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order to find out the reality of things for her
self, and to gain some position not fundamen
tally false, refusing to see her children again 
until she is fit to be in charge of them, or to 
live with him until she and he become capable 
of a more honourable relation to one another 
than that in which they have hitherto stood. He 
at first cannot understand what has happened, 
and flourishes the shattered ideals over her as if 
they were as potent as ever. He presents the 
course most agreeable to him-that of her stay
ing at home and avoiding a scandal-as her 
duty to her husband, to her children, and to her 
religion; but the magic of these disguises is 
gone ; and at last even he understands what has 
really happened, and sits down alone to wonder 
whether that more honourable relation can ever 
come to pass between them. 

GHOSTS. 

In his next play, Ibsen returned to the charge 
with such an uncompromising and outspoken 
attack on marriage as a useless sacrifice of 
human beings to an ideal, that his meaning was 
obscured by its very obviousness. Ghosts, as 
it is called, is the story of a woman who has 
faithfully acted as a model wife and mother, 
sacrificing herself at every point with selfless 

thoroughness. Her husband is a man with a 

Shaw, George Bernard.  The Quintessence of 
Ibsenism.  London: Walter Scott, 1891. 
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huge capacity and appetite for sensuous enjoy-

ment. Society, prescribing ideal duties and not

enjoyment for him, drives him to enjoy him-

self in underhand and illicit ways. When he

marries his model wife, her devotion to duty

only makes life harder for him
;
and he at last

takes refuge in the caresses of an undutiful but

pleasure-loving housemaid, and leaves his wife to

satisfy her conscience by managing his business

affairs whilst he satisfies his cravings as best he

can by reading novels, drinking, and flirting, as

aforesaid, with the servants. At this point even

those who are most indignant with Nora Helmer
for walking out of the doll's house, must admit

that Mrs Alving would be justified in walking
out of her house. But Ibsen is determined to

show you what comes of the scrupulous line of

conduct you were so angry with Nora for not pur-

suing. Mrs Alving feels that her place is by her

husband for better for worse, and by her child.

Now the ideal of wifely and womanly duty which

demands this from her also demands that she

should regard herself as an outraged wife, and

her husband as a scoundrel. The family ideal

again requires that she should suffer in silence,

and, for her son's sake, never shatter his faith in

the purity of home life by letting him know the

truth about his father. It is her duty to conceal

that truth from the world and from him. In
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this she only falters for one moment. Her

marriage has not been a love match : she has,

in pursuance of her duty as a daughter, con-

tracted it for the sake of her family, although
her heart inclined to a highly respectable clergy-

man, a professor of her own idealism, named
Mandcrs. In the humiliation of her first dis-

covery of her husband's infidelity, she leaves the

house and takes refuge with Manders
;
but he at

once leads her back to the path of duty, from

which she does not again swerve. With the

utmost devotion she now carries out a tre-

mendous scheme of lying and imposture. She

so manages her husband's affairs and so shields

his good name that everybody believes him to

be a public-spirited citizen of the strictest con-

formity to current ideals of respectability and

family life. She sits up of nights listening to

his lewd and silly conversation, and even drink-

ing with him, to keep him from going into the

streets and betraying what she considers his

vices. She provides for the servant he has

seduced, and brings up his illegitimate daughter
as a maid in her own household. And as a

crowning sacrifice, she sends her son away to

Paris to be educated there, knowing that if he

stays at home the shattering of his ideals must

come sooner or later. Her work is crowned

with success. She gains the esteem of her old
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love the clergyman, who is never tired of holding

up her household as a beautiful realization of the

Christian ideal of marriage. Her own martyrdom
is brought to an end at last by the death of her

husband in the odour of a most sanctified re-

putation, leaving her free to recall her son from

Paris and enjoy his society, and his love and

gratitude, in the flower of his early manhood.

But when he comes home, the facts refuse as

obstinately as ever to correspond to her ideals.

