
 
 
 
 
 



Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson


Three Comedies

Enriched edition. Exploring human complexities through wit and humor in rural Norway
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Sean Day
Edited and published by Good Press, 2022


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4064066245986
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Author Biography

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Synopsis (Selection)

    

    
    
        Three Comedies

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, a recipient of the Nobel Prize in Literature, stands among the central figures of Norwegian letters. This volume, Three Comedies, gathers a trio of his stage works that balance humor with social reflection, offering a focused view of his dramatic art rather than a comprehensive plays edition or complete works. Its purpose is to showcase, in an accessible compass, how Bjørnson used comedy to probe everyday ethics—marriage, community, and personal responsibility. Read together, these plays reveal a writer who sought to entertain while encouraging moral clarity, and they provide an engaging entry point to modern Scandinavian drama.

The collection is organized to support both general reading and thoughtful study. It opens with an introduction and a bibliography that orient the reader and suggest avenues for further research. Each play is presented with its dramatis personae and in its original act divisions, preserving theatrical scaffolding and pace. Side by side, the works invite comparison of recurring concerns and craft choices across distinct premises and settings. This is a curated selection, not an archival sweep: three comedies that converse with one another about marriage, responsibility, and social judgment, and that exemplify Bjørnson’s blend of clarity, warmth, and principled inquiry.

The texts included are stage comedies—dramatic works intended for performance, composed of dialogue, scenes, and clearly defined acts. The volume does not contain novels, short stories, poems, essays, letters, or diaries; its focus is exclusively theatrical. The accompanying materials are expository rather than fictional: an introduction that situates the plays and a bibliography that points to reliable sources. As dramatic literature, these comedies rely on character, situation, and conversational nuance, inviting readers to imagine voices, gestures, and spaces that a stage would supply. They also reward armchair reading, where wit and social observation can be savored on the page.

The Newly-Married Couple considers the delicate first season of a marriage, where affection meets expectation and outside advice complicates intimate understanding. Leonarda centers on a woman of marked independence whose past and present collide with the norms of her community, prompting reflection on judgment, forgiveness, and the right to self-determination. A Gauntlet turns directly to the ethics of intimacy and the demand that standards of conduct apply equally, regardless of gender. Each play begins from an everyday premise, admits laughter through recognizable situations, and guides that laughter toward reflection without relying on contrivance or sensational turns.

Across the three comedies, the household becomes a forum for public concerns. Marriage is treated as a test of candor, mutual respect, and responsibility; communities appear as both supportive and coercive, quick to advise yet slow to listen. Bjørnson consistently asks what we owe one another and whether inherited custom can adapt to conscience and reason. Growth, in his hands, is less dramatic reversal than the steady rethinking of habits. The result is comedy with a moral center: lightness of tone paired with seriousness of purpose, invested in the dignity of individuals negotiating the pressures of shared life.

Stylistically, Bjørnson favors lucid dialogue, brisk scenes, and situations drawn from recognizable life. Humor arises from character and irony rather than broad farce, and misapprehensions expose pretension as they invite sympathy. The language tends toward directness, pursuing clarity over ornament while allowing room for wit and tenderness. The dramaturgy is economical: entrances and exits serve questions rather than spectacle, and each exchange advances a relation or reveals a motive. Social nuance—family roles, professions, public reputation—matters, and it shapes what can be said in a given room. Actors are invited to embody moral discovery without rhetorical grandstanding.

These plays emerged amid late nineteenth-century debates about marriage, education, and the status of women in Nordic societies. The theater functioned as a civic space where audiences recognized themselves in fictional households, and comedy made such recognition both comfortable and incisive. Bjørnson used the comic mode to prompt conversations about private virtue and public standards, encouraging attention to the rules by which communities judge men and women. That willingness to treat domestic life as a public ethical question—without abandoning goodwill or humor—is one reason the plays continue to engage readers and do not feel merely historical curiosities.

