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HENRIK IBSEN (1828-1906), a Norwegian writer and playwright. He wrote iconic dramas such as A Doll's House, Peer Gynt and An Enemy of the People. His plays are still staged all over the world, and he is considered one of the most influential dramatists of all time.



This is a book published in the series NORWEGIAN HERITAGE. A series of books about a range of Norway’s best-known national icons. The respective titles deal with significant figures within arts and literature, science, sports and society, as well as the country’s many natural wonders, important historical periods and cultural topics. Each book offers the reader an updated introduction to readers who wish to familiarize themselves with a given subject.

See www.norwegian-heritage.no for more titles and information about the series.

The books are published in Norwegian and English.
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Ibsen’s smile. Charcoal drawing by Erik Werenskiold, 1895.


The puppeteer in his den

When Henrik Ibsen left his native town of Skien one winter’s day in 1843, there was little to suggest that world fame lay in store for the fifteen-year-old – quite the contrary.

At that time, Skien had about two to three thousand inhabitants and was a lively commercial town strongly influenced by bourgeois culture and families steeped in tradition. It was here that Knud Ibsen, Henrik’s father, started his career as a clerk before establishing his own business in the retail trade. Here too he rose in the world, gaining further prosperity by his marriage to his stepfather’s niece, Marichen Altenburg, who was artistically inclined and greatly interested in the theatre. And here also their son, Henrik Johan Ibsen, was born in the building known as ‘Stockmannsgården’ on 20 March 1828. The Ibsens’ first child, Johan, who was a year and a half at the time, died only two weeks later, but Henrik was to have a number of siblings: Johan Andreas (1830), Hedvig Katrine (1831), Nicolai Alexander (1834) and Ole Paus (1835).
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Stockmannsgården in Skien.



Henrik Ibsen’s earliest memories were of Stockmannsgården. Right in front of it lay the church, he writes in an autobiographical sketch. To the right of the church stood the town pillory, a post with a chain and neck-ring of iron – “two small brown arms that with the greatest pleasure were ready to clamp round my neck”. To the left lay the town hall with the gaol, where pale faces could be made out through the barred windows facing the square, as well as the “loony bin” – all that was on offer to those with mental illnesses. On the fourth side of the square lay the grammar school. Such was Ibsen’s first view of the world.

His first childhood years were happy and untroubled. His parents were wealthy, frequenting the town’s finest circles and leading an extremely active social life. In 1833, the family moved to Marichen’s stately childhood home, the Altenburggården, which Knud Ibsen had bought from his mother-in-law. There were nearly always guests at the house, with plenty of life and activity in the grand rooms from morning to evening.

But the good times were soon to come to an end. When the youngest son, Ole Paus, came into the world, Knud Ibsen’s days as a man about town and property owner were already over. Financial difficulties began in 1834, when he fell into arrears with his taxes and had his large, lucrative spirits still sealed by the authorities. Things then went downhill fast. He had to discontinue payments, and his properties, livestock and chattels disappeared at public auctions. The unfortunate merchant managed to avoid the greatest shame of all – going bankrupt – but there was precious little left.

Some time before, Knud Ibsen purchased a small place in the country outside Skien, the farm of Venstøp. He moved there with his family in the summer of 1835, after having lost Altenburggården. He was, however, even obliged to mortgage Venstøp, so now he lived on his own farm at the mercy of others.

Henrik Ibsen spent the final years of his childhood at Venstøp. In a way, it was not a bad place to grow up. The main building had much to offer that could feed the imagination of the future dramatist, and at the entrance to the kitchen there was a small porch where Henrik tucked himself away as often as possible, for he was not particularly sociable by nature.

Henrik was a serious child. Early on, he became a dreamer, a loner who preferred to sit alone in his closet reading, painting or busying himself with a puppet theatre he had made for himself. In vain did he defend his den against intruders – the more he insisted on being alone, the more eager the other youngsters became to entice him out. They threw stones and snowballs at the walls, his sister Hedvig has related, and when the small hermit’s patience was finally exhausted, he would rush out and chase those who were disturbing his peace. He was, however, uninterested in physical exercise of any sort, so as a rule he gave up the chase and padded back home once his tormentors had been chased a certain distance away.

Even so – as a budding man of the theatre, Henrik needed an audience. So he occasionally came out of his inner exile and rigged up his puppet theatre outdoors in a stall. There, neighbours and other interested people could watch his performances if they paid half a farthing in admission. He learnt early on that the path of art is a thorny one: Once, when everything was ready for a real gala performance, some of the neighbouring lads cut the puppets’ strings, everything got mixed up and Henrik Ibsen’s first fiasco was a fact. Naturally, this enraged him, but his fists were all he had to express his anger with.

Knud Ibsen’s fall also limited the prospects for his son’s education. When he was five, Henrik was enrolled at the municipal primary school in Skien, which he attended until 1835, when his father stopped paying tuition money for him. After that, he presumably attended Fossum Ironworks’ school, which had been established for the children of the workers there, and in 1841 he started at a newly established private school in Skien, where he showed particular interest in religion. In addition, he learnt oil-painting from the landscape painter Mikkel Mandt, showing quite some promise. But there could be no question of an expensive art education.

Those who knew Henrik during this period give somewhat differing accounts of his personality and nature. One of his teachers, W.F. Stockfleth, remembered him as a quiet boy with an exceptional pair of eyes and an unusual talent for drawing, while his classmate Boye Ording recalled his quick, volatile temper and fiery temperament, his sharp tongue and natural capacity for satire. Many allegedly found him stuck-up and arrogant.

In 1843, the Ibsen family moved back to Skien, to a building that one of Knud Ibsen’s half-brothers had recently bought. Shortly afterwards, on 1 October, Henrik was confirmed at Gjerpen church. Now he was considered an adult and had to find a way of making a living. He is said to have dreamt of studying medicine, but such an education was also beyond his father’s means. Knud Ibsen did, however, make use of a former acquaintance to get a position for his son as an assistant at Jens Arup Reimann’s pharmacy in Grimstad.

And so it was that Henrik Ibsen boarded a coastal vessel and left his native town – for good, as it transpired.
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