
Henrik Ibsen Four Major Plays

Henrik Ibsen is one of the most influential playwrights in the history of modern theatre, and his four major
plays—"A Doll's House," "Ghosts," "An Enemy of the People," and "Hedda Gabler"—are essential works that
continue to resonate with audiences today. Ibsen’s writing reflects the complexities of human nature, societal
norms, and the struggle for individual freedom. Each of these plays tackles profound themes and issues that
remain relevant, making them enduring classics. In this article, we will delve into each of Ibsen's four major
plays, exploring their plots, themes, characters, and historical significance.

A Doll's House

Plot Summary
"A Doll's House," first performed in 1879, revolves around Nora Helmer, a seemingly carefree wife and mother
who gradually reveals her struggle for independence in a patriarchal society. The play begins during Christmas
time, where Nora is busy preparing for the festivities while hiding a secret: she illegally borrowed money to save
her husband's life. As the play unfolds, her husband, Torvald Helmer, is promoted at the bank, but their lives are
disrupted when Krogstad, the man from whom Nora borrowed the money, threatens to expose her secret.



Themes
- Gender Roles: The play critiques the traditional roles of men and women within marriage, showcasing Nora’s
transformation from a submissive wife to an independent individual.
- Deception and Truth: Nora’s deception regarding the loan acts as a catalyst for the events that unfold,
raising questions about morality and honesty.
- Individual vs. Society: The struggle of the individual against societal expectations is central to the play, as
Nora ultimately chooses to leave her husband and children in search of her own identity.

Characters
- Nora Helmer: The protagonist who evolves throughout the play, ultimately seeking self-discovery.
- Torvald Helmer: Nora’s husband, who embodies the traditional male authority figure.
- Kristine Linde: Nora’s friend, whose experiences contrast with Nora’s sheltered life.
- Nils Krogstad: The antagonist who forces Nora to confront her choices.

Historical Significance
"A Doll's House" was groundbreaking for its time, challenging the societal norms surrounding marriage and
gender roles. The play's ending, where Nora leaves her family, sparked controversy and debate, leading to
discussions about women's rights and the quest for personal freedom.

Ghosts

Plot Summary
"Ghosts," written in 1881, revolves around Helene Alving, a widow who is trying to liberate herself from the
haunting legacy of her late husband, Captain Alving. The play explores the repercussions of infidelity, syphilis,
and the constraints of societal expectations. Helene has built a new life for herself and her son, Oswald, but
the arrival of a family friend, Pastor Manders, brings unresolved issues to the surface.

Themes
- Inheritance of Morality: The play examines how the sins of the father are passed down to the son,
particularly through Oswald's struggle with syphilis.
- Illusion vs. Reality: Characters grapple with the difference between the fa�ade of respectability and the harsh
realities of their lives.
- Social Critique: Ibsen critiques societal norms, particularly the institution of marriage and the expectations
placed on women.

Characters
- Helene Alving: The central character, who embodies the struggle against societal constraints.
- Oswald Alving: Helene’s son, who represents the consequences of past sins.
- Pastor Manders: A representative of societal norms and religious hypocrisy.
- Engstrand: A carpenter who adds to the complexities of the family’s past.

Historical Significance
"Ghosts" was considered scandalous at the time of its release due to its frank discussion of taboo subjects



such as venereal disease and the moral failings of the upper class. The play challenged the ideal of the "perfect
family" and prompted audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about their own lives.

An Enemy of the People

Plot Summary
In "An Enemy of the People," written in 1882, Dr. Thomas Stockmann discovers that the baths in his town, a
source of economic prosperity, are contaminated. When he attempts to inform the public, he is met with fierce
opposition from the townspeople and local authorities who prioritize economic interests over public health.

Themes
- Truth vs. Majority Rule: The play explores the conflict between truth and the will of the majority,
demonstrating how societal pressure can stifle individual integrity.
- Ethical Responsibility: Dr. Stockmann’s moral dilemma poses questions about the implications of scientific
truth and the responsibilities of those who hold it.
- Public Opinion: The play critiques the influence of public opinion and how it can overshadow objective facts.

Characters
- Dr. Thomas Stockmann: The protagonist who embodies the struggle for truth and ethical responsibility.
- Peter Stockmann: Dr. Stockmann’s brother and the mayor, who prioritizes the town’s economic interests.
- Catherine Stockmann: Dr. Stockmann’s supportive wife, who represents the personal stakes of the conflict.
- Hovstad: The editor of the local newspaper, who initially supports Dr. Stockmann but later succumbs to
societal pressures.

