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Dr. Souren Biswas, Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, friends,


It gives me great pleasure to be present here at the inauguration of the Ibsen Commemoration Programme in Chittagong, organised by the Ibsen Commemoration Committe. It also gives me great pleasure to announce that the commemoration programme in Chittagong in fact represents the inauguration of the Ibsen Year 2006 in Bangladesh. There will be numerous other Ibsen events different places in Bangladesh throughout the year, but Chittagong is first in line!

2006 marks the 100th anniversary of the death of the great Norwegian playwright, Henrik Ibsen. His greatness is proven by the fact that this anniversary will be commemorated all over the world. The Ibsen Year 2006 was officially opened in Oslo on the 14th of January with an international gala celebration. The performance at this gala was the kick-off for an international commemoration that will include more than four thousand performances in 72 countries - Bangladesh being among these.

Reading and watching Ibsen’s works also show that this global commemoration is very appropriate. There is no denial that he is Norwegian and that his dramas are well rooted in Norwegian culture and history, but the themes his dramas deal with are of global enduring relevance: His works are about individual freedom, personal and public morality, equality and freedom of expression, political power and corruption and not the least about the interface between the local and the global, with a clearly ironic look at our national self-righteousness. His plays are much about the individual self in a difficult and challenging world.


Ladies and gentlemen,

I do believe that the Ibsen Year represents a unique opportunity to show the world the best of Norwegian culture. This forward-looking dramatist, writing more than a hundred years ago, raised issues that are equally relevant today. Ibsen’s relevance is timeless; he can be just as provocative in this century as he was in 19th and 20th century. I also do believe that as much as giving Norway and the Norwegians the opportunity to show the world Ibsen; the commemoration equally gives the world the opportunity to show the Norwegians and Norway their perception of Ibsen and his works. Personally I would like to share with you the big impression it made to see Brand staged in Dhaka by Center for Asian Theatre early last year. Through my schooling in Norway I had thought of Brand as being an expression of something typical Norwegian – the dark face of our religion- and something that would be difficult to interpret and transfer to a totally different culture. I was proven wrong. The Brand performance in Dhaka showed the universality and greatness of Ibsen. He does not confine himself to a particular culture, to a particular time. Brand is a play about fanaticism – a phenomenon that can happen anywhere in the world, and unfortunately it seems to be a phenomenon spreading fast and wide these days.

More than any other writer, Henrik Ibsen has forced us to reflect on our fundamental rights and values. The social conflicts he confronts us with are still relevant. His relevance is proven by the fact that even today some of his texts are censured and some of his plays prohibited in parts of the world by authorities who consider them to be too controversial and too much of a threat to the establishment. Not unlike the reception the Norwegians gave his plays at the time of his writing. Ibsen gives us in many ways a feeling of discomfort - he poses questions many would prefer were rather not asked. He looks at the society with critical eyes, always challenging what is considered to be the truth. In fact he questions the concept of a universal truth.

Ladies and gentlemen,

When I came to Bangladesh 2 ½ years ago, Ibsen was already high on my agenda, as I knew that planning the commemoration would require time. I must admit that I had no idea how well known Ibsen and his plays are in Bangladesh. The knowledge of and the interest in Ibsen have truly impressed me. The Embassy had a study made on the works of Ibsen translated into Bangla, and also the place of his works in the curriculum at universities in Bangladesh. The finding of this study went far beyond my expectations and imaginations. The number of works being translated and Ibsen’s place in the universities curriculum are nothing but remarkable. 

The play that will be performed at The Chittagong Theatre Institute tonight and that will be the first of many performances to be staged in Bangladesh throughout the Ibsen Year, is Rosmersholm. I will not go into details about the play, but would like to draw your attention to some aspects of when and where it was written and also the reception of the play by his contemporaries. From the beginning of June until the end of September 1885 Ibsen spent time in Norway for the first time in 11 years. His first plans for Rosmersholm came into being before his stay, but it is quite clear that his experiences and impressions stemming from seeing his mother-country again, were of great importance in shaping the play.

In a letter from February 1886 to the Swedish poet Carl Snoilsky, Ibsen wrote that
“I am also fully occupied with a new play, which I have been thinking about for some time and in which connection I carried out some close studies during my stay in Norway last summer.” It should also be mentioned that Snoilsky was the chief model for Johannes Rosmer.

Ibsen wrote three drafts of the play before being satisfied, and the manuscript was not to be completed until 27th of September 1886. It was first published in November the same year at Gyldendalske Boghandels Forlag in Copenhagen and Christiana (now Oslo). It would be an exaggeration to say that the play was well received. In fact the reviewers were even more confused by Rosmersholm than they had been by The Wild Duck two years previously. In Norway the reviews were almost exclusively poor, while in Sweden and Denmark they were slightly better. The lukewarm reviews had a negative effect on the sales and the play was not reprinted until Ibsen’s collected work was published between 1898 and 1900. And Ibsen was of course utterly disappointed by this reception.

The first performance of Rosmersholm took place 17th of January 1887 at Den Nationale Scene in Bergen. The audience received the production rather coolly. After Bergen, the play was staged at Christiania Theater, in Stockholm and Augsburg, Germany. To Ibsen’s great annoyance, The Royal Theater in Copenhagen turned the play down. And sad to say – most of the productions that were staged, were total failures. 

The prominent Ibsen expert, professor Vigdis Ystad at the University of Oslo, writes in an article on "suicides in Ibsen'plays" that Rosmersholm is perhaps the play that has generated the greatest interest in Ibsen among psychologists and psychoanalysts, with Sigmund Freud as one of the most interesting contributors. Freud's famous analysis leads to the diagnosis of an oedipal pattern behind Rebekka's manipulative actions and finally death.
Ystad continues in her article: "In this play (Rosmersholm) Ibsen perhaps more penetratingly than anywhere else presented a creative encounter between free individuals, where each receives his or her identity through the relationship to the other person...
Ambiguous tragic guilt is established when man actively assumes the "guilt" for the other persons life."

Ystad concludes her article: " By allowing Rosmer and Rebekka to carry out their suicide as an open confirmation of their previous selves, Ibsen's tragedy renders human life as a conflict field where imagination, emotions, will and reason are included in a game of freedom and being bound to life or death. The greatness of this tragedy is its shocking break with what is common. The concluding suicides are an awakening that may cause the audience to sense the eternal and irresolvable conflict between the greatness and impotence in man. However, the playwright hardly considered this as something he would encourage doing in the form a concrete act."

So let me conclude by wishing you all the best for the commemoration programme here today, and I am also very much looking forward to seeing the staging of Rosmersholm later today.

Thank you.

