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I. IBSEN THE MAN

Ibsen’s work is basically linked with the circumstances of his life.‘ 
... it would be difficult to find another author,’ writes Janko Lavrin, 
‘whose work is so closely interwoven with his own inner quest, 
with his personal crises and aspirations, as is the case with Ibsen.’1 
As another critic, P. F. D. Tennant, points out, ‘The situation in 
Ibsen’s own family seems to form a background upon the pattern 
of which the situations of his plays are constructed.’2 Thus, for a 
proper understanding of Ibsen’s plays, it is absolutely necessary to 
have some knowledge of Ibsen the man.

Henrik Johan Ibsen, to give his full name, was born on 20 
March 1828, in a small shipping town, Skien, in Norway. He was 
the eldest of his four brothers and one sister. His father, Knud Ibsen, 
was a well-to-do businessman, and his early childhood, as he recalls 
in Peer Gynt, was spent in splendour and gaiety. However, his father 
became bankrupt when Ibsen was only eight years old. Nothing 
was left of their possessions except a small farm, a couple of miles 
north of town, where the family had to move for shelter. Neglected 
by their rich relations and virtually déclassé, the Ibsens remained 
here for seven or eight years in total obscurity. ‘The ground was 
thus prepared’, as John Gassner observes, ‘for the future writer 
who was to castigate the false respectability and complacency of 
the middle classes.’3

1 Ibsen: An Approach, p. 1.
2 Ibsen’s Dramatic Technique, p. 23.
3 Masters of the Drama, p. 357.
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Ibsen’s days at the farm passed in solitary musings, reading, 
and drawing. For some time he attended a small private school in 
the town, but had to cut this short in order to earn his living. He 
was only sixteen when he moved to Grimstad, a tiny coastal town, 
to serve as an apprentice to an apothecary.

Ibsen’s lot did not improve even when he entered into service. 
His days in Grimstad, where he lived for six years, were spent mostly 
in wretched poverty. He was despised by the local gentry whom 
he often lampooned and caricatured. It was here that he became 
involved with a maidservant ten years his senior, and became, at the 
age of eighteen, the father of an illegitimate son, Hans Jacob, whom 
he had to support for fourteen years. This event not only brought 
him down in the scale of society but also left an indelible imprint 
on his subsequent life. His recurring theme of guilt and retribution 
as well as the appearance of a fairly large number of illegitimate 
children in his plays may, indeed, be traced to this source. However, 
it was during this period that he started writing poetry, and formed 
a circle of callow literary youths. His prospects brightened a little 
after 1847. He now engaged a tutor to prepare him for matriculation. 
With him he read Cicero’s orations against Catiline, which inspired 
him to write his first play, Catilina, in 1849. The play was published 
in 1850 at the expense of his friend, Ole Schulerud. Though it drew 
but little attention and proved a financial disappointment,4 the play, 
as H. Koht points out, was historically significant:

One would have expected the book to attract attention, for 
dramas of this kind were rare in the country. The new Norway, 
which was determined to create an independent literature, had 
not yet been able to foster a native drama. Although the capital 
had had a permanent theatre since 1827, this had subsisted 
chiefly on foreign plays. Of serious contemporary plays in 
Norwegian there existed hardly more than a dozen, and Henrik 
Wergeland was the only dramatist worth mentioning. Since 
the publication of his The Venetians (Venetianerne) in 1843, not a 
single new drama had appeared in print. Catiline was therefore 
an event in Norwegian literature.5

4 Of the 250 copies of Catilina sent to the booksellers, 205 were left unsold.
5 The Life of Ibsen, I, 50.
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Ibsen gave up his position at the apothecary’s, and moved to 
Christiania (now Oslo) in April 1850. Here he wrote his second play, 
The Warrior’s Barrow, which was staged by Christiania Theatre in 
the autumn of 1850. The show brought him no profit except a free 
ticket to the theatre, but this in itself was no small gain. It gave him 
an opportunity of a closer view of the theatrical world. For some 
time he worked also as a drama critic and journalist. In November 
1851 he left Christiania and joined Ole Bull’s National Theatre at 
Bergen as ‘drama critic’.

In February 1852 the management of the Bergen National 
Theatre granted Ibsen a stipend to facilitate his trip abroad. He 
was to make a study of the theatres of Denmark and Germany, and 
was pledged to act on his return as Stagemanager and instructor 
at Bergen for five years. This tour, as P. F. D. Tennant observes, 
‘played an important part in broadening his vision and giving him 
a sense of stage effect which his earlier plays and critical articles 
entirely ignored’.6

Ibsen’s job at the Bergen National Theatre consisted not only 
in helping the production but also in writing plays for the theatre. 
It was here that he wrote his nationalistic plays, St. John’s Eve (1953), 
Lady Inger of Ostraät (1855), The Feast at Solhaug (1856) and Olaf 
Liljekrans (1857).

