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Foreword


I’ve often felt that I’d like to apologise to Ibsen. With the scant evidence of seeing a very poor production of The Wild Duck and a worse one of Rosmersholm and directing a misconceived production of The Master Builder in the late sixties, I used to share Chekhov’s intemperate view of him: that he wasn’t a playwright. He said that to Stanislavsky; to another friend he said ‘Ibsen’s an idiot.’ He recoiled—as I did—from Ibsen’s apparent neatness, his use of symbols, of dialectic, of discussion. I was drawn to Chekhov because of his mordant wit and his worldliness: his dispassionate doctor’s eye. I favoured his talent for transforming experience of life and love into art. His characters seemed to exist entirely independently of their creator, whereas in my eyes Ibsen’s characters were inanimate tools of their maker. Forty years later I still retain a passion for Chekhov’s writing—the stories as much as the plays—but now I regard Ibsen as very much his equal.


My view of Ibsen started to change when I directed John Gabriel Borkman with Paul Scofield, Vanessa Redgrave and Eileen Atkins at the National Theatre in the nineties. I discovered that you scalded your hand when you touched this icy play—a sensation sustained during the whole two hours of its action. I thought it was like pouring liquid nitrogen. ‘There is no point in painting winter after Ibsen has done that in John Gabriel Borkman,’ said Munch. But more surprising to me than its fierce chilliness, and its blistering vision of the future of capitalism, was that it ached with the need for love.


A few years later I directed Hedda Gabler and was capsized by the daring and the wit of it, the unexpected lack of solemnity, the defiance of an audience’s expectations and the reluctance to conform to reductive theory. Is there any other dramatic heroine with such a confection of characteristics as Hedda—feisty, droll and intelligent, yet fatally ignorant of the world and herself? Snobbish, mean-spirited, small-minded, conservative, cold, bored, vicious; sexually attractive but terrified of sex, ambitious to be bohemian but frightened of scandal, a desperate romantic fantasist but unable to sustain any loving relationship with anyone, including herself. And yet, in spite of all this, I was mesmerised by her; I was drawn to her; I pitied her.


Far from creating characters that appeared to exist solely in order to illustrate the playwright’s ideas, Ibsen seemed to me to be doing much the same thing as Chekhov:




I realised quite late that to write means essentially to see, but, specifically, to see in such a way that what is seen is received just as the writer saw it. But only what is really lived through can be seen and received in this way. And the secret of the new literature of our time lies precisely in this relation to experience, the lived through. I have spiritually lived through everything I have written in the last ten years (see pp. 9–10).





Ghosts was the next of Ibsen’s plays that I directed. When he was working on the play he wrote this to a friend:




To me, each new piece of work has served the purpose of a spiritual liberation and cleansing process; for you are never without responsibility for, and are always complicit with, the society to which you belong. Therefore I once wrote the following lines as a dedication at the front of a copy of one of my books:


To live is to war with trolls


in the vault of the heart and the brain


To write—that is to hold


doomsday over oneself (see p. 49).





To hold doomsday over oneself means sitting in judgement on oneself, which is to say mediating one’s ideas, emotions and anxieties through one’s characters, who in their turn have to absorb the subject matter into their bloodstream—in the case of Ghosts: patriarchy, class, sex, hypocrisy, heredity, incest and euthanasia. In that sense Helene Alving, the protagonist of Ghosts, is as much an autobiographical portrait as Hedda: yearning for sexual freedom but too timid to achieve it, fearing the wrong moral choice, longing for love.


At the heart of all of Ibsen’s works there is a war between the conflicting parts of his personality, almost transparently visible in the next of his plays that I directed: Little Eyolf. The play was written by a sixty-six-year-old man whose thirty-six-year-old marriage had been a source of quiet unhappiness to him and almost certainly more so to his partner. He’d returned from twenty-seven years in self-imposed exile in Italy and Germany to discover that he was revered at home. He began to audit his life in his plays: the conflict between love and work, between selflessness and selfishness, between comradeship and isolation, between the brightness of passion and the bleakness of unrealised emotions. In Little Eyolf he asks how can a marriage survive without sex, without mutual respect, without children.


To direct any play you have to try to understand the author’s intentions. The best way of doing that is to write it yourself, but if somebody else has done the heavy lifting, then even copying out the text in longhand will help. If the play is written in another language you have, somehow, to climb inside it, to wear its skin: you’re forced at every moment to ask what the author intended. I adapted the last three plays of Ibsen that I directed, working from literal versions with the original (Dano-Norwegian) texts by my side, always curious about the length and sound of the original lines even if their sense was only accessible with a dictionary. I tried to make the English of my adaptations live in a way that felt true to what I understood to be the author’s intentions, but even literal translations make choices and the choices we make are made according to taste, to the times we live in and how we view the world.


