A Webinar On
“THE PROBLEM IN IBSEN’'S GHOSTS”

Presented by
DR. UMESH PATRA

Assistant Professor in English,
Mahatma Gandhi Central University, Bihar

1N"TH SEPTEMBER 2020

Department of English ,
Pattamundai College , Pattamundai.




An extramural webinar was organized by Department of English. Pattamundai College, Patta-

mundai on dated 11th September 2020 on the topic “The Problem in Ibsen’s Ghosts™. The
meeting was conducted through Zoem Cloud Meeting. and it was live sireaming in YouTube.
The webinar was chaired by Mr Adhikari Laxmi Narayan Dash. Principal of the college. Dr
Manas Kumar Nayak. Lecturer in English, was the convenor of the programme. He co-ordinated
the meeting and introduced the resource person to the participants. Dr Sarat Chandra Das. the
Head. Department of English, welcomed the resource person and the participant to webinar. Dr
Umesh Patra, Assistant Professor in English, Mahatma Gandhi Central University, Bihar, was the
resource person of the webinar. He gave a very informative presentation through the web. and
after delivering his talk he participated in the question answer session and answered all question
asked by participants. Mr Sarojakanta Nayak. Lecturer in English, proposed a vote of thanks in
the said event. and with taking due permission from the chairperson the convenor declared the
end of the webinar. Students and faculties from various colleges had registered themselves for
this webinar through Google document form. and all participants got an E-certificate of participa-

tion after filling the feedback form at the end of the said webinar.
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To
Dr. Umesh Patra,
Assistant Professor
Department of English
Mahatma Gandhi Central University, Bihar.

Sub: Invitation to act as the Resource Person in the extramural webinar organised

by Dept. of English, Pattamundai College, Pattamundai on 11t September
2020. -

Sir,

| am pleased to invite you to kindly act as the resource person in the extramural
webinar on “The Problem in Ibsen’s Ghosts” organised by Dept. of English on 11t"
September 2020 at 11:30 a.m.

Your kind consent in this regard is highly solicited.

R\
NS>l

Principal
Pattamundai College.

Principai
Pattamundai Coliege

www.pattamundaicollege.ac.in,
E-mail : pattamundaicollege@gmail.com, pattamundaicollege@yahoo.com
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Inbox 78 m Umesh Patra < sh mla@gmail com>
Starred
Respected Sir,
Snoozed
Thanks a lot for this opportunity. | hereby confirm that | will deliver the le
Important proposed topic.
Chats
Regards,
Sent Umesh Patra
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The Problem in Ibsen’s Ghosts

Introduction to the Lecture in the Webinar by Pattamundai College (1 1-09-20)

Dear Participants,
At the outset, | congratulate the entire organising team of Pattamundai College who

conceived the idea of organising a wcbix}ar“tilled The Problem in Ibsen’s Ghosts. | thank you

for considering me worthy to be a speaker and hope I don’t disappoint you muc
long time since

h. It’s been a
I have visited Odisha, and | would deem this opportunity as a virtual visit to

my motherian " ~it through a play by a foreign playwright. Here's a brief write-up on

Ibsen, that I ha. omposed hurriedly considering the topic in hand. | may touch on some of

these points in my lecture, It may be helpful for those who are he
the fi

aring the name of Ibsen for
rst time. For the scholars on European drama, it may a path down the memory lane.

Henrik Ibsen is regarded as the father of modern European drama. At a time when the

European theatre was dominated by stale well-made plays that were stunted in growth,

archaic in form, convoluted in plot structure, and strangely romantic and frivolous in theme.

Ibsen brought a sea change in the theatrical realm. Ibsen materialised what his friend Emile
Zola exhorted in his famous essay “Naturalism on the Stage”. Zola envisaged a kind of

theatre that would bring the real people with flesh and blood on the stage with issues that

really concern o 'nity on a day to day basis.Leavingall pomp and show and the trickery of
stage. supernatu | characters and poetic lines. drama. Zola maintained. should show

believable people talking about believable incidents or concerns. The agonies of common

humanity portrayed realistically on the stage can perhaps lead to their proper understanding,
if not their final solution. Charged with a realistic zeal, the Norwegian playwright Ibsen
composed plays in Danish language set in Norway. These plays were translated to many
European languages including English and were staged in the last decadg_’ of nineteenth
century in the Anglo-European world and they shocked the Victorian audien__ge. These plays
were regarded so scandalous that many aristocrats would write on their invitation cards not to
discuss Ibsen’s plays in their garden parties. [ personally like the three plays 4 Doll's House.
Ghosts.and T ew: of the Peopleas the best of Ibsen’s corpus. Together they form a trilogy of
sorts. The first one .hows how an individual can dare to take a drastic step to reconfigure
one’s life and bring a positive change in her life that can be a model for other victims of
patriarchy, the second one shows what are the repercussions of not taking such steps in the
appropriate moment. The third one shows the futility of an individual's ambition of a social