Ibsen left Bergen in the autumn of 1857 to join the Norwegian 
Theatre at Christiania as its director. He was there for six years, but 
this proved a period of great stress and strain. Fortune struck him 
harder than ever. The theatre, which was already a shaky affair, 
became even more so under his management. It sank into financial 
difficulties until it was forced to close down in 1862. Earlier, Ibsen had 
suffered a great disappointment when, in 1860, his application for a 
travelling stipend was rejected by the government. The only happy 
event of this period was his marriage with Susanna Thoresen— 
a step-daughter of the popular authoress Magdalene Thoresen. She 
proved a source of strength to him during these lean years of misery 
and frustration.

Ibsen had to spend two years more in Christiania before he was 
able to leave Norway. These intervening years were the gloomiest 

6 Ibsen’s Dramatic Technique p. 39.
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in his life. He had to struggle along from day to day without any 
assured income. The publication of his first realistic drama, Love’s 
Comedy (1862), brought him only disrepute. ‘I was excommunicated,’ 
he recalled in 1870, ‘everyone was against me.’7 He could breathe a 
sigh of relief only when he left his country on 5 April, 1864.

Ibsen’s departure from Norway marks a new era both in his 
life and his work. Not only did the quality of his work change but 
his life also took a turn for the better. In fact, all his life and work 
falls into two dissimilar and distinct periods—the one preceding 
and the other following this date. The earlier period was a period 
of apprenticeship and struggle while the later period is a period 
of success and achievement. Ibsen discovered his true genius 
only after he had left Norway. Had he remained in his country 
he would probably have become a great national dramatist, but 
he could hardly have won the fame he enjoys today. The distance 
from the homeland was necessary to give him freedom and the right 
perspective. His dramatic art bloomed on foreign soil. However, one 
should not minimize the importance of the earlier period, for all his 
later plays are coloured and conditioned by his experiences of these 
years.8 As H. Koht astutely observes, ‘Life had to wound his soul 
till it bled before his writing could proceed from bitter need, from 
an inner strife which demanded dramatic expression.’9

Except for two short visits to Norway in 1874 and 1885, Ibsen 
continued to live abroad for twenty-seven years. The first five 
of these years were spent in Italy, and the remainder of the time 
mostly in Germany, first at Dresden and afterwards at Munich. It 
was during this period that he wrote his famous plays, beginning 
with Brand (1866), which made him the leading dramatist of the day. 
When Ibsen returned to Norway in 1891, he had already become a 
world celebrity. His last four plays—The Master Builder (1892), Little 
Eyolf (1894), John Gabriel Borkman (1896), and When We Dead Awaken 
(1899)—were written here.

7 Cited, H. Koht, The Life of Ibsen, I, p. 199.
8 Cf. P. F. D. Tennant, ‘...it seems as though Ibsen’s whole career as a 

dramatist was conditioned by a desire to get even with a state of affairs 
which had made his childhood and youth such painful memories for him’ 
(ibid., p. 26).

9 Ibid., I, p. 81.
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This later period of Ibsen’s life was comparatively smooth and 
uneventful. With a gradual improvement in his financial position 
after the publication of Brand, he devoted himself exclusively to his 
art, and continued to produce one play almost every other year till 
his health gave way in 1900. In the spring of this year he suffered 
a paralytic attack from which he never recovered. After five years 
of gradual physical decline, he died on 23 May, 1906. His funeral 
was arranged by the government, and he was buried with all the 
solemnities that befitted a distinguished citizen. As the German 
critic, Alfred Kerr, ironically observed, ‘the ruling men in Norway 
had a daemon among them, and they buried a grandee’.10

II. IBSEN’S DEVELOPMENT AS A DRAMATIST

Ibsen’s career as a dramatist spans a period of fifty years. His first 
play, Catilina, was published in 1850, and his last play When We 
Dead Awaken, in 1899. His creative period, thus, covers the second 
half of the nineteenth century. During this long period, he wrote 
twenty-five plays, producing one play almost every alternate year.11

Ibsen’s journey from Catilina to When We Dead Awaken is a long 
one. It is characterized by various phases or stages of his artistic 
development. These changes are clearly reflected in his plays which 
may roughly be divided into the following categories:
 1. Nationalistic plays,
 2. Poetic plays,
 3. Modern, realistic, ‘moralist’ or problem plays, or ‘the drama 

of ideas’,
 4. Psychological or ‘humanistic’ plays,
 5. Metaphysical, spiritual, or ‘visionary’ plays.

