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English 2850: Great Works of Literature II 

Handout:  Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler 

Henrik Ibsen:  General Introduction 

Henrik Ibsen's plays anticipate major developments of the twentieth century:  

• the individual's feelings of alienation and actual alienation from society,  

• the pressures by which society ensures conformity to its values and 

suppresses individuality,  

• the barriers which modern life sets up against living heroically.  

Ibsen exposed other stresses of modern life by showing the inner pressures and 

conflicts that inhibit and even destroy the individual. Some of these pressures 

stem from conditioning, i.e., from the individual's internalizing society's values. 

John Northam distinguishes the opposing elements within the individual as the 

social self and the essential self. The social self is the persona which conforms to 

the demands of family, friends, community, and society and which an individual 

generally develops for acceptance or as a protection. The essential self is an 

individual's true Self and expresses the individual's thoughts, feelings, desires, 

needs, etc. This distinction, which is a useful concept in general, has particular 

relevance to Hedda Gabler; I will refer to it repeatedly in our discussions of the 

play.  

A primary value for Ibsen is freedom, which he believed to be essential for self-

fulfillment. Of the "many things" which his later writings, including Hedda 

Gabler, were concerned with, Ibsen specifically identified "contradictions between 

ability and desire, or between will and circumstance, the 

mingled tragedy and comedy of humanity and the 

individual."  

Ibsen was constantly experimenting and pushing 

boundaries in his writing. This habit of exploration often 

made him and his plays controversial and shocked 

conservative critics and audiences. Of this habit, he said, 

"Where I stood then, when I wrote my various books, there 

is now a fairly compact crowd, but I myself am no longer 

there; I am somewhere else, I hope in front." His constant changing often 

confused contemporary theater-goers and critics, who had to keep adjusting their 

expectations of an Ibsen play. His repeated changes and experimenting also 
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make it difficult to place Ibsen and his plays in neat categories. Adding to the 

difficulty of classifying him is the complexity with which he presents his heroes 

and themes. The resulting ambiguity has enabled readers to find support for 

their own beliefs and to claim him as a member of their movements. This is true 

today, as it was in the nineteenth century. Over the years, Ibsen has been called a 

revolutionary, a nationalist, a romantic, a poet, an idealist, a realist, a socialist, a 

naturalist, a symbolist, a feminist, and a forerunner of psychoanalysis.  

Ibsen had a profound effect on the drama both of his own time and in the 

twentieth century. His plays stimulated the avant-garde theater in Germany and 

France, and only the plays of George Bernard Shaw had a greater impact in 

England. The demands of his plays caused directors to find new ways of staging 

plays and actors to develop new ways of acting. The declamatory style of acting 

in vogue during Ibsen's day could not, for example, convincingly present the 

natural dialogue of Ibsen's later plays, with its sentence fragments, exclamations, 

and short statements. (Such dialogue is commonplace in plays, movies, and TV 

dramas today, and we take it for granted; however, in Ibsen's day it was an 

innovation which confused and upset theater-goers.) In fact, Hedda Gabler failed 

when introduced in Germany largely because the actress played Hedda in the 

traditional declamatory manner, which did not fit Ibsen's natural dialogue. 

Hedda Gabler:  An Introduction 

o This is the tragedy of a beautiful, proud woman, the daughter of a general 

(whose picture presides over the scene).  At thirty, in strained 

circumstances, she marries George Tesman, a scholar studying “the 

domestic industries of Brabant in the Middle Ages” (p. 1469).  To further 

his research, Tesman takes her on an extended honeymoon trip from their 

Norwegian town (Christiana, now called Oslo) to the Continent.  The play 

begins with their return home. 

 

o They have rented a splendid house in the expectation that Tesman will 

soon be appointed professor, but this turns out to be uncertain.  A rival, 

Eilert Loevborg, has just published a survey of the history of civilization 

and might thus win in a competition for the chair.  Eilert, however, who 

has courted Hedda in former times, has a drinking problem, from which 

he has (for the time being) been rescued by a former schoolmate of 

Hedda’s, Mrs. Thea Elvsted, during a stay in the country.  When he 

returns to town, Thea leaves her husband to follow him, fearing his 

relapse into alcoholism.  As soon as Eilert meets Hedda, he begins to court 
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her again passionately and abandons any idea of challenging Tesman for 

the professorship.  He now dismisses his published work as trivial and is 

absorbed in writing a book on the future of mankind, the manuscript of 

which he carries with him. 