All choices are choices of intention, and in order to get nearer to Ibsen’s intentions I rifled biographies and Google entries for any of his statements about any of his plays. This book, Ibsen on Theatre, not only does that work for you, it also contains material previously unavailable in English. For anyone interested in Ibsen’s plays—actors, directors, students, audiences—it’s a marvellously accessible compendium of the thoughts of a man I now unhesitatingly describe as a very great playwright.


Richard Eyre









Acknowledgements


Editing any collection of Ibsen’s writings involves drawing on a wonderfully rich history of scholarship, but we are particularly indebted to the teams of scholars, editors, technical staff, and data-entry personnel behind the digital publication of Henrik Ibsens skrifter HIS (www.ibsen.uio.no) and IbsenStage (ibsenstage.hf.uio.no). These online resources have made it possible for us to collaborate while living in different cities and on different continents. Special thanks go to Narve Fulsås, the HIS editor of Ibsen’s letters, and to Ståle Dingstad and Jens-Morten Hanssen for their advice about our selection of Ibsen’s writings. We would also like to thank those people who have helped us with the fine tuning of this book: William Dunstone for his invaluable contribution in advising us on nineteenth-century English syntax; Michael Morley for translating the few letters written by Ibsen in German and French; and Torhild Aas for her excellent copy-editing skills. Finally, we would like to thank Nick Hern for inviting us to contribute to his …On Theatre series, and for his infinite patience in waiting for the delivery of the manuscript.


Note on Text
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Introduction




…As long as a nation considers it more important to build chapels than theatres, as long as it is more ready and willing to support the Zulu Mission than the Art Museum, the arts cannot expect to thrive in good health; yes, they will not even be considered a day-to-day necessity. I do not think it helps a lot to plead for the arts with arguments based on its own nature, which is still hardly understood at home, or rather, is thoroughly misunderstood. What we must do first of all, is to attack and scrupulously eradicate the dark, medieval monkishness which blinkers perception and makes people stupid. My meaning is: for the moment, we cannot use our weapons to fight for the arts, but against hostility to the arts. Wipe that out first, and then we can start building.


Letter to Lorentz Dietrichson,19 January 1882





Three new productions of plays by Ibsen open somewhere in the world every week. As a playwright so firmly associated with the rise of modern drama in the late nineteenth century and the spread of spoken word theatre across the globe during the early twentieth century, readers might have suspected that Henrik Ibsen’s importance is dwindling in this century. Yet the 20,440 records in IbsenStage, the database of international Ibsen performances, show the opposite: the frequency of global productions has steadily increased over the past thirty years. While Ibsen’s plays have been associated historically with theatres of modernity, today they are adapted into multiple genres: Chinese and Western Opera forms, Japanese Noh theatre, puppet plays, musicals, dance performances, tourist spectacles, promenade performances, applied theatre, community events, and every possible screen technology. In addition to the plethora of global adaptations of his plays recorded in IbsenStage—performed in 8,592 venues by 80,178 artists in 244 countries, and translated into sixty-seven languages—Ibsen’s dramas are included in educational curricula on five continents.1


When Nick Hern invited us to edit an Ibsen volume for the …On Theatre series, we were confronted with a problem. Ibsen wrote twenty-six plays, but the more successful he became as a playwright the more reluctant he was to make public statements about the practice of theatre, even regarding his own works. There are no polemical writings by Ibsen, other than the articles he wrote as a young man advocating a Norwegian national theatre. Ibsen’s thoughts on the art form must be gleaned from prefaces to the reprints of early plays, approximately 2,400 letters, and the speeches he gave at functions held in his honour. All of these documents contain fascinating reflections by Ibsen on theatre and are available online through Henrik Ibsens skrifter HIS (www.ibsen.uio.no), but they are fragments within texts devoted to other subjects—and are only available in Norwegian. We have gathered these fragments together, translated them into English, and created a volume dedicated to Ibsen’s views on theatre production, casting, translation, the business of theatre, and most importantly his own plays.2


