Introduction to

GHOSTS

Title
‘The title Ghosts’, writes Eric Bentley, ‘is a much better 2ui
to the play than any discussion of syphilis’ 1 Howe:ver, it
worth remembering that the word ‘Ghosts’ is used here -
in its literal sense (i.e., ‘spirit of a dead person, aP’Mrin::)
somebody still living’) as in Shakespeare’s plays.21t
in common with the ghosts of Hamlet's father, Juliys Caegy,
or Banquo, all of whom are represented as SPITits of deaq
sons appearing to some living character. Thsep employ?'f
here as a symbol ‘whose significance spreads over the Who:
play’.2 .
The title ‘Ghosts’ suggests not only the continuing iy,
ence of a dead father over his son—discernible in the latyy
hereditary disease and _life-style—but also dead g4 b@:
and ideas which continue to exert their impact op com:
=nerations. When Mrs. Alving says that ‘there is in me S0ms.
thing ghostlike’, she refers actually to the ghosts of euigu
ideas—'all kinds of dead ideas and all sorts of o4 ang 0bsol
beliefs’.
Ibsen has expressed almost the same view
human predicament. Here is, for instance, a

has MOthin,

M 2 thyn
description &

1. The Playwright as Thinker, p.98,

2. The original Norwegian title, Gengangere, means ‘those whoam
back’. Ibsen was not happy with the English tilte ‘Ghosty', whih =
given to it by its translator, William Archer.

3. Eric Beatley, op. cit., p. 98.
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jetter written in 1875: ‘I believe we are sailing with a corpse
in our cargo’.¢ In fact, the word ‘ghosts’ symbolizes here the
very past—all that has happened in the past—which continues
to haunt and condition the present.® It carries also a sinistef
implication traditionally associated with the idea of a ghost.
The continuing presence of the past is felt to be as ominous as
the murky atmosphere that enwraps the action of the play.

It is this conception of ‘ghosts’ which gives the play its
motive and force. ‘Idea and action’, writes Robert Brustein,
gre perfectly unified in the central image of the work’.®

Theme

Ghosts was published in December 1881, two years after the
publication of 4 Doll's House. It follows the earlier play not
only in time but also in theme. One cannot fail to notice that
there are some important links between these two plays. To
quote Edward Beyer, ‘In Tbsen the inner continuity from work
to work is often marked, but never more sO than between
A Doll’s House and the work which followed’F The play, it is
said, was written as a reply to those critics who found fault
with Nora’s leaving her husband and children.® ‘Ibsen’, says
Bernard Shaw, ‘is determined to shew you what comes ofa
scrupulous line of conduct you were s angry with Nora for
not pursuing’.’ The implication is that Oswald’s tragedy is the
result of Mrs. Alving’s staying with her husband. This, of

course, is one way of looking at the play—as a defence or

justification of Nora’s conduct in 4 Doll's House. There is

4 Cited. Martin Lamm, Modern Drama, tr. Karin Elliott, p. 116.
One of the sanskrit cquivalents of the word ‘ghost’ is ‘bhta’, which
means both ‘ghost’ and ‘the past’.
Theatre of Revolt, p. 68.
The Man and His Work, tr. Marie Wells, pp. 122-23.
o Lavrin, Ibsen: An Approach, p. 81.
of Ibsenism’, Major Critica

| Essays. p. 67,
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also another view-—equa i i
.m:atinn of the carlic?uplls:}; .V:T‘::_i—n:t}::‘c‘e‘:eg":r::u“ e
Gzls A Doll's House grew naturally out of Pllian of S:mu .'
osts anceeded even more naturally from A Doll's H 7..‘0
The subject of Dr. Rank's hereditary disease whid‘\ e
touched upon in the earlier play, is treated h'ere as t;a‘ o
theme. As Peter Watts puts it, ‘Oswald carries ihe o,
of Dr Rank a stage further, while Mrs. Alving is a N?):Zb\e\:
W

stayed at home'’ "
In spite of these obvious affinities, Ghosts differs markeq,
]

from A Doll's House. Its theme is not as simple and stry

forward as that of the earlier play. It operates at mo}e l&ht-

one level of meaning. At least, there are three distinct p\aan
ey

at which the play may be read:
(I) Sociological plane: At its most explicit level, the pi
’ ¥

may be regarded as a social document, dealing with so-cajjeg
indecent subjects like venercal disease, incest and mercy-kij;
—subjects which were considered taboos in Ibsen’s time, Mn-i
is clear from their violent reactions 1% most of Ibsen’s conten,
poraries took the play at this plane.

