
A TOWERING PLAYWRIGHT: HENRIK IBSEN 
  

+HQULN�,EVHQ¶V�SOD\V�VWUXFN�QLQHWHHQWK-century Europe like bolts of 

theatrical lightning. Born in 1828, the Norwegian writer revolutionized 

drama, scorching outmoded morés to coax newer truths from their 

ashes. 

His works reflected, with both candor and nuance, a society fractured in 

LWV�YLHZV�RQ�UHOLJLRQ��FODVV��DQG�ZRPHQ¶V�ULJKWV��$ERYH�DOO��WKH�SOD\ZULJKW�

FKDPSLRQHG�SHUVRQDO�IUHHGRP��HDFK�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�GXW\�WR�GHI\�FRQYHQWLRQ�

DQG�³VDLO�XQGHU�KLV�RZQ�IODJ�´ 

Ibsen¶V�GUDPDWLF�GHYHORSPHQW�FRLQFLGHG�ZLWK�WKH�KH\GD\�RI�WZR�HDUOLHU�

GUDPDWLF�IRUPV��³5RPDQWLF�PHORGUDPD´�VWRUPHG�ZLWK�ERPEDVWLF�

VROLORTXLHV��ZKLOH�VXVSHQVHIXO�XQUDYHOLQJ�RI�VHFUHWV�GURYH�WKH�³ZHOO-made 

SOD\�´�$EVRUELQJ�VRPH�DVSHFWV�RI�ERWK�JHQUHV��,EVHQ�DOVR�radically 

transformed them²pruning his plays of their artificialities and greatly 

enriching their emotional scope. 

7KH�SOD\ZULJKW¶V�ILUVW�ZRUNV��EDVHG�RQ�1RUVH�VDJDV�DQG�EDOODGV��PRVWO\�

failed with the public, but the dramatist soared to national prestige with 

his verse epics, Brand and Peer Gynt (1867). The playwright, whom the critic Georg Brandes dubbed 

WKH�³KDPPHU�DQG�EHQHIDFWRU�RI�WKH�1RUWK�´�QH[W�DEDQGRQHG�SRHWLF�IRUP�IRU�WKH�VRFLDO�UHDOLVP�RI�

prose. Affirming his new commitment to raising social questions, Ibsen shocked and galvanized 

Europe with plays such as Ghosts and An Enemy of the People. His most famous play, $�'ROO¶V�

House (1879), ends with housewife Nora leaving her family on a mission of self-discovery: her door-

slam was heard around the world. 

With The Master Builder (1892), Ibsen crowned a cycle of plays delving the hidden depths of the 

subconscious. In this play, The Wild Duck, Rosmersholm, Hedda Gabler, and others, Ibsen showed 

how, like The Master Builder¶V�YLVLRQDU\�DUFKLWHFW�+DOYDUG�6ROQHVV��ZH�DOO�WRR�³ILJKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�GDUN�

IRUFHV�ZLWKLQ�RXUVHOYHV�´�,EVHQ�GLHG�LQ�������OHDYLQJ�EHKLQG�RYHU�WZR�GR]HQ�SOD\V��/LNH�6ROQHVV¶V�

church over the town of Lysanger, his shadow towers majestically over Western drama. 
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MASTER BUILDERS AND MISTRESS-MUSES 
  

Reaching for the sublime, artists have always found inspiration in 

shapely, female forms. Like the nine goddesses of Greek mythology, 

+LOGD�:DQJHO�LV�D�PXVH��VWLUULQJ�KHU�³0DVWHU�%XLOGHU´�ZLWK�KHU�\RXWK�DQG�

spirit. -XVW�DV�VKH�SXVKHV�6ROQHVV�WR�EXLOG�KLV�³SDODFHV�LQ�WKH�VN\�´�WKUHH�

women achieved their own form of immortality as muse to great 

architects in the early twentieth century. 

7KH�EXLOGLQJ�RI�7DOLHVLQ��)UDQN�/OR\G�:ULJKW¶V�IDPHG�VXPPHU�HVWDWH�LQ�

Wisconsin, was in part inspired by his liaison with the free-thinking 

VXIIUDJHWWH�0DUWKD�³0DPDK´�%RUWKZLFN�&KHQH\��7KH�PDUULHG�:ULJKW��

commissioned to design a house for the electrical engineer Edwin 

&KHQH\��IHOO�LQ�ORYH�ZLWK�KLV�FOLHQW¶V�ZLIH�DQG�IOHG�ZLWK�KHU�WR�(XUope in 

������7KHUH��WKH�ORYHUV�OLVWHQHG�IRU�ZKDW�:ULJKW�FDOOHG�³WKH�VRQJ�LQ�WKH�

GHHSV�RI�OLIH�´�:KHQ�WKH\�UHWXUQHG�WR�$PHULFD��7DOLHVLQ�RIIHUHG�D�UHWUHDW�

from intense public censure. The romance ended terribly in 1914 when 

Mamah and her children were murdered by a servant, who set fire to the 

house.  

Evelyn Nesbit became the unwitting central figure to another tragic 

scandal. The teenaged chorus girl was the muse to Stanford White, a 

titan of Gilded Age architecture who designed such landmarks as 

Madison Square Garden, and she also stoked the fires of artists like Charles Dana Gibson. Though 

married himself, White kept a second apartment, outfitted with strategically placed mirrors and a red 

YHOYHW�VZLQJ��ZKHUH�KH�HQWHUWDLQHG�\RXQJ�ZRPHQ��,Q�������1HVELW¶V�millionaire husband Harry K. 

Thaw²driven crazy by the thought of his young wife posing on the swing²fatally shot the architect. 

German architect and Bauhaus school founder Walter Gropius dazzled fin-de-siècle Vienna when he 

fell for Alma Mahler, the beguilLQJ�³VHULDO�PXVH�´�$OPD��D�JLIWHG�FRPSRVHU��ZDV�EHWWHU�UHFRJQL]HG�IRU�

her magnetic allure to artists. Also famed for a tempestuous affair with the painter Oskar Kokoschka, 

she married Gropius, the composer Gustav Mahler, and the writer Franz Werfel (who called her his 

³JXDUGLDQ�RI�WKH�IODPH´���:KLOH�WKH�*URSLXV�XQLRQ�ZDV�WR�SURYH�XQKDSS\�IRU�ERWK��$OPD�JDYH�YLWDO�

encouragement to the architect at the start of his career²and burnished both of their legends.  
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