While Bjørnson wrote in multiple genres, his comedies form a distinct strand of his larger pursuit: moral clarity joined to social improvement. They reflect a conviction that progress is possible through candor, education, and fairness, and that laughter can open doors closed by polemic. The three works assembled here trace complementary angles on that outlook: the adjustments of newlyweds, the pressure of communal judgment upon a strong-minded woman, and the articulation of equal standards in intimate life. Together, they exhibit a humane severity—kind in tone yet exacting in principle—that characterizes his mature dramatic voice.

Their contemporary relevance rests on recognizability. Families still juggle competing expectations; inherited assumptions about gender and virtue persist; reputations remain powerful. Bjørnson’s comedies neither glamorize rebellion nor romanticize submission; they track the work of honesty. That work is often comic because misunderstandings are pervasive and because good intentions collide. Yet the laughter is never at the expense of dignity. Readers today can value how measured dialogue and plausible situations invite self-examination without didacticism. The plays do not prescribe a program, but they model patience, fairness, and the willingness to revise one’s view in the light of better understanding.

Approached as literature, these plays reward attention to rhythm and subtext—pauses, interruptions, and withheld words matter as much as declarations. The dramatis personae sketch relationships that shape expectations before a line is spoken, and the divisions into acts provide pace and points of emphasis. On stage, modest settings foreground moral stakes without distraction; on the page, their economy encourages the reader to imagine gesture and tone. This dual life is integral to their appeal: they can be enjoyed as deftly arranged conversation and as potential performance, each mode making the plays’ ethical questions immediate in different ways.

The inclusion of an introduction and a bibliography emphasizes the volume’s aim to be both approachable and reliable. The introduction provides orientation without prescribing interpretation, drawing attention to themes and techniques that connect the plays. The bibliography points outward, inviting verification of context and further study of Bjørnson’s theater and its reception. These materials frame, rather than overshadow, the pleasures of the texts themselves. They serve newcomers seeking guidance, students building a foundation, and seasoned readers wishing to revisit familiar works with refreshed context and a clearer view of the conversations the plays continue to inspire.

Together, the three comedies present a compact, coherent portrait of Bjørnson as a dramatist devoted to humane reform through clear-eyed laughter. This is not a complete body of work or a miscellany of genres, but a purposeful selection that shows how ordinary rooms become arenas for ethical imagination. The volume encourages a sequential reading—early marital negotiation, social judgment, and the claim of equal standards—yet each play is fully independent. However one approaches them, they ask for attentiveness and generosity. In return, they offer an experience that is spirited, intelligent, and quietly bracing, with humor in service of understanding.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson (1832–1910) was a Norwegian poet, novelist, dramatist, and public intellectual, widely recognized as one of the Four Greats of 19th‑century Norwegian literature. He combined national romantic impulses with an increasingly modern, critical realism, and wrote the lyrics to Norway’s national anthem, Ja, vi elsker dette landet. His work engaged broad audiences at home and abroad and helped define a literary language for a country negotiating identity and political change. Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1903 for his comprehensive and noble production, he stands as a central figure linking rural narrative traditions, the stage, and civic debate across several decades.

Raised in rural Norway, Bjørnson absorbed landscapes, dialects, and folklore that later animated his peasant tales. In the early 1850s he studied in Christiania, notably at Heltberg Latin School, an intense preparatory academy that shaped several modern Norwegian writers. He attended university lectures but gravitated toward journalism, theatre, and public life rather than formal scholarship. Early influences included national romanticism and the sagas, alongside growing exposure to European currents that questioned inherited authority. That mixture of tradition and critique would guide his development from idyllic regional narratives to socially engaged drama, as he sought forms adequate to a rapidly modernizing society.

His first major successes were prose tales centered on rural communities, including Synnøve Solbakken (1857), Arne (1858), and En glad Gut, known in English as A Happy Boy (1860). These works emphasized character, moral testing, and the dignity of everyday life, and they quickly became touchstones of Norwegian prose. In the 1860s he also wrote historical verse and drama, notably Sigurd Slembe, while working closely with the theatre as critic and organizer. During this period he composed the anthem text Ja, vi elsker dette landet, whose patriotic tone captured a maturing sense of nationhood without resorting to narrow chauvinism.

