“But Ibsen is far from being a film man. The majority of Ibsen films are bad or lacking in interest and only of one Ibsen film can we say with certainty that it has made film history”  This quote from Norwegian writer Karsten Alnæs from 1975 is in reference to the silent film made in 1916 by the Swedish film maker Victor Sjöström, of the poem “Terje Vigen”, and it is not an uncommon observation made by scholars both of Ibsen  and of filmmaking.  As the Director of the Ibsen Centre, Astrid Sæther asked during the seminar “Ibsen on Screen” in 1998: “Why has nobody succeeded in creating artistically good films out of these [Ibsen’s works] in the same way as people have succeeded with the works of Shakespeare?” 

So far (2005) it is documented the existence of 56 films based on Ibsen’s works.

The first ones were made as early as 1911 ( 5 films registered from this year), and it is interesting to note that the majority of the films (38) were created in the 30 years preceding the 2nd World War. From 1940 on, just 18 films have been made for the big screen. This may mainly be due to the spreading of television in this period, as many of Ibsen’s works have been adapted for television, first and foremost as filmed theater.

These are, however, not the subject for my paper. 

Of the films for the big screen, the major part is made in Europe and North America, but also a substantial part is made in Asia, Australia and South America, - only Africa has no registered production. A Doll’s House from 1879  has been filmed no less than 12 times, interestingly most lately (1993) in Iran by Dariush Mehrjui under the title Sara.  The first Ibsen film from the Indian subcontinent Jhooti sharm (Naked Truth) based on Ghost, was made in 1940 by M. Bhavnani. So far the most recent one is the Norwegian production from 2004 of An Enemy of the People by Erik Skjoldbjærg (director) and Nikolaj Frobenius (scriptwriter).       

An Enemy of the People from 1882, is filmed 4 times in a span of approx. 70 years, the first one being the German production from 1937, Ein Volksfeind  in which Dr. Stockmann is used to justify the undoing of the Weimar Republic. 

In 1977, George Schaefer filmed an American version of the play with Steve

McQueen as Dr. Stockmann alongside Bibi Andersson as his wife Kathrine

As I unfortunately has not seen this film I will concentrate my interest on the Indian rendering of Ibsen’s play; Ganashatru from 1989. It is of course also due to the fact that it is made by the great master of Bengali cinema, one of the giants in filmmaking of the world: Satyajit Ray. Then I will comment on the latest Norwegian contribution. But first of all I will give a presentation of the play.

An Enemy of the People was published the 28th of November 1882. Henrik Ibsen wrote it in a very short span of time from the spring to the early summer the same year. This probably because he had started writing it before Ghosts ( 1881), but since the writing of the latter took over his interest, he put it aside. When he took it up again, it was written in haste and in fury over the reception of Ghosts that had created a scandal both among the critics and the public at large. It was felt as a kick in the underbelly by the established liberal middle-classes, but the younger generations admired him for it.  Most of the theaters in the world refused to stage the play, ( a scene in Chicago the exception) and Ibsen felt he was misunderstood and isolated. 

An Enemy of the People is about Tomas Stockmann, a medical doctor employed by a health-spa in a small coastal town in Norway. He discovers through scientific tests, that the water in the spa, considered by all to be healthy, is contaminated and a risk to the users. He is convinced  that the correct changes will be made to the water supply, it is just a matter of the time and money spent, and that everybody will be grateful for his discovery and the right measures taken. At first he receives support from representatives of the press and the majority of the voters in the town (even though all with their own not so noble motives in mind) and is called a Friend of the People.  His brother, Peter Stockmann; mayor and chief of police in the town as well as the chairman of the board of the spa, fearing the costs and the closing of the spa considering the revenues lost in fixing it, is opposing the doctor.  He is also concerned with the town’s reputation. As a man of power he is able to turn the press and the people against his brother Tomas.

Dr. Stockmann calls a public meeting to present his case.  His adversaries are continuing their pressure, forcing him to declare that the minority is always right and the majority is wrong. The people reacts with hostility to this and chaos breaks out.They chase the doctor and his family away from the meeting and later attacks his home and breaks the windows.  The day after it turns out that hostility and fear reigns in the town. Nobody dares to support Tomas Stockmann and his family. He looses his house and his position at the spa, nobody dares to be his patient etc. At first, in rage and disappointment, he wants to leave the country, but decides to stay on educating the young and poor of the town to become strong and free spirits. His last line as he is surrounded by his family “…the strongest man in the world, is the man who stands most alone.”, has a certain ironic ring to it: Dr. Stockmann seems to be defeated, and no one cares any longer about the ticking time bomb of the contaminated water. 

The published text was fairly well received by the critics and his readers, and the theaters were queuing up to stage it. Ibsen as a former man of the theater, knowing all aspects of staging a play, gave very meticulous instructions about how it should be performed. It became a success in many places and remained for a long time one of Ibsen’s most popular plays with its combination of tragic and comic elements. 