 

o Hedda is violently jealous of Eilert’s relationship with Thea and considers 

the new abstinence a sign of weakness and of subservience to the other 

woman.  A friend of the house, Judge Brack, arranges a drinking party, 

which Hedda taunts Eilert into joining.  The party is a disaster for Eilert:  

he gets drunk and late in the night goes off to a brothel, losing his 

manuscript on the way.  When Tesman finds it and brings it back to the 

house, Hedda in her jealousy burns it.  It is somehow, she feels, Eilert and 

Thea’s child.  The striking scene ends the third act.  In the fourth act, we 

hear that Eilert has not only gotten into trouble with the police but has 

killed himself with the pistol that Hedda had given him.  The Judge, who 

also has designs on Hedda, threatens to testify that she supplied Eilert 

with the pistol unless she gives herself into him.  Trapped by her 

marriage, by the prospect (which she scorns) of bearing Tesman’s child, 

and by the fear of local scandal, she shoots herself. 

 

o The greatest difficulty of the play lies in explaining the character and 

behavior of Hedda.  We must assume that she is desperate on returning 

home; hating her dull, somewhat obtuse, and even ridiculous husband; 

and further disgusted by the prospect of bearing a child – in particular, his 

child.  She is not, however, a blameless heroine.  Her playing with the 

pistol in threatening Judge Brack and later giving one of the two pistols 

inherited from her father to Eilert, this practically ordering him to commit 

suicide, forecasts her own final decision. 

 

o Hedda behaves with cold contempt towards her husband, with 

callousness and maliciousness toward his harmless aunt, with cattish 

jealousy toward Thea, and with violent, domineering passion toward 

Eilert, who has to prove himself in her eyes by drinking and returning 

“with a crown a vine leaves” (p. 1497) in his hair.  When he fails, she quite 

unconcernedly sends him to his death.   

 

o At the same time, she is strangely hemmed in by conventions.  She yearns 

for luxuries – a liveried footman, a thoroughbred horse, a grand piano – 

and has ambitions to play hostess.  She is unwilling to commit adultery, 

though she flirts with Judge Brack, and she is deeply upset by the 
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prospect of a police investigation and a local scandal.  Her main trait is a 

fierce individualism:  pride in her family, her beauty, and her 

independence. 

 

o The fear that Hedda might have to yield to Judge Brack is the last straw in 

motivating her suicide.  There is something grotesque and a little sick in 

her insistence that a beautiful death consists of putting a bullet through 

the temple and that Eilert has bungled this by shooting himself in the 

abdomen.  Still, we are asked to admire her beauty, pride, and yearning 

for freedom, and to pity her as the victim of the dull, limited, or cowardly 

people around her. 

 

o The only problematic character besides Hedda is Eilert.  We must assume 

that he is something of a genius.  Ibsen contrasts what Eilert sees as 

Tesman’s dull, antiquarian subject with Eilert’s allegedly brilliant 

speculations about the future course of civilization.  At least in the 

imagination of Hedda, he is an almost Dionysian figure, whose collapse 

and ignominious end come as a terrible blow to her. 

 

o The construction of the play deserves attention.  We may notice the 

deliberately misleading optimism of the beginning.  By the end of Act I, 

Hedda has bested both her husband and his aunt and by hypocritical 

blandishments extracted the secret of Thea’s relationship with Eilert.  In 

Act II, she proves her power over Eilert by inducing him to join the 

Judge’s party.  The act ends with Eilert leaving and the two woman, 

Hedda and Thea, left alone waiting for his return late into the night.  Act 

III is the turning point, the peripeteia, which ends in Hedda’s burning the 

manuscript of Eilert’s new book.  Act IV brings a speedy resolution:  The 

story of the horrible end of Eilert, the disappointing recognition that 

Eilert’s manuscript can be pieced together again from notes preserved by 

Thea and Hedda’s own husband, and the threat of Judge Brack all add 

instensity and suspense to the final moment when, playing “a frenzied 

dance melody on the piano,” Hedda ends her life with a pistol shot.  The 

comments of the two survivors, Tesman screaming, “She’s shot herself!  

Shot herself in the head!  By Jove!  Fancy that!” and Judge Brack’s 

commonsensical “But, good God!  People don’t do such things!”  (p. 1518), 

make a grotesque, almost parodic point. 

