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drama department, He is the author of Brechi: The Man and
His Work (A 245).
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PREFACE

This is a book on a development in the contemporary
theatre: the type of drama associated with the names of Sam-
uel Becketl:,_ﬂugéne Toneseo, Arthur Adamov,. Jean., ‘Genet,
and a num a number of other avant-garde writers in France, Britain,
Italy, Spain, Germany, the United States, and elsewhere.

“Books on theatre subjects have a tendency to be ephemeral;
in most bookshops, the shelves with the autobiographies of
star actors and collections of last year’s hits have a tired look.

T should never have written this book had I not been con-
- vinced that- its siubject had an importance transcending the

somewhat confined world of theatre literature. For the theatre,

in spite of its apparent eclipse through the rise of the mass

media, remains of immense and, if anything, growing signifi-

-cance—pre015e1y because of the spread of the cinema and tele-

vision. These mass media are too ponderous and costly to
indulge in much experiment and inmovation. So, however re-
strictod the theatre and its audience may be, it is on the living
stage that the actors and playwrights of the mass media are
trained and gain their experience and the material of the mass
media is tested. The avant-garde of the theatre today is, more
likely than not, the main influence on the mass media of to-
morrow. And the mass media, in tumn, shape a great desl of
the thought and feeling of people throughout the Western
world.

Thus the type of theatre dlscussed in this book is by no
means of concern only to a marrow circle of intellectuals, It

‘may provide a new language, new ideas, new approaches, and
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a new, vitalized philosophy to transform the modes of thought
and feeling of the public at large in a not too distant future.
Moreover, a;:;’mugderstandmg of this kind of theatre, which
is still mmunderstooa%y some of the critics, L bell
also cast light on current tendencios of thought in other felds
or at least show hiow a new convention of this. sort eflects the.
cbangﬁsw}nmaeleneewpsyeholggyw@.d% philosophy that have
been taking place in the last half century. The theatre an art
more broadly based than poctry or abstract painting without
being, like the mass media, the collective product of corpora-
tions, is the point of intersection where the deeper trends of
changing thought first reach a larger public.

There has been some comment on the fact that the Theatre
of ‘the Absurd represents trends that have been apparent in
the more esoteric kinds of literature since the ninéteen-twenties
(Joyce, Surrealism, Kafka) or in painting since the first decade
of this century (Cubism, abstract painting). This is certainly
true. But the theatre could not put these innovations before
its wider public until these trends had had time to filter into a
wider consciousness. And, as this book hopes to show, the

fiéw type of art. ' V\/‘eé"‘b ke
"This book is an attempt to define the convention that has

come to be called the Theaire eaire of the Absurd: fo present the

ﬁ”?ﬁﬁ”’&f some of 15 ma]or e onents nts,and., .pro! id
fsome me of eu-
Hgstein i H“pl%_?s to 1ntroduce a ntmber of lesser known
wnters mﬁf]&zfg in the same or stmilar conventidfis; to show
d, sometimes decried as a search for novelty at.

all’ ¢0st, combines_a_nymber—of ery 3
spegtable traditional modes of hter‘__ :

i;hrg most representatwe ones—of the.present Situation of West- .
It has been rightly said that what 4 critic wants to under-
stand he must, at one time, have deeply loved, even if only
for a fleeting moment. This book is written from the point o
view of 2 critic who has derived some memorable experiences
from watching and readmg the work of the dramatists of the

e.an analysm ‘
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theatre can make its own very original contribution to l;gjig 5&5?

Preface xifi

Abgurd; who is convinced that as a trend the Theatre of the

- Absurd is important, significant, and has produced some of

the finest dramatic achievements of our time. On the other
hand, if the concentration here on this one type of theatre
gives the impression that its author is a partisan exclusively of

‘#ts particular convention and cannot derive pleasure from any

other type of theatre, this is due simply to his deliberate limi-
tation to one subject for this one book. The rise of this 5_new,
ongmal, and valuable dramatic convention ce y does nol nof,
“In the opinion of ¥His"GHYS, wipe out aﬁ that has gone befcre,
or invalidate the work of important dramatlsts, past, present
and to come, in other theatrical forms.

Tt is still too early to see clearly whether the Theatre of the
Absurd will develop into a separate type of drama, or whether
some of its formal and linguistic discoveries will eventually
merge with a wider tradition, enriching the vocabulary and
means of expression of the theatre at laxge. In either case, it
deserves the most serious attention,

In writing this book I have been greatly helped by some of
the authors discussed in it. The meetings I have had with
these dramatists have been exhi arating experiences that,
themselves, have already richly rewarded me for writing it. I
have been deeply touched by their kindness and am sincerely
grateful to them, notably to Mr, Samuel Beckett; M. Arthur
Adamov; M. and Mme. FEugdne Ionesco; Sefior Fermando
Arrabal; Sefior Manuel de Pedrolo; Mr. N. F. Simpson; and
Mr. Harold Pinter. ‘

I am also greatly indebted to Mr. Eric Bentley, who
combines great scholarship with an inspiring enthusiasm for
the theatre, and without whose encouragement and help this
book might not have been written; to Dr. Herbert Blau, of
the Actors’ Workshop in San Francisco; Mr, Edward Gold-
berger; Mr, Christopher Holme; Sefior F. M. Lorda; and Mr.
David Tutaev for drawing my attention to writers and plays
that fall within the purview of this book and for the loan of
valuable books and manuseripts, My thanks are also due to
Signora Connie Martellini Ricono, Mr. Charles Ricono, Miss
Margery Withers, Mr. David Schendler, Mrs. Cecilia Gillie,
and Mr, Robin Scott for helping me gain access to. valuable
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material and information, and to Miss Nancy Twist and
Messrs. Grant and Cutler for bibliographical assistance.

My wife helped me greatly by providing construchve criti-
cism and encouwragement.

MartIN EssLin

¢

London, March 1961\ ,

INTRODUCTION: THE ABSURDITY OF THE ABSURD

 On November 19, 1957, a group of worried actors were

_'preparmg to face their audience. The actors were members

of the company of the San Francisco Actors’ Workshop. The
audience consisted of fourteen hundred convicts at the San
Quentin penitentiary. No live play had been performed at San
Quentin since Sarah Bernhardt appeared there in 1913. Now,

: forty-four years later, the play that bad been chosen, largely
_-because no woman appeared in it, was Samuel Becketts Watk-
B mg for Gedot.

. No ‘wonder the actors and Herbert Blau, the du-ector, were
apprehenswe How were they to face one of the toughest au-
diences in the world with a highly obscure, intellectual play
that had produced near riots among a good many highly so-

- phisticated audiences in Western Europe? Herbert Blau de-

cided to prepare the San Quentin audience for what was to
come. He stepped onto the stage and ‘addressed the packed,
darkened North Dining Hall-a sea of flickering matches that
the convicts tossed over theitr shoulders after lighting their
cigarettes. Blau compared the play to a piece of jazz music
“to which one must listen for whatever one may find in it.”

“Tn the same wiy, he hoped, there would be some meaning,
. some personal significance for each member of the. audience

in, Waiting for Godot.
_'The curtain parted. The play began. And what had be-

* wildered. the sophisticated audiences of Paris, London, and

New York was irnmediately grasped by an audience of con-
victs, As the writer of “Memos of a First-Nighter” put it in
‘the columns of the prison paper, the San Quentin News:
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The trio of muscle-men, biceps overflowing, who parked
all 642 Ibs on the aisle and waited for the girls and funny
stuff. When this didn’t appear they audibly fumed and au-
dibly decided to wait until the house lights dimimed before
escaping. They made one error. They listened and looked
two minutes too long—and stayed. Left at the end, All
shook . , .1

Or as the writer of the lead story of the same paper reported,
under the headline, “San Francisco Group Leaves 5.0, Au-
dience Waiting for Godot™:

From the moment Robin Wagner’s thoughtful and Lim-
bolike set was dressed with light, until the last futile and
expectant handclasp was hesitantly activated between the
two searching vagrants, the San Francisco company had its
audience of captives in its collective hand, . . . Those that
had felt a less controversial vehicle should be attempted as
a first play hete had their fears allayed a short five minutes
after the Samuel Beckett piece began to unfold.

A reporter from the San Francisco Chronicle who was pres-
ent noted that the comvicts did not find it difficult to un-

-~ derstand the play One prisoner. told him, “Godot is society.”

Said another: “He’s the outside.”® A teacher at the prison was
quoted as saying, “They know what is meant by waiting .

and they knew if Godot finally came, he would only be a
disappointment.” The ledding article of the prison paper
showed how clearly the writer had understood the meaning
of the play:

It was an expression, symbolic in order to avoid all per-
sonal error, by an author who expected each member of his

. audience to draw his own conclusions, make his own errors.
It asked nothing in point, it forced no dramatized moral on
the viewer, it held out no specific hope. . . . We're stll
waiting for Godot, and shall continue to wait. When the
scenery gets too drab and the action too slow, we'll call
each other names and swear to part forever—but then,

" there’s no placeto gols .. . . "

It is said that Godot hlmself as well as turns of phrase and

!
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characters from the play, have since become a permanent part

- of the private Ia.nguage, the institutional mythology of San
Quentm

Why did a play of the supposedly. esoterlc avant-garde

. make so immediate and so deep an impact on an audience of
"% convictsP Because it confronted them with a situation in some

ways analogous to their own? Perhaps. Or perbaps because

_they were unsophisticated enough to come to the theatre with-

out any preéconceived notions and ready-made expectations,

" 5o that they avoided the mistake that trapped so many estab- .

lished critics who condemned the play for its Jack of plot, de-
velopment, characterization, suspense, or plain common sense.
Certainly the prisoners of San Quentin could not be suspected
of the sin of intellectual snobbery, for which a sizable propor-

-tion of the audiences of Waiting for Godot have often been
" reproached; of pretending to like a play they did not even

begin to understand, just to appear in the know. -
-The reception of Waiting for Godot at San Quentin, and

‘the wide acclaim plays by Ionesco, Adamov, Pinter, and others
- have received, testify that these plays, which are so-often su-
- perciliously dismissed as nonsense or mystification, have some-

thing to say and can be understood.- Most of the incomprehen-
sion with which plays of this type are still being receivéd by
critics and theatrical reviewers, most of the bewilderment they
have, caused and to which they still give rise, come from- the
fact that they are part of a new, and stll developing, stage
convention that has not yet been generally understood and has
hardly ever been defined. Inevitably, plays written in this new
convention will, when judged by the standards and criteria of
another, be regarded as impertinent and outrageous impos-
tures, If a good play must have a cleverly constructed story,

- these have no story or plot to speak of; if a good play is judged

by subtlety of charactenzahon and motivation, these are often

explained theme, which is neatly exposed and finally solved,
these often havé neither 2 beginning nor.an-end; if a good

play is to hold the mirror up to nature and portray the man-
ners and mannerisms of the age in finely observed sketches,
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these” seem often to be reflections of dreams and nightmares;
if a good play relies cn ‘witty repartee and pointed dialogue,
i {these often consist of incoherent babblings.
’| ’)7 ““But the plays-we are conterned with here pursue ends qmte
i dﬁerenﬁrom those of the conventional play and therefore
" use quite different methods. They can be judged only. hy.the..
| standards of the Theatre of the Absurd, which it is the purpose
0 th15 bogk to define and clarify.