From the 1870s he moved decisively toward realism and the contemporary problem play. The Editor (Redaktøren) and A Bankruptcy (En fallit) scrutinized press ethics, commercial speculation, and civic responsibility, drawing crowded houses and sharp debate. In The Gauntlet (En hanske) he confronted sexual double standards and the moral claims of individual conscience. Critics often compared these plays with the era’s broader Modern Breakthrough, and Bjørnson maintained a productive dialogue with Scandinavian intellectuals pushing for social reform. His dramatic craft balanced agitation with sympathetic characterization, ensuring that questions of law, faith, and custom felt dramatically urgent rather than merely polemical.

Later works deepened those concerns. Beyond Our Power I and II (Over Ævne) explored religious fervor, miracle claims, and the limits of authority, while novels such as På Guds veie and Paul Lange og Tora Parsberg probed ethics in politics and private conviction. He also wrote essays and speeches that circulated widely, intervening in language debates and educational questions in Norway. Though opinions shifted over time, he consistently argued that literature should serve public truthfulness and human dignity. His persistent engagement with the stage, both as playwright and organizer, helped professionalize Norwegian theatre and broaden its repertoire toward contemporary issues.

As a prominent orator and advocate, Bjørnson supported liberal reforms, parliamentary government, and Norwegian self-determination during the union with Sweden, positions that made him a central voice in national life. He defended freedom of expression, criticized intolerance, and spoke out internationally, including interventions in the Dreyfus affair in France. Recognition culminated in the early 1900s with the Nobel Prize in Literature, honoring his wide-ranging body of work and moral seriousness. The award amplified his standing across Europe, but at home he remained above all a working writer whose books and plays were debated in newspapers, schools, and town halls.

In his final years he continued to publish, lecture, and advise cultural institutions. He died in 1910, and public ceremonies marked the passing of a national figure. Today his reputation rests on a dual achievement: the early peasant tales that gave literary form to rural Norway, and the later dramas that confronted modern social conflicts. The anthem text remains a unifying symbol, while theatres regularly revisit his major plays. Translations keep his work in circulation, and his home at Aulestad operates as a museum. Scholars situate him between romantic nationalism and critical realism, a bridge shaping Norway’s literary modernity.
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    Bjørnstjerne Martinius Bjørnson (1832–1910), poet, editor, dramatist, and public orator, was among Norway’s Four Greats alongside Henrik Ibsen, Jonas Lie, and Alexander Kielland. Born at Kvikne in Østerdalen to a Lutheran pastor and raised in Romsdal, he moved to Christiania as a student and soon turned to the stage. His career arcs from National Romantic tales to the realist and socially argumentative drama of the later nineteenth century. Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1903 for his noble, magnificent poetry, he achieved his most sustained public influence through the theatre, where his comedies and problem plays tested the boundaries of taste, law, and civic morality across Scandinavia.

Norway’s nineteenth century nation-building frames these plays. The Eidsvoll Constitution of 17 May 1814 created a liberal charter under a union with Sweden that lasted until its negotiated dissolution in 1905. Bjørnson emerged as a tribune for national feeling, writing the patriotic hymn Ja, vi elsker dette landet between 1864 and 1868 and campaigning for a distinct Norwegian culture in language, theatre, and law. His comedies were staged for audiences living through constitutional debates, conscription reforms, and civic mobilization. Their focus on household honor, public reputation, and individual conscience echoes a society defining itself between village tradition and an assertive urban bourgeoisie.

