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INTRODUCTION

Once the subject of public controversy, defended only by the
avant-garde theater critics of the nineteenth century, Ibsen’s prose
dramas now appear as successful television plays and are an es-
sential part of the repertory theaters all over the world. No longer
inflaming audience reactions, the dramas are now acceptable fare
to the most conservative theatergoer.

Because Ibsenite drama has become part of the history of the
theater, a study of his work gives us a special insight into contempor-
ary writings. The modern “theater of the absurd,” for instance,
expressing a personal alienation from society, is merely another
form of the social criticism which Ibsen first inspired.

With this in mind, these synopses of Ibsen’s The Wild Duck,
Ghosts, and An Enemy of the People and their accompanying criti-
cal commentaries are designed to help the student rediscover the
significance of Ibsen’s work and to guide him in evaluating the con-
temporary appeal —if any —of his drama.

The purpose of these Notes is to amplify the student’s under-
standing of the plays; by no means can this booklet substitute the
esthetic and emotional satisfaction to be gained from reading the
plays themselves. Because Ibsen’s dramas lend themselves to a
variety of interpretations, the student should feel encouraged to
develop his own critical approach to Ibsen from reading this volume.
Designed to encourage discussion between the student and the
critic represented in this writing, the Notes should be merely used
as a basis for a critical dialogue. The plays themselves must supply
the intellectual stimulation.

A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF IBSEN

Henrik Ibsen’s ancestors were sea captains and business-
men, while his father was a well-to-do merchant, dealing chiefty in
lumber. Ibsen was born in 1828 in Skien, a town in the south of Nor-
way. Three brothers and a sister were born after him, but Henrik
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was the only member of his family to show any promise. When he
was eight years old, his father’s business failed and the family re-
tired to a country house. Ibsen bitterly recalled how their friends,
eager to dine and drink as guests of the affluent merchant, forsook
all connections with the Ibsens when they lost their financial standing.

Although the young Ibsen showed talent as a painter, his family
was too poor to allow him to study art; neither could they afford to
train him for his chosen profession in medicine. When he was fifteen,
his father sent him to Grimstad, a small provincial town south of
Skien. Here he became an apothecary’s apprentice, the next best
thing to medicine. In the first three years of his Grimstad life, Ibsen
lived entirely alone. Too uncommunicative to make friends and too
poor to seek entertainments, he read voraciously, particularly in
contemporary poetry and in theology. Eventually he was the center
of a small circle of young men, and during this time began to
write poetry.

Learning Latin in order to prepare for the university, Ibsen
studied Cicero and became deeply interested in the character of
Catiline, the agitator and revolutionary who was eventually assassi-
nated. His first play, a historical drama in verse, was an attempt to
explain this elusive character. Catiline, however, when published at
the private expense of one enthusiastic friend, received no public
notice and few copies were sold.

After six dark years in the hostile atmosphere of this provincial
Norwegian village, Ibsen, by extreme economy and privation, had
saved enough money to leave for the capital, Christiania (Oslo).
Hoping to study at the university, he enrolled in a ““student factory,”
a popular name given to an irregular school which coached students
for the entrance examinations. Here Ibsen first met his lifelong rival
and contemporary, Bjornstjerne Bjornson, who was to be known in
the future, along with Ibsen, as a national poet of Norway. Found
deficient in two subjects, Ibsen failed to enter the university. At this
time as well, Catiline was rejected by the Christiania theater, but
his The Warrior’s Barrow was accepted and performed three times
in 1850.
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At this period of Ibsen’s youth, Norway experienced a nation-
alist awakening. The new literary generation, after four hundred
years of Danish rule (1397-1818), sought to revive the glories of
Norwegian history and medieval literature. The middle ages were
glorified as well because the romantic movement was in full swing
throughout Europe. Thus, when Ole Bull, the great violinist,
founded a Norse theater at Bergen, the project met with enthusiastic
approval from all the youthful idealists eager to subvert the influence
of Danish culture.