Oswald, the son, has inherited his father's love

of enjoyment; and when, in dull rainy weather,
he returns from Paris to the solemn, strictly

ordered house where virtue and duty have had

their temple for so many years, his mother sees

him first shew the unmistakable signs of boredom
with which she is so miserably familiar from of

old
;
then sit after dinner killing time over the

bottle
;
and finally

— the climax of anguish—
begin to flirt with the maid who, as his mother
alone knows, is his own father's daughter. But
there is this worldwide difference in her insight
to the cases of the fiithcr and the son. She
did not love the father : she loves the son with

the intensity of a heart-starved woman who has

nothing else left to love. Instead of recoiling
from him with pious disgust and Pharisaical

consciousness of moral superiority, she sees at

once that he has a right to be happy in his own
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way, and that she has no right to force him to

be dutiful and wretched in hers. She sees, too,

her injustice to the unfortunate father, and the

iniquity of the monstrous fabric of lies and false

appearances which she has wasted her life in

manufacturing. She resolves that the son's life,

at least, shall not be sacrificed to joyless and un-

natural ideals. But she soon finds that the work
of the ideals is not to be undone quite so easily.

In driving the father to steal his pleasures in

secrecy and squalor, they had brought upon him

the diseases bred by such conditions
;
and her

son now tells her that those diseases have left

their mark on him, and that he carries poison
in his pocket against the time, foretold to him

by a Parisian surgeon, when he shall be struck

down with softening of the brain. In despera-
tion she turns to the task of rescuing him from

this horrible apprehension by making his life

happy. The house shall be made as bright as

Paris for him : he shall have as much champagne
as he wishes until he is no longer driven to

that dangerous resource by the dulness of his life

with her : if he loves the girl he shall marry her

if she were fifty times his half-sister. But the

half-sister, on learning the state of his health,

leaves the house; for she, too, is her father's

daughter, and is not going to sacrifice her life in

devotion to an invalid. When the mother and
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son are left alone in their dreary home, with the

rain still falling outside, all she can do for him is

to promise that if his doom overtakes him before

he can poison himself, she will make a final sacri-

fice of her natural feelings by performing that

dreadful duty, the first of all her duties that has

any real basis. Then the weather clears up at

last
;
and the sun, which the young man has so

longed to see, appears. He asks her to give it to

him to play with
;
and a glance at him shews her

that the ideals have claimed their victim, and

that the time has come for her to save him from

a real horror by sending him from her out of

the world, just as she saved him from an imagi-

nary one years before by sending him out of

Norway.
This last scene of Ghosts is so appallingly

tragic that the emotions it excites prevent the

meaning of the play from being seized and

discussed like that of A Doll's House. In Eng-
land nobody, as far as I know, seems to have

perceived that Ghosts is to A Doll's House what
Mr Walter Besant intended his own "sequel"*

* An astonishing^ production, which will be found in

the English Illustrated Magazme for January 1890. Mr
Besant makes the moneylender, as a reformed man, and
a pattern of all the virtues, repeat his old tactics by hold-

ing a forged bill in terrorem over Nora's grown-up
daughter, who is engaged to his son. The bill has been
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to that play to be. Mr Besant attempted to shew

what might come of Nora's repudiation of that

idealism of which he is one of the most popular

professors. But the effect made on Mr Besant

by A Doll's House was very faint compared to

that produced on the English critics by the

first performance of Ghosts in this country. In

the earlier part of this essay I have shewn that

since Mrs Alving's early conceptions of duty
are as valid to ordinary critics as to Pastor

Manders, who must appear to them as an

admirable man, endowed with Helmer's good
sense without Helmer's selfishness, a pretty

general disapproval of the "moral" of the play
was inevitable. Fortunately, the newspaper

forged by her brother, who has inherited a tendency to

this sort of offence from his mother. Helmer having
taken to drink after the departure of his wife, and

forfeited his social position, the moneylender tells the

girl that if she persists in disgracing him by marrying
his son, he will send her brother to gaol. She evades

the dilemma by drowning herself. An exquisite absur-

dity is given to this jeu d'esprit by the moral, which

is, that if Nora had never run away from her husband

her daughter would never have drowned herself; and
also by the writer's naive unconsciousness of the fact