utopia. Enemy of the Peopleis the inspiration behind the memorable Bengali film titled
Ganasatru(1990) by Satyajit Ray.
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Ghosts is an interesting play that shows an aged widowed mother (Mrs Alving),who belonged
to an elite family, reconciling with the immanent death of her son (Oswald). Mrs Alving’s
attempts to lead a virtuous life without complaining the reckless revelry of her husband has
brought her to a position in which she must find herself as the upholder of those moral values
for which she has no conviction. Just after a year of her marriage. she had decided to leave
her family and live instead with someone she respected (Pastor Manders). Yet. the pressures
of age-old ethical values concerning family brought her back to her husband's door.She
stayed with her husband trying to conceal his sins of a devil-may-care lifestyle by making
charitable donations to society. At the beginning of the play. she is about to inaugurate an
orphanage that is built in the loving(?) memory of her husband. What the play alludes to in
hushed tones but never openly declares is that the father (Mr Alving) paid the price for his
bacchanalian gaiety by contacting syphilis. It's a disease that is transmitted sexually.
Remember the time when AIDS had caused a created a havoc across the globe and people
started speaking about sex and sexuality in unhindered terms to get rid of this _g:l_eadly disease.
Prior to that. the mention of any sexually transmitted disease was considere;j: a taboo. The
nineteenth century Europe was a much conservative place compared 1o our times. The mere
mention of the term syphilis could have caused a scandal in those times. And Ibsen wrote a
play about it without uttering the word. However, the play is much more than a depiction of a
patient of a venereal disease. It's a play about what books to study and what not. It's a play
that brought forward the issue of right to life and the right to death much before it became a
burning issue. Even though the concerns of this play were of immediate concern during its
composition, they were as relevant today as they were before. Ibsen’s plays were the plays of
ideas in which he took up one particular social evil or problem at that time and elaborately
deliberatedon various facets related to it through long dialogues among, its principal
characters. To understand this strategy. it would be worthwhile to speak brie\f(}y of the time-

period in which this play was composed and staged.

The nineteenth century saw the rise of reason and scientific temper that challenged the age-
old belief system of the Judaeo-Christian tradition in Europe. It was a time when Karl Marx
composed his revolutionary dialectical text Das Capital which sought to understand the
progress of human history from a strictly economic perspective. He claimed that the
possession of means of production has been a constant source of battle among human groups

in the past and will continue to be in the future. The glorious rhetoric of civilisation is but a
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fagade or superstructure. It was also a time when Darwin wrote On the Origin of Species and
declared that humans in fact evolved from apes. They are not the descendants of Adam and
Eve with celestial origins. Philosophers, scientists and artists took to reason to comprehend
the intricate workings of human consciousness. human history and, of course, human
problems. A realistic projection of human problem was necessary for any possibility of
comprehension. Ibsen thus tried to understand how morality and a dogged adherence to it
causes human suffering and wrote plays after plays about it. He believed that humans. as all
creatures of nature, are affected by natural laws and can lend themselves to a scientific
scrutiny. Their circumstances are not stand-alone events attributable to the unyielding forces
of fate/destiny. but the results of various social factors including their own actions. In this
play, he displayed how a loyal wife's attempts not to stray away from the path of virtuosity
can in fact lead to disastrous results. This approach of portrayal of issues is also known as

‘naturalism’, a term that is almost synonymous with Ibsen himself.

The problem that Ibsen discussed was the problem that many faced but none dared to speak
the truth, let alone show it on stage. An honest lady ultimately fails to secure a good life for
her son by setting a false example of an honourable life of her husband. Whigh she realises
that her son too is partially a replica of his father. she is out of her wits. The ghost of his
father was perhaps present in him. Unbeknownst to himself. he was committing incest and it
was 100 late for Mrs Alving to take the right step now when the damage was done. What's the
right step after all? Is it righteous to show a good example and hide the scary skeletons in the
closet abiding by the advice of the learned priest that Mrs Alvingturned to for sympathy? Or
is it righteous to call a spade a spade? As one would not hide one’s most embarrassing
problems in front of a doctor if one wishes to be cured of a disease. so did Ibsen laid bare the
scars and hideous markings on the dark underbelly of a morality-driven shallow hypocrite
world he inhabited. Was it different from now? You decide. Interestingly,lllgsen does not
provide an easy answer in his plays to the questions he raises. He portrays. r%pe problem on
stage and leaves the audience to make the judgement on their own. Perhaps asking the right
question is enough. Therein lies his artistic merit as well as his uncmptl_{o bestow the

authority to everyone that saw his plays and was convulsed by them.

Ibsen’s works would later influence many European writers including the Irish playwright
George Bernard Shaw, who would perfect the technique through his long discussion plays. In

India, Vijay Tendulkar and Mahesh Dattani also deal with social taboos. especially those
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concerning gender oppression in their celebrated plays. A dialogue on the play Ghosts is an
opportune moment to perhaps get a renewed perspective on understanding the

issues/problems in our own society so that we could at least endeavour to remedy them.

Well, that’s it for now. More on Ibsen in the webinar, and | expect some spirited discussion
afterwards.

Yours truly,
Umesh Patra
Assistant Professor (English)

Mahatma Gandhi Central University, Bihar
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