
Henrik Ibsen (‒) is the founder of
modern theater, and his plays are performed all
over the world. Yet in spite of his unquestioned
status as a classic of the stage, Ibsen is often 
dismissed as a boring old realist, whose plays are
of interest only because they remain the gateway
to modern theater. In Henrik Ibsen and the Birth 
of Modernism,Toril Moi makes a powerful case
not just for Ibsen’s modernity, but also for 
his modernism. 

Henrik Ibsen and the Birth of Modernism situates 
Ibsen in his cultural context, emphasizes his
position as a Norwegian in European culture,
and shows how important painting and other
visual arts were for his aesthetic education. 
The book rewrites literary history, reminding
modern readers that idealism was the dominant
aesthetic paradigm of the nineteenth century.
Modernism was born in the ruins of idealism,
Moi argues, thus challenging traditional 
theories of the opposition between realism 
and modernism.

By reading Ibsen’s modernist plays as
investigations of the fate of love in an age of
skepticism, Moi shows why Ibsen still matters 
to us. In this book, Ibsen’s plays are shown 
to be profoundly concerned with theater and 
theatricality, both on stage and in everyday life.
Ibsen’s unsettling explorations of women, men,
and marriage here emerge as chronicles of the
tension between skepticism and the everyday,
and between critique and utopia in modernity. 

This radical new account places Ibsen in his
rightful place alongside Baudelaire, Flaubert,
and Manet as a founder of European 
modernism.

Toril Moi was born and raised in Norway and
worked in England in the s before moving 
to Duke University in , where she is now 
the James B. Duke Professor of Literature 
and Romance Studies. Her influential books 
on feminism and feminist theory include 
Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory;
What Is a Woman? And Other Essays; and Simone 
de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman.
She is the editor of The Kristeva Reader, and 
of French Feminist Thought.
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Henrik Ibsen’s standing as a founder of modern theater is 
unquestioned; yet to many he is seen as a dull realist, with little 

significance to the nineteenth-century’s larger cultural trajectory.

One hundred years on from his death, Toril Moi presents 
a radical new appraisal. Ibsen is here an astonishing innovator; 

a powerful influence on a generation of European writers; a painter 
and philosopher whose clear-eyed chronicling of relationships 

overturned idealism, the dominant aesthetic of his age. Henrik Ibsen 
and the Birth of Modernism rewrites nineteenth-century literary history, 
placing Ibsen in his rightful place alongside Baudelaire, Flaubert, 

and Manet as a founder of European modernism.
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