that he has represented the moneylender as doing over

again what he did in the play, with the difference that,

having become eminently respectable, he has also become
a remorseless scoundrel. Ibsen shows him as a good-
natured fellow at bottom.
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press went to such bedlamite lengths on this

occasion that Mr William Archer, the well-

known dramatic critic and translator of Ibsen,

was able to put the whole body of hostile

criticism out of court by simply quoting its

excesses in an article entitled Ghosts a?id Gibber-

ings, which appeared in the Pail Mall Gazette

of the 8th of April 1891. Mr Archer's extracts,

which he offers as a nucleus for a Dictionary
of Abuse modelled upon the Wagner

"
Schimpf-

Lexicon," are worth reprinting here as samples
of contemporary idealist criticism of the drama.

Descriptions of tiie Play.
" Ibsen's positively abominable play entitled

Gliosis. . . This disgusting representation. . .

Reprobation due to such as aim at infecting
the modern theatre with poison after desperately

inoculating themselves and others. . . An open
drain

;
a loathsome sore unbandaged ;

a dirty
act done publicly ;

a lazar-house with all its

doors and windows open. . . Candid foulness.

. . . Kotzcbue turned bestial and cynical.

Offensive cynicism. . . Ibsen's melancholy and
malodorous world. . . Absolutely loathsome

and fetid. . . Gross, almost putrid indecorum.

. . . Literary carrion. . . Crapulous stuff. . .

Novel and perilous nuisance."—Daily Telegraph

(leading article).
" This mass of vulgarity,
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egotism, coarseness, and absurdity."
— Daily

Telegraph (criticism).
"
Unutterably offensive.

. . . Prosecution under Lord Campbell's Act. . .

Abominable piece. . . Scandalous."— Standard.
" Naked loathsomeness. . . Most dismal and

repulsive production."
—Daily News. " Revolt-

ingly suggestive and blasphemous. , . Char-

acters either contradictory in themselves, un-

interesting or abhorrent." — Daily Chronicle.
" A repulsive and degrading work."— Queen.
"
Morbid, unhealthy, unwholesome and disgust-

ing story. . . A piece to bring the stage into

disrepute and dishonour with every right-

thinking man and woman."—Lloyd's.
"
Merely

dull dirt long drawn out."—Hawk. " Morbid

horrors of the hideous tale. . . Ponderous

dulness of the didactic talk, . . If any repeti-

tion of this outrage be attempted, the authorities

will doubtless wake from their lethargy."
—

Sporting and Dramatic News. "
Just a wicked

nightmare."
— The Gentlezvonian.

"
Lugubrious

diagnosis of sordid impropriety. . . Characters

are prigs, pedants, and profligates. . . Morbid

caricatures. . . Maunderings of nookshotten

Norwegians. . . It is no more of a play than

an average Gaiety burlesque."
— W. St Leger

in Black and White.
" Most loathsome of all

Ibsen's plays. . . Garbage and offal."— Truth.
"
Ibsen's putrid play called Ghosts. . . So loath-
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some an enterprise."
—Academy.

" As foul and

filthy a concoction as has ever been allowed

to disgrace the boards of an English theatre. . .

Dull and disgusting. . . Nastiness and malo-

dorousness laid on thickly as with a trowel."—
Era. " Noisome corruption."

—
Stage.

DesciHptio7is of Ibsen.

" An egotist and a bungler."
—Daily Telegraph.

" A crazy fanatic. . . A crazy, cranky being. . .

Not only consistently dirty but deplorably dull."

— Truth. "The Norwegian pessimist in petto''

\sic\
—W. St Leger in Black and White.

''

Ugly,

nasty, discordant, and downright dull. . . A
gloomy sort of ghoul, bent on groping for horrors

by night, and blinking like a stupid old owl when
the warm sunlight of the best of life dances into

his wrinkled eyes."
—Gentlewoman. "A teacher

of the aistheticism of the Lock Hospital."
—

Saturday Review.