It must be stressed, however, that- the dramatists whose
work is here presented and discussed under the generic head-
ing ‘of the. Theatre of the Absurd do not form part._of.any
self-proclaimed or self-conscious school or.movement, On the
i contrary, each of the writers in question is an individual who-
! regards himself as @16ne outsider, cut off and isolated in his

private world. Each has his own. personal approach to both
subject matter and form; his own roots, sources, and back-

!}  ground If they also, very clearly and in spite of themselves, -

have a good deal in' common, it is because their work most
sensitively mirrors and reflects the preoccupations. and’ anxie-

Hes, the emotions and thmkmg of an important segment of; -

their contemporaries in the Western world,
- This is not to say that their works are representatwe of mass-
| attitudes. It is an: oversunphﬁcatlon to assume that any age
Bl presents a homogeneous pattérn. Ours being, more. than. most
" others, an age of transition, it dlsplays a bewilderingly strati-
i
|

eighteenth-century. rationalism and mid- nineteenth-century
Marxism, xocked by sudden voléanic eruptions of prehistoric
fanaticisms and primitive tribal cults, Each of these compo-
nents of the cultural pattemn of the age finds its characteristic

be seen as the reflection of what seems, the attitude most gens
uinely representative of our own time’s contribution. .

The hallmark of this attitude is its sense that the certitudes

4 . and unshakable basic assumptions of former ages have been

$wept away, that they have been tested and found wantmg,

‘that they have been discredited as cheap and somewhat child-_

li  ish illusions. The decline of religions faith was masked untll

i the end of the Second World War by the substitute religions®

fied_ picture: medieval beliefs still held and ‘ovedaid™ "By

artistic expression. The Theatre of the Absurd, however, .can -

[' of faxth .in progress, natienalism, and. various totahtmaﬂ fal- -
3

Introductwn The Absurdzty of the Absm'd
o lacies. All this was shattered - by the war, By 1942, Albert.

— 4
-

xix

‘Caraus was calmly putting the question why, since life had
lost” all . meaning, man ghould not.seek escape in suicide. In

"‘gne of the great, seminal heart-searchings of our time, The

Myth of Sisyphus, Camus tried to diagnose the human situa-
tion in 2 World of shattered beliefs: .

A worId that can be explained by reasonmg, however
faulty, is a familiar world. But in a universé that is suddenly
deprived of illusions and of light, man feels o' straniger. His

" {s'an irremediable exile, because he is. deprived of memories

‘ all his actions become senseless, absurd, useless.”? © «

“of a lost homeland as Touch as he lacks the hope of ‘a prom-
ised land to come. This divorce between mari and his life,

Absu:dity J .
"
(“*Absurd ongmally means out of harmony, in a musmal

- context. Hence'its dlchonary definition; “out of harmony with
- yéason or propriety; inéongruous, unreasonable, illogical.” In
. common ‘usage in the Enghsh—spealong world,

' 'sn'nply mean “ridiculous.”

“absurd” may
But this is not the sense in which
.Camus uses the word, dnd in which it is used when we speak
' the Theatre of the Absurd. In an essay on Kafka, Tonesco
‘deﬁned his understanding of the term ag follows:. “Absurd
is that which is devoid of purpese. . Cut offsfrom his re-
“ligious, metaphysical, and . transcendental Toots, map is lost

"This sense of metaphysical angl.ush at the absurdity of the
huiman condition is, broadly speaking, the theme 'of the plays

' of- Beckett Adamov, Ionésco, Genet, and the other writers -

discussed in this book, -But it is not merely the sub]ect matter

that defines what is here called the Theatre of the- Absurd.

A similar sense of the genselessness of life, of the inevitable
.devaluation of ideals, purity, and purposs, is also the theme of

“mauch of the work of dramatists like Giraudoux, Anouilh,

'Salacrou, Sartre, and Camus himself, Yet these writers differ
from the dramatists of the Absurd in an important respect:
They present their sense of the irrationality of the human con-
“dition in the form of highly lucid and logically constructed
reasoning, while the Theatre of the Absurd strives to express

s its sense. of the senselessness of the human condition and the

T
2 e

7 the actor and hls settmg, truly constlf:utes the feelmg of

g
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Inadequacy -of the’ ratlonal ~approach by -the open: abandon— . §
Jment of rational: déyiees and discursive thought.. ‘While Sartie - E
or Camu& express the new content i the old eonventlon the '

ceased to make sense, he does so in the elegantly ratronalrstlc Rt

Theatre of the Absurd goes a step further in trymg to achieve
a unity between its basic assumptions and thé form in.which
these are expressed. In some senses, the theatre of Sartre and
Camus is less adequate as an expression of the philosophy of
Sartre and Camus—in artistic, as distinet from phllosophlc,
tenns«-—than the Theatre of the Absurd, . SO

I Camus argues that in our chsrllusroned age the world has

and discursive style of an elghteenth -century. moralist, in Well-
constructed and polished plays. If Sartre argues that ex1stence

comes before essence and that human personality can be're- .
* duced to pure potentiality and the freedom to choose itself

anew at any moment, he presents his ideas in plays based ¢n
brilliantly drawn. characters_who remain wholly consistent and
thus reflect the old convention that each human being has a

core-of immutable, unchanging essence—in fact, an mmortal .

soul. And the beantiful phrasing and argumentative brilliance;
of both Sartre and Camus in their relentless probing still, by
implication, proclaim a tacit conviction that logica] discourse
can offer valid solutions, that the analysis of language will Iead
to the uncovering of basic concepts—Platonic ideas. « - 1%
This is an inner- contradiction that the- dramatlsts o the
Absurd are trymg, by instirict ‘and mtmi:lon rather than by

Absurd has renouneed argmng about the absurd1ty oTEH‘hﬁ- 7

man condition; ¥ 1 merely presents it in bemg—that is, in terrns
of concrete stage images of the absurdity of existence. This i3
the d dlﬂ"erence betweeri the approaeh-of the phllosopher and
. that of the poef; the difference, to take an example from an-’

other sphere, between the idea of God in the works‘of Thomas -

Aquinas or Spinoza and-the intuttion of God in those of St. -
Johin of the Cross or Meister Eckhart—the dlEerence between
theory and experience.

It is this striving for an integration between the. sub]e_‘cmt mat-
ter and the form in which it is expressed that separate; ltlle‘
Theah‘e of. the Absurd from the. Existentialist thedtre, .

The Theaf:re of the Absurd must also be’ dlstmgmshed from.

:

“

—
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another,lmportant and parallel trend .in the contemporary
E‘rench theatre, which. is equally preoceupied with the absurd-
Ityfénd uncertemty of the human condition: the “poetic avant-
: garde;’ thedtre  of dramatists’ like Mlchel "de Ghelderode;
]acques ‘Aqdiberti, Georges Neveux, and, in the younger gen-
‘eration, Georges Schehadé Henri Pichette; and Jean Vauthier,
'name only some ‘of its most impertant exponents, This is
. Yan even more difficult dividing line to draw, for the two ap-
' proaehes overlap a good deal. The “poetic avant-garde” relies
ott-faiptasy and dream reality as much, as the Theatre of the.
‘Absurd does; it also disrégards such traditional axioms as that
of ‘the basie uxity and consistency of each character or the
need for a plot. Yet basically the * “poetic: avant-garde” repre-
l&l’ senty a- different mood; it is moreJyncal and far less violent
and- grotesque. Even moré important is ‘its different attitude
: toward language: . the “poetic. avant—ga.rde relies to a far
greater extent' on consciously” “poetic” speech; it aspires to

' ;-plays that are in effect poems, images composed of a nch web

.of ‘verbal associations. g

The Theatre of the Absurd, on the other hand ‘tends to-
ard-a radical devaluatmn of language, toward a poetry that
erge from the concrete and ob;ectrﬁed images of the

-‘ v stage itsélf. The element of language still plays an important,
yet subordindte, part in this concepuon but what happens '

‘ -o,n :the stage’ “trariscends, and often contradicts, the words
spoken by the- characters In Ionesco’s The Chairs, for ex-

he in the banal words that are uttéred but in the fact that they
IIBoken to an ever-growing number of empty chairs:
Theatre of the Absurd is thus part of the “antl literary”
movement of our time, which has found ifs expression in ab-
< stract pamtmg, with its rejection of “literary” elements in pic-
tures, or in the “new novel” in France, with its reliance on the
* deseription of ob]ects and its rejection of empathy and an-

ments and so many of the efforts to create new forms of ex-
pression in all the arts the Theatre of the Absurd sho:rld be
- . centéred in Paris. - :

Thrs does not mean that the Theatre of the Absurd is essen-
tally French. It is broadly based on ancient strands of the

i ample'the poetle content of a powerfully poetic play does not-

,

. ‘thropomorphism. It is no coincidence that, like all these move-

N
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Western tradition and has its exponents in Britain, Spain, Italy,
Germany, Switzerland, and the United States as well as in
France. Moreover, its leading practitioners who. live in Paris
and write in French are not themselves Frenchmen.

