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I have read all four plays in this book and all of them are extremely symbolic, with a wide range of themes and motifs to analyze, making them quite fun to read and discuss with another person. Ibsen always addresses the same subject: the way Society forces people to construct false illusions and appearances, but he approaches it in a wide variety of ways, so it never gets redundant or boring. All the characters in these plays, to some degree or another, are living some kind of lie. There’s a doctor who finds out that the water in his town is poisoned, much to the denial of the town officials, and a housewife who is treated like a plaything by her husband. The conflict always lies in how the characters choose to respond to this realization by trying to do what they feel is honorable and right, and then the subsequent response of the hypocritical and fickle society that surrounds them.  Other themes that appear here and there are the mistakes that parents make which children then repeat, the tragedy that results from breaking an illusion far too soon, and the minority versus the majority. All in all, it’s quite diverse and applicable to the modern world. 

I would say that the first two plays, “A Doll’s House” and “Ghosts” were the best ones. The others, “Enemy of The People” and “The Wild Duck,” while interesting to read also, bang you over the head with Symbolism every ten lines. I would say that is the one flaw of Ibsen. He picks a symbol – a wild duck for example – and shoves it in the reader’s face so much that it becomes impossible to ignore the Great Meaning behind it. If you don’t like writers who give their symbols big signs that say Symbolic Thing Here, and prefer writing that is a bit more subtle, then Ibsen is not for you. Another flaw is that sometimes his writing stops being realistic and becomes too much like literature – characters stand up and make grand speeches, in ways that normal people never talk in the real world. It’s gets melodramatic at times, and you just want to laugh at them. This is a problem severely evident in the last two plays, but not so much in the first ones. Hence, those are the ones I recommend heartily. 

Footnote: Another very good Ibsen play which is not in this collection is “Hedda Gabler.” It would be interesting to read that play and “A Doll’s House” at the same time, because both feature strong, three dimensional female protagonists.