Descriptio7is of Ibsen's Admirers.
" Lovers of prurience and dabblers in im-

propriety who are eager to gratify their illicit

tastes under the pretence of art."— Evening
Standard. "

Ninety-seven per cent, of the people
who go to see Ghosts are nasty-minded people
who find the discussion of nasty subjects to

their taste in exact proportion to their nasti-
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ness."— Sporting and Dramatic News. '* The
sexless. . . The unwomanly woman, the un-

sexed females, the whole army of unprepos-

sessing cranks in petticoats. . . Educated and

muck-ferreting dogs. . . Effeminate men and
male women. . . They all of them—men and

women alike—know that they are doing not only
a nasty but an illegal thing. . . The Lord

Chamberlain left them alone to wallow in Ghosts.

. . Outside a silly clique, there is not the slightest

interest in the Scandinavian humbug or all his

works. . . A wave of human folly."
— Truth.

AN ENEMY OF THE PEOPLE.

After this, the reader will understand the

temper in which Ibsen set about his next play.

An Enemy of the People, in which, having done

sufficient execution among the ordinary social,

domestic, and puritanic ideals, he puts his finger

for a moment on political ideals. The play
deals with a local majority of middle-class

people who are pecuniarily interested in con-

cealing the fact that the famous baths which

attract visitors to their town and customers

to their shops and hotels are contaminated by
sewage. When an honest doctor insists on ex-

posing this danger, the townspeople immediately

disguise themselves ideally. Feeling the dis-

advantage of appearing in their true character



V.

THE MORAL OF THE PLAYS.

IN
following this sketch of the plays written

by Ibsen to illustrate his thesis that the

real slavery of to-day is slavery to ideals of

virtue, it may be that readers who have conned

Ibsen through idealist spectacles have wondered

that I could so pervert the utterances of a great

poet. Indeed I know already that many of

those who are most fascinated by the poetry of

the plays will plead for any explanation of them

rather than that given by Ibsen himself in the

plainest terms through the mouths of Mrs Alving,

Relling, and the rest. No great writer uses his

skill to conceal his meaning. There is a tale

by a famous Scotch story-teller which would

have suited Ibsen exactly if he had hit on it

first. Jeanie Deans saciificing her sister's life

on the scaffold to her own ideal of duty is far

more horrible than the sacrifice in RosmersJioIm ;

and the dens ex macJmta expedient by which

Scott makes the end of his story agreeable is no

solution of the moral problem raised, but only a
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puerile evasion of it. He undoubtedly believed

that it was right that Effie should hang for the

sake of Jeanie's ideals.* Consequently, if I were

to pretend that Scott wrote The Heart of Mid-
lothian to shew that people are led to do as

mischievous, as unnatural, as murderous things

by their religious and moral ideals as by their

envy and ambition, it would be easy to confute

me from the pages of the book itself. But

Ibsen has made his meaning no less plain than

Scott's. If any one attempts to maintain that

Ghosts is a polemic in favour of indissoluble

monogamic marriage, or that The Wild Duck
was written to inculcate that truth should be

told for its own sake, they must burn the text of

the plays if their contention is to stand. The
reason that Scott's story is tolerated by those

who shrink from Ghosts is not that it is less

"'^The common-sense solution of the moral problem has

often been delivered by acclamation in the theatre. Some
sixteen or seventeen years ago I witnessed a performance
of a melodrama founded on this story. After the painful

trial scene, in which Jeanie Deans condemns her sister to

death by refusing to swear to a perfectly innocent fiction,

came a scene in the prison.
"

If it had been me," said

the jailor,
"

I wad ha' sworn a hole through an iron pot."

The roar of applause which burst from the pit and gallery

was thoroughly Ibsenite in sentiment. The speech, by
the way, was a "gag" of the actor's, and is not to be

found in the acting edition of the play.
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terrible, but that Scott's views are familiar to all

well-brought-up ladies and gentlemen, whereas

Ibsen's are for the moment so strange as to be

almost unthinkable. He is so great a poet
that the idealist finds himself in the dilemma of

being unable to conceive that such a genius
should have an ignoble meaning, and yet equally
unable to conceive his real meaning as otherwise

than ignoble. Consequently he misses the mean-

ing altogether in spite of Ibsen's explicit and

circumstantial insistence on it, and proceeds to

interpolate a meaning which conforms to his

own ideal of nobility. Ibsen's deep sympathy
with his idealist figures seems to countenance