The first phase of Ibsen’s writing, which comprises nine plays 
from Catilina to The Pretenders—the ones preceding his departure 
from Norway, was dominated by his desire to build up a national 
theatre. All these plays, excepting Catilina and Love’s Comedy, are 
based on national history, folklore, legends or sagas, and aim at 

10 Cited, H. Koht, II, p. 326.
11 For full details see ‘Chronological List of Ibsen’s Plays’, p. xxxix.
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reminding the people of their glorious past. Catilina and Love’s 
Comedy differ only in so far as they treat of Roman history and 
the contemporary problems respectively. The latter, in its radical 
treatment of love and marriage, presages Ibsen’s realistic drama 
of the later stage. However, all these plays are traditional in form, 
and written in verse. As H. Koht observes, ‘It is too clearly evident 
that Ibsen is following the fashion and demand of his times, not a 
demand within himself.’12 In fact, these plays mark off Ibsen’s period 
of apprenticeship and experiment.

Ibsen’s intrinsic work as a dramatist begins only after he left 
Norway. As C. M. Bradbrook remarks, ‘Ibsen did not become a great 
dramatist until he broke away from the stage.’13 The first fruits of 
this new-found freedom were the two plays, Brand and Peer Gynt, 
which stand in a class by them. For want of a better name, we may 
call them ‘poetic dramas’, though we should not forget that all of 
Ibsen’s plays are poetic in essence.14 Like his earlier plays, they are 
written in verse, but unlike them, they are built on fantasy and sheer 
imagination. Brand is the story of a fanatic while Peer Gynt relates 
the tale of an audacious libertine. The plays, which were expressly 
not intended for the stage, are remarkable for their vigorous poetry 
and extravagant fancy. They are the best and strongest expressions 
of Ibsen’s romanticism, and ‘form a kind of bank for Ibsen to draw 
on in all his later plays’.15

It was, however, the third phase of Ibsen’s writing which made 
him famous and earned him the title of the ‘father of the modern 
drama’.16 It was during this period, which extends from The League 
of Youth to An Enemy of the People that he wrote the plays that are 
variously described as ‘social’, ‘realistic’ or ‘problem’ plays. Here 
Ibsen turns his gaze from romanticism to the stark realities of the 
world around him. He takes contemporary social problems as the 
subjects of these plays, and submits them to a radical revaluation. 

12 The life of Ibsen, I, 65.
13 Ibsen the Norwegian p. 27.
14 H. Koht emphasizes this fact in the opening sentence of The Life of Ibsen (I, 1). 

C. M. Bradbrook, too, holds that ‘the root of his greatest plays remains a poetic 
unity, a single vision, even when they are not written in verse’ (op. cit., p. 3).

15 Eric Bentley, The Playwright as Thinker, p. 91.
16 John Gassner, Masters of the Drama, p. 354.
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In these plays, as G. B. Shaw puts it, the ‘problems of conduct and 
character of personal importance to the audience are raised and 
suggestively discussed’.17 They are frontal attacks on the prevailing 
moral values and social norms. In them Ibsen appears in his 
celebrated role of a prophet and social reformer as represented, at its 
best, in Shaw’s The Quintessence of Ibsenism (1891). The only exception 
is Emperor and Galilean, which is a historical play of philosophic 
import.18

The Wild Duck (1884) heralds the next stage of Ibsen’s writing: 
psychological or humanistic plays. They include Rosmersholm (1886), 
The Lady from the Sea (1888), and Hedda Gabbler (1890). In these plays 
Ibsen turns from society to the individual, from public issues to 
private questions. He abandons moral for psychological motivation. 
In fact, these plays are the studies of the workings of the human 
mind. Hedda Gabbler, for instance, is a psychological study of a 
destructive woman. The change is clearly reflected in Rosmersholm 
in which an idealist loses his interest in reforming his community. 
Besides, the plays mark a change in Ibsen’s dramatic technique. In 
them, for the first time, Ibsen makes a conspicuous and effective use 
of symbols and myths. As George Steiner puts it, ‘with the toy forest 
and imaginary hunt of old Ekdal in Wild Duck, drama returns to a 
use of effective myth and symbolic action which had disappeared 
from the theatre since the late plays of Shakespeare’.19

The last four plays, which were written after Ibsen’s return 
to Norway, constitute the last phase of his dramatic writing. They 
are, as J. Lavrin observes, ‘partly tragic monographs of individual 
conscience, and partly transposed confessions of the author himself’.20 
Here Ibsen moves away from the realm of individual psyche to 
that of individual conscience. ‘His concern is rather with the inner 
experience of the individual, with his often unaided exploration 
of that experience, with the reassessment and revaluation of his 
past at some ultimate turning-point of his soul’s pilgrimage.’21 He 
turns his back completely on the stage and the external world, and 

