys 15 years from now...

We are excited to be premiering a new adaptation by Jeffrey Hatcher. The idea of Hatcher meeting Ibsen
delighted me. Jeff’s adaptation brings out the humor and contemporary resonances while remaining true

to Ibsen. I hope you will enjoy this peek into the psychological remnants of a punishable act.

~ Risa Brainin



NOTES ON THE PLAY
OPayment Due0
By Scott Dixon

March 2009. Bernard Lawrence “Bernie” Madoff pleads guilty to eleven felonies related to creating a
so-called wealth management business which was, in reality, a gigantic Ponzi scheme. Losses to
investors have been estimated to be at least $18 billion. In June, Madoff is sentenced to 150 years in
federal prison — the maximum sentence allowed by law. Even so, the precise extent of the fraud and
the total number of conspirators may never be wholly known. In passing sentence, U.S. District
Court Judge Denny Chin stated, “I don't get a sense that Mr. Madoff has done all he could, or told
all that he knows.”

(Bernie Madoff, center)

The Madoff case is an epic story for modern times, given its scope and publicity, and yet the
theatergoer in each of us must have a fascination for the character at the heart of it all. What drives
someone to such excess? Was this a plot driven from the beginning by ego and greed, or a one-time
innocent mistake in judgment that spiraled out of control? How would one cope with such crushing
guilt and shame — or is Mr. Madoff the sort of person who feels neither of these emotions?

Ibsen had no such grand, spectacular scandal specifically in mind as he wrote John Gabriel Borkman in
1896 — although, as is the case with most of his plays, there were incidents happening around him
that he tucked away for future use. From back in his days as a university student, there was a
notorious case of an army officer in Christiania who was convicted of embezzlement and lived the
rest of his life in self-inflicted seclusion. And the topic of bankruptcy appears in several Ibsen plays,
deriving from first-hand experience with the financial ruin of his own family when he was a
teenager.



But just as one’s dramatic imagination fantasizes about the emotional, psychological and even
spiritual story behind the Madoff fraud, so too is there more to explore about former Bank Director
John Gabriel Borkman than merely his crime. Although it is hardly ever mentioned as part of the
major canon of Ibsen’s works, the play was heralded in its time as his best work since An Enemy of
the People and The Wild Duck. More modern critics are less enthusiastic about the script because,
structurally speaking, Borkman is considered less “neat” than his “classic” plays. Ibsen seems to be
hearkening back to an earlier poetic style of storytelling. In this regard, Borkman is rather more
reminiscent of Peer Gynt than of A Doll’s House and perhaps that is partly the explanation for why
this story is so rarely performed.

However, it is precisely the powerful, messy poetry and
theatricality that resonated strongly with Ibsen’s contemporaries.
The play was a great hit across Scandinavia, Russia, and
Germany. Edvard Munch called Borkman “the most powerful
winter landscape in Scandinavian art.” The central triumvirate —
Borkman, his wife Gunhild, and his sistet-in-law Ella — each
have gaping holes in their souls and place their hopes for the
future on the shoulders of Borkman’s son Erhart. But what is
the nature of that hope? Underlying the grave financial realities
of Borkman’s family is a deep moral bankruptcy. Ibsen uses the
word opresining throughout his script, for which there is no neat
and clean English translation. It can mean — variously —
redemption, or restoration, or restitution; each of which is a very

different matter for the soul. A heavy cloud of guilt hangs over | Sir Laurance Olivier played John
the Borkman house (what Erhart calls “dead air”) yet there is a | Gabriel Borkman in an episode of
notable lack of responsibility. Everything is the fault of someone ITV Play of the Week

else, and almost every character speaks frequently of what is
owed to them, but never of what they owe to one another.

The message here seems to be, “beware of gaining the world, for you may lose yourself.” If we look
for a solipsistic message inside John Gabriel Borkman, then we would surmise that Ibsen was in a very
bleak frame of mind. Near what would prove to be the end of his career, Norway’s greatest
playwright appears to be questioning his own path to success and the price he paid for it. And shall
we also wonder if a certain financial “wizard,” having exchanged the penthouse for the prison cell, is
not pondering the same issue? And for that matter, shall we not take the opportunity to look at our
own lives also, and ask if the costs and the sacrifices have been worthwhile? What is it that’s
necessary to lose, before one may gain?

Sources

Jobn Gabriel Borkman, Hentik Ibsen, trans. William Archer, 1896

Henrik Ibsen: A New Biography, Robert Ferguson, Dorset Press, 1996

1bsen: A Biography, Michael Meyer, Doubleday & Co Inc, 1971

“Evil Madoff Gets 150 Years in Epic Fraud”, Wall Street Journal, June 30, 2009
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THINGS TO LOOK FOR / DISCUSSION TOPICS

1.

10.

What parallels do you see between what has happened to the fictional John Gabriel Borkman
and the real-life Bernie Madoff?

Most of the characters in the play are actively trying to possess something (or someone). What
does Borkman want to possess? Gunhild? Erhart?

Erhart is asked at one point to choose between living with his mother or living with his aunt,
who raised him since he was a young boy. How does he come to a decision? What would you do
if faced with that kind of choice?

What keeps Borkman on the second floor of his house? Why does he finally go outside?
Why did Borkman choose to marry Gunhild instead of her sister, Ella?

Ibsen wrote this play after establishing himself as a writer of realistic dramas. Do you think this
play is “realistic?” Why or why not?

In the past and the present of this play, several characters make decisions about the future that
impact both themselves and other people (e.g. Borkman’s decision to marry Gunhild instead of
Ella, Erhart’s decision to leave with Mrs. Wilton instead of staying with his mother). When
facing choices in your own life, is it more important to consider how decisions affects you, or
the people around you?

Some critics have said the message in John Gabriel Borkman is that someone can gain everything
and yet still end up with nothing. What does this mean, and how might it apply to the characters
in this play?

The play takes place both upstairs and downstairs at the Borkman house and then up the side of
a mountain. How are lights or set pieces used to create these different places on one stage? Are
there other ways you can think of to achieve this effect?

Many people today compare Ibsen’s plays to modern soap operas. Do you think they are similar?
In what ways? In what ways are they different?