The nineteenth-century Norwegian stage was a Scandinavian stage. The principal theatres in Christiania and Bergen relied on Danish repertory and personnel, and Copenhagen’s Royal Theatre remained an artistic magnet. Bjørnson’s own apprenticeship included directing the Norske Theater in Bergen from 1857 to 1859, experience that sharpened his sense of ensemble comedy and stagecraft. As Den Nationale Scene in Bergen evolved and the Christiania Theater sought a national repertoire, comedies by Holberg were revived beside new social plays. Bjørnson’s works circulated across this circuit, benefiting from cross-border actors and audiences who shared language, taste, and a theatrical tradition attuned to satire and civic commentary.

Across less than two decades he wrote the three plays gathered in this volume: The Newly Married Couple in 1865, Leonarda in 1879, and A Gauntlet (En Handske) in 1883. Their differing act structures, with one in three acts and another in four, reflect contemporary preferences for the well-made play while allowing tonal shifts from drawing-room comedy to moral disputation. Read together, they traverse Norway’s passage from romantic domestic ideals to the Modern Breakthrough’s frank scrutiny of sexuality and ethics. The historical continuity among them enables a single contextual frame: the era’s press culture, theatre institutions, and debates on family, faith, and freedom.

Bjørnson’s comic art stands between Ludvig Holberg’s Enlightenment satire and the imported dramaturgy of Eugène Scribe and Johan Ludvig Heiberg. The carefully planted confidences, misunderstandings, and reversals of the pièce bien faite allowed him to press serious arguments within agreeable forms. The polite parlor, the public staircase, the sudden entrance, and the decisive letter are staples of this tradition. Yet by the 1870s Scandinavian realism pushed beyond mere intrigue. Bjørnson retained classical clarity while letting characters wrestle with conscience, inheritance, and social hypocrisy, moving comedy toward the problem play without surrendering pace, wit, or the audience’s appetite for reconciliation and social critique.

The Modern Breakthrough, announced by Georg Brandes’s lectures at the University of Copenhagen in 1871, urged literature to set problems under debate. The Scandinavian press quickly became an arena where writers pursued questions of marriage, heredity, education, and sexual morality. Bjørnson participated vigorously, exchanging letters and polemics with Brandes as well as with fellow dramatists. The public had already encountered households under strain in contemporary works by Ibsen, and by the early 1880s theatre programs advertised evenings devoted to sedelighetsdebatten, the morality debate. Within this climate, comic scenes could tip into earnest argument, and witty repartee could mask radical demands for truthfulness and equality.

Changing conditions for women supplied both matter and audience urgency. Camilla Collett’s 1855 novel The District Governor’s Daughters had already criticized marriages of convenience, and later campaigners such as Aasta Hansteen kept the issue alive. In 1882 Cecilie Thoresen became the first woman admitted to university examinations in Norway, and the Norwegian Association for Women’s Rights formed in 1884. Municipal suffrage arrived for some women in 1901 and general suffrage in 1913. These incremental gains formed the horizon for plays that interrogate dowries, guardianship, and the right to self-knowledge, challenging the double standard that excused male experience while demanding female innocence.

The legal and medical discourses of the period further shaped expectations. Divorce remained difficult and socially punitive, and marital property arrangements often preserved male control over household fortunes. At the same time, European controversies over the Contagious Diseases Acts and campaigns for social purity made sexual conduct a public matter, linking respectability to health and national vigor. Norwegian newspapers reported these debates alongside local concerns about urban prostitution and venereal disease. In such a climate, dramatic conversation about premarital relationships, confession, and trust could not be merely private comedy; it became a question of citizenship, responsibility, and the ethical coherence of the emerging nation.

Lutheranism structured Norwegian community life, but the century witnessed tensions between pietistic rigor, Grundtvigian cultural Christianity, and emerging liberal theology. Lay revivals, especially in Haugean districts, emphasized personal holiness and sobriety, ideals often reflected in middle-class drawing rooms and their codes of honor. Bjørnson increasingly confronted clerical authority, crossing pens with conservative churchmen such as Bishop J. C. Heuch in the 1880s. The pulpit and the press debated the meaning of sin, forgiveness, and the possibility of moral reform, debates that inevitably colored theatrical plots where reputation, repentance, and the right to begin anew are subjected to public judgment.