As a powerhouse of the modern movement, Paris is an m-'

ternational rather than a merely French genter: it acts as 2
magnet attracting artists of all natlonahtlefg&ffo are in search
of freedom to work and to live nonconformist lives unham-
pered by the need to look over their shoulder to see whether,

their neighbors are shocked. That is the secret of Paris as the '

capital of the world’s individualists: Here, in a world of cafés
and small hotels, it is possible to live easily and urimolested.

That is why a cosmopolitan of uncertain origin like Apol-
linaire; Spaniards lke Picasso or Juan Gris; Russians like Xan-

- dinsky and Chagall; Rumanians like Tzara and Brancusi;

Americans like Gertrude Stein, Hemingway, and E. E. Cum-
mings; an Irishman like Joyee; and many others from the four
corners of the world could come together in Paris and shape
the modern movement in the arts and literature, The Theatre
of the Absurd springs from the same tradition and is nourished
from the same roots: An Inshman, Samuel Beckett; a Ruma-
nian, Eugéne Ionesco; a Russian of Armenian. origin, Arthur

' 'Adamov, not only found in Paris the atmogphere that allowed

them to experiment in freedom, they also found there the op- .
portunities to get their work produced in theatres.

The standards of staging and production in the smaller the-
atres of Paris.are often criticized as slapdash and. perfunctory,
that may indeed sometimes be the case; yet the fact remains:
that there is no other place in the world where so many first-
rate men of the theatre can be found who are adventurous
and intelligent enough to champion the experimental work of

new playwrights and to help them acquiré a mastery of ‘stage -
technique—from Lugné-Pos, Copean, and Dullin,to Jean- -

Louis Barrault, Jean Vilar, Roger Blin, Nicolas Bataille,

Jacques Mauclair, Sylvain Dhomme, Jean-Marie Serreau, and .

a host of others whose names are indissolubly.linked with the
rise of much that is best in the contemporary theatre.
Equally important, Paris also has a highly intelligent the-

atregoing public, which is receptive, thoughtful, and as able b

as it is eager to.absorb new ideas, Which does not mean that

Introduction: The Absurdity of the Absurd C i

" the first productions of some of the more startling manifesta-
- tions of the Theatre of the Absurd did not provoke hostile

demonustrations or, at first, play to empty houses. 'What mat-

_ters is that these scandals were the expression of passionate

concern and interest, and that even the emptiest houses con-
tained enthusiasts articulate enough to proclaim loudly and
effectively the merits of the original experiments they had
witnessed.
Yot in spite of these favorable circumstances, inherent in the
fertile cultural cllmate of Pa.ns, f;hﬁ_.sucﬂﬁmf. the. Theatre of
a . :

nis
enon of our age. That pﬁﬁ so strange and puzzhng, so clearly
devoid of the traditional attractions of the well-made drama,
. should within less than a decade have reached the stages of

the world from Finland to Japan, from Norway to the Argen-
tine, and that they should have stimulated a large body of
work in 2 similar convention, are.in themselves powerful and
entirely empirical tests of the importance of the Theatre of

" the Absurd.

The study of this phenomenon as hterat‘u.re, as stage tech-

S ‘nique, and as a manifestation of the thinking of its age must

proceed from the examination 'e_f the works themselves, Only
then can theéy be seen as part of an old tradition that may at
times have been submerged but one that can be traced back

" to antiquity, and only after the movement of today has been
- placed within its historical context can an attempt be made to

assess its significance and to establish its importance and the
part it has to play within the pattern of contemporary thought.

A public conditioned to an accepted convention tends to
receive the impact of artistie experiences through a filter of
critical standards, of predetermined expectations and terms of
reference; which is the natural result of the schooling of its
taste and faculty of perception. This framework of values, ad-
mirably efficient in itself, produces only bewildering results
when it is faced with a completely new and revolutionary con-
vention—a tug of war ensues between impressions that have
undoubtedly been received and critical preconceptions that
clearly exclude the possibility that any such impressions could
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l have been felt. Hence the storms of frustration and indigna-
gl tion always caused by works in a new convention.
It is the purpose of this book to provide a framework of
f reference that will show the works of the Theatre of the Ab-
surd within their own convention so that their relevance and
force can emerge as clearly to the reader as Waiting for Godot
did to the convicts of San Quentin,

THE THEATRFE, OF THE ABSURD
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- Chapter One

* 'SAMUEL BECKETT: THE SEARCH FOR THE SELF

" Tn his last-will and testament, Murphy, the hero of Sam-
uel Beckett’s early novel of that name, énjoins his heirs and

" ‘exectitors To place his"ashés in-a paper bag and take them to

“the Abbey Theatro, Lr. Abbey Street; Dublin . . . into what
the great and good Lord Chesterfield calls the necessary house,
‘where their happiest hours have been spent, on the right as
one goes down into the pit . . . and that the chain be there
pulled upon them, if possible during the performance of a
piece.” This is a symbolic act in the true irreverent spirit of
-the anti-theatre, but one that also reveals where the author

cu&m for Godot. réceived his first fmpressions of the type

R

of drama against which he reacted in his rejection of what.he.
has called “the grotesque fallacy of realistic art—"that misera~
“bie statement of line and surface’ and'the penny-a-line vul-

" gasity of aliterature.of notations.”

Samuel Beckett was born in.Dublin in 1906, the son of a
quantity surveyor. Like Shaw, Wilde, and Yeats, he came from
the _Eggfgg.&tamslrzish-,~mjd!dlgﬁg_]@,§,§wﬁnd was, though he later Iajt'
“Jis fajth, brought up “almost a Quaker,” as he himse!f once
put it3 It has been suggested that Beckett's preoccupation
with the problems of being and the identity of the self might
have sprung from the Anglo-Irishman’s inevitable and perpet-
ual concern with finding his own answer to the question “Who
am IP” But while there may well be & grain of truth in this,
it is surely far from providing a complete explanation for the
deep existential anguish that is the keynote of Beckett’s work
and-that clearly originates im lévels of his personality far deeper
than its social surface.

At the age of fourteen, Beckett was sent to one of the Anglo-
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Irishman’s traditional hoarding schools, Portora Royal School
at Enniskillen, County Fermanagh, founded by King James
1, where Oscar Wilde had also been a pupil. It is characteristic
of Beckett that he, whose writing ; reveals him as one of the
most tormented and ensitive of human beings, and 6f whori
it hias béen reported that “ever since His birth he had retained
a terrible memory of his mother’s womb™ not only became
dehg}hmt scholar but also excelled at games,
batting left-handed and be bowling right at cricket, and p]aymg
scrum half at Rugger,

In 1923, Beckett left Portora and entered Tnmty College
Dublin, where he read French and Italian, recciving his Bach-
elor of Arts degree in 1927. Such was his academic distinction
‘that he was nominated by his university as its représentative

in a traditional exchange of lecturers with the famous Ecole -

Normale Supérieure, in Paris. Accordingly, after a brief spell
of teaching in Belfast, he went to Paris for a two years’ stint
as a lecteur danglais at the Ecole Normale in the autumn of
1g28.
Thus began his lifelong association w1t}1 Paris. In .

met James Jo dmhewmwmmher\g&mmgmle,
ee, the brilliant opening

ur Exagmination round
His Factification for Incamzmtwn of Work in Progress, a col-
lection of twelve articles by twelve apostles, as a defense and
exegesis of their master’s as yet unnamed magnum opus, Beck-
ett’s contribution, headed “T¥ante . . Bruno . Vico . . Joyee,”
culminates. in a spirited assertion of the artist’s duty to express
the totality and complexity of his experience regardless of the
_public’s lazy demand for easy comprehensibility: “Here is di-
-rect expression—pages and pages of it. And if you don’t under-
stand t, Ladies and Gentlemen, it is because you are too deca-
dent to receive it, You are not satlsﬁed unless form is so strictly -

divorced from\content’“’that you_ean comprehend the one al-

bothering to read the other. This rapid skimming
and absoiption* of the sciht cream of sense is made possible
by what T may call a continuous process of copious. intellectual
salivation. The form that is an arbitrary and independent phe-
nomenon can fulfill no higher fumction than that of stimulus ™

-for a tertiary or quartary conditioned reflex of dribbling com-
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prehension.”® These are the articles of his faith that Beckett .

~ has put into practice in his own life’s work as a writer, with an

uncompromlsmg consistency almost terrifying in its purity.

In a letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver dated May 28, 1929,
Joyce speaks of his intention of having Beckett’s essay pub-
lished in an Italian review, In the same letter he mentions a
country picnic planned by Adrienne Monnier to celebrate the
twenty-fifth anniversary of Bloomsday. This was the Déjeuner
Ulysse hield on June 27, 1929, at the Hotel Léopold at Les
Vaux-de-Cernay, near Versailles. From Richard Ellmann’s bi-
ography of Joyce, we learn that Beckett was one of the guests,
who included Paul Valéry, Jules Romains, Léon-Paul Fargue,

- Philippe Soupault, and many other distinguished names, and

that on the return journey Beckett aroused the wrath of Paul

. Valéry and Adrienne Monnier by repeatedly prevailing upon

Joyce to have the bus stopped so that they might have yet
another drink at some wayside café,

- During his first stay in Paris, Beckett also made his mark as
a poet by winning a literary prize—ten pounds, for the best
poem on the subject of time; in a competition inspired by
Naney Cimard and judged by her and Richard Aldmgton

. Beckett's poem, provocatively entitled “Whoroscope,” presents

the philosopher Descartes mieditating on time, hens” eggs, and
evanescence, The little booklet, published in Paris by the Hours
Prass in an edition of a hundred signed copies at five shillings,
and two hundred unsigned ones at a shilling, has become a
collector’s piece, with the little slip pasted on it that informs the
reader-of the award of the prize and that this is “Mr. Samuel

" Beckett’s first separately published work.”

