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The Donmar Warehouse is the home for leading artists to make worldclass theatre that engages, inspires and entertains. We share our work
with as broad an audience as possible.
Led by Artistic Director Josie Rourke and Executive Producer Kate
Pakenham, the Donmar is an intimate 251-seat, not-for-profit theatre
in central London. Our unique theatre sits in a 19th century, former
hops warehouse in Covent Garden. Today it is internationally renowned
as one the world’s principle producing theatres, having won over 100
major awards during its 24 year history.
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AIM OF THE GUIDE
This guide aims to support young people and other audience members with their
engagement with THE LADY FROM THE SEA, through offering visual references
and ideas for them to consider prior to seeing the play in production
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THE LADY FROM THE SEA: A NEW
WAY OF THINKING ABOUT IBSEN’S
CLASSIC TEXT

HENRIK IBSEN
Born: 20 March 1828,
Skien, Norway
Key influences: William Shakespeare.
In 1849 he wrote his first play, Catilina,
modelled on Shakespeare’s verse
writing. His most famous verse drama
was Brand (1866).
Notable works: Peer Gynt (1867), The
Pillars of Society (1877), A Doll’s House
(1879), Ghosts (1881), An Enemy of the
People (1882), The Wild Duck (1884),
Hedda Gabler (1890), The Master
Builder (1892), When We Dead Awaken
(1899)
Legacy: His series of realistic plays
about contemporary social problems,
which caused a stir throughout
Europe and made him one of the most
controversial commentators for moral
and social reform in the latter half of
the nineteenth century.

Activity
Think of a play that you have
read or seen that is rooted in a
specific time and place by the
playwright. It might be a play by
Shakespeare, or perhaps another
of Ibsen’s plays that you are
studying. If you were going to
stage the play, how could you
transpose the time and action
to make it more relevant to a
modern audience?

FROM
NORWEGIAN
FJORDS TO
THE SULTRY
CARIBBEAN
The Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906) was one of the most
famous playwrights of his generation when he wrote The Lady from the
Sea in 1888.
Ibsen wrote the play after holidaying on the Danish coast, where he
was said to have spent much of his time staring out to sea. Several of
the comments he is recorded to have said at the time illustrate how his
thoughts were preoccupied by the sea; ‘the Norwegians are spiritually
under the domination of the sea’ was one such remark1. This obsession
with the sea is understandable for a people living in a rural setting relying
on the sea for their livelihoods. It is an obsession with which he imbues
Ellida, his eponymous protagonist in The Lady from the Sea.
The piece is stylistically different from his previous plays, combining his
trademark realism2 with elements of folklore and legend from his native
Norway. His setting for the play is Northern Norway, and his character of
the Stranger possesses the demonic powers long associated with the far
north, of being able to cast spells on people and objects. The country has
many legends based on similar characters; of drowned sailors returning
to haunt the living.

‘She’s obsessed with water, and the
freedom and spiritual nature of being
connected to water.’

Nikki Amuka-Bird 3
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ELINOR COOK
Born: 1982, London
Training: Royal Central School of
Speech and Drama; Royal Court Young
Writers’ Scheme
Key moments: Winner of the George
Devine Award 2013 for Most Promising
Playwright
Notable works: Extra Yarn (Orange
Tree Theatre), Pilgrims (High Tide
Festival, Theatre Clwyd), Ten Weeks and
An Image of an Unknown Woman (Gate
Theatre), The Girl’s Guide to Saving the
World (High Tide Festival), and This Is
Where We Got To When You Came In
(Bush Theatre)
Ambitions: “What I want to do is
grapple with a lot of big ideas, but in
the most clear, economical way that I
possibly can.”
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In her version of The Lady from the Sea, Elinor Cook transposes the
time and action of the play to the 1950’s Caribbean. Her version
creates a setting with a distinct sense of place; a tropical landscape
surrounded by the sea, and engulfed in a claustrophobic heat. It
is perfectly suited to the central idea in the play: the conflict for
Ellida between her duty to her husband, Doctor Wangel, and her
lure to the sea, epitomised by the mysterious, seagoing Stranger
to whom she once swore an oath of marriage. For Ellida, the sea
is her only escape from entrapment on the island. Historically and
mythically, the Caribbean islands have been inhabited by pirates and
adventurers, as well as by mermaids and other sea spirits, so it is
the perfect place for Elinor Cook to place the characters and their
stories4. The 1950’s timing retains the sense of entrapment for Ellida
and the other female characters, as it was a period when it was still
difficult for a woman to make autonomous decisions within either a
marriage or the patriarchal family structure.
Click on the link below to hear playwright Elinor Cook and director
Kwame Kwei-Armah discuss their vision for The Lady from the Sea
at the Donmar.
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EXPLORING THE THEME OF PATRIARCHY
AND MARRIAGE
‘This is my first time working on an Ibsen, and I was really struck by how complex his
characters are psychologically and how feminist he was…He understood how strong
they were and their plight of wanting equality, but also wanting to express themselves
in a unique and different way to men.’
Nikki Amuka-Bird5