Political liberalism offered another framework. Bjørnson campaigned for parliamentarism, supported Venstre, and celebrated the 1884 constitutional shift that followed the impeachment of Prime Minister Christian Selmer’s government. The period saw expanded freedom of association, a rapidly growing press, and an emboldened public sphere. Salon culture flourished, and lectures filled assembly halls from Christiania to Trondheim. Comedy could therefore function as civic pedagogy, rehearsing arguments about authority, rights, and duties in accessible form. Audiences trained by newspaper controversies and election rallies expected the stage to speak plainly about hypocrisy, opportunism, and courage, and dramatists learned to align laughter with the labor of citizenship.

Though an emblem of national culture, Bjørnson worked transnationally. He spent seasons in Copenhagen, Rome, and Paris, corresponding with editors and fellow writers, then returned to the farm Aulestad in Gausdal, purchased in 1875, which became an intellectual center visited by artists and politicians. Marriage to the actress Karoline Reimers in 1858 linked his home life to the stage, and their household bridged bourgeois respectability and theatrical cosmopolitanism. These alternating vistas of provincial Norway and continental capitals gave him both intimacy with local manners and access to European debates, a double perspective felt in comedies that measure private feeling against public opinion.

Language politics added texture. Throughout the century, writers navigated between Danish-influenced riksmål and Ivar Aasen’s landsmål, later called nynorsk, as Norway sought a literary idiom commensurate with independence. On stage, diction signalled class and education, and the city’s civil-servant speech often anchored comic dialogue. Bjørnson favored a cultivated Dano-Norwegian prose yet advocated a national culture broad enough to include peasant idioms and new readers. The Scandinavian mutual intelligibility that allowed his plays to travel from Christiania to Copenhagen and Stockholm also meant that comic nuance had to survive across dialect zones, training him to shape arguments that could be heard by many.

The practical theatre changed rapidly in these decades. Proscenium houses adopted gas and then electric lighting, enabling subtler interiors and the drawing-room set that became the arena of Scandinavian realism. Acting styles shifted from declamation to conversational naturalness. Directors and actors such as Laura Gundersen in Christiania cultivated a repertoire in which a hesitated line or a social pause could carry moral weight. Bjørnson, seasoned by his years as a theatre manager, exploited these tools: carefully timed entrances, overheard conversations, and the pressure of an audience’s laughter become mechanisms for testing candor, authority, and fear, turning domestic space into a tribunal of manners.

Economic modernization supplied plots and anxieties. Steamship routes, railways such as the 1854 line between Christiania and Eidsvoll, and expanding banks tied provincial towns to world markets. Fortunes were made and lost, and a recognizably bourgeois ethos of calculation entered the home. Even when a play stays within sitting rooms and promenades, it presumes a background of ledgers, credit, and speculation. Bjørnson explored this terrain in several dramas, revealing how money underwrites reputation and marriage prospects. The comedy of manners thus shades into an inquiry about risk and trust, where an apparently trivial fib or loan becomes a test of moral and social capital.

The reception history of Bjørnson’s social comedies bears the marks of contention. Newspapers serialized arguments for and against his positions, and theatres sometimes postponed productions under pressure from patrons or boards wary of scandal. Yet cross-border performances often proceeded when local scruples prevailed, and Scandinavian touring companies kept debates alive. The mixture of melodious dialogue and ethical provocation proved commercially viable. Audiences came expecting discussion as much as diversion, and critics judged not only craft but civic utility. The result was a dramatic culture in which prefaces, public letters, and post-performance forums became part of the work’s ongoing life.