 

Ibsen said about Hedda Gabler, "...it was not my desire to deal in this play with so-

called problems. What I principally wanted to do was to depict human beings, 
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human emotions, and human destinies, upon a groundwork of certain of the 

social conditions and principles of the present day." His statement raises a 

number of questions for audiences and for readers of Hedda Gabler.  

• What kinds of people are being depicted? and why?  

• What emotions does the play focus on? and why?  

• What destiny unfolds? What factors cause that destiny (e.g., the 

individual's psychological make-up, society's pressures, the impact of 

others, of religion, of marriage, or of social class)? Is that destiny 

inevitable?  

• What social conditions and principles are at work? What is their impact?  

To answer these questions, we will look closely at the play. We will not 

necessarily answer the questions in the order listed, nor will our discussion 

always be phrased in Ibsen's terms, but we will arrive at answers. But we may 

not arrive at one answer or one interpretation that every class member, including 

me, agrees with. This is a highly complex play: Hedda Gabler's behavior is 

contradictory; the characters are not easily judged because they have positive 

and negative traits; the issues raised are numerous and complicated; finally, the 

structure of the play does not reveal Ibsen's point of view.  

What I mean by the play's not revealing Ibsen's point of view can be explained 

by referring to Hamlet. Hamlet is unquestionably an honorable man with 

upstanding qualities whom the audience is expected to admire. It is not so clear 

how we are to view Hedda: is Hedda to be condemned for her selfishness and 

destructiveness? is she to be admired for her courage and determination? is she 

both admirable and despicable? 

The Characterization of Hedda Gabler 

The question most commonly asked about this play is, why does Hedda behave 

as she does? This question assumes that Ibsen has given her adequate 

motivation. Not everyone accepts this assumption; for Elizabeth Hardwick, 

"Hedda Gabler is unusual, I believe, in having no motivation whatsoever." If 

Hedda's behavior is unmotivated or insufficiently motivated, then she would 

seem to be an adult Bad Seed. If you agree with Hardwick's interpretation of 

Hedda, you might decide that Hedda's lack of motivation is such a serious flaw 

that the play, which revolves around her, is a failure.  
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Most audiences and readers, though, see Hedda as propelled by an internal 

conflict, though they may disagree about the nature of the conflict. Is Hedda torn 

between her social self and her essential self? Is her conflict an unspoken 

rebellion against the restrictions her society placed on women? Or is she a victim 

of her class and of her upbringing as General Gabler's daughter?  

Themes 

What did Ibsen mean when he said that Hedda Gabler portrayed certain "social 

conditions and principles of the present day"? To try to answer this question, we 

will examine the major themes:  

• Living a heroic life in modern society.  

• Freedom and self-fulfillment in modern society (this theme may also be 

called The Self vs. Society).  

• The role and the nature of the artist in modern society.  

• Living vicariously versus living life directly.  

Hedda Gabler as Tragedy 

Another major issue which Hedda Gabler raises is whether it is a tragedy.  

Definition of tragedy:  Tragedy is, broadly defined, a literary and particularly a 

dramatic presentation of serious actions in which the chief character has a 

disastrous fate. There are many different kinds and theories of tragedy, starting 

with the Greeks and Aristole's definition in The Poetics, "the imitation of an action 

that is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself...with incidents 

arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such emotions." 

In the Middle Ages, tragedy merely depicted a decline from happiness to misery 

because of some flaw or error of judgment. 

• Kinds of tragedy. Greek tragedy, medieval tragedy and the wheel of 

fortune, Elizabethan and Shakespearean tragedy, and the problem play or 

play of ideas.  

• The tragic vision. The seven elements traditionally regarded as elements 

of tragedy: (1) a catastrophic conclusion, (2) that will seem inevitable, and 

(3) that occurs, ultimately, because of the human limitations of the 

protagonist, (4) who suffers terribly, and (5) whose suffering often seems 

disproportionate to his or her culpability. Yet (6) the suffering is usually 

http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/lit_term.html#tragedy
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/tragedy.html
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/trag_vsn.html
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redemptive, bringing out the noblest of human capacities for learning, and 

(7) for accepting moral responsibility.  