Translations of Ibsen’s letters, speeches, articles, and prefaces into English have appeared periodically throughout the twentieth century. Approximately a quarter of the Ibsen letters held in HIS are available in three edited collections published in English in 1908, 1910 and 1965.3 The plays have also been translated in numerous editions, most of which have introductions with references to critical literature, dramatic sources, important contemporary productions, and significant quotations from Ibsen. The eight volumes of The Oxford Ibsen edited by James MacFarlane (1960–77) still provide the most extensive of these commentaries, but recent editions featuring new translations and scholarly introductions are currently being published in the New Penguin Ibsen series edited by Tore (2014, 2016). There are major biographies written or translated into English by Robert Ferguson (1996), Michael Meyer (1967–71), Hans Heiberg (1967), Halvdan Koht (1928–29), Edmund Gosse (1907) and Henrik Jæger (1888). These biographies contain important anecdotal information on Ibsen’s views on theatre as well as extracts from his letters, reported speech, and early critical writings. Just as Ibsen’s comments on theatre exist as fragments in his own writing on other subjects, they also exist as fragments within these biographical studies. The originality of Ibsen on Theatre lies in its arrangement of these writings into a narrative that delivers background research to readers embarking on a production, an adaptation, or a scholarly project.


After a short introduction to Ibsen, written by Ibsen and his contemporaries, the following four chapters are devoted to Ibsen’s writings on his plays. They contain his views on the creative process, reflections on characters, suggestions for staging and production advice. The extracts are organised by play title following the chronology of composition, in accord with the letter Ibsen addressed to the readers of his collected works published in 1898:




March 1898 to the Readers


When my publisher kindly suggested publishing a chronological edition of my collected literary works, I immediately realised the great advantages this would offer for a better understanding of the texts.


A younger generation of readers has grown up during the course of my writing career, and I have often noticed with regret that their knowledge of my more recent works is considerably more comprehensive than that of my earlier ones. Consequently, these readers fail to be aware of the internal connections between the works, and I conclude that this oversight plays a not insignificant part in the strange, inadequate and misleading interpretations my later works have been subjected to from so many quarters.


Only by comprehending and grasping my entire production as a continuous and coherent whole will one be able to form an appropriate intended impression of its individual parts.


My friendly appeal to the reader is therefore, in so many words, that he will not put any play aside for the moment or skip anything, but that he absorbs the works—by perusing them and experiencing them intimately—in the order in which I wrote them.





The two chapters that follow Ibsen’s writings on his plays address his involvement in the business world of nineteenth-century European theatre. The first of these chapters concerns the strategies he used to supervise the translation of his plays into multiple languages, and to circumvent the lack of international copyright available to nineteenth-century writers working in little-known languages. To maximise his earnings, Ibsen insisted that his plays should be published before they were performed, which explains why he refers to his ‘books’ rather than his ‘plays’ in so much of his correspondence. A detailed analysis of Ibsen’s accounts from 1870 to 1900 has shown that 44 per cent of his income from writing came from performances and 56 per cent came from publication.4 By contrast, successful playwrights today earn several times more from performances than publication. The business theme is further developed in the last chapter, which focuses on Ibsen’s negotiations with theatre managements, particularly at the Christiania Theater in Norway. It reveals a fascinating narrative of a shifting power relationship between a playwright and his national theatre.5


Appendix 1 is dedicated to Ibsen’s early critical writings. These extracts come from the articles and reviews written by Ibsen in the early years of his theatre life while studying and working in Kristiania and Bergen. It focuses on his contribution to the debates on the creation of an authentic Norwegian theatre and uncovers a polemical aspect to his thinking as well as an intellectual generosity. As most of this material has not appeared previously in English translation, it provides a new perspective on Ibsen’s involvement in the history of a Norwegian national theatre, as well as revealing his views on the integration of traditional source material within an emergent national dramaturgy.


Appendix 2 contains biographical notes on the recipients of Ibsen’s letters and other authors quoted in this book; brief introductions are also included when these individuals are mentioned for the first time in the text. Finally, a Select Bibliography is attached, together with links to digital resources. The links to records in the IbsenStage database on the performances mentioned in the book can be found in the endnotes to each chapter.




1. These figures represent the total IbsenStage records as of 1 March 2017.


2. Sources for extracts originally published in English can be found in the bibliography. Michael Morley provided new translations for the letters in this collection that were written by Ibsen in German and French.


3. Speeches and new letters [of] Henrik Ibsen (1910), translated by Arne Kildal; Letters of Henrik Ibsen (1905), translated by John Nilsen Laurvik and Mary Morison; Ibsen. Letters and Speeches (1965), edited by Evert Sprinchorn.


4. See Narve Fulsås and Tore Rem (2017, 201–5) for this analysis of Ibsen’s separate income from publication and performance.