this method of making confusion. Since it is

on the weaknesses of the higher types of char-

acter that idealism seizes, his examples of vanity,

selfishness, folly, and failure are not vulgar

villains, but men who in an ordinary novel or

melodrama would be heroes. His most tragic

point is reached in the destinies of Brand and

Rosmer, who drive those whom they love to

death in its most wanton and cruel form. The

ordinary Philistine commits no such atrocities :

he marries the woman he likes and lives more or

less happily ever after
;
but that is not because

he is greater than Brand or Rosmer, but because

he is less. The idealist is a more dangerous

animal than the Philistine just as a maa is a
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more dangerous animal than a sheep. Though
Brand virtually murdered his wife, 1 can under-

stand many a woman, comfortably married to

an amiable Philistine, reading the play and envy-

ing the victim her husband. For when Brand's

wife, having made the sacrifice he has exacted,

tells him that he was right ;
that she is happy

now
;
that she sees God face to face—but reminds

him that
" whoso sees Jehovah dies," he in-

stinctively clasps his hands over her eyes ;
and

that action raises him at once far above the

criticism that sneers at idealism from beneath,

instead of surveying it from the clear ether above,

which can only be reached through its mists.

If, in my account of the plays, I have myself

suggested false judgments by describing the

errors of the idealists in the terms of the life they
had risen above rather than in that of the life they
fell short of, I can only plead, with but a moderate

disrespect to a large section of my readers, that

if I had done otherwise I should have failed

wholly to make the matter understood. Indeed

the terms of the realist morality have not yet

appeared in our living language ;
and I have

already, in this very distinction between idealism

and realism, been forced to insist on a sense of

these terms which, had not Ibsen forced my hand,
I should perhaps have conveyed otherwise, so

strongly does it conflict in many of its applica-
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tions with the vernacular use of the words. This,

however, was a trifle compared to the difficulty

which arose, when personal characters had to be

described, from our inveterate habit of labelling

men with the names of their moral qualities

without the slightest reference to the underlying
will which sets these qualities in action. At a

recent anniversary celebration of the Paris Com-
mune of 1 87 1, I was struck by the fact that no

speaker could find a eulogy for the Federals

which would not have been equally appropriate

to the peasants of La Vendee who fought for

their tyrants against the French revolutionists,

or to the Irishmen and Highlanders who fought
for the Stuarts at the Boyne or Culloden. Nor

could the celcbrators find any other adjectives

for their favourite leaders of the Commune than

those which had recently been liberally applied

by all the journals to an African explorer

whose achievements were just then held in the

liveliest abhorrence by the whole meeting. The

statements that the slain members of the Com-
mune were heroes who died for a noble ideal

would have left a stranger quite as much in the

dark about them as the counter statements, once

common enough in middle-class newspapers, that

they were incendiaries and assassins. Our obitu-

ary notices are examples of the same ambiguity.

Of all the public men lately deceased, none
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have been made more interesting by strongly
marked personal characteristics than the late

Charles Bradlaugh. He was not in the least like

any other notable member of the House of Com-
mons. Yet when the obituary notices appeared,
with the usual string of qualities

—
eloquence,

determination, integrity, strong common-sense,
and so on, it would have been possible, by merely

expunging all names and other external details

from these notices, to leave the reader entirely

unable to say whether the subject of them was

Mr Gladstone, Mr Morley, Mr Stead, or any one

else no more like Mr Bradlaugh than Garibaldi

or the late Cardinal Newman, whose obituary
certificates of morality might nevertheless have

been reprinted almost verbatim for the occasion

without any gross incongruity. Bradlaugh had

been the subject ofmany sorts ofnewspaper notice

in his time. Ten years ago, when the middle

classes supposed him to be a revolutionist, the

string of qualities which the press hung upon
him were all evil ones, great stress being laid on

the fact that as he was an atheist it would be

an insult to God to admit him to Parliament.

