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Henrik Ibsen: “Father of Modern Drama”
(1828-1906)
Ibsen was born in Skien, Norway in 1828 to a middle-class family. Despite having four younger siblings, he was a loner and a bit on the antisocial side. It didn’t help that when he was 15, his father went bankrupt, or that around the same time he heard whispers that he was actually the son of another man. While it was never proven that he wasn’t the true son of Knud Ibsen, the fear evidently haunted him, as the theme of illegitimacy appears on Ibsen’s work.   At this time, broke and embarrassed, the family headed off to a farmhouse on the edge of town.

After this incident, Henrik became an apprentice to an apothecary in Grimstad to pay the bills, in spite of the fact that he had already expressed his creative leanings by dispaying skill in painting.  He hoped to perhaps go on from the apprenticeship to a medical degree at University.  It was at Grimstad where Ibsen began the career for which he is noted, though – that of writer.
The 1840s in Europe were a tumultuous time. The Revolution of 1848 involved almost every European country except England and Russian in armed conflict as the middle class sought to maintain rights won in the time of the French revolution against the nobility. Ibsen began writing about what was going on at the time, moving to Oslo but foregoing the expected medical education to write plays, articles, and criticism.
While getting his start, Ibsen worked for the National Theater in Bergen for seven years (1851-1858).  He wrote plays for them and also managed the theater.  At this time, he had not yet begun writing in what would become known as the school of “realism.”  Instead, he wrote about more traditional subjects.  His next job was once again in Oslo as director in another theater. It was there he married Suzannah Thoresen. Later they would have a child, Sigurd.  By most accounts, their marriage seemed happy.

However, Henrik was somewhat anal about his habits. Every single day, he always did the same thing: he would get up, eat a small breakfast, take a walk, write for five hours, eat dinner, relax in the evening, and go to bed. The only difference in his day came from what preceded bedtime.  

Life wasn’t easy, though. Ibsen still had money troubles. Some friends lent him money in 1864 so that he could move to Italy and later Germany, where he would remain for nearly thirty years.  It was at this time in his life when he wrote his most famous and “realist” works.  His new type of drama became very popular and he was known and published throughout Europe. However, his writing was also controversial. He was one of the first to discuss women’s issues in his work (although not a feminist) and was one of the first to make societal commentary central to his play. His most noted work, A Doll’s House, was censored heavily for its scandalous ending.

For the last decade of his life, Ibsen and his wife returned to Norway. He died of a stroke in 1906.

