Three major developments helped lead to the emergence of realism :

1. August Comte (1798-1857), often considered to be the "father of Sociology," developed a theory known as Positivism. Among the Comte’s ideas was an encouragement for understanding the cause and effect of nature through precise observation .

2. Charles Darwin (1809-1882) published The Origin of Species  in 1859, and creators a worldwide stir which exists to this day. Darwin’s essential series suggested that life developed gradually from common ancestry and that life favored "survival of the fittest." The implications of Darwin's Theories were threefold :

a. people were controlled by heredity and environment

b. behaviors were beyond our control

c. humanity is a natural object, rather than being above all else

3. Karl Marx (1818-1883) in the late 1840’s espoused a political philosophy arguing against urbanization and in favor of a more equal distribution of wealth

These three stated ideas that helped open the door for a type of theatre that would be different from any that had come before .

……..
The problem play is a form of drama that emerged during the 19th century as part of the wider movement of realism in the arts. It deals with contentious social issues through debates between the characters on stage, who typically represent conflicting points of view within a realistic social context.
        Drama of ideas or the problem play is the type of drama that developed in the 19th century to deal with controversial social issues in a realistic manner, expose social ills, and stimulate thought and discussion. 
The fundamental problem in A Doll's House is the conflict between warm, vibrant, childish Nora and her possessive, unbending Helmer. A devoted wife and mother, who romps with her children, Nora is ready to dance a tarantella to charm her difficult husband. Trapped by her own sacrifices to love, Nora is forced to assert her own dignity and worth as an individual. Another opinion suggests that The problem of A Doll's House is not concerned with the marriage relations of Nora and Helmer, but with the character of Nora. The question whether she had a right to forge the note that saved her husband's life is of far less importance than the fact that she is what she is, and that as she is, she will face life and find herself.
….

Tragedy The term is broadly applied to literary, and especially to dramatic, representations of serious actions which eventuate in a disastrous conclusion for the protagonist.

Naturalistic Drama  a drama which seeks to mirror life with the utmost fidelity. It became established and popular late in the 19th c., stemming from the naturalism of Zola and his followers, and going beyond the realism of Ibsen.
well-made play  Eugene Scribe (t79r-r86r), the French dramatist, is usually credited with the concept of the well-made play. The term is now normally pejorative and refers to a neatly and economically constructed play which works with mechanical efficiency.
Realistic Drama that attempts, in content and in presentation, to preserve the illusion of actual, everyday life.
…….

A Doll's House is a quintessential problem play. In it, Ibsen presents the problem of women's place in society. However, many at the time might not have recognized this as a problem but more as just the way things were. Ibsen presents the difficulty that women faced because of their lack of power and legal standing.

The character of Nora is first presented as a flighty, superficial person,playing the little "squirrel" for her husband, but we soon see there is more than meets the eye. Ibsen is masterful at revealing her story, bit by bit. Because she lacks legal standing, she is forced into the position of committing forgery to save her husband's life. She then finds herself being blackmailed and at odds with her husband. Had women the right to borrow money on their own, the whole situation would have been averted.

Nora then has an epiphany of what makes a marriage and what a true partnership might be. This is very prescient of Ibsen, presenting the idea of a 50/50 relationship between a man and woman. The audience is left to wonder what becomes of Nora and Torvald. In this wondering, they may also consider their own thoughts and beliefs about the place of women in society

…..

Henrik Ibsen is considered by many as one of the greatest contributors to modern theatre. However for the majority of his life he lived as a failure. He lived through poverty, scandal and rejection from society. The theatre he had run, the Norwegian Theatre in Bergen had closed, and none of his plays were a success. It was during his time as director there however, that he absorbed techniques that unexpectedly proved vital to his career.
……..
Stage directions- Set
Ibsen’s stage directions in A Doll’s are very specific and systematic. The way the objects are extensively described to allow the reader to vividly visualize the set exactly like what Ibsen intended without being showed on stage. For instance, EVERY WALL IS DESCRIBED with the position of every door and what lies behind it. 
A. Stage Directions- Physical Movements
Ibsen’s stage directions also reflect his realistic view of his characters. He writes down every movement, however slight it might seem. Peter Watts describes how Ibsen sees his characters as if from out of a mist until they gradually emerge into clear images