5. The capital of Norway assumed the name of Oslo in 1924. For three hundred years, it was known as Christiania, though the official spelling reform changed the ‘Ch’ to ‘K’ in 1877. Many of the older institutions, including the theatre, continued to use the original city spelling in their titles.
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Ibsen on Ibsen


Ibsen has proved a popular subject for biographers; he even appears in A.S.Byatt’s novel, The Biographer’s Tale (2000). But he wrote very few autobiographical fragments. We begin with Ibsen’s own brief account of his childhood, written in 1881 and later revised in 1887 for inclusion in the Henrik Jæger biography published in 1888. It deals with Ibsen’s early life prior to his father’s bankruptcy, which resulted in the family moving from Skien, an important southern coastal town, to a farmhouse in the surrounding countryside. The bankruptcy transformed the young Henrik’s life, and at the age of fifteen he was apprenticed to an apothecary in Grimstad, a small town south of Skien. The preface to the second edition of his first play Catiline provides a glimpse of Ibsen’s life in Grimstad and his first efforts as a poet and playwright. He depicts himself as a young man living on the periphery of major European upheavals caused by the wave of revolutions in 1848. Norway and Sweden were largely unaffected, but Denmark was embroiled in war with the German states over the sovereignty of Schleswig. With some irony, Ibsen describes the militancy of his youth as expressed in poems demanding that the Swedish King support Denmark, and in praise of the Magyars, who were struggling for Hungarian independence from the Habsburg Empire.


These autobiographical extracts, written for publication when Ibsen was in his fifties, contain the reflections of a successful writer hinting at themes and metaphors that occur in his later writings. There are no equivalent reflections from Ibsen about his adult life and the only glimpses we have of his practice as an established writer come from his contemporaries. Their descriptions echo the image of the respectable bourgeois immortalised in his photographic portraits. They also reflect his daily routine in Gossensass, as described to his wife Suzannah (who was on holiday in Norway) in a letter dated 4 July 1884:




So far I have risen at six thirty, had my breakfast sent up half an hour later, and after that gone out while the room is being serviced, then been writing from nine to one. Then eaten dinner with a ravenous appetite. I have also been able to write something, or do some underlining in the print manuscript of The Wild Duck, in the afternoon. The second act will be finished in five to six days. I do not drink beer; and thus I feel very well. Instead, I drink milk and some white wine, but not much, with water added; supper at seven thirty. So far, I have been in my bed before ten o’clock and slept well.





Yet the image of the abstemious artist is only part of the Ibsen story: it belies the numerous anecdotes about his erratic and sometimes drunken behaviour while living in Italy between 1864 and 1868. As these anecdotes have no reference to Ibsen’s views on theatre, they are not included in this collection, but can be found in the biographies by Michael Meyer and Robert Ferguson.


From Ibsen’s ‘Childhood Memories’


When the streets of my native town of Skien were named—or perhaps only re-named—some years ago, I enjoyed the honour of having a street named after me. At least, so I learnt from the newspapers, and I have heard it since then from reliable travellers. By their description, this street leads from the town square down to the harbour.


But if this information is correct, I do not understand why the street has come to bear my name, for I was neither born there, nor did I ever live there.


On the contrary, I was born in a house on the town square; Stockmann’s Building, as it was then called. It stood exactly opposite the front of the church, with its high flight of steps and conspicuous tower. To the right of the church stood the town pillory, and to the left the town hall, with the prison and the lock-up for the insane. The fourth side of the town square was occupied by the Latin school and the common school. The church stood apart in the middle.


This vista, then, was the first image of the world that presented itself to my eyes. All architecture—nothing green, no open country landscape. But the air in this quadrangle of stone and wood was filled all day with the distant roar of two cascading waterfalls, the Langefos and the Klosterfos, and of the many other waters; and from dawn to dusk, above the constant rumble of all these cataracts, came something that sounded like sharp, sometimes piercing, sometimes moaning, women’s screams. This was the sound of hundreds of saw blades at work out by the falls. Later on, when I read about the guillotine, I could not help thinking of these blades. The church was naturally the grandest building in town. When Skien was burnt down one Christmas Eve towards the end of the last century, owing to the carelessness of a maidservant, the old church was destroyed as well. The girl was, reasonably enough, executed. But the town, which was rebuilt with straight wide streets down the hollows and up the slopes to which they clung, gained a new church in the process. The inhabitants claimed with a certain pride that it was built of yellow Dutch brick, designed by an architect from Copenhagen, and that it was exactly like the church at Kongsberg. I did not appreciate this distinction at the time, but what powerfully attracted my attention was a huge, burly white angel, which, on weekdays, floated in the air under the arched roof with a bowl in its hand, but on Sundays, when a child was to be christened, softly descended earthwards.


