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THE PLAY 

A constant theme in Ibsen's later work is the influence of the past upon 

the present. In most of the plays the past lies like a dead weight upon the 

central characters, inhibiting and crippling them. Mrs. Alving says in 

Ghosts, 

The longer I live the most convinced I am that 

we're all haunted in this world, not only by 

things we inherit from our parents, but by the 

ghosts of innumerable old prejudices and beliefs, 

half-forgotten cruelties and betrayals-we may 

not even be aware of them-but they're there 

just the same, and we can't get rid of them. 

In Hedda Gabler ( 18~)) fbsen set the central character in the milieu of 

late nineteenth-century bourgeois ~ociety. Hedda's legacy from her father . ' 

(symbolized in the d~ellin.g pistols) is aristocratic tastes and an aristocratic 
. I 

will to power. Hedda hopes to secure the external attributes of the aristo-
1 

cratic life by marrying George Tesman and even entertains the thought of 

gaining power by making him an important public figure. But she finds 

herself "homeless in her new home, dislocated, alienated, in search of an 

identity which a newly fluid social system has fragmentized." 

Hedda dreams of a free "beautiful," hedonistic existence, but she is also 

the product and victim of narrow bourgeois values-conventional, prudish, 

afraid of what people will think. These two opposed forces create an un­

bearable tension. Frustrated, bored, Hedda's only outlet is prurient curiosity 

and spitefulness. Not having the courage to live as she would like, she 

seizes l.Jpon Lovborg as the instrument through which, vicariously, she can 

experience the Dionysian ecstasy and release she longs for and at the same 



time "shflPe a man's destiny." Cheated of her dream of beauty and release, 

she at last finds the comage to perform the ''beautiful," aristocratic act 

which Lovborg has denied her. 

., 
The play takes place in a psychological realm of transition from a society 

based firmly upon an aristocratic code of existence to a society in which 

the things men live for are less noble, in which aspiration is limited or 

frustrated, in which, glimpsed behind the gemutlichkeit of the bourgeois 

parlor, is the absurd emptiness of the twentieth-century wasteland. 
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