When it became apparent that he was a conser-

vative force in politics, he, without any recantation

of his atheism, at once had the string of evil

qualities exchanged for a rosary of good ones
;

but it is hardly necessary to add that neither
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the old badge nor the new will ever give any

inquirer the least clue to the sort of man he

actually was : he might have been Oliver Crom-
well or Wat Tyler or Jack Cade, Penn or

Wilberforce or Wellington, the late Mr Hampden
of flat -earth- theory notoriety or Proudhon or

the Archbishop of Canterbury, for all the dis-

tinction that such labels could give him one

way or the other. The worthlessness of these

accounts of individuals is recognized in practice

every day. Tax a stranger before a crowd

with being a thief, a coward, and a liar
;
and

the crowd will suspend its judgment until you
answer the question,

" What's he done ?
" At-

tempt to make a collection for him on the

ground that he is an upright, fearless, high-

principled hero
;
and the same question must be

answered before a penny goes into the hat.

The reader must therefore discount those par-

tialities which I have permitted myself to express
in telling the stories of the plays. They are as

much beside the mark as any other example of

the sort of criticism which seeks to create an

impression favourable or otherwise to Ibsen by

simply pasting his characters all over with good
or bad conduct marks. If any person cares to

describe Hedda Gabler as a modern Lucretia

who preferred death to dishonour, and Thea
Elvsted as an abandoned, perjured strumpet who
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deserted the man she had sworn before her God
to love, honour, and obey until her death, the

play contains conclusive evidence establishing

both points. If the critic goes on to argue
that as Ibsen manifestly means to recommend
Thea's conduct above Hedda's by making the

end happier for her, the moral of the play is a

vicious one, that, again, cannot be gainsaid. If,

on the other hand. Ghosts be defended, as the

dramatic critic of Piccadilly lately did defend it,

because it throws into divine relief the beautiful

figure of the simple and pious Pastor Manders,
the fatal compliment cannot be parried. When
you have called Mrs Alving an "emancipated
woman "

or an unprincipled one, Alving a

debauchee or a "victim of society," Nora a

fearless and noble-hearted woman or a shocking
little liar and an unnatural mother, Ilelmer a

selfish hound or a model husband and father,

according to your bias, you have said something
which is at once true and false, and in either case

perfectly idle.

The statement that Ibsen's plays have an

immoral tendency, is, in the sense in which it is

used, quite true. Immorality does not neces-

sarily imply mischievous conduct : it implies

conduct, mischievous or not, which does not

conform to current ideals. Since Ibsen has

devoted himself almost entirely to shewing that

I
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the spirit or will of Man is constantly outgrow-

ing his ideals, and that therefore conformity to

them is constantly producing results no less

tragic than those which follow the violation of

ideals which are still valid, the main effect of his

plays is to keep before the public the importance
of being always prepared to act immorally,
to remind men that they ought to be as careful

how they yield to a temptation to tell the truth

as to a temptation to hold their tongues, and to

urge upon women that the desirability of their

preserving their chastity depends just as much
on circumstances as the desirability of taking
a cab instead of walking. He protests against
the ordinary assumption that there are certain

supreme ends which justify all means used to

attain them
;
and insists that every end shall be

challenged to shew that it justifies the means.

Our ideals, like the gods of old, are constantly

demanding human sacrifices. Let none of them,

says Ibsen, be placed above the obligation to

prove that they are worth the sacrifices they
demand

;
and let every one refuse to sacrifice

himself and others from the moment he loses his

faith in the reality of the ideal. Of course it

will be said here by incorrigibly slipshod readers

that this, so far from being immoral, is the high-
est morality ;

and so, in a sense, it is
;
but I really

shall not waste any further explanation on those
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who will neither mean one thing or another by
a word nor allow me to do so. In short, then,

among those who are not ridden by current

ideals no question as to the morality of Ibsen's

plays will ever arise
;
and among those who are

so ridden his plays will seem immoral, and

cannot be defended against the accusation.