(11) Ideological plane: The play may also be considered
a deliberate attempt at transposition of moral values—
substitution of a new morality for the old one. There is almos
a complete reversal of the prevailing notions of good and evil:
the traditional virtues are treated here as vices, and the trade
tional vices as virtues. The main thrust of the dramatic actis

consists in Mrs. Alving’s discovery of ‘how appallingly opper
tunities were wasted, morals perverted and instincts corrupted

0. The Life of Ibsen, 11, 158. , -

11. ‘Intcoduction’, Ibsen: Ghosts and

p. 10. |
‘ﬂ- For a sample of contemporary reactions to Ghos .
e cit., pp. 70-71. Juct t0 give an example, the lf)tho i
open drain’, and Ibsen Was called *A teacher ©

" : ~. M‘tﬂl'-

Bernard %
s, S¢€ dub’?d
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not only--something not at al|
to abhor in her youth, but by
uprightness to maintain’

not captain Alving,

~Dby the vices she was taught
the virtues it was her pride and
13 She gradually realizes that it is she, -

who is responsible for Oswald’s tragedy,
In the end, she seems to opt for the same morality that she

had condemned earlier ag a monstrous vice—‘high spirits’
or the joy of living (livsgled). 1t stands for a celebration of
life in its totality, in its rawness as well as sublimity.

(IIT) Metaphysical plane: There is yet another level at
which the play may be taken as a metaphysical inquiry into
the human condition, Here Ibsen tries again to probe the
question he had posed in Brand (Act II):

Where, O where, does guilt begin
In our heritage of sirf?

He believes that the root of our present suffering lies in our
past; it is our past which determines and shapes our present.
This continuing and crippling effect of the past is represented
in the play in two forms——heredita.ry disease and the sway of
old beliefs and jdeas, They are, of course, two facets of the
same coin—the physical (biological) and the psychological
‘aspects of the heritage from the past. But the latter, jt seems,

IS given greater importance, In 3 Speech (Act 1T) that looks
like a gloss on the title of the play, Mrs. Alving asserts:

I almost think we are all ghosts—all of us, Pastor Man-
{ ders. It isn’t just what we have inherited from our father
* and mother that walks in us. It is all kinds of dead ideas
and all sorts of olq and obsolete beliefs, They are not
alive in us; but they remain in us none the less, and we can
never rid ourselves of thery.

This notion of ¢

ghosts’, it mov bo rointed out, anticipates
much of what J, g
1

rishnamurt; calls ‘conditioning'—the basic
13, Bernard Shaw, Dramatic Opinions and Essays (New York: Brentano's,
1928), 11, 300,
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v . | |
w very ™ inat;
' which may very well serve as an ilam ng
‘conditioning ',

'y 1 .
C ]

iti ~physically, nervously, mentally

We are |‘-:°':S¢l: '?v’;aliivep:‘r? and Ylhﬁ fon(‘i wef ea:', by § ‘

by the (‘;:mwhich we live, by the whole of our 30ciq|

cul'tl!rc i nd economic environment, by oprﬂupﬂmrﬁ

;cl'gl{’\;g:ilon and by family pres‘;ptfc:\ al:\qd '(')‘u :mg:)c:‘ Al

: N &8 iy

tlfcse are the factors which con |1‘ ‘the chaumgﬂ ‘CM.“

d unconscious responses to al of gy,

and ment—intellectual, emotional, outward 4 o
fvligonall these are the action of condmonmg‘u

