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  Context

  
  Henrik Ibsen was born in 1828 in Skein, Norway to a family of wealthy merchants. Financial collapse during Ibsen's youth caused
   the interruption of his education, and Ibsen apprenticed himself to a pharmacist in hopes of eventually returning to school.
   During this time, he also fathered an illegitimate child with a servant girl. Ibsen then moved to Christiania, now Oslo, with
   the intention of beginning medical school. Failing grades on the entrance examinations helped push him into the theater. Earlier
   Ibsen had begun to write history and folk plays, such as Catilina, a tragedy on the revolutions of 1848, and The Burial Mound. In 1851 he became the stage poet of a small theater in Bergen named the Den Nationale Scene and produced further plays in
   this vein. Notable works from this phase of his career include Lady Inger of Ostrat (1855), a play on Norway's liberation in the medieval period, the historical epics The Vikings of Helgoland (1858) and The Pretenders (1864), and the satire Love's Comedy (1962). In 1852 Ibsen took a new post as artistic director for the Norwegian Theater and then moved, upon its bankruptcy,
   to the Christiana Theater soon thereafter.
  

  
  In 1864 Ibsen received a government grant for foreign travel and lived in Rome, Munich, and Dresden for the next twenty-seven
   years. During this time he produced his most acclaimed works. Brand (1866), the story of a pitiless priest with a holy mission against society, and Peer Gynt (1867), a fantastic adaptation of the tale of Norway's famous braggart of folklore, both introduce themes that would recur
   in a number of Ibsen's subsequent works such as the destruction of the romantic hero and the "claims of the ideal." In 1873
   Ibsen produced what he himself considered his most important play, The Emperor and the Galican, a rather heavy religious drama rarely revived today. Indeed, on the contemporary stage, Ibsen is undoubtedly most loved
   for his social rather than historical, tragic, or epic drams. Ibsen's social phase begins with Pillars of Society (1877), in which a wealthy and hypocritical businessman unwittingly almost causes the death of his son. Then came the proto-feminist
   A Doll's House (1879), the tale of a housewife walks out on an apparently perfect marriage when she realizes it is destroying her. Ghosts (1881) followed, taking up the extremely controversial issue of hereditary venereal disease. A classic among numerous pro-democracy
   movements over time, An Enemy of the People (1882) tells the story of an individual who rallies against mass opinion. The Wild Duck (1884), which many critics consider Ibsen's masterpiece, recounts the fatal effects of what Ibsen termed the "life lie,"
   the delusions man requires to flee a reality too difficult to bear. Finally, Hedda Gabler (1890), tells of a married woman pregnant with an unwanted child who has caused the death of her lover. When found out by
   a new suitor, she chooses to kill herself rather than fall into his clutches.
  

  
  Difficulties of translation notwithstanding, Western critics have canonized the late Ibsen as the founder of modern prose
   drama. They credit Ibsen with precipitating a shift away from romanticism and with the demystification of drama's Romantic
   hero. Ibsen's social plays also figure as the beginning of an explicitly psychological drama, one concerned above all with
   character conflicts and specifically the ways in which individual come up against the antiquated, oppressive, or nostalgic
   ideals of the bourgeoisie. Though known within Norway as a rather heavy-handed moralist, Ibsen came to stand for a new individualism
   in the rest of the world. In particular, George Bernard Shaw, one of Ibsen's most famous disciples, canonized him to this
   effect with a series of lectures delivered on the occasion of Ibsen's seventieth birthday, a series ultimately published as
   "The Quintessence of Ibsenism." Ibsen died on May 23, 1906.
  

  
 
  
  Plot Overview

  
  The play opens in the study at Hakon Werle's house during a dinner party for the return of Werle's son, Gregers, from the
   Hoidal mines. Gregers has not come home for fifteen years. Old Ekdal appears before two servants, begging to be let into the
   office. Ekdal was an army officer and partner to Werle until a forestry scandal sent him to prison over some scandal. He now
   works as one of Werle's copyists.
  

  
  The dining room bursts open. Glancing dejectedly at Hialmar Ekdal, Werle remarks to Gregers in a low voice that it would seem
   no one noticed that there were thirteen at the table. Hialmar, who has overheard the conversation between father and son,
   remarks that Gregers should not have invited him. Hialmar tells of his life after his father's disgrace. To Gregers surprise,
   Werle helped him begin his photography studio and made it possible for him to marry. Coincidentally, Hialmar's wife, Gina,
   worked in Werle's house during the last year of Mrs. Werle's illness.
  

  
  Suddenly Old Ekgal crosses the threshold. Werle gasps in disgust; Hialmar pretends to ignore his father. Old Ekdal exits apologetically,
   and the party resumes. A dejected Hialmar excuses himself. Gregers remains at the fireplace with his near-blind father. He
   asks how the Ekdals have come to ruin, accusing his father of passing the forestry scandal onto Old Ekdal. Gregers also recalls
   his father's interest in Gina; his mother revealed his betrayal to him on her deathbed. Werle rebukes him. He has plans to
   marry Mrs. Sorby and hopes his son will lend his approval. Gregers leaves the house, announcing enigmatically that he finally
   sees his mission in life.
  

  
  Act II opens in Hialmar's studio. Hialmar reports on the party and declares his love for his family. Gregers appears at the
   door and chats with the Ekdals. When Gregers asks into Hialmar's daughter Hedvig, Hialmar reveals that she is going blind.
   Gregers wonders how such a sportsman like the Old Ekdal can live in such a stuffy town. Ekdal smilingly guides the party to
   the back of the room. A deep garret, filled with irregular nooks and crannies, appears through the doorway. Gregers observes
   a fowl lying in a basket—a wild duck that belongs to Hedvig. The household won the duck when Werle wounded it on a hunting
   expedition. Suddenly Gregers insists on taking the Ekdals' spare room. He will be like the wild duck himself.
  