At a benefit performance to raise money for the new venture,
Ibsen presented the prologue —a poem glorifying Norway’s past—
which moved Ole Bull to appoint him theater poet and stage man-
ager of the Bergen theater. This position launched Ibsen on his
dramatic career. Staging more than 150 plays, including works by
Shakespeare and the French dramatist Scribe, Ibsen gained as
much practical experience in stagecraft as that possessed by Shake-
speare and Moliére. In addition to his managerial position, the poet
was obliged to produce one original play a year. Although his The
Warrior’s Barrow and St. John’s Night met with failure, the critics
approved of Lady Inger of Ostratt (1855) and The Feast of Sol-
haug (1856). In this same year, the twenty-eight year old Ibsen be-
came engaged to Susannah Thoresen, a girl of strong personality
and independent judgment, and the marriage took place two
years later.

Encouraged by the success of Ole Bull’s Norse theater in Ber-
gen, enthusiasts of nationalist poetry in the capital also founded a
new theater in direct competition with the conservative, Danish-
influenced Christiania theater. Asked to direct this new venture,
Ibsen’s promised salary was twice the amount he received at Ber-
gen, about six hundred specie dollars.

Returning to the capital with a new play, The Vikings at Helge-
land, lbsen first submitted the manuscript to the old Christiania
theater where he would be free to collect royalties. At first the
Danish director accepted the piece; but returned it a few months
later with a flimsy excuse. This gratuitous insult sparked a hot con-
troversy between Ibsen, Bjornson, and their followers on the one



hand, and the adherents of the Danish influence on the other. After
five years of public controversy, the conservative director was
forced to resign, while The Vikings became one of the chief pieces
performed under the theater’s new management.

Throughout these early years, the relationship between Ibsen
and Bjornson was very friendly. Bjornson became godfather when
the Ibsens’ son, Sigurd, was born in 1859; when the dramatist was
in serious financial straits, Bjornson made every effort to raise
money for him. The two men also shared the same circle of friends
at this time, although Ibsen was disappointed to find that his poetic
ideals were misunderstood by his gregarious contemporaries. In a
poem, On the Heights, he expressed the view that a man who wishes
to devote himself to the arts must sacrifice the usual pleasures of
life; a poet must view life apart in order to find in it models
for his work.

Ibsen suffered great depression during this part of his life. The
varied responsibilities of his job allowed him no chance for his own
creative work. In addition, the theater was doing so badly that his
salary was severely reduced. Besides neglecting his work, he pub-
lished no play from 1857 until Love’s Comedy in 1862. This new
anti-romantic satire received hostile reviews although it shows a
maturing talent and the bold viewpoint which characterizes his later
works. When the theater finally declared bankruptcy, Ibsen’s des-
pair was complete. Like Captain Alving, he became a victim of that
“second-rate town which had no joys to offer —only dissipations,”
and spent much time in barrooms. Bjornson, meanwhile, was a suc-
cessful and already famous poet to whom the government awarded
an annual grant of four hundred dollars to devote himself exclusive-
ly to poetic works. However Ibsen’s fortunes changed in the follow-
ing year when The Pretenders, a play glorifying the Norse heroes of
the past, won an enthusiastic reception from both audience and re-
viewers. As a result of this success, the government awarded Ibsen
a travelling scholarship to bring him in contact with the cultural
trends in the rest of Europe.

Visiting Rome, Ibsen viewed for the first time the great art
masterpieces of the classical and renaissance periods. In the warm,
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sunny climate of Italy, Ibsen felt intoxicated with his freedom from
the stultifying atmosphere of Norwegian provincialism. Retiring
with his family to a little town in the hills, Ibsen wrote with an in-
spired pen. Affected by the events of the Prusso-Danish war over
Schleswig-Holstein, his interests turning from the esthetic to the
ethical, Ibsen produced the colossal Brand.

Considered ‘““‘the most stirring event in Norway’s literary his-
tory of the nineteenth century,” this drama won nationwide fame
for its author. The protagonist of the play, a mystical clergyman,
is a courageous idealist of noble stature whose lack of love for hu-
manity destroys his wife and child in an uncompromising commit-
ment to his ethical principles.

Published in the following year, Peer Gynt established Ibsen’s
international fame. This exuberant, fantasy-filled drama is the anti-
thesis of Brand. The spoiled darling of a weak mother and rich father,
Peerlives according to the principle of “‘to thyself —enough.” Rather
than overcoming obstacles, he goes “‘roundabout’ and avoids facing
problems. Unlike Brand, Peer never commits himself to principles
unless they are to his personal benefit. The play is full of symbolic
allusions and rich lyrical poetry. In 1867, the king decorated Ibsen
for his achievement.