But Ibsen does not go as far as Krishnarpunl. For him,. ‘tong
tioning’ is confined only to o.bsolete' ideas and belief, o
cannot get rid of. Like hereditary disease, thﬁY'tm, Py
‘symbol of all determinist .l‘orccls that.crush humanity Ao
But Ibsen’s determinism, in spite of its apparent ;

is not identical with Greek fatalism. As I}obert B
out convincingly, it is rather the opposite of t},

n' &
SSeMbiap,,
Tustein

€ Gree}

Yy
t'| ;h

ascribes the destr}lctiop of his heroes . .
i?ﬁﬂffdﬁfc gods. lbsen ascribes it tq the Smpﬁé ‘
inhumanity of generation after Beneration of p \ :,
so the implications of Tbsen’s POSition are the Very o N
site of Greek fatalism; even his belief iy detemuﬁpf
implies a ‘belief” in will. For btj.hmd his COMVictig
mankind is on the wrong track is hiddey, his Secray Py
for a moral revolution through Which mankipg Ca0 o
again be redeemed. Ibsen’s task, in these realistc pp,
is not to champion this revolution but rather to show
need for it by exposing the COrpse that infectg the cargo?-
modern life.18 -.

14. J. Krishnamurti, The Second Penguin Krishng
Lutyens (Penguin Books, 1974), p. 277,

15. M. C. Bradbrook, Ibsen the Norwegian, p. 9.

16. The Theatre of Revolt, pp, 70-171,

murti Reader, of Mg

.



Howcvcr, there i ,
intcrprctation. for oo

: it s the ©on
any specific Meaning, Whic] Itip ICity o nny. v
theme. ' Conty,

Plot-construction

The plot of Ghogtg I8 Wove

, : n ;
Incotporating the (:lcmcmS 2‘; two f!lstinct
the Preparation o, in

e
Uguration Yy consigg .

] ’ t
the memory of Captajp, Irving lAnage w” o
fire, and the COnscquem blac]; its dcstnlction by a mky Up in

’ i ter]
Engstrand. The g of b, s
: g d Thu. spcofld, A Simple o, iv ]Pagtor anders ,
1Sease——its 01:1gm, its Nature, d its 2%“ dogwald.
for(;m of softening of g brain, By, es?: E?CP him g ¢,
an lsometuqcs CTISS-Cross egepy Other ( ; "N paraflg,
eXposure during his attempy ¢ i he. o 1t g Oswalqrs
the recurrence of hi y oot the f

S _discasc) The ©

- 1hey are |
tagonist, Mrs. Apy nked togother by,
Son from the

presence of the prq
Cern—to save her
establishment of th

The plot is rel
Brustein says, it is
machinery’.

atively neatly constructed, for; as Robert
'no longer bothered by the noise of Scribean
17 There are no ‘sensational reversals and uncon-

17, Ibid., p. 67.
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convcrsions' cuch as we find in Tbsen’s earlier pla
it still suffers from some awkward improhahimﬁ
and i‘,1pr0pricties. For instance, Engstrand’s implicatinnﬁ
anders 10 ihe burning of the Orphanage is not cf,,:
vincing. Why did he not, when he saw a smouldering C‘dndl‘
wi i the shavings, extinguish or take it r;m:
50 improbablc that a man of Pastor Mandcnv'
t such a preposterous accusation w',thq

would accep
.d help the accuser financially in setting up h;
seamen’s home’. In fact, the whole episode of blaql:

- alevant to the central theme of the play; it ca
ly on the ground that it reveals the Sha“()wnc:
ntentious morality. s
imilarly, Ibsen’s treatment of hereditary disease (here
syphilis), which forms the basis of the main plot, is open tr;
lis, one may ask, transmitted only t,

objection. HoW is syphi
one child (Oswald.) and not to the other child (Regina) or the
mother (Mrs: Alving)? In the normal course it is the mothe

who transmits the disease, not the father. Again, one may ask

how could Mrs. Alving conceal her husband’s licentiousnes;
from the eyes of bours continuously for eight or ning
year‘s? These are sOome of the

her neigh
matters that lack credibility,
There are als0 2 few other things which, though not s
improbable, look improper OT misplaced. The discussion onthe
advisability of insuring the

building of the Orphanage at fie
time of its inauguration is such a case. 1t violates the law of
propriety Of auchitya which Ksemendra, a Sanskrit critic,
considers the very life-breath of a work.
On the whole, on¢ may say that there is enough to suppor
Ronald Gray’s VieW that ‘In naturalistic Of realistic terms, (e
plot is naive’ gL

be dcfended on
of Manders's S€

e conclusion that the
A play like Hamlt

However, oné should not jump te th
-~ play fails because of these deficiencies.