A. Stage Directions- Set:
1. Torvald
The stage directions also go on to describe Torvald's office, showing his personality, independence and occupational status with one small description. By the end of the play, we see that Torvald’s obsession with controlling his home’s appearance and his repeated suppression and denial of reality have harmed his family and his happiness irreparably
2. The Christmas Tree 
The Christmas tree, a festive object meant to serve a decorative purpose ,it symbolizes Nora’s position in her household as a plaything who is pleasing to look at and adds charm to the home. There are several parallels drawn between Nora and the Christmas tree in the play. Just as Nora instructs the maid that the children cannot see the tree until it has been decorated, she tells Torvald that no one can see her in her dress until the evening of the dance. Also, at the beginning of the second act, after Nora’s psychological condition has begun to erode, the stage directions indicate that the Christmas tree is correspondingly “dishevelled.”
2. The Stove:
The porcelain stove has very symbolic meaning throughout the play. It is portrayed as the heart of the domestic space. It is often referred to as a provider of warmth and comfort. "lets get cozy here by the stove." Additionally, the stove symbolises Nora's place as a wife and the way society expects her to act in this role. Whenever Nora moves towards the stove in the play she moves back to her place as a wife

B. Stage Directions- Physical movement:
1. After Krogstad pays Nora a visit for the first time, the stage directions play a large role in displaying Nora's anxiety. "She starts to busy herself by tidying the children's clothes, but soon stops". Soon, she moves on to her needlework, but after only a stitch or two, she stops. She begins "busily decorating the tree" until her husband comes home. It is easy for the audience to see that Nora is uneasy, and by keeping herself busy, she distracts herself from her fears. Ibsen's stage directions are effective in creating greater depth and feeling in his characters, making them more real to the audience.
2. Stage directions allow readers to Examine Nora's actions when trying to wheedle money as her present from her husband. Ibsen states 'playing with his coat buttons and without raising her eyes to his' and then 'speaking quickly'?
this intensive sketch enable readers to come to a conclusion that because of Ibesn’s making up to him by touch is habit, but guilt over her reasons for asking prevents her from looking at him
she is psyching herself to ask for the money and is being manipulative, knowing that her touch will melt him; she doesn't look straight at him at first but meets his eyes dazzlingly when she asks for the money

3. The most memorable line is a stage direction: "From below, the sound of a door slamming shut." Every analyst of this drama voices some variation of the "door slam heard round the world," symbolizing closure of the 19th century and Victorian assumptions regarding the role of wife and mother, of tradition, religion and law
…..

George Bernard Shaw
       In England, George Bernard Shaw who is an Irish-born playwright and critic brought the problem play to its intellectual peak, both with his plays and with their long and witty prefaces. wrote frankly and satirically on political and social topics such as class, war, feminism, and the Salvation Army. 

       Ibsen had a profound effect on the drama both of his own time and in the twentieth century. His plays stimulated the avant-garde theater in Germany and France, and only the plays of George Bernard Shaw had a greater impact in England.
      His best early plays treat contemporary social issues humorously through the satirical use of love plots and melodrama. Although their content challenges the ruling ideologies of the late Victorian period, their form is often, as Shaw put it, “pleasant.”

George Bernard Shaw's "Candida" as a problem play.

Is Candida a problem play?
       yes, 'Candida' is a 'Problem Play'. At its centre lies the problem of love and marriage. Candida, the clergyman Morell's middle-aged and long-married wife, and the 18-year-old poet Eugene Marchbanks grow a relationship ('calf-love'?) between them. The socialist priest and an acclaimed public orator James Mavor Morell gets scared about the relationship because he absolutely depends on Candida in all domestic needs, and if his wife chooses to leave her husband for the sake of her young lover, the outcome would be disastrous. However, at the end, Candida chooses 'the weaker of the two' i.e. Morell. It does not mean that Candida no longer loves the poet; but the poet does not require the services of a devoted wife which Morell desperately requires to promote his public image of an orator and activist. Marchbanks goes out into the dark night with the 'mystery in the poet's heart'.

       Candida's choice reflects Shaw's insistence on the importance of the practical wisdom. Candida, unlike Nora, is a thoroughly practical minded woman. Though she is not crude like Burgess, she inherits some of her father's utilitarian philosophy. Her final choice of staying with Morell, is not decided by her love for him but the financial and social security of a married life that she is afraid of risking.

      Shaw's ideas about women play with a vital role in Candida. According to Shaw, a woman is primarily a manifestation of Life Force whose primary function is the biological continuity of the race. Consequently Shaw believes that while choosing a mate, a woman would select the one who would be the best father fro her offsprings, eliminating others. He also deals with the idea of women's emancipation in Candida from an entirely practical point of view. By asserting her will on the two men, Candida converts the patriarchal pattern of the Victorian household setup into a matriarchal one.