After four years in Italy, Ibsen settled down to his lifework,
first in Dresden and then in Munich. His biography from this point
on is more or less uneventful. Producing a new play every two years,
Ibsen’s dramatic powers increased and his social criticism ripened.
Along with Bjornson, he was considered Norway’s greatest poet,
but he maintained primacy as a dramatist. Honors heaped upon him
and with a prosperous income, Ibsen appeared as a frock-coated
and respectable middle class individual.

Almost entirely self-inspired, Ibsen was a rare genius who re-
quired no outside influence for his work. Unlike Bjornson who lec-
tured, made frequent public appearances and wrote novels and
plays as well as poems, Ibsen kept to himself as much as possible.
Constantly working and reworking his dramas throughout each two
year period, rarely divulging, even to his family, the nature of his
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current writing, he single-mindedly pursued his art. Just as he gave
up painting in his youth for writing poetry and drama, he now
stopped composing poems, eventually relinquishing even the verse
form of his earlier plays for the prose of the later works.

Harsh self-analysis was one of his life pnntiples. In each play
he expresses this constant introspection, always underscoring a
thesis based on self-seeking. In Emperor and G alilean, for example,
Julian fails to establish the “first empire” of pagan sensuality, then
casts aside the ‘““second empire” of Christian self-abnegation. As the
hero expires, he envisions a “third empire,” where, in the words of
the biographer Zucker, “men were to find God not on Mount Olym-
pus nor on Calvary but in their own souls, wills, and senses.” Ibsen
himself once wrote in a poem, that ‘““to live is to fight with trolls in
heart and brain. To be a poet is to pronounce a final judgment up-
on oneself.”

The British commentator, Francis Bull, sums up Ibsen’s per-
sonal search:

More deeply than ordinary men, Ibsen was split in two—a
great genius and a shy and timid little philistine. In daily life he
quite often did not come up to his own heroic ideals and revolu-
tionary theories, but listened to the troll voices of narrow-
minded egotism and compromise —and then, afterwards, the
genius in him arose, a judge without mercy. This ever-recurring
fight meant to him lifelong suffering; but it was this drama con-
stantly going on in his own soul that made him a great dramatist
and compelled him again and again to undertake a penetrating
self-analysis.

“Ibsen died in 1906. His tombstone, inscribed only with a ham-
mer, the miner’s symbol, alludes to a poem Ibsen wrote as a youth.
Ending with “Break me the way, you heavy hammer,/ To the deepest
bottom of my heart,”” the verse is a succinct statement of the inten-
sity of Ibsen’s personal vision and of his dramatic art. '
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FIVE PLAYS BY IBSEN: A BRIEF SUMMARY

Ibsen’s most famous plays include 4 Doll's House, Hedda
Gabler, Ghosts, An Enemy of the People, and The Wild Duck. For
the analyses of the plays not included in this volume, see the com-
panion volume on Ibsen, published by Cliffs Notes.

A DOLL’S HOUSE

Norma Helmer once secretly borrowed a large sum of money
so that her husband could recuperate from a serious illness. She
never told him of this loan and has been secretly paying it back in
small installments by saving from her household allowance. Her
husband, Torvald, thinks her careless and childlike, and often calls
her his doll. When he is appointed bank director, his first act is to
relieve a man who was once disgraced for having forged his signa-
ture on a document. This man, Nils Krogstad, is the person from
whom Nora has borrowed her money. It is then revealed that she
forged her father’s signature in order to get the money. Krogstad
threatens to reveal Nora’s crime and thus disgrace her and her hus-
band unless Nora can convince her husband not to fire him. Nora
tries to influence her husband, but he thinks of Nora as a simple
child who cannot understand the value of money or business. Thus,
when Helmer discovers that Nora has forged her father’s name, he
is ready to disclaim his wife even though she had done it for him.
Later when all is solved, Nora sees that her husband is not worth
her love and she leaves him.

HEDDA GABLER

Hedda, the daughter of the famous General Gabler, married
George Tesman out of desperation. But she found life with him to
be dull and tedious. During their wedding trip, her husband spent
most of his time in libraries doing research in history for a book
that is soon to be published. He is hoping to receive 2 position in
the university.

