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Prologue: The Ecological Values of Ibsen’s Works

Nie Zhenzhao

On May 19, 2009, the “Green Ibsen International Symposium” was
held at Central China Normal University ( CCNU). Topics of the
conference include ecological ideas in Ibsen, the eco-ethical value of
Ibsen’s works, and eco-critical approach to Ibsen’s drama. The
symposium was attended by the Norwegian Ambassador to China Mr.
Svein Ole Saxther, his wife Ms. Eli Barstad, the Cultural Attaché Ms,
Tone Helene, and the Mayor of Telemark Ms. Marit Helgesen with her
delegation from Norway. More than one hundred scholars on Ibsen from
home and abroad participated in this symposium.

As the founder of modern European drama, Ibsen has produced
works that cover a wide range of social realities and reveal his deep
humanistic concerns and profound philosophical thinking. His works are
also heavily engaged in matters of political system, human destiny and
individual spirit. Since the beginning of 20" century, especially as we
come into the 21" century, environmental problems that affect human life
have become an increasing concern. It is therefore significantly relevant to
realities to take an ecocritical approach to Ibsen’s works. Speaking from
the perspective of cultural communication between Norway and China,
Norwegian ambassador Svein highly praised the value of Ibsen’s drama for
its significance to environmental protection. Mr. Ambassador remarked

that

[

the topic of today’s conference, and yesterday’s cultural
performance, the importance of environmental awareness, shows that
Ibsen is a contemporary writer and dramatist”. In his view for our time
“we need an open debate that has room for different voices and opinions”
in order to find solutions to the environmental problems we face today. He

then expressed his gratitude to CCNU and to all working with FLS for
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providing such a platform. Ms Helgesen who came all the way from
Ibsen’s hometown-Telemark to this symposium delivered an enthusiastic
speech on the enduring cultural significance and transcultural values of
Ibsen’s works. Professor Ma Min, President of CCNU, and Professor Hu
Yaming, Dean of Humanities School at CCNU, were the next speakers,
They spoke highly of Ibsen’s works for the enlightenment they give us
about the need of ecological and environmental protection. They suggested
that Ibsen’s ecological ideas which he expressed in his works mark the
progress of human civilization and are solid weapons for us to protect the
environment crucial for human survival. His idea may help to arouse the
public’s awareness of the environment and make us wiser in making
environment-friendly ethical choices in our daily lives.

Since the introduction of Ibsen’s works into China one hundred years
ago, Chinese literary writing and Chinese thought have received
significant influence from his works. In the 20® century, Ibsen’s drama
had its value mainly in revealing and criticizing the vices of social realities.
With the opening of the 21* century, his works are further probed for new
values in other and diverse aspects including the ecological aspect. It is no
exaggeration to say that the ecological crisis is the most urgent survival
crisis that human beings have to deal with in the 21* century. Meanwhile,
it is important to realize that the solution to ecological problems invites
not only social, ethical, and scientific measures, but also those in literary
and philosophical respects. Literature helps in this case for it provides us
with vivid life examples from both the present and the past and it offers
good experience to tackle the realistic problems we face today. Ibsen is
such a writer who helps us with his drama writing.

Ibsen is a great realist dramatist, but we cannot simply regard him as
a writer who reveals and criticizes realities of his time, because his drama
certainly contains elements that may enlighten us in many ways at the
present time. For instance, in his works like An Enemy of the People,
Pillars of Society, and John Gabriel Borkman, Ibsen discussed such
issues as the crisis of natural ecology in a post-industrialized modern

society and human alienation resulting from technological advancement.
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Moreover, he made deep philosophical reflections upon those human
behaviors that run against natural laws and were ecologically destructive,
Another example is The Wild Duck, in which we may probably find the
modern futility in solving ecological crises in a justified way. As a key
figure in the play, the wild duck always appears in fatal moments of the
characters or at turning points in plot development. But nobody knows
where the duck comes from or is going to, or what identity it has as a
bird. Later in the play, Hedvig decides to shoot the bird in attempting to
get out of her own crisis, which, however, only results in shooting herself
dead. This actually symbolically illustrates that the human attempt in
sacrificing the environment to solve human problems is not only futile but
could also be self-destructive, Now 120 years have passed since the first
publication of this play and it still inspires us every time we read it again.
Today we realize from the ecocritical perspective that many of Ibsen’s
works are concerned about ecological issues, as we see the Darwinist
views expressed in A Dolls House and The Lady from the Sea, the
explication of evolutionism in Ghosts and Rosmersholm, and the pursuit of
harmony between man and nature in Peer Gynt and The Master Builder.
In conclusion, this symposium has opened up a new area in Ibsen
studies by focusing on the topic of “Green lbsen”, for it is the first time to
have such an ecology-oriented conference on Ibsen in the complete history
of Ibsen studies. Participants at the symposium attempt ecocritical studies
of Ibsen’s works from various particular angles. And by digging out the
hidden ecological values of his works, they prove once again the richness
of Ibsen. We have good reasons to believe that as our studies go deeper

more treasures in Ibsen’s works are to be discovered in the future.

Nie Zhenzhao
Vice President, China National Foreign Literature Association
Vice President, Chinese/American Association for Poetry and Poetics
Chief Editor, Foreign Literature Studies

Professor of Humanities, Central China Normal University
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Opening Remarks at the Green Ibsen Symposium
(Wuhan, May 19, 2009)

Ambassador Svein Ole Saether

Dear President®, Professors, Researchers, Friends of literature,

It is a great honour for me to be here today and open this Ibsen
seminar. To see so many distinguished researchers and professors in China
engaged in Henrik Ibsen and his writings, makes me proud.

