Shahla Aldossary
Henrik Ibsen realism
Realism in the last half of the 19th-century began as an experiment to make theater more useful to society. The mainstream theatre from 1859 to 1900 was still bound up in melodramas, spectacle plays (disasters, etc.), comic operas, and vaudevilles.
But political events—including attempts to reform some political systems—led to some different ways of thinking. Revolutions in Europe in 1848 showed that there was a desire for political, social, and economic reform. The many governments were frightened into promising change, but most didn’t implement changes after the violence ended.
Technological advances were also encouraged by industry and trade, leading to an increased belief that science could solve human problems. But the working classes still had to fight for every increase in rights: unionization and strikes became the principal weapons workers would use after the 1860s—but success came only from costly work stoppages and violence. In other words there seems to be rejection of Romantic idealism; pragmatism reigned instead. The common man seemed to feel that he needed to be recognized, and people asserted themselves through action.
Beginnings of the Movement:
Realism came about partly as a response to these new social / artistic conditions. The "movement" began in France and by 1860 had some general precepts:
1- truth resides in material objects we perceived to all five senses; truth is verified through science
2- the scientific method—observation—would solve everything
3-  human problems were the highest were home of science
Art—according to the realist view—had as its purpose to better mankind.
Drama was to involve the direct observation of human behavior; therefore, there was a thrust to use contemporary settings and time periods, and it was to deal with everyday life and problems as subjects.
As already mentioned, realism first showed itself in staging and costuming. Three-dimensional details had been added by 1800. By 1850, theater productions used historically accurate settings and costumes and details, partly as a result of romantic ideals. But it was harder to get realism accepted widely.
In Norway: Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906) is considered to be the father of modern realistic drama. His plays attacked society’s values and dealt with unconventional subjects within the form of the well-made play (causally related).
Ibsen perfected the well-made play formula; and by using a familiar formula made his plays, with a very shocking subject matter, acceptable. He discarded soliloquies, asides, etc. Exposition in the plays was motivated, there were causally related scenes, inner psychological motivation was emphasized, the environment had an influence on characters’ personalities, and all the things characters did and all of things the characters used revealed their socio-economic milieu. He became a model for later realistic writers.
 Among the subjects addressed by Ibsen in his plays are: euthanasia, the role of women, war and business, and syphilis.
Some of Ibsen's Plays:
· Ghosts—1881—dealt with the concept of the sins of the father transferring to the son, resulting in syphilis.
· Pillars of Society – 1877 – dealt with war and business.
· Hedda Gabbler – 1890 – a powerful woman takes her life at the end of the play to get away from her boredom with society.
· A Doll’s House – 1879 – Nora leaves her husband Torvald and her children at the end of the play; often considered "the slam heard around the world," Nora’s action must have been very shocking to the Victorian audience.
Later in life, Ibsen turned to more symbolic and abstract dramas; but his "realism" affected others, and helped lead to realistic theatre, which has become, despite variations and rejections against it, the predominant form of theatre even today.
Source: http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/spd130et/realism.htm
Socio-critical perspective
In his realistic dramas Ibsen was merciless in his quest to uncover negative sides of society, hypocrisy and dissimulation, use of force, and manipulative behaviour, and he made untiring demands for truthfulness and freedom. Truth, emancipation, self-realization and personal freedom are key terms. In Pillars of Society Lona Hessel has the last word and concludes by saying that "the spirit of truth and the spirit of freedom - they are the pillars of society" In Ghosts Ibsen shines a critical light on the pillars that support bourgeois society, marriage and Christianity, and he takes up typical taboos, incest, venereal disease and euthanasia. This made him and those who shared his ideas into controversial figures in their own time. Their works created violent controversies or absolute furor. With hindsight one can see what enormous importance some of these works have had for different social movements. There is hardly a literary work that has meant so much to women`s liberation in practically all cultures all over the world as A Doll`s House.
Contemporary perspective
The action in all of the dramas that Ibsen wrote from and including Pillars of Society is set in contemporary society (hence the designation contemporary dramas). The representatives of realistic literature demanded of themselves that they should go into their own time and let themselves be marked by it. Historical dramas in the national-romantic style were passé. Classical gods and heroes, Roman emperors and kings of world powers were replaced by people "like you and me". The course of the action in these dramas was to bear the stamp of the times. 

The first notes Ibsen made for A Doll`s House (dated 19 October 1878) bear the heading "Notes for the contemporary tragedy". The term "contemporary tragedy" is illustrative. Ibsen`s project in this play is to apply the classical form of tragedy to a modern body of material. On the formal level Ibsen does not engage in radical experimentation in A Doll`s House. For example the three classical unities are maintained, the unities of time, space and action. What is new is the modern material of conflict, the topicality of what is taking place on the stage.