In The Lady from the Sea, Ibsen highlights a theme foreshadowed in some of his earlier plays: the need for a
new model of marriage founded on truth, equality, and freedom.
Early in the rehearsal process for the Donmar’s production, this theme emerged as the driving force behind
Elinor Cook’s new version of the play, coupled with a sense that it is an idea of absolute relevance today.
The following segments from the play highlight the opposing ways in which the male and female characters
view marriage, as well as the female characters’ responses to being viewed through a patriarchal gaze. A
key element of the patriarchy exercised in the play are the ways in which the male characters infantilise the
female characters, i.e. treat them in a way that denies their maturity in age and experience.

THE STRANGER
A character from
Ellida's past

ELLIDA
The Lady From the Sea

ARNHOLM
Romantically linked to
Ellida in the past

LYNGSTRAND
A young artist visiting
the Island

WANGEL
Ellida's husband

BOLETTE
Wangel’s eldest
daughter from his first
marriage

HILDE
Wangel’s youngest
daughter from his first
marriage
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ELLIDA AND THE STRANGER
Here Ellida talks to her husband, Wangel, about her
connection to the Stranger, and how they bound themselves
together in a ritualistic ceremony by the sea when they were
young:
Ellida:

Act Two

He wore a ring on his finger
He took it off, then pointed to
the one I wore.
The one my mother gave me
before she…
He took a piece of string and
threaded the rings onto it.
His ring, and mine.
He made me kiss them.
Then he threw them into the
water.
Said, now we are married to the
sea…
We are sworn to one another
forever.
The sea will carry our vow for
eternity.

When Ellida meets with the Stranger for the first time in
many years, she tries to free herself from his claim on her.
Ellida:	Look. Ellida shows the Stranger
her wedding ring
The Stanger: But that means nothing
Ellida:
Not to him [Wangel]…
The Stanger: We threw ours into the sea.
Ellida:
Yes.
When I was a girl
The Stanger: You’re still that girl.
I see her.
I see you.
Act Three
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ELLIDA AND WANGEL
Ellida and Wangel live with Bolette and Hilde, the young
adult daughters from his first marriage. Here Ellida talks
about the status that Wangel has created for her within the
family matrix:
Ellida:

Act Five

Ellida:
Wangel:
Ellida:
Wangel:
Ellida:
Wangel:
Ellida:

I want to live life
All the life it is possible to
live.
And you think I can’t offer you
that?
She touches his wedding ring.
You know what I want
And you know what I want
Yes.
To contain me.
That’s not how I see it.
To strangle me with a band of
gold.
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Bolette has more responsibility
than me.
Perhaps that’s why I think of
her as my older sister.
Me and Hilde as the gregarious
younger siblings.
But the truth is I’m much, much
older than the girls, Wangel.
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BOLETTE AND LYNGSTRAND
Lyngstrand is a young artist visiting the island, who sets his
romantic sights on Wangel’s eldest daughter, Bolette.
Lyngstrand:

Bolette:
Lyngstrand:
Bolette:
Lyngstrand:

Act Four

I think what you need is
someone to admire.
To inspire you.
Then you’d improve no end
You know, someone to look up
to.
And then his talents and skills
might be sort of…
Passed onto you.
Through osmosis.
I don’t know about that.
You see it a lot actually.
What.
The wives of great men.
Being a kind of mirror image of
their husbands.
Their exposure to his talents
and skills means they’re able
to develop their own.
Which is good an argument for
marriage as I’ve ever heard.
Bolette:
Lyngstrand:
Bolette:
Lyngstrand:
Bolette:

Act Four
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So you’re saying these wives
miraculously transform into
their husbands?
Well,
Only in really exceptional
marriages.
And what about the other way
round?
What do you mean?
Could a husband be transformed
into his wife?
Pass on her talents and skills
to him?
Through osmosis?...
Or does it only work in one
direction?...
And why do people have to be
transformed into each other
anyway?
Can’t people just stay as
individuals?
Why would I want to be
swallowed up whole by another
person?
That just sounds like
cannibalism.
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BOLETTE AND ARNHOLM
Arnholm is Bolette’s former tutor who returns to the island
for the first time in many years. Although he encourages her
to determine her own destiny, rather than let it be determined
by her father, he also views Bolette as a potential wife, and
believes that she can fulfil her freedom through marriage
to him. Bolette rejects Lyngstrand’s perception of marriage
which sounds like ‘cannabilism’, yet does not seem to equate
this with Arnholm’s talk of being ‘consumed’ with how he
feels towards her:
Arnholm:

Bolette:
Arnholm:
Act Five

With her patriarchal upbringing, Bolette appears to believe
that marriage is a given as opposed to a choice; the element
of choice is deciding which man to accept as a husband:
Bolette:

Act Five

So many of the boys I know…
They seem to just.
They don’t want us to be free
to be who we really are.
They just want us to be free to
be who we really are.
They just want us to be duller,
weaker versions of themselves.
But you’re not like that.
You want me to go out into the
world andLive life.
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Ever since I got that letter I
found that I was just –
Entirely –
Consumed by you.
Arnholm, I…
Consumed with imagining the
kind of woman you might have
become.
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HILDE AND LYNGSTRAND
Lyngstrand’s insensitivity towards Bolette’s younger sister,
Hilde, and her affections for him, becomes apparent as he
declares his feeling for Bolette to her:
Lyngstrand:

I asked her [Bolette] to think
about me
When I’m in New York…
To help me with my art.
Hilde:
Bolette thinking about you is
going to help you with your
art?
Lyngstrand: Of course it is.
That’s the whole point of a
muse.
Hilde:
Does she know what she is?
Lyngstrand: Of course.
Hilde:
I wouldn’t be so sure.
Lyngstrand:	
I can’t really commit to
anything long term when my
career is on the cusp of taking
off!
Bolette knows that.
She understands.
Hilde:
Bolette, Bolette, Bolette…
Act Five
Hilde perceives herself in relation to her potential as a suitable
wife. When it becomes apparent that Lyngstrand’s affections
lie with Bolette as opposed to her, Hilde comments that
‘being clever is easy, it’s being desirable that’s hard.' When
Lyngstrand fails to appreciate how she feels about him, she
pointedly affirms how she wants to be seen:
Hilde:
Lyngstrand:
Hilde:
Lyngstrand:
Hilde:
Lyngstrand:
Hilde:
Act Five

I’m going to dress all in black
from now on.
Black is always very –
Elegant.
Frightening to.
Frightening?
I’ll have a long black veil.
It will go all the way down my
back and trail on the floor.
I’d like to paint you in that.
I’d call it, The Grieving
Widow.
No.
The Grieving Bride
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Patriarchy is even present in the art work
being created by the island’s ‘everyman’,
Ballestred, at the start of the play. As he
paints the lagoon, he tells Lyngstrand that
he is going to add the figure of a mermaid.
Under the control of his paint brush, he
delights in how he’ll create a Lady from
the Sea who will be:
‘… sprawled on the rocks, here, gasping for
breath.
The waterfall will be crashing all around
her.
Beating relentlessly down on her head!...
She’s trying to stem the flow of it with her
hands but it’s no use!
The poor mermaid is doomed.’
When you see or read the production
of The Lady from the Sea, consider the
following:
• How is the theme of patriarchy
and marriage embedded in the
performances?
• How has the director, cast and creative
team highlighted these ideas in the
production as a whole?
• Choose three of your observations to
share with the rest of the class when you
discuss the production afterwards.
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PERSPECTIVES FROM THE
REHEARSAL ROOM