An old friend of Hedda’s comes to visit fer and tglls her of
Eilert Lovborg, an old friend of both women. Eilert Lo®borg has
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also written a book on history that is highly respected. In the past,
however, he has lived a life of degeneration. Now he has quit drink-
ing and has devoted himself to serious work. His new book has all
the imagination and spirit that is missing in George Tesman’s book.
Hedda’s friend, Thea Elvsted, tells how she has helped Eilert stop
drinking and begin constructive work.

Later at a visit, Lovborg is offered a drink. He refuses and Hed-
da, jealous over the influence that Thea has on Lovborg, tempts him
into taking a drink. He then goes to a party where he loses his
manuscript. When George Tesman returns home with Lovborg’s
manuscript, Hedda burns it because she is jealous of it. Later, Lov-
borg comes to her and confesses how he has failed in his life. Hedda
talks him into committing suicide by shooting himself in the temple.
Lovborg does commit suicide later but it is through a wound in the
stomach. George then begins to reconstruct Lovborg’s manuscript
with the help of notes provided by Thea Elvsted. Suddenly, Hedda
leaves the room, takes her pistols and commits suicide.

GHOSTS

Mrs. Alving is building an orphanage as a memorial to her hus-
band. 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
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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.

AN ENEMY OF THE PEOPLE

Dr. Stockmann has discovered that the new baths built in his
town are infected with a deadly disease and instructs the town to
repair or close the baths. The Mayor, who is Dr. Stockmann’s
brother, does not believe the report and refuses to close the baths
because it will cause the financial ruin of the town.

Dr. Stockmann tries to take his case to the people, but the may-
or intercedes and explains to the people how much it will cost to
repair the baths. He explains that the Doctor is always filled with
wild, fanciful ideas. In a public meeting, he has his brother declared
an enemy of the people. The doctor decides to leave the town, but
at the last minute comes to the realization that he must stay and
fight for the things he believes to be right.

THE WILD DUCK

Gregers Werle has avoided his father, whom he detests, by
spending fifteen years in the family mining concern. Gregers is so
unattractive in appearance that he has given up all hope of marry-
ing and having a family; instead, he has become an idealist and goes
about advocating and preaching a theme of truth and purity. He
calls his mission the ‘“claim of the ideal.”

His father, Old Werle, has allegedly driven his sick wife to her
death by carrying on love affairs in his own home. He had once had
his serving girl, Gina, as his mistress. Arranging her marriage with
Hialmar Ekdal, the son of his former partner, Werle also sets the
couple up in the profession of photography. Hialmar is pleased with
his marriage and believes that Gina’s child is his own daughter. At
present, Old Werle lives with his housekeeper and between them
there are no secrets.

Litutenant Ekdal, Werle’s former partner, is now a broken old
man. He does odd jobs for Werle. Earlier, the company had
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appropriated a large quantity of lumber from a government owned
farm. Werle placed all the blame on Ekdal who was sentenced to
prison. He is now living with Hialmar and Gina.

Gregers Werle comes to Hialmar and explains the claim of the
ideal and tries to make Hialmar see that his marriage is based on
a lie. But rather than making Hialmar happy by understanding the
true nature of his marriage, Gregers only succeeds in turning Hal-
mar against his daughter, Hedvig. The daughter, in order to prove
her love for her father who is rejecting her, takes a pistol and kills
herself. Hialmar then becomes bitterly remorseful about his behavior.

GHOSTS
ACT I

Summary

Regina Enstrand, a young girl in service for Mrs. Alving, ap-
pears in the garden. She tries to prevent her father, Jacob Engstrand,
from entering. The rain makes the old man even more disreputable
looking than usual, and Regina makes it clear she is ashamed of his
coarseness and vulgar appearance. Engstrand has come to ask Regina
to live with him and work for him in his planned ‘“seamen’s home.”
He says he has saved enough money from doing carpentry work on
the new orphanage to begin this enterprise and now that she has
grown into “such a fine wench” she would be a valuable asset. He
clearly implies that this seamen’s home will be a high class brothel.
Regina says she has her own plans for the future, especially since
Oswald Alving has just returned from his studies in Paris.