Even more perhaps than the white angel in the church, the black poodle residing in the upper tower engaged my fancy. At night, the watchman used to proclaim the hour from this tower. The poodle had fiery red eyes, but he was rarely visible. Indeed, as far as I know, he only ever appeared once. It was one New Year’s morning, at the very moment when the watchman shouted ‘One’ through the tower window. The black poodle came up the turret-stair behind him, stood still, and looked at him with his fiery eyes, nothing more; but the watchman leapt head first out of the tower window down into the town square, where the devout, who had gone to usher in the New Year’s morning by listening to a sermon, saw him lying dead. From that night, the watchman never calls ‘One’ from the tower window in Skien’s church.


This incident of the watchman and the poodle happened long before my time, and I have since heard of similar events supposed to have taken place in several other Norwegian churches in the old days. But that particular tower window was significant to me while I was still a child, because it was from there I received the first conscious and permanent impression on my mind. My nurse carried me up the tower one day and allowed me to sit in the open window, holding me firmly from behind, of course, with her faithful arms. I recollect perfectly how amazed I was to look down on the tops of the hats of the people below. I looked into our own rooms, seeing the window-frames and curtains, and my mother standing at one of the windows; indeed, I could see over the roof into the yard, where our brown horse stood hitched up to the stable-door, whisking his tail. A bright tin pail was hanging against the door. Then suddenly there was a great hustle and bustle and signalling from our house, and the nurse hastily snatched me in and hurried down with me. I remember nothing more; but I was often told afterwards that my mother had caught sight of me up in the tower window, and with a loud shriek had fainted away, as people used to do in those days; and that when I was presently returned to her, she cried, and kissed and fondled me. As a boy, I never went across the market-square without looking up at the tower window. I always felt as though that window and the church-poodle were some special concern of mine.


[…]


We did not live for long in the house on the town square. My father bought a larger house, into which we moved when I was about four years old. This new home was a corner house, a little higher up the town, at the foot of the Hundervad Hill, so named after an old doctor who spoke German; his dignified wife used to drive in a ‘glass coach’, which in winter was transformed into a sleigh. There were many large rooms in our house, lower and upper rooms, and here my parents led a busy social life. But we boys did not spend a lot of time indoors. The market-square, where the two biggest schools were, was the natural meeting-place and battlefield for all the lads of the town. The Latin school was then under the direction of Rector Örn, a very distinguished and amiable old man; the headmaster of the common school was probably Iver Flasrud, the beadle, a fine old man too, who was at the same time in great demand as barber. The boys from these two schools fought many a fierce battle under the walls of the church; but I, belonging to neither, was generally a looker-on. Besides, I was not eager to fight in my childhood.


[…]


Skien, in my young days, was an exceedingly lively and sociable town, quite unlike what it subsequently became. Several highly cultivated and wealthy families of consequence lived in the town itself, or on their estates in the neighbourhood. Most of these families were more or less closely related, and dances, dinners, and music-parties followed each other in almost unbroken succession in both winter and summer. Many travellers also passed through the town, and as there were as yet no real hotels, they lodged with friends or relatives. We almost always had guests in our large roomy house, especially at Christmas and Fair time, when the house was full and we kept an open table from morning till night. The Fair at Skien was held in February, and it was a very happy time for us boys; we began to save up our money six months beforehand, to be able to see the jugglers, and rope-dancers, and horse-riders, and to buy ginger-bread down in the booths. Whether this Fair was an important one from a commercial point of view I do not know; it survives in my memory only as a great, popular holiday that lasted for about a week.


The 17th of May was not kept with any special festivities at Skien at that time.1 […] But St. John’s Eve [Midsummer’s Eve] made up for it. There were no public observances, but the boys and young men assembled in five or six or more parties, each with the task of collecting fuel for its own bonfire. So as early as Whitsuntide we would begin to haunt the shipyards and stores to beg tar-barrels. This peculiar custom had existed from time immemorial. Anything we could not get by fair means we stole, without either the owner or the police ever thinking of proceeding against the crime. Thus, by degrees, each group collected a whole heap of empty tar-barrels. We enjoyed the same customary right over old stranded boathulks. If we were lucky enough to succeed in dragging one away and hiding our booty, we won the right of possession, or at any rate no one disputed it. Then on St. John’s Eve the hulk was carried in triumph through the streets to the place where our bonfire was stacked. A fiddler was perched in it. I have often seen such a procession, and once took part in one. (HIS, vol. 16, 496–501.)


21 September 1882 to Georg Brandes
(Danish critic and author.)


My father was a merchant with varied and extensive business activities, who affected a reckless hospitality in his home. He faced bankruptcy in 1836, and all that was left to us was a property close to the town. We moved there, and that was how we lost touch with the circles we used to belong to.


Preface to the Second Edition (1875) of Catiline


The drama Catiline, with which I entered upon my literary career, was written during the winter of 1848–49, that is, in my twenty-first year.