For his newly found friend James Joyce, Beckett also em-
barked ona daring attempt at rendering the “Anna Livia

- Plurabelle” passage from Work in Progress into French. But

this ‘undertakirig, in which he was assisted by Alfred Péron,
had to be abandoned {and was carried to completion by Joyce,
Soupault, and a number of others) in the course of 1930, when
Beckett rettrned to Dublin to take the post of assistant to the
professor of Romance languages at Trinity College.

Thus, at the age. of. twenty-four, Beckem_m_gd to be
launched, on 4 safe and brilliant acggemc and literary career.

"H& obtained his Master of Arts degree. HIS study gf Proust,
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commissioned by a London publisher and written while he was
still in Paris, appeared in 1931. It is a penetrating interpreta-
tion of Proust’s work as an exploration of time, but it also fore-
shadows many of Beckett's themes in the works he was still to
write—the Jmposs1b1]1ty of possession in love, and the illusion
of friendship: * . . if love . . . is a function of man’s sadness,

friendship is a funotion of his cowardice; and if neither can be
realised because of the impenetrability (isolation) of all that .
is not ‘cbsa mentale,” at least the failure to possess may have

the nobility ‘of that which is tragic, whereas the attempt to
communicate where no communication is possible is merely a
‘simian vulgarity, or horribly comic, like the madness that holds
a conversation with the furniture.”? For an artist therefore,
“the only possible spiritual development is in the sense of

depth. The artistic tendency is not expansive, but a contrac-_
tion. And art is the apotheosis of solitude. There is no com--

munication because there are no vehicles of communication.”s
Although these. 1deas are expositions of Proust’s thought, and
although. today he stresses that he wrote the little book on

order, not out of any deep affinity with Proust, Beckett clearly .

put many of his personal feelings and views into it.
To one who felt that habit and routine was the cancer . of

lecturer’s work’ must have’ appeared -unbearable. After only

~ four terms at Trmxty Coﬂege Jhe had had enough He. threw.

‘up his career and cut himself 100se. from -all routine and ‘social _
duties. Like Belacqua, the ‘hero of his volume of short stories
More Pricks Than Kicks, who, though indolent by natureé, “en-
livened. the last phase of his solipsism ..
that the best-thing he had to do was to move. constantly from
placé to place,”® Beckett embarked on a period of Wander-
jahre, Writing poems and storjes, doing odd jobs, he moved
*from Dublin to London to Paris, traveled through France and
Germany. It is sm'ely no comcldence that so many of Beckett’s

later; characters are f.l'amps and Wanderers, and that all are’

Ionely

" time, social intercourse a mere iltusion, -and the artist’s life of
necessity a life of solitude, the daily grind of a university

. . with the belief

- More. Pncks Than Kicks is set in Dublm the next volume -

a slim collection of poems, Echo’s Bones and Other Precipi-
tates (1935), widens its references to landmarks from Dublin

"
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' (Gumesss barges by O'Connell Bridge) to Paris (the Ameri-
ean Bar in the Rue Mouffetard) and London (the “grand old
Briti¢h Museum,” Ken Wood and Tower Bridge). Beckett’s

. _stay in’ London also left its mark on ]:us first novel, Murpl;yw

(1938): the “World’s End” on the fringes of Chelsea the
area around the Caledonian market and Pentonvﬂle, Gower'

Street
Whenever he passed through Paris, Beckelt went to. see

' Joyce. In Richard Ellmann’s words, “Beckett was addicted to

silences, arid so was Joyce; they engaged in conversations
- which consisted often in silences. directed towards. each other,

| _both suffused with sadness, Beckett. mostly for the world,

Joyce mostly for himself. Joyce sat in his habitual posture,
legs crossed, toe of the upper leg tnder the instep of the lower;

Beckett, also tall and slender, fell into the same gesture. Joyce
suddenly asked some such question as "How could the idealist
Hume write a history?” Beckett replied, ‘A history of represen-
tations.” "0, Beckett read Joyce passages from the works of
Fritz Mauthner, whose Critique of Language was one of the
first works to point to the fallibility of language as a medium
for the discovery and communication of metaphysical truths.

But “though he liked having Beckett with him, Joyce at the

" same time kept him at a distance. Once he said directly: T

don’t love anyone except my family’ in a tone which suggested,

" don’t like anypne except my family either.” "0 Once or twice

Joyce; ‘whose sight had long been fallmg, d1ctaf:ed passages,
from Finnegans Wake to Beckett. This may be the origin of
the oft-repeated asserticn that Becketi -was at one time ]oyce s
private secretary. He never held such a position. If anyone ever
acted as Joyee's secretary it was Paul Léon. -

" Richard Ellmann also tells the story of the mfatu&,tmn of

- Joyce's unhappy daughter, Lucta, for Becketl: Beckett some-

times took Lucia, already mgh-stung and neurotic, to res-
taurants and theatres. “As her self-control began to leave her,
she made less effort to conceal -the passion she felt for him,
and. at last her feelings became so overt that Beckett told her
bluntly he came to the Joyce flat primarily to see her father.
He felt he had been cruel and later told. Peggy Guggenheim
that he was dead and-had no feelings that were human; hence
ke had not béen able to fall in love with Lucia.™!
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Peggy Guggenheim, pahom the arts and a famous col-
lector of modern paintings, was herself, as she reports in’ her-
memoirs, “terribly in love”

terribly | ” with Beckett a few years later. She
describes him as a fascinating young man, but afflicted with
an apathy that sometimes kept him in bed till midafternoon;
with whon it was difficult to converse, as “he was never very
animated and it took hours and lots of drink to warm him vp

before he finally unravelled himself. ™2 Like Belacqua, who

sometimes wanted “to be back in the caul on my back in the

dark forever,”™3 Beckett, according to Peggy’ Guggenheim,’
“had retained a terrible memory of life in his mother’s womb.
He was constantly suffering from this and had awful crises,
when he felt he was suffocating. He always said our life would
e all right one day, but if T ever pressed him to make a
decision it way fatal and he took back everything he had pre-
viusly said”2 T

e,

iMurphy,: published: in 1938 with t_he, help and support of
Herbert Read; is to. some extent concerned with an analogous

situation between the hero and his girl friend Celia, who vainly

tries to-make him take up regular employment so they can get
mairied, but has to see him elude her again and again,

" . Beckett’s first play (written in French shortly after'the war,

but 50 far unpublished and unperformed), Eleutherid, is also

concerned with a young man’s efforts to cut Hitself 16ose from

 his family and social obligations. Eleutheria is in three acts; the

ar——

stage is divided in the middleOn the right the hero lies in
his bed, apathetic and passive. On the left his family and
friends discuss his case without ever directly addressing. him.
Gradually, the action shifts from left to right, and eventually
the hero summons up the energy to free himself from his
shackles and cut himself loose from society.: )

" Molloy and ‘Eleuthetis mirror. Beckett’s search for freedom
and the right to live his,own life. In fact he found “himself a

permanent home: in Paris.’Tn 1937 he acquired his apartment,’

on the-top floor of a block of flats in outer Montparnasse, which
was to become his base throughout the war and postwar years.

About this time an episode occurred that might have come
straight out of Beckett's own writings: hé was stabbed in a
Paris strect by an underworld character-who had accosted him

for money, and had to be taken to a hospital with a pgrforated :
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lung. Later, when his wound had healed, Beckett went to see

“his assailant in prison. He asked the apache why he had

stabbed him, -and received the answer, “J¢ ne sais pas, Mon-.

. steur.” Tt might well be the voice of this man that we hear in

Waiting for Godot and Molloy. _

- When_war, came, in September, 1939, Beckett was in Ire-
land, visiting his widowed mother. He immediately returned
to Paris. He had long been a detided opponent of . the Na-

- tional Socialist regime in Germany; appalled by its brutality

and anti-Semitism. Now: that war had broken out, he argued -

~ with Joyee, who regarded the war as useless and futile. Beckett

firmly maintained that its objectives were, indeed justified.
Being a citizen of Eire, and thus a neutral, he was able to stay .
in Paris even after the city had been occupied by the Germans.
He joined a Resistance group, and led the dangerous and pre-
carlous life of a member of the underground movement.. -

One day in August, 1942, be returned to his apartment and

found a message informing him that some of the members of

his Resistance group had been arrested. He left his home im-

. mediately and made his way into the unoccupied zone, whére
. he found: shelter and work as an agricultural laborer in-a
~ peasant’s house in the Vaucluse, near Avignon. {Theé Vaucluse

is mentioned in the French version'of Waiting for Godot, when
Vladimir argues that Estragon must know the Vaucluse coun-

- try, while Estragon hotly denies ever having been anywhere

except where he is at that moment, in the Merdecluse. In the
English version, the Vaucluse has become “the MAcon coun-

- try,” the Merdecluse the “Cackon country.”)

Ta keep his hand i as a writer while working on the farm

* in the Vaucluse, Beckett began to write a novel, Wait. It deals

with a lonely and eccentric individual who finds refuge as a
servant in 2 house in the country ruled by a mysterious, capri-

‘eious, a_nd unapproachable master, Mr. Knott, who has some
 of the attributes later ascribed to the equally mysterious Mr.
 Godot... - - ‘

After the liberation of Paris in 1945, Béckett returned tEere

- briefly before making his way to Ireland, where he volun-
_teered for & Red, Cross unit. He came- back to France in the

autumb of 1945 and- spent some time as an interprefer and

' storekeeper in a field hospital at Saint-L3. Later that winter,
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he finally returned to Paris, to his old apartment which he
| Iouiid ihtact and waiting for him.