In recent times, at least in the western world, it has not been so often seen on a scene, mainly due to the costs, as the mass meeting, with a lot of extras, is very expensive to do. Even though Dr. Stockmann is a very interesting male role, his wife has not much to offer for an actress. Furthermore the seemingly anti-democratic, aristocratic point of view is perceived as politically incorrect if not blatantly reactionary. 

An Enemy of the People has been seen by many, together with The Pillars of Society (1877) as one of his most political plays in the sense that it deals with themes and situations concerning the well-being of a community and the conflict between matters of  interest to the whole community and self-interest.  The question of power appears to be the main theme in the play. It is the struggle between the “good” power, represented by Dr. Tomas Stockmann, with truth and justice on his side forwarding the common good in the name of freedom, and the “evil” power serving the narrow interests of the few, using lies and manipulations to reach its goals, represented by Peter Stockmann, the mayor and brother (a close relative as often in the Greek tragedies). To begin with it appears that the “good” part prevails being backed by the gentlemen(?) of the press and people representing the (silent) majority of the town. At the end of act 2 it is evident that Peter is the one that stands alone; Tomas has all the support and sympathy. So during the 3rd act everything is turned, and the Peripeti; the classical turning point is placed elegantly in the middle of it.  Thanks to his rhetoric gifts, the mayor Peter Stockmann, playing on the selfish motives of the doctor’s supporters, his morally indefensible stance has the upper hand. The man that stood alone has forced this isolation upon his antagonist. It turns out that man representing the “evil” aspect of power is building on the stronger fundament of the established “facts” and the political, social and economical status quo in his community, while the man forwarding the “good” power of change and enlightened progress, sees his tower of right and justice crumble under his feet. But the loss is not only limited to this one person and his family.  The whole community is threatened: Not only by the dangerously polluted water, that everyone has forgotten about (including the drama itself), but by a dramatic change in the fabric of society. Everybody appears to be in the grip of some sort of fear, a fear of  the anonymous, sinister compact majority, that they all have had a part in developing and maintaining. To me the last scene with Dr. Stockmann surrounded by his family resembles that of survivors from a shipwreck on a raft or refugees from a political or natural (ecological) disaster huddling together clinging to a small ray of hope.  

In this reading of An Enemy of the People, I see it as a play showing how a democratic majority, seemingly basing itself on truth and justice is dramatically changed into its opposite; a tyranny created through a mass-psychoses of  fear and insecurity, a sort of blind power, political or religious, that dominates everybody. 

One of Henrik Ibsen’s contemporaries, the writer Arne Garborg, saw Dr.  Stockmann as Brand turned into a taxpayer. There is a lot of truth to this, even though the good doctor is likeable and humorous, regarded as more realistic and recognizable to the modern reader or spectator. He is not killed in the end, but is his struggle less dramatic?

“ My doctor is now dictating my style of film-making, I am ordered to work only within the studio”  During the making of the film Ghare Baire (Home and the World) based on the novel by Rabindranath Tagore, Satyajit Ray became seriously ill after a heart attack.          It was to take him five years to be able to film again. When he finally did, he adapt Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People with the title Ganashatru (1989)  

As we see from the quote above his art was severely limited in this period, and the adaptation of a play where all the scenes are taking place indoors must have been seen as the right choice.  Most of his films were rendered from literary works (some of them his own), starting his career with Pather Panchali (1955) after a novel by B. Bandhyopadhyay with Ganashatru  being the last in this sense as his latest films were written by himself.  I will not speculate on why he decided to adapt this particular play ( as a Norwegian I am very honored by it), but he is known to have read and enjoyed it around 1946-47 in a time leading up to the Liberation from the British and the Partition. The film was made in 1989, a period of increasing  religious fanaticism, sparking communalism, and the event of Glasnost and the breaking up of the Communist world.  

As always, Ray is making changes to the story filming it. The contaminated water that is a hazard to people’s health  is found in a temple; Tripureswar Hindu temple in the resort town of Chandipur, and not in a spa. Dr. Ashok Gupta, the head of the local hospital, discovers that the drinking water, swallowed by the devote pilgrims as Charanamrita (water turned into nectar by touch of a divine foot)  is causing a sharp increase in jaundice and other water-transmitted diseases. On reveling this he is attacked by his brother, the mayor and head of the hospital committee, Nishith Gupta and others, motivated by their interest in the temple and its influx of  pilgrims. Leading the attacks on the doctor, who among other things is accused of being anti-Hindu, is the industrialist Bharghava that has invested his money in building the temple. The idea that the holy water Charanamrita could be harmful instead of healing has of course both religious as well as economic implications. The local newspaper, Jana Barta, that will run some articles on the findings of Dr. Gupta is silenced as is the doctor himself in the public meeting he has called to warn the local population and the pilgrims of the danger of an epidemic. The film, like the play, ends with the doctor surrounded by his family ( but with some more and stronger defenders) but contrary to the play we can hear the support from a procession in front of his house shouting repeatedly: “Long live Ashok Gupta.”