REHEARSAL DIARIES FROM THE ASSISTANT
DIRECTOR, LYNETTE LINTON

WEEK ONE
What a great, creative and beautiful first week!
On our first day, the company all eagerly turn up to tea, coffee and pastries in
the green room, and we all mingle nervously. Then Kwame enters. The warm,
positive atmosphere that he is able to create is immediately apparent and I
can see we are all instantly even more excited.
After green room introductions with the whole Donmar building, The Lady
from the Sea company go down to the rehearsal room, and assemble around
the table for a read through of Elinor Cook’s wonderful version of the play.
Kwame talks about his connection to the piece, the sea and the relevance of
this story in 2017, especially when looking at Elinor’s adaptation.
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It is so wonderful to hear all these characters
come to life around the table for the first
time, and I am struck by how incredibly funny
this text is. We have such a brilliant cast, and
I can feel myself getting even more excited if that is possible - about this journey we are
about to embark on together over the next
few weeks. Once we have read the script, Tom
Scutt talks us through his wonderful design,
and the energy in the room is buzzing.
After lunch, we gather round the table to
begin to pick apart the script. Kwame breaks
down the text in to units, and asks us all to
make a ‘ding’ when we feel a unit shift (‘ding’
quickly becomes our anthem for week 1). We
then go back and name the unit something
that will let us know immediately what is
going on. We then ask questions about
what we have just read - and these can be
anything at all.
We continue this process through the week,
we stick pictures on the wall of Grenada
and other relevant images and talk about
everything from the Caribbean, music, love,
to global politics.
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WEEK TWO
Kwame begins each day with a warm up. This consists
of 3 or 4 songs that we play and dance to. He picks the
songs on the first few days and then each member of the
company has the choice. After spending the week around
the table together it is great to be up on our feet letting
go, dancing and being free. It sets up a lovely, open room.
Kwame lets us know his plan for the week. We will slowly
comb through each act, and find a rough outline and just
‘vibe’, meaning we will discover as we go along. Elinor joins
us and is here to answer any script questions throughout
the week which is very helpful.
The actors are still on book (using the scripts) but begin
to find their way through the text, and it becomes very
apparent that the work we already did around the table
has taken root. We went deep and answered lots of
questions and the actors begin to play with these answers
on the floor.
What is lovely is that Kwame gives the actors the freedom to offer suggestions and motivations
and they have the space to really get the characters in their bodies and just try things out. There is
a great collaborative atmosphere in the room and it’s so exciting to see how many different ways
one single line can be played in a scene at this early stage.
I think the smiles on everyone’s face at the end of each day means that we’re all in a great place.
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WEEK THREE
One thing that has been reconfirmed for me during this process is the power of music and
ball games. Every day we spend 20 minutes as a company dancing together, and bonding to
each other’s music. It is a technique that works so well in our room, and each week it feels
like it becomes more and more a moment of connection.
Kwame calls us family and when you look around this room you can really feel that. While
we're waiting to start a session we play music and ball games and genuinely enjoy being in
each other’s company.
It also means that we are always ready to start as a unit, excess energy shaken off and ready
to go.
We have a visit from movement director Imogen Knight, who spends time with Nikki and
Jake, so they can explore their physicality and reconnection as the characters of Ellida and
the Stranger meet again after twenty years. It adds a whole new layer and dynamic to their
encounter and allows them to push their scenes even further. She also spends a bit of time
with Tom who plays Arnholm as the the character has a limp.
Week 3 is a pleasure. We continue as we left off last week and comb through each act per
day, the actors offering new things each time. We also go for costume fittings, and each day
our 1951 Caribbean island is becoming clearer in our minds.
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WEEK FOUR
In week 4 we begin to run acts, one in the morning, and another in the afternoon. Kwame
then goes back and works moments in detail, each time adding a new layer on top. The play
is written in the 5 act structure, so this process takes up the whole week.
Then, each morning we run the Act we have worked on the day before which is a great
process as it means the company have had time away from it before tackling it again.
Additionally, as with all new plays, we are making changes as we go along, small line
adjustments and cuts. We try out a few different things and always keep our writer Elinor in
the conversation. Kwame doesn’t do spilt calls, which has helped with the environment and
community spirit in the room, putting us in the ideal place for our last week in the room.
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WEEK FIVE
The company jump into week 5 as they have the
weeks before. We continue to play and discover,
but also bank moments that work, repeating them
and getting them into the body. We start the week
running acts together. Then by Wednesday we
begin to do full runs of all five acts and some of
the Donmar staff come and watch giving us our
first outing in front of an audience.
The show gets quicker and slicker with each run,
and you can see the company really committing
and believing in their choices. We do a run a day
and Kwame gives notes. With each run we see
progression, and details being added and by our
final run, we all feel that we are in right place to
begin our technical rehearsal in the theatre. Let's
do this!
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Here is the pathway that Robson Barrato, Resident Design Assistant
at the Donmar and assistant to Tom Scutt on this production, has
taken on his journey so far in his career as a theatre designer.

PATHWAY INTO
THEATRE DESIGN

I am a theatre set and costume designer, based in
London, who graduated from Wimbledon College
of Arts with a BA in Theatre Design (2016).