1—A Dissenting View, p. 66.



p—

INTRODUCTION 1, GHOgTs

can succeed in spite ‘of IS artistic W
interest of such plays lies i their thep,
Once the reader or spectator i
the work a measure of ‘willing
not bothered by improbabijitje
long as they do not interfere
thought (angi rasa),

Seen in this light the plot of Ghostg
satisfactory. It does suc
and forcefully,

€, not ip th.:ir mach;
ine
drawn by a theme, ha alloz!;

Suspension of disbeljgf He i

S or logical inconsistenciu 50
With the main Sentiment o,

is not altogether un-

ceed in Projecting its theme Clearly

Characters

Oswald Alving, while the secong consists of Engstrand and
Regina Engstrand. A brief analysis of all these characters s
presented below:

Mrs. Alving

She is the protagonist, the so-called heroing of the piay.2
19. T. S. Eliot, in his famoug €ssay on Hamlet (The Sacred Wood, 1964,
pp. 95-103), condemns the pla

y for its artistic drawbacks, Even V.
Chatterjee, who rebuts Eliot’s charge in ap €ssay contributed to

sistent when analysed logically. But it is a well-known fact that
literature, like life, does not always conform to the principles of

logic. Then, again, some contradictions and confusions are bound
to occur in such a play as Hamler',

20. For a long time it wag common to regard Oswald as the hero of the

play, but now the critics have come round to the view that Mrs.
Alving is the main characte

r. ‘Actually the real protagonist’, writes,
Joeeph W. Krutch, ‘isnot the helpless victim Oswald but his mother’
(‘Modernism' in Modern Drama, p. 40). See also Edvard Beyer,
0p. cit., p, 127.
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The whole play revolves round her ‘struggle against the herit.
age from the past—spiritual as well as physical’ ! She trieq
as much to save her son from the evil effects of her h‘l‘shand‘%
dissolute life as to free herself from the conventional beliefs
and ideas in which she was brought up. But she does not
succeed in her efforts. In spite of her modern Mmagazines and
books (to which Pastor Manders objects) and acquisitiop of
new ideas, she is unable to reject the traditional values A
Eric Bentley says, ‘new ideas arc only in her head, whijiq lhi
ghosts of the old ideas linger in her heart’.?? Her violent r“
action to Oswald’s casual flirtation with Regina in the Cnﬁg:"
vatory (Act I) amply supports this view. In fact, aj| her acuo-r.
proceed from her concern for public opinion or her only § .
Only once-—when she runs away from her husband’q hon-\r_m‘
she.acts by her own light, but here, too, she faijls to show
courage of conviction. Fear of public opinion forces 1, any
return to her husband. T to
Though Mrs. Alving is represented as g champiop of
("Yes, but what about the truth?, she asks Pasto, Man:}mth
she leads a life of deception and sham. Her attempt 1, roelzs).
nd

an orphanage in the memory of her husband whom she heary;

detested is a glaring example of her hypocrisy. She revea|
truth only when the exigencies of a situation make it irns the
tive. For instance, she tells the truth to Pastor Mandeper?'
order to defend her conduct, and to Oswald to save hiy rfs in
remorse and, possibly, from an incestugys Marriage fo
Regina. Even her opting for the new ethic of ‘tye Joy 6f\:‘l;h‘
(livsglede) seems to be motivated not by any deep realim%e
but a doting mother’s concern for her son’s Views. Ther:)?
thus an air of insincerity about her which prevents her fmni

attaining to a heroic stature.