       As a Play of Ideas, Candida is not a pleasant one, the cruel rejection of Marchbanks and the heavy burden of 'mystery' in his soul with which he departs, leaves a sense of bitterness in the minds of the audience. However, the play has a conventional sense of pleasantness in not allowing the institution of marriage to be seriously challenged by love. 
Ghost  by Henrik Ibsen  

The plot :

        Mrs. Alving is building an orphanage as a memorial to her husband. This edifice is to be dedicated the next day, and her old friend Parson Manders has come to perform the ceremonies. In a private conversation, Mrs. Alving tells the Parson that her husband had been a complete degenerate, and she is using the rest of his money to build the orphanage so that she can leave only her money to her son Oswald, who has just arrived home from years and years abroad. In a private talk with his mother, Oswald confesses that he has an incurable disease which the doctors think was inherited. Oswald, however, believes his father to have been a perfect man. Mrs. Alving, then, must confess that Mr. Alving had indeed been a degenerated man and that Oswald caught the disease from his father. Oswald knows that he is dying and wants to take the maid as his mistress so that the maid, Regina, will give him poison when he is next struck by the disease. Mrs. Alving then explains that Regina is in reality his half-sister. This does not bother Oswald, but Regina refuses to stay. Oswald then tells his mother that she must administer the medicine when the next attack comes. As the play closes, Oswald begins to have his attack and his mother does not know whether to administer the poison or to endure the agony.

Commentary

       At the time when he wrote Ghosts, Ibsen's career had eased into a phase of social criticism. Of all of Ibsen's dramas, Ghosts is easily the most controversial, crammed tight with social and sexual themes that challenged the conventional morality. Readers rejected the play and refused to buy it when it was released in book form. Theatrical companies also found it too dangerous to risk offending their local communities. Most of the copies printed in the first edition were returned to the publisher.

      Like Ibsen's other great portrayal of social depression and gender subjugation, A Doll's House, Ghosts is a damning indictment of the antiquated notions that kept women in their place during Ibsen's time. More heart-breaking than Nora, Ghosts features a mother and widow, who fights against society's preconceptions and bigotries in order to do the best for her son. The beauty of Ghosts rests in the new realism that Ibsen brought to the dramatic genre, and in the stark, clear nature of its thinking. In Ghosts, Ibsen attacks the old morality--specifically sexual propriety. But, he still offers human understanding to those people still tied to ideas from which they cannot or will not release themselves. These are the ghosts of which Ibsen speaks: the dead-but-not-departed morals and ideas that still hold people under their spell. These are the ghosts from which Mrs. Alving desperately tries to escape.
….

“A Doll’s House” and many other of Ibsen’s plays deal with the lives and anxieties of the bourgeoisie, a class of people who, though not born of royalty or aristocracy, ascended to social and financial well-being through education and/or employment. Ibsen himself was born into a bourgeois family---his father was a well-to-do merchant who ran a general store---so he had an insider’s look at the bourgeois lifestyle, and was able to inject an astounding (and, to some critics at the time, offensive)amount of realism into his plays, especially “A Doll’s House.” This realism was crucial to Ibsen’s goal of creating a play that challenged toxic societal norms, or in other words a “social problem” play. Quite the opposite of escapism, a social problem play deals first-hand with realistic situations in an attempt to expose and analyze a perceived problem with society. It is a problem play that displays these four characteristics: 
1. They make problems in society the subject of debate.

2. They have a socio-critical perspective.

3. The action is in a contemporary setting.

4. They present everyday people and situations.

Clearly “A Doll’s House” embodies these traits. To understand fully why Ibsen was one of the most revolutionary and influential playwrights of his time is to understand that, instead of viewing the theater going experience as a mere leisure-time activity, Ibsen believed it could be a soul-searching, society changing event. And while “A Doll’s House” did not change society in one fell seismic shift, the fervent reaction the play received indicates that the pot was most definitely stirred.

 The main conflict in “ A Doll’s House” revolves around money. Nora secretly owes Krogstad a large sum from trying to save her husband’s life with a trip to the warmer climate of the south. She doesn’t want Torvald to find out because it would hurt his pride---to borrow money is bad enough in Torvald’s eyes, to have his wife borrow money behind his back is unthinkable. Torvald would not borrow even to protect his own well-being, which is Ibsen’s comment on the stubborn pride and commitment to saving face that the middle class of this era displayed. Obviously at the end of the play Torvald is not able to save any face---Nora leaves him and he’s left wondering what Nora meant when she said that only “the most wonderful thing of all” could repair their marriage. In “A Doll’s House,” Ibsen challenged the bourgeois mindset of the time with regards to both money and male/female relationships.