My career started on the stage as an actor; as
soon as I set foot on it I realized I was part of
that creative world somehow. I became gradually
drawn to the art and craft of making set designs, and particularly to the ways in which they
recreate and give material form to once purely-imagined worlds.
My search for the new in art, that is, for new ways of seeing the world through art, has also meant
an increasing interest in new and old technologies, as well as in a wide array of disciplines and
subjects.
Over the last years, I also have taken several workshops and courses related to different media
and topics. This includes painting, fashion design, filmmaking, scriptwriting, and also subjects
as philosophy, poetry and semiotics. As far as theatre is concerned, independent studies on the
Theatre of Cruelty, the Theatre of the Oppressed and the Theatre of the Absurd were essential to
define my way of seeing the stage.
The Donmar recently celebrated the power of design in theatre and the designers who make it
happen with a week-long festival: Donmar on Design. Alongside the Donmar on Design festival,
David Jays has interviewed a number of the UK’s leading designers which are now available as
podcasts. To listen to these and for access to the Behind the Scenes guide, see here.
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FINDING A VISUAL LANGUAGE FOR
THE PRODUCTION

We caught up with Designer Tom Scutt a couple of days
before the set build for The Lady from the Sea. In our
discussion, he reflects on the collaborative journey of the
design from initial concept to creating the world of the
play on stage.

What attracted you to Elinor Cook’s new version of the play and to the
project itself?
In March Josie emailed me saying “this is what we’re doing”, and that Kwame was directing
it – and that was the first thing that was really exciting for me. I’ve done a lot of work at the
Donmar with Josie, and this would be the first time that I’d be working with someone else
in that space. I know the approach that Josie and I have in there – we have a shorthand. It
was interesting to think about how someone else goes about it, and I think the fact that
it was Kwame was really exciting because not only is he an Associate at the Donmar, but
he’s got a magnetic personality. I’ve heard good things about the energy that surrounds his
process of making theatre which is important. At that point, the first draft of the new version
hadn’t been finished, so I looked at the story and familiarised myself with the mythology
around it, and looked at the similarities with The Flying Dutchman, Wagner’s Opera based on
a Norwegian myth, which I’d designed a few years ago. I was designing a show in Plymouth
at the time, so I went and sat on a bench by the sea and read the Ibsen script. Then I spoke
to Kwame and learnt from him that he was updating the play to the Caribbean – Antigua or
potentially Grenada (it is originally set in Ibsen’s country of Norway). That for me was the
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spark. I felt that the possibilities thrown up by that relocation in terms of design were exciting.
As a play, it can feel quite remote and strange in its original context, and a bit of a leap too
far. The fantastical element of it feels slightly hard to reach. The part of the Stranger is a
difficult role that straddles reality and poetry. It’s quite hard to access what that is. But in this
new context, where we were talking about the ghosts of the drowned from slave ships, and
those who were leaving the Caribbean on ‘The Windrush’, the movement of people across
the ocean felt really intoxicating and gave Ellida that traction in the play about her identity,
and about who she really is and where she comes from. All of this above the institution of
marriage as well. It felt dramaturgically completely sound and exciting.

In relation to the setting and the cultural context for the piece, what were
the initial images and ideas that sparked the design?
I was worried, in design terms, that the one thing that a Scandinavian fjord gives you is the
idea of something cold and inhospitable. The idea of this woman who is going out into the
fjords every day swimming, and that it’s cold is something to worry about. But the idea of
someone going down to the Caribbean Sea to swim every day is not unusual. My concern
was: how do we make that world feel less ‘tourist trap’ and more imbued with mythology
and strangeness? And this idea of still water, of the lagoon, and temperamental weather –
which we know about because of the recent hurricanes in the Caribbean. So the images that
I looked at early on were in that vein. Dank, strange landscapes and voodoo and women
that drench themselves in waterfalls; the idea of immersion in the water and the obsessive
quality of that. The updating of the period to the 1950s allowed me to crack open the world
of the play; we looked a lot at fish tanks - which I don’t know if I would have done if it was still
to be set in the 19th century. We looked at a lot of images of small worlds, trees, drowned
in glass boxes. I liked the idea of a microcosm of the world in a fish tank, of Ellida looking
through the glass at something that could be her on a smaller scale. That was the first thing
that Kwame really latched onto.
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Linking back to what you have just said about setting the play in another
time and location, I’m sure aspiring designers would be interested to
know at what stage the practicalities of creating these elements need to
be taken into account?
This play, and Elinor’s version particularly, asks for virtually nothing of the world that is around
it in terms of dictated action. She’s manged to make something extremely specific and direct,
and active, crystal clear, whilst not allowing it to get bogged down in dictated action. So, no
one is trying to have a conversation while cooking on a stove, or whatever. This allows the
world around it to open up a bit and to have more breath. The journey through the play is
an atmospheric one. It’s about time of day and a sense of how much air is around the scene,
whether it is a claustrophobic, more private scene, or one that is open to the elements. We
came upon a design that can hopefully do that through lighting, with a kind of backdrop that
is at once architectural with foliage on it that can be lit in a different way to give you a sense
of horizon and depth, so we can transport people all over the island. The scene changes are
more about a shift in mood and atmosphere more than anything else really.