His career coupled with a formidable network. The so-called Four Greats shaped a national canon while remaining in dialogue with Denmark and Sweden. Bjørnson debated Henrik Ibsen in print and supported younger writers; Alexander Kielland’s social novels and August Strindberg’s experiments provided adjacent diagnostics of bourgeois life. Georg Brandes’s criticism supplied a methodological spur, urging writers to engage heredity, environment, and gender. This republic of letters enabled common reference points across plays and prose. Audiences who had read or seen recent Scandinavian works recognized patterns and provocations, allowing Bjørnson’s comedies to join, complicate, and sometimes lead a pan-Nordic conversation.

Anglophone interest in Scandinavian drama surged from the 1880s to the early twentieth century, aided by translators and critics such as William Archer, Edmund Gosse, R. Farquharson Sharp, and Edwin Björkman. London and New York stages experimented with northern realism, and English-language periodicals debated the morality question. Editorial practice in such volumes often included introductions, dramatis personae, and bibliographies to situate readers new to Norwegian society. By the time of Bjørnson’s state funeral in 1910, his comedies had become part of an international repertoire of civic drama, valued for their clarity and for the strenuous honesty with which they approach intimate life.
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    Introduction
An essay situating Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson’s comedies within 19th‑century Scandinavian literature, outlining their social concerns—marriage, morality, and women’s rights—and the author’s aims and career context.
Bibliography
A selected list of Bjørnson’s primary works and critical references, guiding readers to editions and studies relevant to the plays and their themes.
The Newly-Married Couple
A light domestic comedy about a young pair navigating their first year of marriage amid meddling relatives and clashing expectations, highlighting the negotiation of equality and independence within the home.
Leonarda
A social comedy focused on an independent woman with a contentious past whose romance with a younger man provokes small‑town scrutiny, testing the boundaries between personal integrity, reputation, and forgiveness.
A Gauntlet
A debate‑driven comedy‑drama in which a modern woman confronts her fiancé and society over the sexual double standard, insisting on mutual honesty and equal moral obligations as the basis for marriage.



Three Comedies
Main Table of Contents








INTRODUCTION



BIBLIOGRAPHY



THE NEWLY-MARRIED COUPLE



DRAMATIS PERSONAE



ACT I



ACT II



LEONARDA



A PLAY IN FOUR ACTS



ACT I



ACT II



ACT III



ACT IV



A GAUNTLET



A PLAY IN THREE ACTS



ACT I



ACT II



ACT III







INTRODUCTION


Table of Contents



BJÖRNSTJERNE BJÖRNSON—poet, dramatist, novelist, and politician, and the most notable figure in contemporary Norwegian history—was born, in December 1832, at Kvikne in the north of Norway. His father was pastor at Kvikne, a remote village in the Österdal district, some sixty miles south of Trondhiem; a lonely spot, whose atmosphere and surroundings Björnson afterwards described in one of his short sketches ("Blakken"). The pastor's house lay so high up on the "fjeld" that corn would not grow on its meadows, where the relentless northern winter seemed to begin so early and end so late. The Österdal folk were a wild, turbulent lot in those days—so much so, that his predecessor (who had never ventured into the church without his pistol in his pocket) had eventually run away and flatly refused to return, with the result that the district was pastorless for some years until the elder Björnson came to it.

It was in surroundings such as this, and with scarcely any playfellows, that Björnstjerne Björnson spent the first six years of his life; and the sturdy independence of his nature may have owed something to the unaccommodating life of his earliest days, just as the poetical impulse that was so strong in his developed character probably had its beginnings in the impressions of beauty he received in the years that immediately followed. For, when he was six, a welcome change came. His father was transferred to the tranquil pastorate of Naes, at the mouth of the Romsdal, one of the fairest spots in Norway. Here Björnson spent the rest of his childhood, in surroundings of beauty and peacefulness, going to school first at Molde and afterwards at Christiania, to pass on later to the Christiania University where he graduated in 1852. As a boy, his earliest biographer tells us, he was fully determined to be a poet—and, naturally, the foremost poet of his time!—but, as years passed, he gained a soberer estimate of his possibilities. At the University he was one of a group of kindred spirits with eager literary leanings, and it did not take him long to gain a certain footing in the world of journalism. His work for the first year or two was mainly in the domain of dramatic criticism, but the creative instinct was growing in him. A youthful effort of his—a drama entitled Valborg—was actually accepted for production at the Christiania theatre, and the author, according to custom, was put on the "free list" at once. The experience he gained, however, by assiduous attendance at the theatre so convinced him of the defects in his own bantling, that he withdrew it before performance—a heroic act of self-criticism rare amongst young authors.