Pastor Manders enters after Engstrand has left. He talks with
Regina about her father. Since Engstrand requires a strong influence
to keep him from drinking, Manders suggests that Regina, out of
filial duty, return to live with him and be “‘the guiding hand” in her
father’s life. Regina says she would rather seek a place in town as
a governess.
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While the girl goes to fetch Mrs. Alving, Manders peruses some
books on the table. He gives a start after reading the title page of
one, and with increasing disapproval looks at some others. Cordial-
Iy and affectionately, Mrs. Alving comes in to greet him. Politely
inquiring after Oswald, Manders then asks who reads these books.
Shocked to find they are hers, he wonders how such readings couid
contribute to her feeling of self-reliance, as she puts it, or how they
can confirm her own impressions. What is objectionable about the
books, she asks. I have read quite enough about them to disap-
prove of them,” he answers. ‘‘But your own opinion — "’ she pursues.
He talks as if to a child:

My dear Mrs. Alving, there are many occasions in life when
one has to rely on the opinions of others. That is the way in the
world, and it is quite right that it should be so. What would be-
come of society otherwise?

He now wishes to discuss their mutual business —the Captain
Alving Orphanage —built by Mrs. Alving in honor of her late hus-
band. Although she has left all the arrangements to Manders, he
wants to ask whether they should insure the buildings. To her prompt
“of course,” he raises objections since the orphanage is dedicated
to *‘higher causes.” He points out that his fellow clergymen and their
congregations might interpret the insurance to mean ‘“that neither
you nor I had a proper reliance on Divine protection.” As Mrs.
Alving’s advisor he himself would be the first attacked by ”spiteful
persons” who would publicly slander him. She assures him that
under these conditions she would not wish the buildings insured.

Speaking of insurance, Mrs. Alving mentions that the building
nearly caught fire yesterday from some burning shavings in the car-
penter’s shop. She says she has heard that Engstrand is often care-
less with matches. Manders makes excuses because the ‘“‘poor
fellow” has so many anxieties. “Heaven be thanked,” he says, “1
am told he is really making an effort to live a blameless life...Why
he assured me so himself.”” Manders thinks it would be best for
Engstrand if Regina returned to live with him, but Mrs. Alving’s
fffm “No!” is definitive.
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Oswald appears, bearing so much likeness to his dead father
that Manders is startled; Mrs. Alving quickly insists that her son
takes after her. During their conversation, Oswald shocks the pastor
by depicting the fidelity and beauty of family life among the com-
mon-law marriages of his fellow painters in Paris. Dissapproving of
artists in the first place, Manders sputters indignantly at such circles
‘“‘where open immorality is rampant.” He cannot understand how
‘“‘the authorities would tolerate such things” and is even more dis-
mayed when Mrs. Alving later declares that Oswald ““was right in
every single word he said.” In her loneliness, she continues, she has
come to the same conclusions as her son, that the married men of
good social standing are capable of the greatest acts of immorality.

It is his duty to speak now, but not just as a friend, Manders
says, “‘it is your priest that stands before you just as he once did at
the most critical moment of your life.” He reminds her how she
came to him after the first year of marriage, refusing to return to her
husband. She softly reminds him that the first year was ‘“‘unspeak-
ably unhappy.” To crave for happiness is simply to be “possessed
by a spirit of revolt,” he answers. Bound in marriage by a ‘“‘sacred
bond’’ her duty was ‘‘to cleave to the man you had chosen;” though
a husband be profligate, a wife’s duty is to bear the cross laid upon
her shoulders by “a higher will,” Manders continues. It was im-
prudent for her to have sought refuge with him at the time, and he
is proud to have had the strength of character to lead her back “to
the path of duty’” and back to her husband.

Having defaulted in her wifely duty, she also neglected her duty
as a mother, Manders goes on. Because she sent Oswald to boarding
schools all his life rather than educating him at home, the child has
become a thorough profligate. “‘In very truth, Mrs. Alving, you are
a guilty mother!”” Manders exhorts.

These conclusions are unjust, Mrs. Alving answers, for Man-
ders knew nothing of her life from that moment on. He must know
now ‘“‘that my husband died just as great a profligate as he had been
all his life.”” In fact, she tells him, a disease he contracted from his
lifelong excesses caused his death. Manders gropes for a chair. To
think that all the years of her wedded life were nothing but “a