You mention the importance of lighting to the design. Can you talk about
the collaborative process with the other creative professionals on the
production?
I’ve worked with Lee Curran, the Lighting Designer, a lot. I think there comes a point in one’s
working relationship where so much can be done without needing to be said. There’s a
shorthand, and you know how each of you is going to want things and what they are after
– this way, the identity of the show reveals itself relatively quickly and with ease. I’ve also
worked with Michael Bruce, the Composer, here at the Donmar on Les Liaisons Dangereuses,
and he’s a really committed composer in terms of his understanding of the play and what
the director is doing in rehearsals; he really thrives off that connection. Similarly, I’ve worked
with Emma Laxton, the Sound Designer, before but not for probably about eight years.
We did a double bill for Josie (Rourke, Donmar Artistic Director) at the Bush Theatre, The
Contingency Plan by Steve Waters. It’s about familiarity really, there is a point where you
know what type of show it’s going to be by the people who are working on it. You just want
to be working with people who are receptive enough to be moving into the centre of an idea,
rather than all pulling out in different directions working on something that doesn’t feel like
a complete whole. It’s always more rewarding when you have someone like Kwame at the
heart of it saying, “This is what the show needs to be” and everybody pulling towards that. I
think this team are absolutely those people.
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As we speak, you are about embark on the set build in the theatre. What
part of your role do you anticipate enjoying the most between now and
Press Night?
The part that I enjoy the most about going into tech is staying very close to the director, and
together shaping the piece, thinking of it like a piece of music, making sure that, especially
in a single set space – which a lot of my often work is – that the elements being applied
around it allow the journey to move smoothly. The rhythm of the piece being one that best
describes the play. The most exciting thing for me on this production is seeing how the set
fits in with Michael’s music. A designer has to be at peace with the knowledge that a design
isn’t complete until all the other elements are applied to it. There is a more deadly theatre
process where you create a design in a vacuum that looks extraordinary in its own right, and
then someone comes along and puts some actors on it and some costumes on them, and
that’s where everyone is pulling in different directions. This design especially won’t come
alive until it has bodies populating it and guiding our eye over it in different ways. We’ve got
this huge rock in the design, and in rehearsals we’ve had a bit of steel deck on a slope and
two chairs sitting on it to represent it. I visited the set being built – and it’s definitely not that.
It’s this enormous thing! I’m looking forward to seeing what happens when the back wall is
illuminated and you see silhouettes travelling over this object. That’s when it comes to life.
There was a very interesting moment in the run yesterday: when I’d done the storyboards for
the show there was a moment that I’d envisaged for Act Five, where Lyngstrand and Hilde
are sitting inside the frame, and there they were onstage enacting that moment, precisely as
I’d imagined. It was a complete coincidence, but it was one of those pleasing moments when
you feel pictures come to life.
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A CONVERSATION WITH
TOM MCKAY (ARNHOLM)

We spoke to Tom backstage in between a matinee and evening performance of The
Lady from the Sea. Here he shares his thoughts about the rehearsal process for the
production, and how the company has settled into the second week of the run.

What was it about the project that appealed to
you?
Two things really, firstly the Donmar is one of the best
theatres in the country and does such ground-breaking work
with Josie at the helm. Secondly, the play itself. I’d seen and
read a lot of Ibsen, but didn’t know The Lady from the Sea.
It’s quite unusual; it has a different sort of ending to some of
his more famous plays, and there are mystical elements to
it, which I found really intriguing. And then it’s a really good
story. As soon as I met Kwame at the audition I was on board
and wanted to do the job. My audition with him was one of
the most enjoyable auditions I’d ever had. He has such an
unusual and extraordinary energy - it starts with his positivity
and just goes on from there.