Everyday people and situations
In a letter to the Swedish theatre man August Lindberg, who was in the process of putting on Ghosts in August 1883 (his staging with its premiere in Helsingborg on 22 August 1883 was the first in the Nordic countries and Europe), Ibsen wrote: 
The language must sound natural and the form of expression must be characteristic of each individual person in the play; one person certainly does not express himself like another. In this respect a great deal can be put right during the rehearsals; that is when one easily hears what does not strike one as natural and unforced, and what must therefore be changed and changed again until the lines achieve full credibility and realistic form. The effect of the play depends in large measure on the audience`s feeling that they are sitting listening to something that is going on in actual real life.
Ibsen was very greatly concerned that in his contemporary dramas the theatre audience (and readers) should be witness to trains of events that could just as easily have happened to them. This required that the characters in his dramas spoke and behaved naturally and that the situations had the stamp of being everyday life about them. The characters could no longer speak in verse like Brand and Peer Gynt. Monologues, asides and stilted ways of speaking (as in The Warriors at Helgeland) were ruled out. The realistic drama was to provide the illusion of recognizable reality.
Source: http://www.ibsen.net/index.gan?id=108034&subid=0

I. Realism and A Doll House
 A Doll House (Et dukkehjem) usually is acclaimed as a work of sturdy social realism for which a thorough study of the history of civilization, literature and art would be superfluous.  How do these requirements help us fathom the purpose of a play whose objective, we are told - though not by Ibsen - is the betterment of the status of women in nineteenth century Norway?   I intend to show that it not only is possible but essential for an adequate analysis of the play to follow Ibsen’s advice and integrate into its perspectives features from the history of civilization, of literature and of art.  The ideological misreading of A Doll House has established its secure position in the modern theater; but now this is assured we can explore the more imaginative dimensions it shares with the other, at least as impressive plays in the Realist Cycle - and with other major works of art.
For the first half of his career, Ibsen wrote mainly poetic and historical dramas but it is the Realist Cycle - twelve plays of modern life - that made him famous. These realist dramas continue the themes, perspectives and often the situations and characters of the poetic and historical dramas; especially of Emperor and Galilean.  Today, we come to Ibsen's Realism not from the Romanticism from which it emerged but from later realistic traditions that have discarded the ambitious perspectives of Romantic art.   Ibsen, however, as E.M. Forster insisted, remained a Romantic.  Despite the consensus of traditional Ibsen commentary, he never set out to reproduce the appearance of the world around us. Ibsen’s realism inherits from Romanticism the idea of the human condition as one of multiple and deep alienation.  We are alienated, not only from the inherited social world that disfigures our collective human identity, but also from or own personal identities that are severed from their natural authenticity. This is the anagnorisis (discovery) of Nora Helmer when she realizes she knows neither her world nor her own self within it.  Ibsen's realism offers, instead, a radical deconstruction of the false 'reality' we confidently inhabit.
It is useful to keep in mind a distinction between the 'realist' and the 'realistic'. The 'realistic' has always been with us since classical times, throughout a number of genres and styles.  It consists in the accurate rendition of persons and objects. 'Realist' art, on the other hand, was a radical new aesthetic that emerged in the 19th century and subjected representations of reality to a demanding aesthetic discipline.   In the paintings of Manet and the Impressionists, it was not the subject painted that was important, but the way it was radically reconfigured on the canvas.  They rejected the grand, or picturesque or 'anecdotal' subjects of Salon art.  Instead they focused on the most familiar and even banal aspects of modern life and reconfigured them to conform to the requirements of the stringent aesthetic method.  The later development of painting intensified this process so that the 'figure' itself was radically distorted (e.g. in Cubism) to present multiple planes of the same figure: much as literary Modernism, beginning with Ibsen, presented multiple temporal perspectives within the same moment. 
The nineteenth century stage was Ibsen's canvas on which, he radically reconfigures our idea of reality to expose its inadequacy.  He then infiltrates into it historical/cultural perspectives the modern world has lost sight of.  His realist method consists of two main strategies:
(a)  The dialectical subversion of given reality's claim to truth. 
(b)  The summoning of archetypal perspectives into this 'reality'.
Ibsen, therefore, did not imitate contemporary Norwegian reality: he reinvented it as a metaphoric and histrionic stage space that only exist ed as aesthetic actuality. The great difficulty Ibsen's art set itself was not to get his dramatic characters to act and speak like modern men and women: it was to get them to embody a new kind of poetry where 'archetypal' characters and actions from our cultural past invade and agitate scenes of modern life.  The urgent and convincing modern events on his stage obscure the fact that they are recreating, in modern terms, events that have occurred before in our culture.  This, is fact, has been a traditional practice in European literature and art from the time of the medieval Mystery Cycles to the present: where a classical or biblical subject is rendered in the likeness of the period of the artist. Modernist writers such as Ezra Pound, James Joyce and T.S. Eliot, by including perspectives from the past in their images of the modern world, were continuing, in new terms, traditional strategies of Western art. Ibsen can be seen as one of the first - and most ambitious - Modernists.