T

21. H. Koht, The Life of Ibsen, 11, 164,
22, The Life of the Drama (New York: Atheneum, 1961), p. 128.
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pastor Mecders

He is the spo.kcsman of old morality, of -
word several times) or‘ideals‘(‘Y‘Es’bu;;’}f1 duty’
pe asks Mrs. AlVing). But despite pis prorjt“h”“ltheidcah?-‘
g timorous fe]lov»t, extremely sensitiye ¢, $8¢d rectitude, o s
this wcakFlCSS which prevents hi from aPUbh'c Opinion, It i
Mrs. Alving, am_! later allows Engstm“;%mmg the hang of
His behaviour with Engstran show;th to hl‘ackmail him,
poOr judge of people but also gulfim at he is not only a

; . ¢ € & il
Alving calls him ‘a great baby’), His final zggnsf:rll(:: 1 (s,
' Support

the latter’s proposed home for sajlo

rS—a ki
makes a qlockel'y of all his teachings. 01'](1( [Ed 'Of '
whether his morality is just an eye-wagh 2 egins 10 doubt

Oswald Irving

His role in the play is tha -

) s B P )l(l' tofa Ca.talyst, He is not so much
important in himsclf as the dramatic functions he serves. His
hereditary disease forms the central theme of the o]

_ : e play. 1t is he
who makes Mrs. Alving realize the hollowness of her morals
and forces on her the tragic dilemma of poisoning the one
whom she loves above everything else. It is he, not Mrs. Alving
who presents a contrast to Pastor Manders’s ideology. He is
truly unconventional, broad-minded and liberal. His philoso-
phy of ‘joy of life’ leads Mrs. Alving not only to revise her
thinking but also to look at her treatment of Captain Alving

in a new light.

Engstrand

He is the villain of the play. His physical deformity is a symbol

itical Study, p. 118): ‘Tn Ibsen’s
han the way in which he sh.ows
enot only for Oswald's birth,
cances, for the atme=
and for the conses

Oswald'.

23. Cf. R. E. Roberts (Henrik Ibsen: ACr
work there is perhaps nothing subtler t
that Pastor Manders is really responsibl
but also for the lying struggle to keep up apped
sphere of deceit in which Oswald had befm reared,
quences of that atmosphere on Mrs. Alving and on
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cntal crookedness. He is selfish, cunning and caleulas.

::-;_“:J':Iikc pastor Manders, he is a shrewd judge of people

and knows how to .handle them. Though illiterate, he is quit;
clever in conversation and argument, and an adept in the art
of simulation. He has .ccrtam!y more intelligence than Pastq,
Manders whom he easily blackmails.

Regiﬂa Engstrand

She is the illegitimate daughter of Captain Alving, but tp,
fact of her true parentage is kept secret till the very end of the
play. Publicly, she is known as the daughter of Engstrapg
with whom her mother was legally married. She is beautify
healthy and strong—full of the joy of life. It is this quali,
which attracts Oswald. She is contrasted with Mrs, Alvi:j
whose ‘genial current of the soul’ has been chilled in her v, '
youth. However, she, like Engstrand, is extremely selfish,
leaves Oswald when she learns about his incurable illness‘ .
In the play she serves a double purpose; she PTOVi&es
proof of Captain Alving's escapades, and presents a |y .
picture of what Oswald calls the ‘joy of life’. g

Dramatic technique and style
Ghosts is constructed on the pattern of a Greek tragedy

specially Oedipus Rex or Oedipus the King of Sophocles. “The
technique of Oedipus Rex’, says Martin Lamm, ‘has never been
used so wholeheartedly as here’.?* It begins, like the Gree
play, after _the actual catastrophe has taken place; Oswald js,
broken man before he enters the stage. We do not see hepe
as in a Shakespearean tragedy like Macbeth, the developmen;
of events leading the protagonist to a disaster; rather we s