What was the rehearsal process that Kwame
facilitated and what were the key discoveries
that you made about the play, and your role
within it, as a result?
Kwame is incredibly collaborative. Any idea that you have,
he will try out. Because he comes from a performance
background and has been a writer as well, the rehearsal
space is a really open, warm room that feels safe. You can
take creative risks because his starting point is positivity
and empowerment. In terms of the process, we sat round
a table for the first week and dissected the play, breaking it
down into ‘mini chapters’, which could have been anything
from three lines to three pages, and we named each section
so that we could identify them. From the second week, we
started to work through the play. Kwame doesn’t really block
it per se, it is more about finding a rough physical shape on
the floor. The second time through, we started to be a bit
more specific. He has an expression, ‘you can take that to the
bank’, meaning you can lock that piece of work in the vaults
because that is what we are going to do. When we went
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through the play a third time, things were a bit more set, but it wasn’t completely locked
down – you never feel bound by it, because he creates this environment of risk taking and
openness. We also danced for half an hour each morning! He would start each day with this,
and one of us would choose three or four tracks that we would dance to. At the outset you
think ‘this is fun and a good way to get to know each other’, you don’t realise you are going
to be doing it every single day at that point. But apart from it being loads of fun and creating
a team cohesion, it acts as a really brilliant practical and professional agenda, in that you
shake off your physical inhibitions. So, by the time you are up on your feet working on the
play for the first time, you don’t have those restrictions you would usually have after sitting
round a table for a week. That has all gone, because you have danced with each other for
half an hour at 10.00 in the morning. You share each other’s music, so it immediately creates
a bond, and, crucially, Kwame dances with us!

Elinor Cook has taken Ibsen’s original play and transposed it in terms of
period and location. How has that impacted on your role as Arnholm?
The play was originally written in the late 1800’s. By transposing it to the 1950’s, it feels like
a period when it would still be difficult for a woman to break out of an unhappy marriage. I
love the shift in location to the Caribbean because it is the polar opposite to Ibsen’s original.
It is not icy fjords and a cold environment (literally and emotionally), it is the total opposite
- heated and passionate. And you still have the crucial element of the sea. In terms of
Arnholm, I don’t think he behaves any differently in this environment; the character is not a
huge departure from the original. The essence of all the characters is essentially the same,
and Elinor is astute enough to keep faithfully to the structure of the original, because Ibsen
is the master of structure.
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Lynette [the assistant director] has talked about how the theme of
patriarchy and marriage has loomed large in the rehearsal process. Could
you talk about how this theme impacted on the development of your
character during the rehearsal process?
It is a tricky one for me to answer, because whatever I say will be seen through the lens of a
man, which is neither a good nor a bad thing. The theme was really palpable in the rehearsal
room, as it should be. There were certain ideas discussed that the men might broadly feel
one thing about, and the women not so much, and that is what the rehearsal room is for,
because you then have to work out what is most useful for an audience, which will be of
mixed gender. My opinion on Arnholm is a little bit split if I am honest. As the actor, I feel he
is incredibly soulful and honest, and his agenda is mostly morally upright. I think he is a noble
human being. On the other hand, he is a man of the 1950’s who thinks it is okay to use his
wealth to propose to the woman he loves. If you asked him if he thought that was morally
sound, my opinion is that his answer would be absolutely ‘yes’. If you ask me, Tom, I think it is
a bit murkier. In a way, it is up to the audience to decide this. But as me, Tom in 2017, it makes
me slightly uncomfortable. Arnholm is offering this life of education to Bolette, but one that
he is financing. It essentially feels like some sort of dowry. But I think if you asked Arnholm,
he would say, ‘I am helping her and liberating her.’ In a way, that is how I have to play the
scene. It is up to the audience to decide what the moral implications of that are.
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As you mentioned earlier, The Lady from the Sea is stylistically different
from Ibsen’s previous plays, combining his trademark realism with
elements of folklore and legend. How has this impacted on the rehearsal
process?
It came up in conversation quite a lot, but mostly we were focussing on the realism, because
at the end of the day you have to tell a story. Ultimately, it is up to the production team and
the audience to decide what all of those elements mean. Kwame also took responsibility
during the technical rehearsals, because the lighting and sound all ask those questions. We
as the actors can only play the scene that we are in honestly. You cannot play ‘other worldly’
or ‘ghostly’. You just have to play your intentions in the scene with whoever you are with.
The audience can decide whether or not it is real. In terms of my character, his story is very
much routed in the world of realism, but the two scenes that feature the Stranger obviously
beg the question ‘is this actually happening?’ In my opinion, the production has trodden a
brilliantly ambivalent line in terms of asking those questions, but not answering them. That
is what Ibsen would have wanted.