In many of Ibsen’s so called realistic plays the world is often seen only from inside a house, (only Nora is opening up a door, walking out), but in An Enemy of the People the outside world comes flying in, in the form of stones and chattered glass.

Like Ray’s film that is taking place in the West Bengal of his time, the Norwegian adaptation of the play is dealing with contemporary Norway. But when the former is keeping his film indoors (except two short scenes in front of the temple), Skjoldbjærg/Frobenius have forced open the doors, playing out the story in a village with a breathtaking view in the west of  Norway.  Here Tomas Stockmann is a nutritionist who is using his fame as a TV personality to produce and sell, together with his brother Peter, water from his home village, claming it to be the world’s purest bottled water. But also here the devil is in the water veins; it is discovered to contain traces of toxic pesticide, probably caused by the father-in law of Tomas. He wants to raise the alarm but his brother, as a businessman and a pillar in the local society refuses fearing bankruptcy and loss of  credibility.

The modern Dr. Stockmann, with his thick skin as a celebrity in the powerful media of television is more able to confront the people and the forces that raise up against him calling him an Enemy of the People. In this film, the public meeting as we see it in the play as well as in Ray’s version, is transformed into a populist TV debate regarding the scandal of the water in which the audience is invited to vote in a pseudo-democratic way pro or contra Tomas Stockmann. It is first when the conflict is dealt with in the inner circle of the family that we see him being brought on the defensive taking the same position of the nobility in standing alone as his much older namesake in the play by Ibsen.

We see here that the motive of religion and the stance against superstition and the danger of fundamentalism in Ray’s film is lacking, while the economic aspect is more prominent, and the present day anonymous market forces are seen as the main threat for the community in this new Norwegian film. In stead of the local newspapers, that is easily manipulated, we have here an all present, powerful televised media, that can make or break any person, any event or phenomenon in society. 

At first Tomas seems to be able to use it or stand up against it, but fails in the end. Where Ray is optimistic, in his adaptation, as he usually is, the Norwegian filmmakers are not. And both films lack, in my mind, the sense of humor that we see a lot of in the play, mainly in the personae of Dr. Stockmann. 

Are the quotes that introduced my paper valid when it comes to the assertion that       the majority of Ibsen films are bad or lacking in interest and that few of them have won a place in the history of the cinema?  I think it is difficult to judge. Firstly because I have only seen a fraction of all the Ibsen films we know have been made ( some are lost forever), and secondly because I am neither a filmmaker, a film critic nor a historian of the art of film.  So I have to base my judgment on these two films I have described above, and my verdict  is valid only for them. 

In my mind, also knowing that Ganashatru was made under severe strains and great limitation, and done by Ray as a way of recovering as a filmmaker, I will have to point my thumb down. Reluctantly though, as I in the first case regard Satyajit Ray as one of the greatest filmmakers in the world, and in the second case because I am a proud Norwegian.   I think it is very good that Ray is telling the story within the context of religious zealotry and in using a temple as the focus of the conflict. It is, however, a very static film, very much like filmed theater, and most of the time people are talking with each other, comfortably seated, rather than vividly discussing, moving up and about.

Dr. Stockmann is a very vital, good humored man, that is easily agitated, getting a lot of sympathy from his spectators. This makes his losing out the more ironic (and tragic).

There is nothing of this in Dr. Gupta unfortunately, and the other parts are also quite flat.

The whole story is, unfortunately, made too simplistic, and I feel compelled to agree with Chidananda Dasgupta when he is writing in his book “ The cinema of Satyajit Ray that: “ There is hardly one memorable scene.” 

Regarding the 2004 filmed adaptation of An Enemy of the People, I gather you have had or will have an opportunity to see the film here and make up your own mind about it.

It seems to me, and I must confess a longing for my land in seeing it, not to be a very succeeded rendering of the story. I find it over all to be rather superficial, and the dramatic ambiguity of the character of Dr. Stockmann and of the drama itself, - suspended between the comic and the tragic is in the film at times vague and unconvincing and the story is generally lacking a bit in intensity.  The end is on the other hand very intense and engaging, and I wonder why this engagement is so late to come. A pity, because the camera and the music are used with great gusto in the film and some of the dramatic scenes are memorable; also to others than homesick expatriates. 

I have chosen to refrain from trying to answer the questions as to why it seems to be so difficult to make really good and lasting films from the plays of Henrik Ibsen, and what should be done about it. I hope you could bring your contribution in discussing this. It is about time more is done as it is now 100 years since he died. And I am optimistic in  my wish that is through making exciting films from his plays that we will keep him “alive and kicking” for the many coming generations moving evermore rapidly between the home and world.
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