‘ m ;ust suffering the consequences of something that b

ned in the past. However, the play differs from t
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cophoclean tragedy in two respects, Firg
:b.lving, not the supposed hero Qswalq
consequences of the past. Secondly, Js
does not relax the tension qf the play,
what happens after the curtain falls. Bran
strates this difference diagrammatically

it represens Mrs,
» bearing the tragic
en, unlike Sophoclcs,
leaving yg Wondering

der Matthews demon.
as follows 25

Oedipus Rex

Ghosts

Tbsen employs here, as in his carlier plays, flash-back or
retrospective technique: the past is revealed graduallylr ar!d
piecemeal. Naturally, there is morc of narration tha't acn?n in
the play (The actual action consists in the burning of the
orphanage and the final stroke of Qswald’s ilIness). ;oscn
does not proceed in a straight-forward manner t?ut, like a
detective story-teller, often breaks the thread ofl his story to
prolong suspensc. His favourite method is to end a scene just
as an Emportant statement is about to be made. For instance,
in the First Act Mrs. Alving’s narration of the real stor'y of her
husband and Regina’s birth is intercepted by Oswald’s ﬂ;\rt;1
tion with Regina, while in the Second Act 1.5,_..:s.the ﬁr‘c wt :hc
preveats her from revealing their true relationship. Even a

. 1910),
25. 4 qudy of the Drama (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1910)
P24,
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end of the play our doubts are not resolved ; we are not shown
how Mrs. Alving reacts to her son’s request to poison him.

What is remarkable about Ibsen is that he makes his tragic
revelations at a time when everything seems all right. When
Mrs. Alving in the Second Act says: ‘From the day after to.
morrow, it will be as if the dead has never lived in this house’
the very moment the ghost of the dead strikes her in the form
of Oswald’s flirtation with Regina. Similarly, in the Last Act
when she feels the crisis is over, Oswald is struck with the
cruel disease. Such a skilful use of the irony of fate helps '”;
deepening the tragic sense of the play.

The play is also notable for its strict adherence tq the
‘unities’. All the scenes take place on Mrs. Alving estat
almost in the same room. The action is spread over g perigcd
of less than twenty-four hours. It opens with EngStrand‘
observation-—‘the day’s half gonz’, and closes with the sty i
direction: ‘The sun rises, and snow-capped peaks in the hagi-
ground glitter in the morning light’. The unity of action, tq '
is rigorously preserved; the whole play is pervaded Wi’th 0,
unremitting gloom. Even Ibsen’s caustic Galgenhume, N
Janko Lavrin points out, is used here ‘not as g relief, byt :aas

3 5 ? Sa
ther - f > 26 y =
further thickening of the gloom’.2® Such an observance of the

unitics lends the theme both unity and intensity,

This intensity of impression is further strengtheneq by th
symbolic use of the natural background. Tt is used bot, 4 )
parallel and as a contrast. The unceasing rain whic, su .
the idea of dampness and confinement is ap eXample i%e;ts
first while the rising of the sum at the end of the play, whep tllxe
sun of Oswald’s mental faculties jg setting, is ap e;w.rn | :
the second kind of natural symbolism. In both cases, th e
of tragedy is heightened. B

There are also other symbols such ag Engstrand’s crooke

leg or ‘an empty garden syringe’ in Regina’s hands 27 In fact

26. Ibsen: An Approach, pp. 834,
7. These symbols have been explained in the ‘Notes'.
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the use of symbols is part of Ibsen’s larger design of conveying

his meaning through suggestion rather than statement. In hig

close 'reading of the play, John Northam shows clearly how
‘visual suggestion’ plays a vital role in revealing the obscure

side of a character or situation.?® To this we may add also
‘verbal suggestion’ which, though not so pervasive, serves
the same purpose. We find an example of both the modes of
suggestion at the very beginning of the play. Engstrand’s
appearance as ‘dripping wet’ (visual image) and his comment
that ‘It is God’s blessed rain’ (verbal statement)—both suggest
his association with external gloom. Another instance of

verbal suggestion may be found in his later statement to Regina
in reference to her mother: ‘The Englishman—him with the
yacht-fifty pounds he paid out—and she wasn’t any prettier
than you'. It suggests not only his attempt to lure Regina into
accepting his offer but also his complete disregard of moral
values. There is thus a substratum of unstated meanings
whick adds greatly to the texture of play. As Martin Lamm
observes, the terrifying impression that the play creates “is the

result of what is said, and even more of the implication behind
what is said’.?”