This ‘homecoming marked the beginning of the moat pro—
ductlve  period ih Beckett's life. Seized by a powerful and sus-
Tained creative unpulse, he wrote in the five years that fol-

f lowed a succession of important works: the plays Eleutheria,
Waiting for Godot, and Endgame; the novels Molloy, Malone
Dies, The Unnamable, and the umpublished Mercier et Camier,

1@ under the title Nouvelles et Textes pour Rien. All these works,
some of which have become the foundation of Beckef’s “tepu-
tation as one of the major hterary forces and influences of his
time, wete written in French:
i writers who have risen to fame with works written in a lan-
’ guage other than their own, but usually they are compelled
‘ by circumstances to write in a foreign language: the necessities
i of exile; a desire to break the connection with their country.
of origin for political or ideological. reasons; or the wish to

#  small language community, a Rumanjan.or 2 Dutchman, to
 write in French or English. But Beckstt was certainly not an
E exile in that sense, and his mother tongue is the accepted
| lingua franca of the twentieth century. He chose to write his
' masterpieges in, French because he. felt that he’ needé'& the
4 d1se1phne that the use of an aoguu'ed language ‘would imposé
{ upon: him. As he told a student writing a thesis on his work

| his own language a writer may be tempted to indulge in vir-
‘ tuosity: of style for its own sake, the use of another language

“H " Cest plus facile d'écrire sans style.”** In othér words, while in
I
i
i) may force him to divert the ingenuity that might be expended

il on.mere embellishments of style in his own idjom to the ut-

“When the American director Herbert’ Blau suggested to

il most clarity and economy of expression.

‘l Beckett that by wiiting in French he might be evading, some
i I

i

part; of himself, “he said yes, there were some things about

Jq - effect. It was a weakness he had chosen, as Melville’s Bartleby
preferred_not to” live. . . "1 Possibly, too, Beckett Wa.nted

| as wdll as the short stories and fragments of prose published

himsel e dicin’t like, that French had the right ‘weakening’

s

J.I This is a clirious phenomenon There have been: many

reach a world audience, which might induce the citizen of a .

who asked him why he used French, “Parce qu’en francais .

“attracted little attention, but when |

- ‘when!
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to -avoid the tendency of English toward allusion and evoca-
tion. Yet the fact that in his own translations the English lan-
guage perfectly rénders his meaning and intention shows that .

" it is not just a surface quality that he prefers in French, but

the -challenge and dlSClpllIle it presents to his powers of ex-
pression.

- Waorks like Beckeit’s, wh1ch spring from the deepest strata »
of the mind and probe the ‘darkest wells of anziety, would be !

- destroyed- by . the slightest suggestion of glibness or facility;

they must be the outcome of a painful struggle with the me-

"+ dinm of their expression. As Claude Mauriac has pointed out

in his essay on Beckett, anyone “who speaks is carried along
by the logic of language and its articulations.. Thus the writer
who pits himself against the unsayable must use all his cunning -
50 28 not to say what the words make him say agamst hls will, -

. butto express. instead what by their very nature they are de- -
" signed to cover up: the uncertain, the contradictory, the un-

thinkable.”18! "The danger of being carried along by the loguﬂ

i -of language is clearIy greater in. ones mother tongue,_vmth its

uncornscmusly accepted meanings and associations, By writing

< ina foreign language, Beckett insures that his writing réinains
4 constant struggle, a painful wrestling with the spirit of Jan- }
" "guage itself. That is why he considers the radio plays and

- occasional pieces he has since written in English as a relaxation,

a rest from this hard struggle with meaning and language. But
accordingly he also attaches less unportance to these works.
They came too easily.

The French translation of M urphy, whlch appeared in 194.7,
olloy; was published in
1951, it created a stir. Beckett’s real Eliiftiph, however, came
amﬁg fo . which had appeared in.book .form

in 1952, was fizgt. oduced.on.Jannary 5, 1953, at the little

Thehtre de Babylone (now defunct), on the Boulevard Ras-

- pail. Roger Blm always at the forefront of the avant-garde in

‘the French theatre, directed, and himself played the part of
Pozzo. And against all expectations, the strange tragic farce, in.
which nothing happens- and which had been scorned as un-
dramatic by a number of managements, became gne..of the
grentest successes of the postwar theatre. It ran for four hun-
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dred performances at the Théitre de Babylone and was later
transferred to another Parisian theatre. It has been translated

into more than twenty languages and been performed n -

Sweden, Switzerland, “Finland, Italy, Norway, Denmark, Hol-
land, Spain, Belgium, Turkey, Yugoslavia, Brazil, Mexico, the
Argentine, Israel, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Japan, Western Ger-

. many, Great Britain, the United States, and even in Dublin,

being seen in the first five years after its original production in
Paris by more than a million spectators—a truly astonishing

" reception for a play so enigmatic, so exasperating, so complex,

and so: uncompromising in its refusal te conform to any of the
accepted ideas of dramatic construction.
“This is not the place to trace in detail the strange stage his-

tory of Waiting for Godot. Suffice it to say that the play found -

the @pp‘roval of accepted dramatists as diverse as Jean Anouilh

‘ (who described the production at the Théitre de Babylone as

egual in importance to the first performance of a Pirandello
play in Paris by Pitoeff, in 1923), Thornton Wilder; Tennessee
Williams, and William Saroyan (who said, “It will make. it
easier for me and everyone else to write freely in the theatre”};
that it reached London in August, 1955, in a production that

'3 disipproval but was so successful that it
was transferred from the Arts Theatre Club to the West End
and ran for a long time; that it reached the shores of- the
United States at the Mlarm'CPIayhouse on January 3, 1956,
where, with Bert Lahr and Tom Fwell in the parts of the

tramps, it was billed as “the laugh hit of two continents” and, .

bitterly disappointed its audience’s expectations, but finally
reached Broadway with Bert La.hr but w1th0ut Tom Ewell,
and was acclaimed by the eritics,

Beckett’s second pI% Efid‘ghfme} ongmally in two acts but

later reduced to ¢ one, was to have had its world premiére in

French under the direction of Roger Blin in Paris, but when it
met with some hesitation by the management and lost its Paris
venue, the Royal Court Theatre, in London, hospitably offered

its stage, so that London witnessed the rare occasion of a wogld.,

_premiére in French (April g, ,9.51) It later found another
“theatre in Paris and.ran for a donsiderable time at the Studio
des Charaps Elysées. Productions in English in London (again

s
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-at the Royal Court), in New York (at the Cherry Lane
. Theatre, off Broadway), and in San Francisco (by the Actors’
Workshop) have also been notably successful,
~ In its original production in French, Endgame was coupled
with the mimeplay, Act Withoul Words, performed by Deryk

. Mendel and w1th musm'B')“r Beckett’s ¢ousin, John Beckett. At
. the performan

lish, Endgame shared thé bill with the
short playi{Krapp’s Last Ta;pe' (October 28, 1958}, which was
written by Beckett in Fnglish and hes since been performed
in Paris, in Beckett’s own translation, and in New York.

Krapyp's Last Tape was directed by Donald McWhinnie, the
distinguished radio producer who was instremental in getting
Beckett to write two plays especially for the  B.B.C.’s Third
Programme; . All That Fall“{Brst broadcast on January 13,
1957) and Embers ( October 28, 1959) . And so tenuous is the
dividing line between Beckett’s dramatic works and his later
novels, which are all cast in the form of dramatic monologues,
that extracts from these have also been performed on the
B.B.C.’s Third Programme: Molloy (December 10, 1957); the
fragment From an Abandoned Work (December 14, 1957);
Mdlone Dies (June 18, 1958); and The Unmnmble (January
‘19, 1959) .

* Samuel Beckett’s rise to fame is an astomshmg story of
modesty and single-minded devotion to the austerest princi-
ples, .rewarded by acclaim and success, Tall, slender, and
yoqﬂl_ful in_his. fifties, Beckett remains shy, gentle, and unas-
suming, completely untouched by the mannerisms of self-con-
scious greatness. And—what is most surprising in the author of
works so filled with anguish, torment, and the deranged fan-
tasies of human bemgs driven to the limits of suffering—he him-
self is the nggj}ub,alancﬁd,andﬂse{ene .of mmen. He has married,

\

and divides his time between a small house in the country and

Paris. He avoids literary coteries and is more at home among.
pamters He continues his exploration of the human condition,
_his, guest. for the answer to. guch basic questions as “Who am
- JEiSWhat.does it mean when | 1 sgy—l?’ by Writing, now more
slowly and with greater diﬁculty than at the time of his great.
- preative otitburst, His latest novel, c Comment C’E;i‘; appeared
in January, 1961, -
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* When Alan Schneider, who was to direct the first American
production of Waiting for Godot, asked Beckett who or what
was meant by Godot, he received the answer, “If I knew, I
: Would have said so in the play.™7
This is a salutary w;

what ﬂwz;r fﬁecm Such an mdertaking might péfhaps be ]ustl-
“Hod i tickling the works of an author who had started ffom
a clear-cut philosophical or moral conception, and had then’

proceeded to translate it into concrets terms of plot and chat- -

acter. But even in such a case the chances are that the final
product, if it turned out a genuine work of the creative imag-
ination, would transcend the author’s original intentions and
present itself as far richer, more complex, and open to a multi-
tude of additional interpretations. For, as Beckeit himself has
pointed-out-in his essay on Joyce's Wo'rk in Progress, the form

structure, and mood of an artistic statement cannot be sepa-

%; E?%!?EL ts meaning, its conceptuaiucontent sunply BecaEE"
i the wor. art as_a whole is its ‘meaning, whas 18 said_in it is

dissolubly linked, with.the, manner in m is said, and.
cannot be said in any other way. Yibraries have been ﬁHed
W1th attempts to reduce the meaning of a play like Hamlet to a
few short and simple lines, yet the play itself remains the clear-

est and most concise statement of its meaning and message,

precisely because its uncertainties and irreduciblé'ambiguities
are an essential element of its total irapact. .