At the time, I was in Grimstad under the necessity of earning with my own hands the wherewithal for daily life and the means for instruction, preparatory to my taking the entrance examinations to university. The age was one of great anxiety and perturbation. The February revolution, the uprisings in Hungary and elsewhere, the Schleswig war—all this had a great effect upon and hastened my development, however immature it may have remained for quite some time afterwards. I wrote resounding poems of encouragement to the Magyars, urging them to hold out for the sake of liberty and humanity in their righteous struggle against the ‘tyrants’; I wrote a long series of sonnets to King Oscar, including in particular, as far as I can remember, an appeal to set aside all petty considerations and to march forthwith at the head of his army to the aid of our brothers on the outermost borders of Schleswig. In as much as I now doubt, contrary to those times, that my winged appeals would have helped the cause of the Magyars or the Scandinavians to any significant degree, I consider it fortunate that they remained within the more private sphere of the manuscript. However, on more agitated occasions I could not keep from expressing myself in the impassioned spirit of my poetic effusions, which meanwhile brought me nothing but a questionable reward—from friends or non-friends; the former greeted me as peculiarly gifted for the unintentionally droll, and the latter thought it in the highest degree strange that a young person in my subordinate position could undertake to enquire into affairs concerning matters about which not even they themselves dared to entertain an opinion. I must be truthful and add that my conduct at various times did not justify any great hope that society might have had of an increase in my sense of civic virtue, in as much as, with epigrams and caricatures, I also fell out with many who deserved better from me, and whose friendship in reality I prized. Altogether, while a great struggle raged in the outside world, I found myself on a war footing with the small society in which I lived, cramped by the conditions and circumstances of life.


[…]


My drama [Catiline] was written during the hours of the night. I practically had to steal the spare time for my study from my employer, a good and respectable man, occupied heart and soul, however, with his business; and from those stolen hours of study I had to steal further moments to write my verses. Thus I had only the night to resort to. I believe this is the unconscious reason that almost the entire action of the piece takes place at night. Naturally, something as incompatible with my surroundings as the fact that I was busying myself with the writing of plays had to be kept secret; but a twenty-year-old poet can hardly continue like this without anybody being privy to it, and therefore I confided in two friends of my own age about what I was secretly engaged in.


The three of us pinned great expectations on Catiline once it had been completed. First and foremost it was now to be copied for submission under an assumed name to the theatre in Christiania, and furthermore it was to be published, of course. One of my faithful and trusting friends undertook to prepare a handsome and legible copy of my uncorrected draft, a task which he performed with such a degree of conscientiousness that he did not omit even a single one of the innumerable dashes which, in the heat of composition, I had liberally interspersed throughout, wherever the exact phrase did not occur to me at the moment. The second of my friends, Ole C. Schulerud, who was at that time a student and later a lawyer, and whose name I here mention since he is no longer among the living, went to Christiania with the transcript. I still remember one of his letters in which he informed me that Catiline had now been submitted to the theatre; that it would soon be given a performance—about that there could naturally be no doubt, as the management consisted of very discriminating men; and that there could be as little doubt that the booksellers of the town would, one and all, gladly pay a handsome fee for the first edition, the main point being, he thought, to discover the shop that would offer the highest bid.


After a long and tense period of waiting, a few difficulties began to appear. The management returned the piece to my friend with a polite but equally decisive rejection. He now touted the manuscript from one bookseller to another; to a man, they expressed themselves in terms similar to those of the theatrical management. The highest bidder demanded such and such to publish the piece without any fee to me.


All this, however, was far from lessening my friend’s belief in victory. He wrote to the contrary, that it was probably for the best; I should become the publisher of my drama myself; he would advance me the necessary funds; we should divide the profits, keeping in mind that he would undertake the business end of the deal, except for the proof-reading, which he regarded as superfluous in view of the handsome and legible manuscript the printers had to follow. In a later letter he declared that, considering these promising prospects, he contemplated abandoning his own studies in order to devote himself completely to the publishing of my works; he thought I should easily be able to write two or three plays a year, and according to a calculation of probabilities he had made, our surplus would enable us in a not too distant future to undertake the journey through Europe and the Orient we had so often discussed and agreed upon.


For the time being, my travels were limited to Christiania. I appeared there in the beginning of the spring of 1850, and Catiline had appeared in the bookstalls just previous to my arrival. The drama created a stir and considerable interest among the students, but the critics dwelt largely on the faulty verses and thought the book immature in other respects. A more appreciative judgement was voiced from one particular quarter; it came from a man whose appreciation has always meant a great deal to me, and whom I herewith offer my renewed gratitude.2 Not many copies of the limited edition were sold; my friend had a good share of them in his care, and I remember one evening, when our housekeeping expenses seemed insurmountable, that this pile of printed matter was fortunately disposed of as waste paper to a huckster. During the days immediately following we lacked none of the necessities of life. (HIS, vol. 1, 129–32.)