Yesterday night we saw one revised version of Ibsen’s play An Enemy
of the People®@, Ibsen wrote this play in 1882 and it is a reminder, that
questions concerning the environment is something we have struggled with
in many countries for a long time.

Ibsen and his plays are well known all around China, and he has a
well earned place in many Chinese’s minds. His ability to raise current
social issues and shed light backwardness was welcomed by the Chinese
readers in a time of change in China. In numbers, in 2009 there are
probably more readers of Ibsen in China than in Norway, and we regard
this as a great honour.

The topic of today’s conference, and yesterday’s cultural
performance, the importance of environmental awareness, shows that

Ibsen is a contemporary writer and dramatist, even though he wrote his

® The President referred to here is the President of Central China Normal University,
Prof. Ma Min.

@ All the participants in the Green Ibsen Symposium were invited to see the play An
Enemy of the People at Fiddle-Platform Theatre, Wuhan, China on the night of
May 18, 2009. This show was an event of “Call for Green China” series sponsored

by Royal Norwegian government and the World Bank.
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plays more than 100 years ago. Ibsen’s plays have challenged conventions
for more than a century.

Ibsen raised a number of issues in his dramas. He also criticised his
compatriots for being selfish and without principles. He was not popular
in certain circles. Today we have a responsibility to try to find answers
that are appropriate for our time, answers that will meet the aspirations
and needs of our generation and generations to come. To do so, we need
an open debate that has room for different voices and opinions, voices that
may express truths we may find uncomfortable. This can also be said
about many of Ibsen’s topics and is certainly valid for the topic we are
discussing here today. The concern for our environment and a sustainable
development of our society, is something that should, and must, be an
issue for all countries and people.

I want to thank all of you at Foreign Literature Studies at Central
China Normal University, for your great commitment and contribution in
realising this seminar. It is encouraging to notice the interest for Ibsen and
his writing, and I wish this seminar a great success.

Thank you!
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Remarks at the Green Ibsen Symposium

Gunn Marit Helgesen
Mayor, Telemark County, Norway

Dear Guests and Friends of Henrik Ibsen!

Skien is the capital of Telemark County. It was here where Henrik
Ibsen was born in 1828, and lived through his father’s bankruptcy and
family’s fall.

Three months before his 16th birthday, he left his family, hometown
and childhood, and never returned. If it had been possible for him to see
the progress and daily life in Telemark and Skien today, I believe he
would have stayed.

At Henrik Ibsens’ time, Skien was a provincial town in Europe’s
most northerly outskirts. Skien was characterized by its great expansion
within shipping, timber and timber mills. The town had a large
surrounding area/district and became one of the industrial power centres
during the formation Norway’s industrialization. Henrik Ibsen was
therefore born into an environment which was already quite European.
The increasing middle class over the entire continent was about to
transform the 1800s into its era. This was the era of freedom and rights
for individuals where all privileges and barriers were soon to dismantle.

Later on in his adult life, after his first successes, he left Norway
too, and stayed abroad in Italy and Germany for 27 years.

“To be a poet is to see,”

maintained Henrik Ibsen, and in his plays
the focus is always on individuals (and their lives). In our western
individualistic societies of today, all of us live our complicated lives. Every
individual belongs in a context, a family, a clan, an environment, Every

individual has obligations. An individual’s choice of freedom may be costly
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for his or her closest family.

A person who seeks freedom does not automatically find happiness,
and if you give priority to your own freedom, problems may arise for
others.

“He who stands most alone, is the strongest man,” that’s Doctor
Stockman in An Enemy of the People.

“All or nothing,” that’s from Brand, and the name means fire,
Idealists can be fascinating, and it’s easy to be moved by the fire, the
force and the restlessness that often characterise burning idealism. But
when idealism burns you up from the inside, you are in reality your own
worst enemy!

And at least in practical politics and negotiations, a little progress is
better than nothing)

Peer Gynt travels bravely out into the world to seek his fortune in the
strangest places, seen through the eyes of that day and age. Today, we
travel more, faster and further than ever before.

A well known Norwegian journalist (Ragnar Kvam jr.) spent some
years sailing around the world. In one of his novels he concludes; The
same problems you left behind, will still be there when you return. 1
think Peer Gynt had the same lifelong experience.

Ways of thinking that suppress women exist in all cultures, religions
and social strata. Ibsen wrote of such ways of thinking more than a
century ago, and we still recognise these today. Women lack economic
rights, millions suffer violent abuse from their partners and are excluded
from the halls of power. Today, Nora from A Doll’s House, has given a
name to the Chinese name for feminism: Noraism.-

Then back to Skien and Telemark. Telemark is the cultural treasure
chest of Norway. When we as a poor nation struggled for our freedom,
most of the collected elements of our common national identity came from
our county; folktales, music and ballades, lullabies, dancing, the art of
knife making and the silversmith, rose painting and national costumes.

All these traditions must have been well known for Henrik Ibsen and

we find pieces of it through his complete works. And of course you can’t
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fly from your childhood experiences or your mother, even if you are 16}

A Norwegian female poet (Gro Dahle) once wrote:

You can never escape from your mother, She is within your

head, behind your eyes and between your ears, your entire life.

I am proud to give this introduction at this international Ibsen
symposium today. I’m sure it will be 2 wonderful presentation, and I also
take the opportunity to wish you all welcome to Telemark and the city of

Skien, the homeplace of Henrik Ibsen!
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