These considerations apply, in varying degrees, to all works
of creative literature, but they apply with particular force to
works that are essentially concemed with conveying their

author’s sense of mystery, bewilderment, and anxiety when
\)_‘Efrontea Withthe Hiiman condition, and hi§ despaii-at-being

tmable o find & Heaning in exiStencs. Th Waiing jor Godot, |
tul}g feeling of yncertainty it produces, the ebb and How of this™
; uncertamty—from "the hoNPe of discovering the identity of Godot

! to its repeated ﬂ;;apgg‘mgment—are themselves the ‘essence of

{7 f the, play. Any endeavor.to.arrive at a clear and certain mter—

K "f' analysis would be as

JDpretation by establishing the 1dentlty (:odot “through Erifical
as trying to ‘Escover the clear out-
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lines hidden behind the chiaroscuro of a painting by Rem-
brandt by scraping away the paint.

Yet it is only natural that plays written in so unusual and
baffling a convention should be felt to be in special need of an
explanation that, as it were, would uncover their hidden mean-
ing and translate it into everyday language. The source of this
fallagy lies in the misconception that somiehow these plays
miust be redveible to the conventions of the “normal” theatre,
with plots that can be summarized in-the form of a narrative.
If only one could discover some hidden clue, it is felt, these
difficult plays could be forced to yield their secret and reveal
the plot of the conventional play that {s hidden within them.
Such attempts are doomed to failure. Beckett’s plays lack plot ‘i
gyen more completely than other works of the Theaire of the '
Absurd:-Tigtéad of “a Hnear development, they present their
author’s intuition of the human condition by 2 method that is |
essentially polyphonic; they confront their audience with an’
organized structure of statements and images that interpene-
trate each other and that must be apprehended in their totality,
rather like the different themes in a symphony, which gain
mesning by their simultanecus interaction.

But if we have to be cautious in our approach to Beckett’s
_plays, to avoid the pitfall of trying to provide an oversimplified

. explanahon of their meaning, this does not imply that we can-

not subject them to careful scrutiny by isolating sets of images
and themes and by attempting to discern their structural
groundwork. The results of such an examination should make
it easier to follow the author’s intention and to see, if not the

. answets to his questions, at least what the guestions are that

he ig asking.

iting. for Godot does not tell a story; it explores a static
tuatio “Nothing happens, nobody comes, nobody goes, 1t
aful,” “is On a country road, by a tree, two old tramps, Viadi-

mir and Estragon, are waiting. That is the opening situation at

~ the beginning of Act I At the end of Act I, they are informed

that Mr. Godot, with whom they believe they have an appoint-

ment, cannot come, but that he will surely come tomorrow.

Act I repeats precisely the same paitern. The same boy arrives
and delivers the same message, Act I ends:
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EsTRAGON: Well, shall we go?
vLADIMIR: Yes, let’s go.
- (They do not move. )

Act IT ends w1th the same lines of dlalogue, but Spoken by the _'

same characters in' reversed order,

The _sequence of.events, and the dlalogue in. each act .are
characters, Pozzo and Lucky, master and slave, under differing
cir¢umstances; in each. act Vladimir and Estragon attempt
suicide and fail, for -differing reasons; but these variations
merely serve to emphasize the essential sameness of the, situa-
hon—plus ca change “plus c'est la méme chose. .

Vladlmlr and Estragon—who céll each other D1d1 and Cogo i

" although Viedimir is addressed by the boy messenger as” Mr.
* Albert, and Estragon, when asked his name, repliés without -
_hesitation, Catullus—are clearly derived from the pairs of cross- -
talk comedians of ' mysic halls, Their 'dizlogue has the peouhar .

repettl:lve quahty of the cross«talk comedians’ patter

ESTRAGON: So long/as one knows. .
_.vLaDpMIE; One can bide one’s time.
- ESTRAGON: One knows what to expecf:
' VLADIMIR No further need to worry, 1

And the para]lel to the music hall and the circus is- even ex-

phcltiy stated

VLADIMIR: Charmmg evening we're havmg
ESTRAGON: . Unforgettable,

VLADIMIR: And it’s not over,

ESTRAGON: Apparently not.

.. VLADIMIR: It's only the begmnmg

'ESTRAGON: It's awful.

veapmvx: I's worse than bemg at the theatre
-ESTRAGON: The circus. _

veapvik: The music hall,

EsTRAGON: The circus.?0 _

In accordance with the traditions of the mmsic hall or the

circus, there is an element of crudely physical humor: Estragon
loses his trousers, there is a protracted gag involving three hats

-
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- that are put on and off and handed on in a sequence of seem-

ingly unending confasion, and there is an abundance of prat-

* falls—the writer of a penetrating thesis on Beckett, Niklaus

Gessner, lists no fewer than forty-five stage directions indicat- .

-ing that one of the characters leaves the upright position,
_w]nch symbolizes the dignity of man2t

-As the members of a cross-talk act, Vladumr and Estragon
have complementary personalities, Vladimir is the more prac-
tical of the two, and Estragon clainds to have been'a poet: In

. eating his carrot, Estragon finds that the more he eats of it the -
less he likes it, while Vladimir reacts the opposite way—he

likes things as he gets used to them. Estragon is volatlle, Viad-
imir persistent, Estragon dreams, Vladimir cannot stand hear-
ing about dreams. Vladimir has stinking breath, Estragon has

- stinking feet. Vladimir remembers past events, Estragon tends

to forget them as soon as they have happened. Estragon likes
telling funny. stories, Vladimir is upset by them. It is mainly. .
Vladimir who voices the hope that Godot will come and that
His coming will change their situation, while Estragon remains
skeptical throughout and at times even forgets the name of
CGodot. It is Vladimir who conducts the conversation with the
boy who is Godot’s messenger and to whom the boy’s messages
are addressed. Estragon is the weaker of the two; he is beaten
up by mysterious strangers every night. Vladimir at times acts
as his protector, sings him to sleep with a lullaby, and covers

* him with his coat. The opposition of their temperaments is the

cause of endless bickering between them and often leads to

"the suggestion. that they should part. Yet, being complementary

natures, they also are dependent on each other and have to
stay together,

Pozzo and Lucky are equally complementary in their na-
tures, but their relationship is on a more primitive level: Pozzo
{s the sadistic master, Lucky the submissive slave, In the first
act, Pozzo is rich, powerful, and certain of himself; he repre-
sents worldly man in all his facile and shortsighted optimism
and illusory feeling of power and permanence. Lucky not only
carries his heavy luggage, and even the whip with which Pozzo
beats him, he also dances and thinks for him, or did so in his
prime. In fact, Lucky taught Pozzo all the higher values of

life: “beauty, grace, truth of the first water.” w
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Lucky represenl: the rehbongh;ghemesmiw%d

e A

P F dy. Now thaf Tucky'’s pow-
“PIE " Pozzo complains that they cause him untold
suffering. He ‘wants to get rid of Lucky and sell him at the
fair. But in the second act, when they appear again, they are
still Hed together. Pozzo has gone blind, Lucky has become
dumb. While Pozzo drives Lucky on a journey without an ap-
parent goal, Vladimir has prevalled upon Estragon to walt for
Godot.
A good deal of ingenuity has been expended in trying to
establish at Ieg,s;wdogy for Godot’s name, which wotld
- point o Beckett’s conscious of subconscious intention in mak-
ing him the objective' of Vladimir's and Estragon’s quest. It
has been suggested that Gedot is a weakened form of the word
“God.” a diminutive formed on the analogy of Pierre-Pierrot,
Charles-Charlot, with the added™association of the Charlie
Chaplin character of the little man, who is called Charlot in
France, and whose bowler hat is worn by all four main char-
acters in the play. It has also been noted that the title En
Attendant Godot seems to contain an allusion to Simone Weil's
book Attente de Dien, which would furnish a further indica-
fion that Godot stands for-God. Yet the name Godot may also
be an even more recondite literary allusion. As Eric Bentley
has pointed out, there is a charactenz in-a play by Balzac, a
sh ked . ahor _seen, called
4GO gk in question is Balzac’s comedy Le Fai-
Sar be‘f@er known as Mercadet. Mercadet is a-Stock Exchange
speculator who is in the habit of attributing his financial diff-
culties to his former partner Godeau, who, years before, ab-
sconded with their joint capital: “Je porte le poids du crime
de Godeau!” On the other hand, the hope of Godeau’s eventual
return and the repayment of the embezzled funds is constantly
dangled by Mercadet before the eyes of his numerous credi-
tors. “Tout lé monde a son Godeau, un faux Christophe
Golomb! Aprés tout Godeau . . . fe crois quil n'a déjd rap-
porté plus dargent qu'il ne m'en a prist” The plot of Mercadet
turns on a last, desperate speculation based on the appearance

of a spurious Godeau. But the fraud is discovered. Mercadet "

geems ruined. At this moment the real Godeau is announced;

-

v
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«.he has returned from India with a huge fortune. The play
ends with Mercadet exclaiming, “Fai montré tant de fois
Godéau que j'ai bien le droit de le voir. Allons voir Godeaul™2%

The parallels are too striking to make it probable that this
is a mere coincidence: In Beckett's play, as mﬂwﬁglmg_m
arrival of Godot is the eagerly awaltedfw vent that will misag:

“nlotisly save th ihe sitiation. And Beckett s a5 fond as Joyce of
subtle and recondite Titerary allusions.