Historical Significance
"An Enemy of the People" serves as a powerful commentary on the role of the individual in society, highlighting
the dangers of conformity and the suppression of dissenting voices. The play remains relevant in contemporary
discussions about environmental issues and the importance of prioritizing truth over public opinion.

Hedda Gabler

Plot Summary
Written in 1890, "Hedda Gabler" centers around Hedda, a strong-willed woman who feels trapped in her
marriage and societal expectations. Recently returned from her honeymoon, she struggles with her
dissatisfaction and social constraints. The play unfolds as Hedda manipulates the lives of those around her,
particularly her former lover Ejlert L�vborg, whose intellectual pursuits she both admires and envies.

Themes
- Desire for Freedom: Hedda’s struggle for autonomy and her resistance to societal constraints are central to
the narrative.
- Manipulation and Control: The play explores themes of power dynamics in relationships, showcasing Hedda’s
attempts to exert control over her life and those around her.



- Feminine Identity: Hedda grapples with her identity as a woman in a male-dominated society, leading to tragic
consequences.

Characters
- Hedda Gabler: The complex protagonist, embodying the struggle for freedom and the consequences of
manipulation.
- J�rgen Tesman: Hedda’s husband, who represents conventionality and mediocrity.
- Ejlert L�vborg: A former lover of Hedda, whose ambitions reflect the intellectual pursuits that Hedda finds
both captivating and threatening.
- Thea Elvsted: L�vborg’s companion, whose nurturing nature contrasts with Hedda’s destructive tendencies.

Historical Significance
"Hedda Gabler" is often regarded as one of Ibsen’s masterpieces, showcasing his mastery of character
development and psychological depth. The play raises critical questions about gender roles, personal ambition,
and the societal expectations placed on women, making it an essential work in feminist literary studies.

Conclusion
Henrik Ibsen’s four major plays—"A Doll's House," "Ghosts," "An Enemy of the People," and "Hedda
Gabler"—represent a profound exploration of human nature, societal norms, and the quest for individual
freedom. Through his complex characters and thought-provoking themes, Ibsen challenges audiences to confront
uncomfortable truths about their lives and society. These works remain vital to contemporary discussions
surrounding gender, morality, and the role of the individual in society, securing Ibsen's legacy as a pioneer of
modern drama. As theatre continues to evolve, Ibsen's plays serve as a reminder of the power of storytelling
to inspire change and provoke critical thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the four major plays written by Henrik Ibsen?
The four major plays by Henrik Ibsen are 'A Doll's House', 'Hedda Gabler', 'An Enemy of the People', and 'Ghosts'.

What themes are explored in Ibsen's 'A Doll's House'?
'A Doll's House' explores themes of gender roles, the quest for identity, and the constraints of societal
expectations on personal freedom.

How does 'Hedda Gabler' reflect Ibsen's views on women's autonomy?
'Hedda Gabler' reflects Ibsen's views on women's autonomy by presenting a complex female protagonist who
struggles against societal norms and desires to assert her own will.

What is the significance of the title 'An Enemy of the People'?
The title 'An Enemy of the People' signifies the conflict between individual morality and the collective opinion of
society, highlighting the challenges faced by those who speak truth to power.

In what way does 'Ghosts' challenge social taboos?
'Ghosts' challenges social taboos by addressing issues such as hereditary disease, sexual morality, and the
consequences of past actions on future generations.



What impact did Ibsen's four major plays have on modern theater?
Ibsen's four major plays had a profound impact on modern theater by introducing realism, complex characters,
and social critique, paving the way for future playwrights.

How do Ibsen's characters typically confront societal norms?
Ibsen's characters typically confront societal norms through personal struggles, rebellion against
expectations, and moral dilemmas that reveal the hypocrisy of societal values.

What role does symbolism play in Ibsen's four major plays?
Symbolism in Ibsen's plays often serves to deepen the thematic content, with objects and actions representing
broader ideas, such as freedom, entrapment, or societal critique.

Why are Ibsen's plays still relevant today?
Ibsen's plays remain relevant today due to their exploration of enduring themes such as identity, gender roles,
and the struggle for personal freedom in the face of societal constraints.
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