His first serious literary efforts were some peasant tales, whose freshness and vividness made an immediate and remarkable impression and practically ensured his future as a writer, while their success inspired him with the desire to create a kind of peasant "saga." He wrote of what he knew, and a delicate sense of style seemed inborn in him. The best known of these tales are Synnöve Solbakken (1857) and Arne (1858). They were hailed as giving a revelation of the Norwegian character, and the first-named was translated into English as early as 1858. He was thus made known to (or, at any rate, accessible to) English readers many years before Ibsen, though his renown was subsequently overshadowed, out of their own country, by the enormous vogue of the latter's works. Ibsen, too, has been far more widely translated (and is easier to translate) into English than Björnson. Much of the latter's finest work, especially in his lyrical poetry and his peasant stories, has a charm of diction that it is almost impossible to reproduce in translation. Ibsen and Björnson, who inevitably suggest comparison when either's work is dealt with, were closely bound by friendship as well as admiration until a breach was caused by Björnson's taking offence at a supposed attack on him in Ibsen's early play The League of Youth, Björnson considering himself to be lampooned in the delineation of one of the characters thereof. The breach, however, was healed many years later, when, at the time of the bitter attacks that were made upon Ibsen in consequence of the publication of Ghosts, Björnson came into the field of controversy with a vigorous and generous championing of his rival.

Björnson's dramatic energies, as was the case with Ibsen in his early days, first took the form of a series of historical dramas—Sigurd Slembe, Konge Sverre, and others; and he was intimately connected with the theatre by being for two periods theatrical director, from 1857 to 1859 at Bergen and from 1865 to 1867 at Christiania. Previous to the latter engagement a stipend granted to him by the Norwegian government enabled him to travel for two or three years in Europe; and during those years his pen was never idle—poems, prose sketches, and tales flowing from it in abundance. De Nygifte (The Newly-Married Couple), the first of the three plays in the present volume, was produced at the Christiania theatre in the first year of his directorship there.

The two volumes, Digte og Sange (Poems and Songs) and Arnljot Gelline, which comprise the greater proportion of Björnson's poetry, both appeared in 1870. Digte og Sange was republished, in an enlarged edition, ten years later. It contains the poem "Ja, vi elsker dette Landet" ("Yes, we love this land of ours"), which, set to inspiring music by Nordraak, became Norway's most favourite national song, as well as another of the same nature—"Fremad! Fremad!" ("Forward! Forward!")—which, sung to music of Grieg's, ran it hard in popularity. Of "Ja, vi elsker dette Landet," Björnson used to say that the greatest tribute he had ever had to its hold upon his fellow-countrymen's hearts was when, on one occasion during the poet's years of vigorous political activity, a crowd of fervid opponents came and broke his windows with stones; after which, turning to march away triumphantly, they felt the need (ever present to the Scandinavian in moments of stress) of singing, and burst out with one accord into the "Ja, vi elsker dette Landet" of their hated political adversary. "They couldn't help it; they had to sing it!" the poet used to relate delightedly.