10 September 1874 Speech at the Norwegian Students’ March


I realised quite late that to write means essentially to see, but, specifically, to see in such a way that what is seen is received just as the writer saw it. But only what is really lived through can be seen and received in this way. And the secret of the new literature of our time lies precisely in this relation to experience, the lived through. I have spiritually lived through everything I have written in the last ten years. But no writer experiences something in isolation. What he experiences, his contemporaries experience with him. For if that were not the case, what would build the bridge of understanding between the creator and the recipients?


And what is it, then, that I have lived through and based my writing on? The range has been broad. In part, I have based my writing only on what has stirred vividly, in glimpses and in my best hours, as something great and beautiful inside me. I have created from what I would say has stood higher and loftier than my everyday self; and I have created out of it, so as to fasten it, give it permanence, both within and for my own self.


But I have also based my writing on the opposite, on what appears on inward reflection to be the dregs and sediments of one’s own nature. In this case, then, to write or create has been to me like a bath from which I arise cleaner, healthier and freer. Yes, gentlemen, no one can write creatively about what has not, to some degree and at least at certain times, served as a model of himself. And where is the man among us who has not on occasion felt and acknowledged within himself a contradiction between word and action, between will and task, between life and learning? Or where is he among us who has not, at least at certain times, been egoistically sufficient unto himself and has, half in suspicion, half in good faith, glossed over this condition both to others and to himself? (HIS, vol. 16, 476 ff.)


Ibsen at his Writing Desk


Recollection from Henrik Jæger
(Norwegian literary historian, man of letters, and first biographer of Ibsen.)


He thinks carefully through the material for a long time in his head before putting pen to paper. Much of this thinking is done out in the fresh air, on his walks, and during the long time he takes to dress in the morning.


[…] He always makes sure that when he ends the day he has several lines ready in his head with which to start the next day; he feels that this helps him to get going. But should it still happen that he gets stuck, he stays put until he has got the thing moving again.


He considers the first manuscript as only a preliminary draft; when it is completed he feels that he is getting close to his characters and is confident that he knows both their temperaments and how they express themselves.


Then comes the working through of a second draft, and finally the third, which is the fair copy. […]


When he starts a work, he feels that it weighs heavily upon him; when it is finished, he feels as if he has been relieved from a burden; but when he is close to completion, new plans always start to pop up. […]


He must constantly walk while he is writing; when working on his books, he needs to move between three or four rooms.


Henrik Ibsen’s daily life follows an extraordinarily regular pattern. He rises at seven in the summer, a little later in the winter; he dresses slowly and carefully, spends an hour on his toilette then eats a light breakfast. At nine he sits at his desk, where he stays until one. Then he takes a walk before dinner, which in Munich he eats at three. […] In the afternoon, he reads; he takes his evening meal early, around seven. At nine he drinks a glass of toddy and goes to bed early. He eats with a hearty appetite and sleeps well. During the winter, he is busy thinking through his plans, during summer he executes them; the summer is his best working time; almost all his works have been written in summer; of those he has published since he left Norway in 1864, only two, The League of Youth and Emperor and Galilean, have been written during winter. When he begins to write a play, he cannot eat or drink more than the barest minimum; it inhibits him in his work; a small piece of bread and half a cup of black coffee are all he takes before sitting down to his desk. He smokes a little while working, otherwise not at all. He cannot understand how people can benefit from stimulants while working; the only thing he can imagine that might have the intended effect upon him is a couple of drops of naphtha on a lump of sugar. In this respect, he is like the caterpillar that ceases to take nourishment when it has to spin its cocoon.


In general, he is regular to the point of pedantry; his day is divided according to the clock. These three days I’ve been living in his immediate proximity, dwelt next door to him and eaten at his side, we have lived by the clock from morning to night to a degree I could never tolerate in the long term. […]


He needs good air in quantity; lofty, airy rooms with high ceilings are an absolute necessity to him; he told me this yesterday when we were discussing where he might lease an apartment in Munich for the winter. He praises the air up here in northern Jutland because it is so clean and fresh owing to the unceasing wind. It must be for this reason that he has so often spent his summers in the Gulf of Naples or at Gossensass in the Tyrol. To my question why he wants to settle in such a cold and harsh a climate as Munich, he replied that the Munich climate suited his temperament excellently […]. Although it is already September here, and it has been so very windy these past few days that we’ve had to put double fasteners on the open windows, he has kept two windows open all the time, one in each bay, though his desk is placed right next to one of them.


