

All of life and nature are interrelated. Literature, since it addresses the deepest crevices of life and human nature, must therefore evidently touch on these interrelations. It is not uncommon to encounter two literary works that are similar in some aspect. By analyzing these interrelations between texts, it is easier to distinguish between them while forming analogous connections as well. One can observe the parallels and disparities between Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary by analyzing Ibsen’s Nora and Flaubert’s Emma.


Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and Flaubert’s Madame Bovary are both parallel and dissimilar in their main characters Nora and Emma, respectively. The main characters of both texts are women in the Victorian time period. The Victorian period is concretely defined as Queen Victoria’s rule in England from 1832 until 1901. Women were expected to be completely subservient to their husbands, especially in finances. They were also expected to be decorations and to stand behind their husbands at all costs, looking up to him as the “ideal-maker” of the household. Towards the middle and end of this period, however, women started to declare themselves free and “new” women. A “New Woman” made unorthodox decisions (going against the norm), sought an occupation, stood up for feminist rights, had complete independence, and changed her opinions from the societal views. Nora, in A Doll’s House, is often interpreted as transforming from a traditional woman to a “New Woman” at the end of Ibsen’s play. Emma in Madame Bovary, however, is only able to set herself free through death. Emma’s struggle as a woman is illustrated when she says: 


A man, at least, is free. He can take his way at will through... all the passions of 
the heart; he can surmount all obstacles and sink his teeth deep into the pleasures 
of life, no matter how fantastic or farfetched... By nature, both flexible and 
sluggish, she has to struggle against the weakness of the flesh and the fact that, by 
law, she is dependent upon others. Always she feels... the...pressure of some 
social restriction (Flaubert 93).

Thus, Emma portrays the fact that women were intentionally held back in Victorian society because they were entirely dependent upon men.


The theme of fantasy versus reality is also evident in both characters. Nora’s entire life has been a lie, and she comes to the sudden realization at the climax of the play that she must leave her husband in order to break free from her chains of oppression. This epiphany awakens Nora to reality. Nora states: 


When I lived at home with Papa... if I thought differently, I had to hide it from 
him, or he wouldn’t have liked it. He called me his little doll, and he used to play 
with me just as I played with my dolls...Then I ...passed out of Papa’s hands into 
yours. You arranged everything to suit your tastes... Now that I come to look at it 
... You and Papa have committed a grievous sin against me: it’s your fault that 
I've made nothing of my life... But our home has been nothing but a play-room. 
I’ve been your doll-wife here, just as at home I was Papa’s doll-child...That's what 
our marriage has been, Torvald” (Ibsen 225-226). 

Therefore, Nora realizes that she has known nothing but what the men in her life have told her; she has not been able to live or even think for herself – her life has been a fantasy. Ibsen effectively uses a powerful metaphor to compare Nora to a doll – a lifeless play thing to be used and manipulated to work for her father and husband. Nora realizes that Torvald is constantly trying to ‘save face’ instead of focusing on their marriage, and that the entirety of their life together has been a waste of time. Finally, Nora states, “There’s another task that I must finish first - I must try to educate myself. And ... I must do it alone. That’s why I’m leaving you” (Ibsen 227). Thus, Nora decides to leave her husband so that she can become a “New Woman” and live by her own whims, instead of the whims of her father and her husband, as she always has done; Nora is declaring her independence. 

Similarly, Emma is constantly living in a fantasy world. Madame Bovary states, “Emma for her part, would have liked a marriage at midnight, by the light of torches” (Flaubert 26). Thus, Emma has romantic dreams that she longs to fulfill. She obtains these misleading images from romantic books and she transfers them to reality, believing that they will indeed make her happy, when in reality, they don’t. The text states:


In the days before her marriage she had fancied that she was in love. But the 
happiness love should have brought her did not come. She must, she thought, 
have been mistaken, and set herself to discover what it was that people in real 
life meant by such words as ‘bliss,’ ‘passion,’ and ‘intoxication’ - words, all of 
them, which she had thought so fine when she read them in books (Flaubert 36). Thus, the novelty of her marriage wears off after only a few short days of being married. Emma expected so much of the wedding and the marriage that when they came, she was dissatisfied. Therefore, the fantasies that Emma possesses and Nora lives are inextricably connected. The unrealistic expectations of Emma could be transferred to those of Nora’s father, who created a fantasy world in which Nora was supposed to live.


Ultimately, Nora leaves Torvald to embark upon a new journey, and to discover her true self as a “New Woman.” On the other hand, Emma, at the end of Madame Bovary, commits suicide. Therefore, Emma and Nora take two different paths; even though they both wanted to discover true happiness. For Emma, happiness never comes; she commits suicide thinking that permanently ending her misery will finally bring her the contentment that she has long desired. Thus, Nora is proactive and Emma is reactive; relating to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem entitled “Work Without Hope.” The final two lines of this poem state, “Work without Hope draws nectar in a sieve / And Hope without an object cannot live” (www.bartleby.com 1). Thus, Nora must use her hopes and aspirations of becoming a “New Woman,” and the cause of standing up for her liberation in order to have a defined purpose and goal to achieve, making her journey worthwhile and meaningful. On the other hand, Emma’s work entails no hope – only hopelessness – and her lack of work truly does draw “nectar in a sieve;” Emma’s lack of work ultimately means nothing – much like the liquid nectar easily seeping through the sieve – the only product is Emma’s demise. 

These two texts are also reminiscent of the poem “Dulce Et Decorum Est” by Wilfred Owen. The last two lines of this poem state, “Dulce et decorum est / Pro patria mori” (www.emory.edu 1). This quote is originally from an ode by Horace, and it means “It is right and meaningful to die for one’s country.” In essence, Nora’s “country” is herself. It would be right and meaningful to die for the cause of liberation from the oppressive nature of men, and being treated as an object and not a subject. Emma’s “country” is her fantasies; she believes that it is “right and meaningful to die” in order to obtain her fanatical fantasies. 


Finally, the titles of both texts are important in explaining the central ideas of each work. By Ibsen choosing the title A Doll’s House he emphasized the confinements of women in Victorian society. With Nora as the doll, and her life as the house, the men in her life manipulated her to a specific outcome, as one might play with a doll. Thus, this title is extremely effective in portraying the subordination of women in the Victorian period, giving the reader a glimpse into what the play will address – feminism. The title Madame Bovary that Flaubert chose truly emphasizes that the entire novel will focus on this character. By naming his novel after the main character, Flaubert has emphasized that she is of utmost importance, even to the writer himself – After all, Flaubert did state, “Madame Bovary, that’s me” (www.fajardo-acosta.com 1). Therefore, the main characters of both texts are analogous and dissimilar at the same time.


In essence, Emma is Nora and Nora is Emma; they are one in the same. However, at the same time, they are complete polar opposites, with Nora being proactive, and Emma being reactive. Therefore, by comparing and contrasting Flaubert’s Madame Bovary to A Doll’s House by Ibsen, the reader is able to obtain a much more thorough and profound understanding of both texts. The inextricable connections between Madame Bovary and A Doll’s House are undeniable and eternal; the connections will always remain. The associations between both texts truly emphasize the cyclic quality of life, and how everything in life and existence is linked.  
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