Yet whether Codot 'is meant to suggest the mterventlon
of a supernatural&?“gency, or whether he stands for a mythieal
human being whose arrival is expected to change the situation,
ot both of these possibilities combined, his gxa.ct nature.is of
secondary importange, The subject of the ‘play is not Godot

but}waiting; the ack of Wwaiting as an essential and characteristic
mge‘éf“é’f"ﬂle human condition. Throughout our lives we al-
ways wait for something, and Godot simply represents the ob-
jective of our waiting—an event, a thing, a person, death. More-
over, it is in the act of ‘waiting that we experience the flow of
time, ;n,st._purest most ewdent form I we are actlve, We
tend to forget the passage of hme, we pass the time, but if
we are merely passively waiting, we are confronted with the
action of Hime itself. As Beckett points out in his analysis of
Proust, “There is no escape from the hours and the days; Nei-
+ ther from tomorrow nor from yesterday because yesterday has
deformed us, or been deformed by us. . . . Yesterday is not a
milestone that has been passed, but a daystone on the beaten
track of the years, and irremediably part of us, within us, heavy
and dangerous. We. are not merely more weary because of
yesterday, we are other, no longer what we were before the
calamity of yesterday,”2® The flow of time confronts us with
the basic problem of bemg—?h _prohleni af tlfé”ﬁ“atﬁi’é“ ““f"ﬂi'é
bei

ity, whoss permanent réality ‘¢a “only prehended as a
retrospéctive liypothesis, The individual iz the seat of a con-
stant process of decantation, decantation from the vessel con-
taining the fluid of future time, sluggish, pale and monochrome,
to the vessel containing the fluid of past time, agitated and
multicoloured by the phenomena of jts hours.™26

Being subject to this process of tme ﬂowmg t]lrough us | a.nd

T St 2
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ehangmg us in doing so, we are, at no smgle moment in our

is attainment? The identification of the subject with the object
of his desire. The subject has died—and perhaps many times—
on the way.”27 Xf Godot is the object of Vladimir’s and Es-
tragon’s desire, he seems haturally ever beyond their reach. It
is significant that the boy who acts as go-between fails to rec-

‘ognize the pair from day to day. The French version explicitly

states that the boy who appears in the second act is the samie
boy as the one in the first act, yet the boy denies that he has
ever seen the two tramps before and insists that this is the first
time he has acted as Godot’s messenger. As the boy leaves,
Vladimir tries to impress it upon him: “You're sure you saw
me, eh, you won’t come and tell me tomorrow that you never
saw me before?™ The boy does not reply, and we know that he
will again fail to recognize them, Can we ever be sure that

" i g

Xesterday? “When Pozzo and Tucky . first appear, neither
Vladifitir nor Estragon seems to recognize them; Estragon even

takes Pozzo for Godot. But after they have gone, Vladimir -

comments that they have changed since their last appearance.
]i_lstragon insists that he didn’t know them.

vLapmvrs: Yes you do know them.

zsTRAGON: No I don’t know.them.

vLADIMR: We know thein, ] tell you. You forget everything.
(Pause. To himself) Unless they're not the same. . . . -

~ msTRaGON: Why didn’t they recognize us, thenP

vL.apIMIR: That means nothing. I too pretended not to rec-
ognize them. And then nobody ever recognizes us.”®

In the second act, When Pozzo and Lucky reappear, cruelly
deformed by the action of time, Vladimir and Estragon again
have their doubts whether they are the same people they met
on the previous day. Nor does Pozzo remember them:

" “I don’t remember having met anyone yesterday. But to-
morrow I won’t remember havmg met anyone today’29

_stant © ang And vet, as nothmg real ever happens, that

4 identical with ourselyas,.[Hence “we are disappointed at’
& the nullity of what ‘we are pleased to call attainment. But what

LIR

the human beings we meet are the Same toda lay as they were
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_f,}}»»ge ig. in..itself .an illusion, The ceaseless activity of time
Tis self-defeating, purposeless, and therefore null and void. The_
more things change, the more they are the same. That is ‘the

- ~ferrible stability of the ‘world. “The t&ais of the world are a

-ggtistant quantity, For each one who begins to weep, some-
where else another stops.”¢ One day is like another, and when
we die, we might never have ex:sted As Pozzo exclaims in his
great final outburst,

“Have you not done tormenting me with your accursed
time? . . . One day, is that not enough for you, one day
like any other day he went dumb, one day I went blind,
one day we'll go deaf, one day we were born, one day we'll
die, the same day, the same second. . They give birth
astride of a grave, the hght gleams an mstant then it’s night

- once more,” 3t

And Vladlmur, shortly afterward, _ag;rees:

“Astride of a grave and a difficult birth. Down in the
hole, lingeringly, the gravedigger puts on the forceps.”s3

Still Vladimir and Estragon live in hope: they wait for Godot,
whose coming will bring the figw of time to a stop, “Tonight
péthaps we shall sleép in his place, in “the warmth, dry, our
bellies full, on the straw. It is worth waiting for that, is it
"not?”8% This passage, omitted in the English version, clearly
suggests the peace, the rest from waiting, the sense of having
arrived in a haven, that Godot represenis to the two tramps.),
They “&fé hoping to be saved from the evanescence and in-
stability of the 111us1on of tlme, -and to-fin d peace and. pe
nence outside it. Then they will no longer be tramps, homeless

mrexs, but will have arrived home.
* Vladimir and Estragon wait for Godot although theit ap-

pomtment with him-is by no means certain. Estragon does not

remember it at all, Vladimir is not quite sure what they asked
Godot to do for them, It was “nothing very definite . . . a kind
of prayer . . .

promised them? “That he’d see'. that be would think it

- over. .. .3

- When Beckett is asked about the theme of Waiting for
Godot he sometimes refers to a passage in the wiitings of St.
Augustine: “There is a wonderful sentence in- Augustine. 1

a-vague supp]ication.” And what had Godot . _
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wish I could remember the Latin. It is even finer in Latin than,

in English, ‘Do not despair: one of the thieves was saved.
Do not presume: one of the thieves was damned.” And |
Beckett sometimes adds, “I am interested in the shape of ideas
even if I do not believe in them. . . . That sentence has a
wonderful shape. It is the shape that matters 35
The e two thieves on the cross, the theme of
he uncertainty of the hope of salvation and the forFiitGlsTess
7o the bestowsl 683 gifdce, dody indeed pervade the whole, play.
Vladimir states it right at the beginning: “One of the thieves
was saved. . . . It's a reasonable percentage.”® Later he en-
larges on the subject: “Two thieves . . . One is supposed to
have been saved and the other . . . dammed. . . . And yet
how is it that of the four evangelists only one speaks of a
thief being saved? The four of them were there or thereabouts,
and only one speaks of a thief being saved. . . . Of the other
three two don't mention any thieves at all and the third says
that both of them abused him.”3? There is a fifty-fifty chance,
but as only one out of four witnesses reports it, the odds are
considerably reduced. But, as Vladimir points out, it is a curi-
ous fact that everybody seems to believe that one witness:
“It is the only version they know.” Estragon, whose attitude
has been one of skepticism throughout, merely comments,
“People are bloody ignorant apes.”3®
- It is the shape of the idea that fascinated Beckett: Out of
all the malefactors, out of all.the millions and millions of crimi-
-nals that have been executéd in the course of history, two,

- only two, had the chance of receiving absolution in the hour of

their death in so uniquely effective a manner. One happened to
make a hostile remark; he was damned. One happened to con-
tradict that hostile remark; he was saved. How easily could
the roles have been reversed. These, after all, were not well--

3

considered judgments, but chance exclamations utiered at a

moment of supreme suffering and stress. As Pozzo says about
Lucky, “Remark that 1 might easily have been in his shoes

and he in mine. If chance had not willed it otherwise. To each

one his due.”?® And then our shoes might fit us one day and-

not the next: Estragon’s boots torment him in the first act;
in Act II they fit him miraculously. !
" Godot himself is unpredictable in bestowing kmdnegs and

-

" whose shoes ke might easily have been himself) to Pozzo?
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~ punishment. The boy who is his messenger minds the goats,
- and Godot treats him well. But the boy’s brother, who minds
the sheep, is beaten by Godot. And .why doesn’t he beat youP”
asks Vladimir. “I don’t know, si’"—"Je ne sais pas, Monswur”
—the boy replies, using the words of ‘the apache who “Had

. stabbed Beckett. The parallel to Cain and Abel is evident:

There too the Lord’s grace fell ofi one rather on the
other without any rational explanation—only that Godot beats
the minder of the sheep and cherishes the minder of the goats..
Here Godot also acts contrary to the Son of Man at the Last
Judgment: “And he shall set the sheep on his right hand,
but the goats on the left.” But i Godot’s. kindness is bestowed
fortuitously, his coming is not a source of pure joy; # can
also mean damnation, When Estragon, in the second act, be-
lieves Godot to be approaching, his first thought is, “T'm
accursed,” And as Vladimir triumphantly exclaims, “It's Godot!
At last] Let’s go.and meet him,” Estragon runs away, shouting,
“I'm in helll”40

The fortuitons, bestowal of grace, which passes human
understanding, divides manla.nd into those that, will be saved
and those that will he damned “When, in Act II, Pozzo and
Tiicky“tetum, and the two tramps try to identify them,
Estragon calls out, “Abell Abell” Pozzo immediately responds.
“But when Estragon calls out, “Cain] Cainl” Pozzo responds
_again. “He’s all mankind,” concludes Estragon.#1

There is even a suggestion that Pozzo's activity is con-
cerned with his frantic attempt to draw that fifty-fifty chance
of salvation upon himself, In the first act, Pozzo is on his
way to sell Lucky “at the fair.” The French version, how-
ever, specifies that it is the “marché de Saint-Sauveur’—the
Market of the holy Saviour—to which he is taking Lucky. Is
Pozzo trying to sell Lucky to redeem himself? Is he trying to
divert the fifty-fifty chance of redemption from Lucky (m

__;‘Lam].mmplam&thatl@c}gg_;_s cansing him great pain, that
he is. killing.him.with-his mere presence—perhaps because,.hJs
mere. presence remﬁgo@o that 1t might be E“*cizy who wﬂl

his tbmkmg, what is the thin thread of sense that scems to
underlie the opening passage of his wild, schizophrenic “word
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salad?” Again it seems to-be concerned with the fortuitousness
of salvation: “Given the existence . . . of a personal God ,
outside time without extension who from the heights of divine
apathia divine athambia divine aphasia loves us dearly with
sorne. exceptions for reasons unknown . . . and suffers . . .
with those who for reasons unknown are plunged in torment.
fz 7’42 I{ere again we have the personal God, with his divine
epathy, his speechlessness (aphasia), and his lack of the
capacity for terfor or amazement (athambia), who loves, us
dearly—with some exceptions, who will be plunged inf6 the
torments -of hell. In other words, God, who does not commu-
. micate with us, cannot feel for us, and condemns us for rea-
L sons ymknown,
When Pozzo and Lucky reappear the next day, Pozzo
blind and Lucky dumb, no more is heard of the fair. Pozzo.
i:has failed to sell. Lucky;

ce has been. Jmade evﬂent in

gh e A N

‘That Waiting for Godot is concerned with the hope of sal-
vation through the workings of grace seems clearly established
both from Beckett’s own ‘evidence and from the text itself.

