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Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, friends,

It gives me great pleasure to be present here at the inauguration of the Ibsen Commemoration Programme in Khulna, coordinated by Mr. Ahmed Ahsanuzzaman. As you will know, the first celebration of the Ibsen Year 2006 took place in Chittagong 26 January this year. Khulna is no. two in line, with many more events waiting to take place throughout Bangladesh. 

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. Ibsen plays will be performed at more than 100 theaters every week around the world, from Beijing to Bergen, from Buenos Aires to Berlin and from Dhaka to Dublin. From this it seems only fair to say that Henrik Ibsen is probably the most famous Norwegian in the world.

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.  As I said, there is no denial that he is Norwegian, but there was also at times rather strained relationship between him and his fellow countrymen. In a letter to the Swedish-Norwegian King, Carl XV he wrote that he would "awaken his countrymen from their apathy and bring them to see where the grand questions are leading."  He could be rather brutal in his dealings with Norwegians. For example: When he came back after 27 years living abroad - mainly in Germany and Italy, he was met by a delegation that wanted to extend a word of thanks on behalf of the Norwegian people. Ibsen's answer was: "The Norwegian people? It is no such a people. It is a population."

Ladies and gentleman,

In 1864 when Prussia and Austria re-conquered Slesvig-Holstein from Denmark, the governments of Sweden and Norwayfollowed a policy of non-interference contrary to the will of the people. Intellectuals of all the Nordic countries were infuriated, and Henrik Ibsen left Norway in utter despair as a result of this lukewarm protest from his government.

I do not intend to make my speech here today a lecture in Norwegian and Nordic history, but I do believe it would be useful to know and understand a little bit of the political background at the time Ibsen was writing his plays. Brand for example should be understood on the basis of this particular historical and political situation. This does not, however, imply that Brand does not have any relevance today. On the contrary: 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.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I do believe that the Ibsen Year represents a unique opportunity to show the world the best of Norwegian culture. 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. 

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. I have noticed that in Bangladesh, A Doll's House, is one of Ibsen's best known plays. I don't believe this to be accidental, I rather believe that this is a reflection of the discussion on the status of women and the relationship between men and women in this country. 

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 whole concept of a universal truth.

Ladies and gentlemen,

When I came to Bangladesh 2 ½ years ago, 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 here in Khulna tonight is An Enemy of the people. He finished the play in June 1882, but it is known that he had the idea of writing this play before he wrote Ghosts in 1881. In a letter to his publisher, Fredrik Hegel, from November 1881, and immediately after Ghosts had been sent off for printing, he wrote: "I am already playing with the idea of a new four-act comedy, which I thought of earlier but put aside in favour of Ghosts, as this was urging me on and absorbing my interest."

He finished writing An enemy of the people already in June 1882, and in a letter to Hegel he wrote:

"I finished my new drama yesterday. It is entitled An Enemy of the People and is in five acts. I am still somewhat uncertain as to whether to call it a comedy or a drama; it has many of the features of a comedy, but a serious idea behind it."

When the play was published in November 1882, it got a rather mixed reception. The interest of staging the play, however, was big. Contrary to what was the case with his previous play, and was also to be the case with some of his later plays, Ghosts, the Scandinavian theatres practically queued up to stage An Enemy of the People. The very first performance was at Christiania Theather on January 13th 1883, followed by productions at Den nationale Scene in Bergen, Svenska Teatern in Helsingfors, Stora Teatern in Gøteborg, Dramaten in Stockholm and Det kongelige theater in Copenhagen.

And in March 2006 in Khulna!

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 An Enemy of the People later today.

Thank you.