There can be no question as to the effect

likely to be produced on an individual by his

conversion from the ordinary acceptance of

current ideals as safe standards of conduct, to

the vigilant open-mindedness of Ibsen. It must
at once greatly deepen the sense of moral re-

sponsibility. Before conversion the individual

anticipates nothing worse in the way of exami-

nation at the judgment bar of his conscience

than such questions as, Have you kept the com-

mandments ? Have you obeyed the law ? Have

you attended church regularly ; paid your rates

and taxes to Caesar
;
and contributed, in reason,

to charitable institutions? It may be hard to

do all these things ;
but it is still harder not to

do them, as our ninety-nine moral cowards in

the hundred well know. And even a scoundrel

can do them all and yet live a worse life than

the smuggler or prostitute who must answer No
all through the catechism. Substitute for such

a technical examination one in which the whole

point to be settled is, Guilty or Not Guilty ?—one
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in which there is no more and no less respect for

chastity than for incontinence, for subordination

than for rebellion, for legality than for illegality,

for piety than for blasphemy, in short, for the

standard virtues than for the standard vices, and

immediately, instead of lowering the moral

standard by relaxing the tests of worth, you
raise it by increasing their stringency to a point
at which no mere Pharisaism or moral cowardice

can pass them. Naturally this does not please
the Pharisee. The respectable lady of the

strictest Christian principles, who has brought

up her children with such relentless regard to

their ideal morality that if they have any spirit

left in them by the time they arrive at years of

independence they use their liberty to rush deli-

riously to the devil—this unimpeachable woman
has always felt it unjust that the respect she

wins should be accompanied by deep-seated

detestation, whilst the latest spiritual heiress of

Nell Gwynne, whom no respectable person dare

bow to in the street, is a popular idol. The
reason is—though the virtuous lady does not

know it—that Nell Gwynne is a better woman
than she

;
and the abolition of the idealist test

which brings her out a worse one, and its replace-

ment by the realist test which would shew the true

relation between them, would be a most desirable

step forward in public morals, especially as it
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would act impartially, and set the good side of

the Pharisee above the bad side of the Bohemian
as ruthlessly as it would set the good side of the

Bohemian above the bad side of the Pharisee.

For as long as convention goes counter to reahty
in these matters, people will be led into Hedda
Gabler's error of making an ideal of vice. If

we maintain the convention that the distinction

between Catherine of Russia and Queen Vic-

toria, between Nell Gwynne and Mrs Proudie, is

the distinction between a bad woman and a

good woman, we need not be surprised when
those who sympathize with Catherine and Nell

conclude that it is better to be a bad woman
than a good one, and go on recklessly to con-

ceive a prejudice against teetotallism and mono-

gamy, and a prepossession in favour of alcoholic

excitement and promiscuous amours. Ibsen him-

self is kinder to the man who has gone his own

way as a rake and a drunkard than to the man
who is respectable because he dare not be other-

wise. We find that the franker and healthier a

boy is, the more certain is he to prefer pirates

and highwa}'men, or Dumas musketeers, to

"pillars of society" as his favourite heroes of

romance. We have already seen both Ibsenites

and anti-Ibsenites who seem to think that the

cases of Nora and Mrs Elvsted are meant to

establish a golden rule for women who wish to
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be "
emancipated," the said golden rule being

simply, Run away from your husband. But

in Ibsen's view of life, that would come under

the same condemnation as the conventional

golden rule, Cleave to your husband until death

do you part. Most people know of a case or

two in which it would be wise for a wife to follow

the example of Nora or even of Mrs Elvsted,

But they must also know cases in which the

results of such a course would be as tragi-comic
as those of Gregers Werle's attempt in The Wild

Duck to do for the Ekdal household what Lona
Hessel did for the Bernick household. What
Ibsen insists on is that there is no golden rule

—that conduct must justify itself by its effect

upon happiness and not by its conformity to any
rule or ideal. And since happiness consists in

the fulfilment of the will, which is constantly

growing, and cannot be fulfilled to-day under

the conditions which secured its fulfilment yes-

terday, he claims afresh the old Protestant right

of private judgment in questions of conduct as

against all institutions, the so-called Protestant

Churches themselves included.

Here I must leave the matter, merely remind-

ing those who may think that I have forgotten

to reduce Ibsenism to a formula for them, that

its quintessence is that there is no formula.