Each morning and evening he takes a cold rub-down. (Qtd. in Midbøe 1960, 156–8.)


Recollection from William Archer
(Scottish theatre critic, writer, and the major translator of Ibsen into English.)


It seems that the idea of a piece generally presents itself before the characters and incidents, though, when I put this to him flatly, he denied it. It seems to follow, however, from his saying that there is a certain stage in the incubation of a play when it might as easily turn into an essay as into a drama. He has to incarnate the ideas, as it were, in character and incident, before the actual work of creation can be said to have fairly begun. Different plans and ideas, he admits, often flow together, and the play he ultimately produces is sometimes very unlike the intention with which he set out. He writes and rewrites, scribbles and destroys, an enormous amount, before he makes the exquisite fair copy he sends to Copenhagen.


As for symbolism, he says that life is full of it, and that, consequently, his plays are full of it, though critics insist on discovering all sorts of esoteric meanings in his works of which he is entirely innocent. (HU, vol. 19, 171.)


Recollection from P.A. Rosenberg
(Danish writer and theatre director.)


He once remarked that if possible, he liked to plan his day’s work in the morning when he awoke, because then he felt his imagination to be at its liveliest; whereas his critical sense was at its least sharp then, in the half-dreaming hour of dawn. This did not fully awaken until he was seated at his desk, when it often rejected all the ideas he had hit upon when lying in bed. He also kept small gutta-percha devils with red tongues on his desk. ‘There must be trolls in what I write,’ he said, and in a tone midway between jest and earnest, he spoke of his ‘super-devil’. ‘He only comes out last, when things are really difficult. Then I lock my door and bring him out. No other human eye has seen him, not even my wife.’ (HU, vol. 19, 217–18.)


Recollection from Gerhard Gran
(Norwegian literary historian, editor, and essayist.)


As a rule, I make three drafts of my plays, which differ greatly from each other—in characterisation, not in plot. When I approach the first working-out of my material, it is as if I knew my characters from a railway journey; we have made a preliminary acquaintance, we have chattered about this and that. At the next draft I already see everything much more clearly, and I know the people roughly as one would after a month spent with them at a spa; I have discovered the fundamentals of their characters and their little peculiarities; but I may still be wrong about certain essentials. Finally, in the last draft, I’ve reached the limit of my knowledge; I know my characters from long and close acquaintance—they are my intimate friends, who will no longer disappoint me; as I see them now, I shall always see them. (1918, 166.)


Recollection from Rosa Fitinghoff
(Swedish author and daughter of prize-winning novelist Laura Fitinghoff.)


He told us that he had small pieces of paper with the names of the characters he was writing about on a string in front of his desk. When one of them ‘died’ during the writing process, he pulled down the character’s piece of paper and tore it up. ‘You do not want too many pieces of paper in front of you,’ he explained.


There was a mixture of the happy larrikin and the gloomy brooder in Ibsen’s laughter, and in his eyes, when we were together in his home.


‘Sometimes all these imaginary people exhaust me,’ he said. ‘They fight with each other, grieve and love and hate, and then I become really tired, then I pull out my desk drawer and look down into this little box.’ He showed her a small box with a few letters from her, as she was looking into the drawer. ‘And then I sit and talk with you, and then, after a while, I can continue with the other people I am writing about, and I can thank you for this.’


Ibsen was very keen to start a great new play he wanted to write. He had the outline all ready. ‘If only my strength lasts… But it must! This work shall be the best and the biggest of all the ones I have written,’ Ibsen said, and his voice quivered from inspiration and ardour to start working.


However, the human cloak was not strong enough for the fiery soul that Ibsen possessed at that time. The ‘great work’ he dreamt of finishing was never completed. (1928, 5.)


1. The 17 May celebrations in Norway commemorate the signing of the constitution on that date in 1814.


2. Catiline was received with silence by most of the Norwegian public except for a small and positive review in a student journal written by Paul Botten Hansen, a student three years older than Ibsen.
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Early Plays:
from Catiline to The Pretenders


When Ibsen wrote his early plays, the Norwegian theatre was dominated by artists from Denmark and Sweden. It was not until the 1860s that Norwegian actors began to appear on the stage of the prestigious Christiania Theater.1 Ibsen published Catiline, his first play, under the pseudonym Brynjolf Bjarme in 1850. He wrote his next two plays while studying in Kristiania: his one-act drama The Burial Mound was accepted for performance within days of being submitted to the Christiania Theater in 1850; the satirical Norma was published anonymously in 1851 but had to wait another 143 years for its premiere in Trondheim.
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