How did the elements of design, i.e. lighting, sound and set, shape the
production when you moved the play into the theatre during tech week?
There’s always a significant shift when you leave the rehearsal room. We had a brilliant
creative team, Lee who did our lighting, Tom our designer, Emma our sound designer and
Michael our composer. Michael and Tom are associates at the theatre and were heavily
involved in the rehearsal process, so they have very much been around and felt part of the
‘family’ as Kwame would call it. In that sense, the process was very collaborative. In terms of
those elements being added in, it was not so overwhelming. The water on stage is technically
more of a challenge, but I don’t get in the water so that was fine for me! Apart from the tank,
the stage is relatively sparse, so the production is not overly technical. I think the elements
of sound and lighting were a bigger challenge for Kwame, because of how you answer the
questions of the production as we discussed earlier. There was a lot of nipping and tucking
that happened in preview week production wise, but we, the actors were not party to that.
We were more concerned with practising the work in front of an audience.

As we speak, you are in the second week of performances. How does a
production either shift or stay constant during a run?
Because we did some deep excavation work in the rehearsal room, and really got under the
skin of the play, I don’t think it’s shifting massively, at least not at the moment. We explored
so many options and tried out so many things in the rehearsal room, that the big choices
in the play are very firmly anchored. In terms of subtle detail from moment to moment,
that always changes. This is because we have a particularly brilliant company of actors who
all trust each other implicitly, so you can absolutely mix things up. The play is basically a
sequence of duets, it is quite orchestral in terms of how it swells as an ensemble piece, and
then you are left with two solo instruments playing together. There are essentially lots of
duologues, and it is much easier to play around in a duologue, as there are just two of you
and you know the other person will catch the ball when you throw it to them. So, there are
differences in the performances, but they are subtle shifts rather than huge ones.
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Can you talk about the dynamics of acting in the Donmar space?
There are three things here. Firstly, there is a genuine sense of family within the building
itself. Josie and Kate lead with a genuine sense of welcome and support. The second thing
is that the theatre is so small, it’s intimacy is its real virtue. On our first night, it did not
feel overwhelming or gladiatorial in the way that some theatres can, it just feels warm and
supportive. Although you have to work really hard, and be subtle in a way that you cannot be
in a lot of theatres. It is a bit more like television acting I suppose, a subtle glance can tell a
huge story in a way that would get lost in a proscenium arch theatre. The third thing, which
is a technical point, is this very beautiful rectangle of the space, which means the diagonals
in the theatre, with the two downstage voms6 , have such power that they creative more
exciting positions than on the stage itself. It gives the space a real energy, it feels like a giant
X and the strongest positions are always within that X.

Is there anything about the rehearsal process that was unexpected?
The thing that was most unexpected was Kwame’s energy. For me, that was bit of an epiphany
I suppose. I have never worked with anyone like that before; he has a particular quality that
means that, as an actor, you are just relaxed. He leads with such a humanity that you feel
really safe and supported, and that is rare.
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EXPLORING THE LADY FROM
THE SEA

Read the section of text below from Act V of The Lady from the Sea:
Arnholm:
Bolette:
Arnholm:

Bolette:
Arnholm:

Bolette:
Arnholm:

He has to let you go eventually.
It's not that simple.
If you were to turn round to him and say Dad.
I'm leaving.
I'm going to go and get a degree and meet new
people and push at the very boundaries of my
mind.
This very brilliant mind I've been lucky enough
to inherit from you.
But –
Then I promise he will be nothing but delighted
for you.
The last thing he wants is to keep you here
against your will.
I don't know...
For Goodness sake, Bolette!
Allow yourself to be happy.

Consider what Arnholm means in the last line of the extract above:
• What does he think would make Bolette happier? Why might Arnholm wish to
support her?
• What strategies does Arnholm employ to encourage Bolete to discuss leaving
her family?
• What are the ambitions that Bolette has shared, and how in achieving these,
may she change?
Devise a scene in which Bolette and Arnholm visit her father, Wangel, to discuss
her moving to England to study:
• How does Bolette bring the group together and how does she initiate the
conversation?
• What strategies to Bolette and Arnholm use to get Wangel on side, and how do
they manage any opposition that he might have?
• How does Wangel feel about Arhnolm’s involvement in this conversation?
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