17 ‘The Quintessence of Ibsenism’, Major Critical Essays, p. 137.
18 For a detailed discussion on the plays of this group, see the following section, 

‘Ibsen and the Social Drama.’
19 The Death of Tragedy, p. 292.
20 Ibsen: An Approach, p. 12.
21 Una Ellis-Fermor, Introduction to Ibsen’s The Master Builder and Other Plays 

(Penguin Books, 1958), p. 7.
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focuses his attention on the inner self. The plays are, as C. M. Brad-
brook rightly suggests, ‘the dramatic equivalent of the self-analysis 
of Kierkegaard’.22 Their central theme is the remorse of conscience, 
and they are, technically, more or less static. There is hardly any 
plot or action in the old sense. As P. F. D. Tennant points out, 
they take on the character of ‘an armchair conversation, recalling 
forgotten memories, and waiting for the hand of fate to mete out 
its punishment in the last act’.23

Some critics think that these last plays show a decline in Ibsen’s 
power. C. M. Bradbrook, for instance, holds that ‘these plays are 
written in descending order of dramatic greatness’.24 This view is also 
shared by John Gassner, who observes that ‘deterioration in Ibsen’s 
craftsmanship starts with The Master Builder. ...his plays become 
obscure or thin out, and the decline is, in the main, progressive’.25 
However, there are a few critics who take an entirely different view. 
R. E. Roberts asserts that he ‘cannot agree with, the opinion that puts 
his last play in a definitely inferior position to his other work’.26 Una 
Ellis-Fermor claims that these plays ‘represent between them some 
of the noblest thought and the finest dramatic art in the whole of 
his work’.27 Shaw, too, is of the same opinion. ‘Here’, he declares, 
‘the quintessence of lbsenism reaches its final distillation; morality 
and reformation give place to mortality and resurrection’.28 The 
truth of the matter is that these plays mark the ultimate stage of 
Ibsen’s journey on the road to self-discovery and self-realization. 
They may not be theatrically as striking as his earlier plays,29 but 
they are definitely far deeper and more significant. In them Ibsen 
carries his enquiry to a point where it is almost impossible to express 

22 Ibsen the Norwegian, p. 124.
23 Ibsen’s Dramatic Technique, pp. 87–88.
24 Op. cit., p. 125.
25 Masters of the Drama, pp. 380 and 379 respectively.
26 Henrik Ibsen: A Critical Study, p. 37.
27 Introduction to Ibsen’s The Master Builder and Other Plays, p. 8.
28 Major Critical Essays, p. 91.
29 Although James Joyce wrote an enthusiastic article on When We Dead 

Awaken in the Fortnightly Review of April 1900, pleading for stage-
worthiness of these plays: ‘If any plays demand a stage they are the plays 
of Ibsen’ (cited, J. W. McFarlane, Ibsen and the Temper of Norwegian Literature, 
p. 72).
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oneself except through symbols. At the same time, he attains in 
these plays ‘the completion of the artistic form toward which he had 
been, striving in the last years’.30 As H. Koht continues, ‘He who 
had once seemed the great master of naturalism in the theatre had 
now become the symbolic writer above all others. In truth, all his 
writing had carried within itself a symbolism, which more and more 
strongly had pressed its way forward, most strongly of all when he 
took his drama subjects only from his own soul. Then the words lost 
more and more the tone of the struggle and reality around him, then 
a submerged meaning seemed to quiver in each everyday word.’31 
This is precisely the kind of writing that the Swedish dramatist, 
August Strindberg (1849–1912), practised in his dramas and carried 
to even farther limits.

It is essential to take into account these different stages of 
Ibsen’s growth as a dramatist, for he has often been identified only 
with the third stage of his writing—the social or realist drama. We 
must clearly remember that all the phases of his writing carry a 
significance of their own, and are equally important. They remind 
us that Ibsen’s genius was multidimensional and a growing 
phenomenon, and that it cannot be confined to a single formula or 
formulation. As C. M. Bradbrook warns us, ‘To see Ibsen merely as 
the precursor of Shaw and Brieux when he was also the precursor 
of Strindberg and Tchekov is to retain at this late date the false 
perspective of his contemporary critics and admirers.’32

III. IBSEN AND THE SOCIAL DRAMA

As A Doll’s House belongs to Ibsen’s so-called social or realistic 
drama, it will be worthwhile to dwell a little more on the nature 
and scope of the plays of this group. These plays, written in prose, 
include The League of Youth (1869), Pillars of Society (1877), A Doll’s 
House (1879), Ghosts (1881) and An Enemy of the People (1882). They 

30 H. Koht, The Life of Ibsen, II, p. 323.
31 Ibid., II, p. 323.
32 Ibsen the Norwegian, p. 2.
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