Ibsen's Contemporaries Respond to Hedda Gabler 

Many critics, whether European, British, or American, were horrified by Hedda 

Gabler. One appalled response was to deny that such a woman could exist in real 

life. A Norwegian critic called her a "monster created by the author in the form of 

a woman who has no counterpart in the real world." Another response was to 

classify Hedda as abnormal or perverted. The Danish critic George Brandes 

found her "a true type of degeneration" incapable "of yielding herself, body and 

soul, to the man she loves." For Hjalmer Boyeson she was "a complete perversion 

of womanhood." Others explained her as an example of the New Woman, a 

female character common in fiction in the 1890s, when women were actively 

demanding equality with men.  

The play aroused negative criticism for yet another reason; it violated the 

assumptions of traditional literary theory. A good example of this kind of 

response is an anonymous review appearing in the Saturday Review:  

The production of an Ibsen play impels the inquiry: What is the province of art? If it be to elevate 

and refine, as we have hitherto humbly supposed, most certainly it cannot be said that the works 

of Ibsen have the faintest claim to be artistic. We see no ground on which his method is defensible. 

. . . Things rank and gross in nature alone have place in the mean and sordid philosophy of Ibsen. 

Those of his characters who are not mean morally are mean intellectually--the wretched George 

Tesman, with his enthusiasm about the old shoes his careful aunt brings him wrapped up in a bit 

of newspaper, is a case in point. As for refining and elevating, can any human being, it may be 

asked, feel happier or better in anyway from a contemplation of the two harlots at heart who do 

duty in Hedda Gabler? . . . We do not mean to say that there are not, unhappily, Hedda Gablers 

and George Tesmans in 'real life'. There are; but when we meet them we take the greatest pains to 

get out of their way, and why should they be endured on the stage? 

 

Even some supporters of Ibsen were confused by this play, because they 

expected another problem play; a number of his previous plays had dealt with 

contemporary social issues like syphilis or political corruption. For them, Hedda 

Gabler might be brilliant but it was also pointless. Edmund Gosse could not find 

"any sort of general idea from Hedda Gabler...or satire on any condition of 

society."  

The play also found many admirers. Justin McCarthy gave the play high praise, 

"Hedda Gabler is the name, to my mind, of Ibsen's greatest play, and of the most 

http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/newwoman.html
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/tragedy.html#ibsen
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/lit_term.html#irony
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interesting woman that Ibsen has created." The anonymous reviewer for the 

London Sunday Times recommended the play without reservation: "one of the 

most notable events in the history of the modern stage, for, in spite of all 

prejudice and opposition, it marks an epoch and launches an influence." The 

Times reviewer based his judgments on a more liberal literary theory than the 

reviewer for the Saturday Review quoted above:  

Now, to us Hedda Gabler appears a wonderful work of art, one that must produce 

a profound impression upon those who will accustom themselves to regard a 

stage-play from the point of view of real, living character in actual contact with 

the facts and sensations and possibilities of human experience, instead of 

gauging it by the conventional standard of playmaking, or the superficial 

observation of ordinary social intercourse. Ibsen has a way of going to the root of 

the matter, and exposing the skeleton in the cupboard, which is certainly not 

always a pleasant sight. But life, with its infinite subtleties and inconsistencies, is 

always interesting, and Ibsen shows the wonder and the pity of it, while perhaps 

he only infers its loveliness by contrast. But therein he proves himself a master 

artist, for his point of view is definite, and the impression he produces is 

complete and final. In Hedda Gabler he gives us a typical tragedy of modern life, 

and in the strange, sensitive, selfish heroine, he presents one of the most 

wonderful and subtle conceptions of woman in the whole range of dramatic 

literature.  

 

Regardless of the mixed reviews, British and American audiences flocked to see 

Hedda Gabler and made it a financial success. They enjoyed its dramatic surprises 

and shocks. The play was (and still is) popular with actresses, because it provides 

"juicy parts" for them, as do most of Ibsen's plays.  

Continuing into the Twentieth Century 

Many of the assessments of Hedda Gabler of the 1890s and the early 1900s 

continue to be expressed today. For F.L. Lucas, Hedda is a twentieth century 

New Woman, "the idle, emancipated woman--and what she is to do with her 

emancipation, the devil only knows" (1962). For James Huneker, she is the 

deficient woman, "the loveless woman." The schism between those who want art 

to be elevating or at least happy and those who accept grim portrayals of reality 

continues. Of course, new ways of reading the play have arisen in the interval; 

for example, Freudian critics interpret Hedda as sexually repressed or frigid, and 

Marxist critics focus on the repression of bourgeois society, which is represented 

by the Tesmans.  
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