  
  It is morning in the studio. Hialmar retouches a photograph. Ekdal pokes in to ask if his son would like to join him in the
   garret. Eyeing Gina, Hialmar reluctantly stays at his desk. Hedvig enters and, seeing that her father yearns to join his father
   in the garret, offers to do his work.
  

  
  Gregers appears at the door. He remarks how the duck looks different in the day. Hedvig enthusiastically agrees. Having left
   school to protect her eyes, she spends much of her time in the garret with the duck and the treasures of an old sea captain.
   Suddenly a shot rings out from the garret. Hedvig announces that the men are "out shooting." Hialmar replaces the gun on the
   bookcase.
  

  
  Gregers asks if Hialmar leaves the studio work to his wife. Hialmar has dedicated himself to a great invention; his mission
   is to redeem the family's name. Hialmar cannot explain the invention just yet, since inventing takes time. Gregers wonders
   if the garret does not distract him. It seems Hialmar has, like the wild duck, dived into a "poisonous marsh." Gina and Hedvig
   bring lunch. At the same time, Relling and Molvik appear. Relling knows Gregers from the Hoidal works, where they had a few
   "skirmishes." The group toasts Ekdal and Relling cheers Hialmar and his family, as it is Hedvig's birthday tomorrow. Gregers
   notes that he does not thrive in "marsh vapors." Relling wonders if Gregers himself has brought the taint into the house with
   his "claim of the ideal."
  

  
  At dusk, Gina has just taken a photograph of two sweethearts. A grim Hialmar returns from a walk with Gregers. He announces
   that he will take up the studio work himself on the morrow and pledges to never set into the garret again. Indeed, he wants
   to wring the wild duck's neck. Hialmar confronts Gina on her secret past. She was Werle's concubine.
  

  
  A breathless Hedvig appears at the door; she has received a birthday gift from Werle. Werle has promised a monthly income
   to Ekdal that will pass onto Hedwig upon his death. Gregers warns that Werle is trying to buy him off. Hialmar tears the birthday
   letter in half and places it on the table. He confronts Gina and asks whether Hedwig is his. She replies that she cannot know.
  

  
  Hialmar forsakes Hedvig and flees. Hedvig wonders why her father no longer wants her and thinks it is because she is not his
   child. Hedvig moans that Hialmar should almost love her more if so, just like the wild duck. Gregers suggests that Hedvig
   sacrifice the precious to prove her love for her father.
  

  
  Cold morning light fills the studio; a snowstorm roars outside. Relling enters and reports that Hialmar is snoring on his
   sofa. He thinks Gregers is a sick, suffering from an "integrity fever" and a "delirium of hero-worship." Gregers asks what
   Relling prescribes as Hialmar's cure. Relling has given him the usual one: the Livslognen or "life-illusion" ("life-lie").
  

  
  The door opens hesitantly, and an unkempt Hialmar enters. Gina asks if he is still leaving. Hialmar cannot live among traitors
   and he plans to take Ekdal with him as well. When Hedvig enters the room again, he repudiates her anew. Terrified, Hedvig
   takes the pistol from the shelf and creeps into the garret.
  

  
  Exhausted, Hialmar slumps onto the sofa and unthinkingly begins to eat his breakfast. Gina suggests that he stay in the sitting
   room for a few days. Hialmar agrees. He also glues Werle's letter back together. It is for his father, or him, to decline
   the offer.
  

  
  Suddenly a shot rings out from the garret. Gregers triumphantly announces that Hedvig has sacrificed her duck to prove her
   love for her father. Hialmar tears open the garret door, only to discover a prostrate Hedwig. Relling declares the child dead:
   the bullet has pierced her chest. Once the members of the household have retired, Relling informs Gregers that Hedvig has
   certainly killed herself.
  

  
 
  
  Character List

  
  
   Gregers Werle  - 
   (Pronounced "Grayghers Verle") The impassioned, idealistic son of Hakon Werle. He has returned from self-imposed exile to
   avenge his father's crimes against the Ekdal family. In this sense, his appearance in the Ekdal household figures as a "returned
   of the repressed." Vengeance consists of the unmasking of Hialmar's family life, a mission demanded by the "claim of the ideal."
   In preaching this claim, Gregers subscribes to an inexorable Christian logic: he speaks in a language of forgiveness, exaltation,
   redemption, martyrdom, confession, absolution, and sacrifice. When he finally realizes that he has failed to redeem his friends,
   he will make a melancholic exit from a world in which he in a sense has no place.
   
   

  

  
  
   Hialmar Ekdal  - 
   (Pronounced "Yalmar Aykdal") The comic double of the romantic hero Ibsen so famously unmasks in his theater. Hialmar is fiery
   and melodramatic. Hialmar's handsomeness, "superficially emotional temperament," "sympathetic voice," and talent for declaiming
   the verses and thoughts of others have always made him appear the "great light of the future" among his intimates. Hialmar
   would imagine himself as a great father and provider. Convinced he is on the brink of a great invention, Hialmar dreams of
   restoring his family name to honor. His dismissal of the petty concerns in life and dawdling in the garret while he awaits
   the necessary inspiration is a parody of romantic notions of creation and creativity.
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