Of the birth of "Fremad! Fremad!" Grieg has left an account which gives an amusing picture of the infectious enthusiasm that was one of Björnson's strongest characteristics. Grieg had given him, as a Christmas present, the first series of his "Lyrical Pieces" for the pianoforte, and had afterwards played some of them to the poet, who was especially struck with one melody which Grieg had called "Fadrelandssang" ("Song of the Fatherland"). Björnson there and then, to the composer's great gratification, protested that he must write words to fit the air. (It must be mentioned that each strophe of the melody starts with a refrain consisting of two strongly accented notes, which suggest some vigorous dissyllabic word.) A day or two later Grieg met Björnson, who was in the full throes of composition, and exclaimed to him that the song was going splendidly, and that he believed all the youth of Norway would adopt it enthusiastically; but that he was still puzzled over the very necessary word to fit the strongly marked refrain. However, he was not going to give it up. Next morning, when Grieg was in his room peacefully giving a piano lesson to a young lady, a furious ringing was heard at his front-door bell, as if the ringer would tear the bell from its wires, followed by a wild shout of "'Fremad! Fremad!' Hurrah, I have got it! 'Fremad!'" Björnson, for of course the intruder was he, rushed into the house the moment the maid's trembling fingers could open the door, and triumphantly chanted the completed song to them, over and over again, amidst a din of laughter and congratulations.

His first experiments in the "social drama," plays dealing with the tragedies and comedies of every-day life in his own country, were made at about the same time as Ibsen's; that is to say, in the seventies. Björnson's first successes in that field, which made him at once a popular dramatist, were Redaktören (The Editor) in 1874 and En Fallit (A Bankruptcy) in 1875. The latter especially was hailed as the earliest raising of the veil upon Norwegian domestic life, and as a remarkable effort in the detection of drama in the commonplace. Before he wrote these, Björnson had again been for some years out of Norway; and, as in the case of Ibsen, who began the writing of his "social dramas" when in voluntary exile, absence seemed to enable him to observe the familiar from a new standpoint and in the proper perspective.

After his first successes in this line, when his plays (and his poems and tales to an equal extent) had made him popular and honoured among his own people, Björnson settled at Aulestad, which remained his home for the rest of his life. He also became a doughty controversialist in social and religious matters, and the first outcome of this phase was his play Leonarda (the second in this volume), which was first performed in 1879, to be followed by Det ny System (The New System) later in the same year. These works aroused keen controversy, but were not such popular stage successes as his earlier plays. Moreover, about this time, on his return from a visit to America, he plunged into the vortex of political controversy as an aggressive radical. He was a vigorous and very persuasive orator; and in that capacity, as well as in that of writer of political articles and essays, was an uncompromising foe to the opportunist theories which he held to be degrading the public life of his country. The opposition he aroused by his fearless championship of whatever he considered a rightful cause was so bitter that he was eventually obliged to retire from Norway for two or three years. So much did this temporarily affect his literary reputation at home, that when, in 1883, he had written En Hanske (A Gauntlet—the third play here translated) he found at first considerable difficulty in getting it performed. Later, however, he became a political hero to a large section of his compatriots, and by degrees won back fully the place he had occupied in their hearts. He enthusiastically espoused the cause of the projected separation from Sweden, though when that matter came to a crisis he exercised an invaluable influence on the side of moderation.

For the remainder of his life he continued to be prolific in literary production, with an ever increasing renown amongst European men of letters, and an ever deepening personal hold upon the affections of his fellow-countrymen. In 1903 he was awarded the Nobel prize for literature. During his later years he, like Ibsen, was a determined opponent of the movement to replace the Dano-Norwegian language, which had hitherto been the literary vehicle of Norwegian writers, by the "Bonde-Maal"—or "Ny Norsk" ("New Norwegian"), as it has lately been termed. This is an artificial hybrid composed from the Norwegian peasant dialects, by the use of which certain misguided patriots were (and unfortunately still are) anxious to dissociate their literature from that of Denmark. Björnson, and with him most of the soberer spirits amongst Norwegian writers, had realised that the door which had so long shut out Norway from the literature of Europe must be, as he put it, opened from the inside; and he rightly considered that the ill-judged "Bonde-Maal" movement could only have the result of wedging the door more tightly shut.

He died, in April 1910, in Paris, where for some years he had always spent his winters, and was buried at home with every mark of honour and regret, a Norwegian
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