Ibsen's theatrical method operates by the most difficult rules of any dramatist. He creates within the confines of a drawing room, modern actions  made up of plausible characters, motives, significant stage entrances and exits, that at the same time indicate universal perspectives 'behind' the events. The result also is a work of controlled, artistic symmetry: in A Doll House, a three-act structure, each act building to its own property and anagnorisis while enacting a progressively evolving dialectic. This is no more like 'real life' than is The Importance Of Being Earnest, but a temptation, for many interpreters of A Doll House, is to hurry past all its intricate artistry to immerse oneself in the human story; to treat the characters as 'real life' individuals and empathize with, moralize or speculate upon them.  This is less demanding than objective analyses of the plays as works of art; but if Ibsen has remained a force in our culture it is because of his formidable artistic achievement.  And this still has to be appreciated.
Source: http://www.ibsenvoyages.com/cms/?e-texts/realism-and-a-doll-house.html
Ibsen's Women: Feminism or Realism?
The characters could be seen as victims in situations caused by the men around them. As a result, many began to argue that the characters were Ibsen's way of advocating feminism. Ibsen never confirmed or denied this, but many critics feel that others focus too much on the gender of the main characters and the plays are actually representations of realism. They feel if one looks past the gender labels applied to each character they will realize that there is more to each character's story than being a woman that is "stuck" in a situation. However, if both sides would stop trying to label the plays as just one or the other, they would realize that both actually apply. The audience's interpretation of the women was affected by the prominent issues of the time, and the stories do reflect the thoughts of some middle-class women at the time. Feminism in literature is a form of realism; therefore, "Hedda Gabler" and "A Doll's House" are examples of feminism and realism. 
The constant discussions regarding whether the plays are examples of feminism or realism leaves us with the question, "Why did Ibsen write these plays as he did?" Ibsen was a writer of drama and realism. Realism by definition is "a manner of treating subject matter that presents a careful description of everyday life, usually of the lower and middle classes" (Realism). Feminism was an issue among all classes during the 19th century. Based on the definition of realism, a piece of literature that depicts the everyday inequalities that exists between men and women would qualify as realism. 
 Ibsen did not set out to write a piece on feminism; nor did he specifically set out to write plays to empower women. He was only trying to capture life's situations. Ibsen wrote the following in his personal notes when preparing to write "A Doll's House": 
 A woman cannot be herself in modern society. It is an exclusively male society, with laws made by men and with prosecutors and judges who assess feminine conduct from a masculine standpoint (Meyer 446). 
 Ibsen saw the inequalities that existed in society between men and women and chose to write about them.
What Ibsen has accomplished in both plays is realism at its best. As previously mentioned, realism is merely a depiction of life without looking through rose colored glasses. Is feminism not real? In relation to feminism, Tanya Thresher writes that realism "reproduces what we already know, realism is a function of a continual reinstatement of order, a system of power that renews itself by authorizing some representations and censoring others". Feminism is very real as is suicide, motherhood, divorce, independence and the other topics covered in both plays.
Since Henrik Ibsen never confirmed if he was for or against feminism, there will always be questions regarding his intentions when writing "Hedda Gabler" and "A Doll's House". "He has drawn many noble women, true; but also many vulgar, base, an abominable women. If every poet who drew beautiful female characters were a champion of 'women's rights', it would be the most gloriously championed cause in all history" (Archer 146). If he was not a supporter of women's rights, why would he write plays that gave women power? Ibsen "...has asserted again and again, in opposition to his expositors, that he is not primarily a thinker, but a dramatist" (Archer 146). We as readers often forget that when authors write dramas, they are hoping to tug at our hearts and make us feel emotions we have possibly never felt. 
 Ibsen likely felt that he accomplished his goals with both plays. Even though they have been labeled as pro-feminism, the plays have always made audience members think. This is accomplished through both plays whether by reading them or seeing them performed. Many have seen themselves or someone they know in Hedda or Nora. For those that don't, they have at least felt a connection to the characters. Even today, people are still stocked by Hedda's insensitive actions and her need to play puppet master to those around her. With Nora, they can understand her decision to leave her family and find her own way in life. 
 There is no denying that the plays are primarily examples of realism but also examples of feminism. However, that does not deny anyone the right to form their own interpretation of the plays. Ibsen would want it. Rather than focusing on labeling the plays as one thing, we should look into the characters and learn from the choices they made. We are all different and the meaning behind the plays will affect us in different ways. As Nora Helmer stated in "A Doll's House", "I believe that first and foremost I am an individual, just as much as you are-or at least I'm going to try to be. I know most people agree with you Torvald, and that's also what it says in books. I have to think things out for myself, and get things clear" (Ibsen 81).
Source: http://www.associatedcontent.com/article/382707/ibsens_women_feminism_or_realism_pg8.html?cat=4