Does this, however, mean that it is a Christian, or even that -

it is-a religions, play? There have been a number of very in-
genious interpretations in this sense. Vladimir's and Estragon’s.
waiting is explained as signifying their steadfast faith and hope,
while Vladimir's kindness to his friend, and the two tramps’

mutual interdependence, are seen as symbols of Christian
- chatity. But these religious mtemret&hmemm&mﬂmké
number of essential features of the play—its constant stress on’

HEn i

the uncertamt)r‘_ of the appogxtment with Godot, Godot’s un-

pLt Rt

e f ,t’htY%Ofﬂ ﬂ@ﬁ@ég -gwmhed om
absurd, Adm1ttedly it might be a

surdum est credere.”

There is one feature in the play that Ieads one to assume
there iz - a_better solution to the tramps’ predicament, which
they the consider preferable to waiting for Godoty

—that is,fsuicide.| “We should have thought of it when the

his blindness in mwtp];‘;,g,]m;g&t_‘bat he could%

case of “Credere guia absurdum est,” yet it might even more
forcibly be taken as a demonstration of the. proposﬂ:mn Ab— :

e
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+ certain is that the howrs are long .
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—world was young, in the nineties. . . , Hand in hand from the

_ top of the Eiffel Tower, among the first. We were respectable

in those days. Now it’s teo late. They wouldn’t even let us
up™3 Suicide remains their favorite solution, unattainable
owing to their own incompetence and their lack of the practical

tools to achieve it.{It is precisely their disappointment at their

ailure to succeed In their attempts at suicide that Vladimir
iand Estragon rationalize by waiting, or pretending to wait,
for GodotA“I'm curious to hear what he has to offer. Then
we'll take it or leave it.”#* Estragon, far less convinced of
Godot’s promises than Vladimir, is anxious to reassure himself
that they are not hed to Godot.

ESTRAGON:
VLADIMIR:
" ESTRAGON:
VLADIMIR !
" ESTRAGON:
VLADIMIR;

I'm askmg you if we are hed
Tied?
Ti-ed. _
How do-you mean tied?
Down. :
But to whom, By whom'r’
ESTRAGON: To your man. _
vLanmvtr: To Godot? Tied to Godot? What an ideal No
question of it. (Pause) For the moment.t5

When, later, Vladimir falls into some sort of complacency

« about their waiting—“We have kept our appointment . . .

we are not saints—but we have kept our appointment. How
-many people can boast as much?”’ Estragon immediately punc-

. tures it by retorting, “Billions.” And Vladimir is quite ready to

-admit that they are waiting only from irrational habit. “What’s
. and constrain us to
beguile them with proceedings . . . wh.lch may at first sight
seem reasonable until they become a habit. You may say it
is to prevent our reason from foundering. No doubt. But has
it not long been straying in the night without end of the

. abyssal depthsp”«8

In support of the Christian interpretation, it might be argued
that Vladimir and Estragon, who are waiting for Godot, are
shown as clearly superior to Pozzo and Lucky, who have no
appointment, no objective, and are wholly egocentrie, wholly
wrapped up in their sadomasochistic relationship. Is it not
.their faith that puts the two tramps onto a higher planeP

s
i
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‘It is evident that, in fact, Pozzo is naively overconfident and
self-centered. “Do I look like a man that can be made to
suffer?™*7 he boasts, Even when he gives a soulful and mel-
ancholy déscription of the sunset and the sudden falling of the
night, we know.he ‘does not believe the night will ever fall
onhim—he is merely giving a performance; he is not concerned
with the meaning of what he recites, but only with its effect
on the andience, Hence he is taken completely unawares when
night.does fall on him and be goes blind. Likewise Lucky, n
accepting Pozzo as his master and in teaching him his 1deas,
seems to have been naively convmced of the power of reason,

to both.Pozze gl}ggﬁl,ugky—not ‘because. ]
"“‘;‘godot but because ﬁey“@rwé#hsam Th ‘_'w‘
heve in achonhpweal the
do W e 15 a5 nothifig .
action of time, wh ‘which, is.in_itself a1 -ﬁ“s?ﬁn- 'mmy a.rqmaware
tl?f"a " SEIE W “Ywould..be the best solutlon “They are thus su-

p--.,.___‘

% penur to Pozzo and Lucky ‘because thex are less self-ge;ntered,

. and have fewer illusions. In fact, as a Jungian psychologist,
EvaMehman, has pomnted out in a remarkable study of
Beckett’s plays, “Godot’s function seems to be to keep his de-
pendents: unconscious.™® In this view, the hope, the habit
of hoping, that Godot might come after allis the ]ast Jllusmn

man con-

i]iﬁkfé*ﬁm&m and Estragon L%gy_@b -
dition™#rid ~thenEelves 36 The the hars t of full conswmus

Awareness.-As Dr. Metman observes it is at’ tﬁm e very ry moment,
" toward the end of the play, when Vladimir is ahout to realize

. he has been dreaming, and must wake up and face the world

- ag it is, that Codot’s messenger arrives, rekindles his hopes,
and plunges him back into the passivity of illusion. - '

For a brief moment, Vladimir is awdre of the full hbrror :

of the human condition: “The air is full of our eries.”. . .'But

liabit is a great deademer.” He looks at Estragon, who is
asleep, and reflects, “At me too someone is locking, of me too
- someone is saying, he is sleeping, he knows nothing, let him
sleep on. . . . I can’t go on!™*® The routine of waiting for
GOM@MMM@QQ@&_ reaching the

painful but fruithul awareness of the full reality of being. .« g

. Again we find Beckett’s own commentary on ‘this’ aspect of

1

’? ladimir an
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. Waiting for Godot in his essay on  Proust: “Habit is the ballast
that chains the dog to his vomit. Breathing is habit, Life is
habit. Or rather life is a succession of habits, since the indi-
vidua! is a succession of individuals. . , . Habit then is the
generic term for the countless treaties concluded between the

- oountless subjects that copstitute the individual and their

countless correlative objects. The periods of transition that
separate consecutive adaptations . . . represent the perilous
zones in the life of the individual, dangerous, precarious, pain-
ful, mysterious and fertile, when for a- moment the boredom
of living is replaced by the stffering of being.”° “The suffer-
ing of being: that is the free play of every faculty. Because
the pernicious devotion of habit paralyses our attention, drugs

_ those handmaidens of percephon whose cobperation is not ab-

solutely essential.”s1 ‘

Vladimir's and Estragon’s past]mes are, as they rep,eatadly
_indicafe, designed to stop them from thinking. “We're in no.
danm thinking any more. . . Iifilding ¥ not the worst.

. What is terrible is to have thought 52
talk incessantly. Why? They hmt
at it in what is probably the most lyrical, the most perfectly
phrased passage of the play:

‘'veapmvir: You are right, we're mexha.ustlble
ESTRAGON: [fs.S0 we won't think,
vraniMir: We have that excuse,
ESTRAGON: It's 50 we won’t hear.
voapiMiR: We have our reasons,
msTRAGON: All the dead: veices. _
viApiMmi: They make a noise like wings.

. m8TRAGON; Like leaves. .
vLADIMIR: Like sand.

EstRAGON: Like leaves.
(Silence) .

vranvr: They all speak together.
EsTRAGON: Each one to 1ise]£
(Silence)
vLADIVMIR: Rather they Whlsper
EsTRAGON:. They rustle,
vraommig: They murmur.
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vLADm What do they say?
: EsTRAGON: They talk about-their lives, -
" .._viapmMim:-To have lived is not enough for them.
. msTRAGoN: They have to-talk about it,
.+ vuappam: To be dead is not enough for them.
. - EsTRAGON: It is not sufficient.
. (Silence) . _
veapMir: They make a noise like feathers,
EsTRAGON: Like leaves.
viADIMIR: Like ashes.
EsTRAGON: Like leaves.
{Long silence)ss

This passage, in which the cross-talk of Trish ‘music-hall
comedians is miraculously transmuted into- poetry, contains the
key to much of Beckett’s work, Surely these rustling, murmur-
ing voices of the past are the voices we hear in the three novels
of his trilogy; they are the voices that explore the mysteries
of heing and the self to the limits of anguish and suffering,
Vladimir and Estragon are trying to escape hearing them. The

long silence that follows their evocation is broken by Vladimir,
“in anguish,” with the cry “Say anything at alli” after which
the two relapse into theu' wait for Godot :
The hope of salvs ely. ax eg@s;onmgf,. the
and wa'ygms*hﬁlggwg_ ring from facing the reality of
”'Eﬁ'ghum cond.lhon There 1s here a truly astonishing parallel
o i of Jean-Faul Sartre and d .
th_e creative intuition of Beckett who has never consciously
expressed Existentialist views, If, for Beckett as for Sartre, man
has the duty of facing the human condition as a recognition
that at the root of our being there is nothingness, liberty, and
the need of constantly creating ourselves in a succession of

chomes, then Godot.might.well _hecome-an-image~of.what=—...|.

calls “bad faith”--“The first act of bad faith consists in
evadm what one cannot §vadE &V adin; hﬁw

Whﬂe these pa:ra]lels may be ﬂlummatlng, we must not go
too far in trying to identify Becketts vision. with any school
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of philosophy. Tt is the peculiar richness of a play like Waiting
for Godot that it opens vistas on so many different perspec-
tives. It is open to philosophical, religious, and psychological
interpretations, yet above all it is g poem on time, evanescence,
and the mysteriousness of existence, the change
and stability, necessity and absurdity, It expresses what Watt
felt about the household of Mr. Knott: “, . | nothing changed
in Mr. Knott's establishment, betause nothing remained, and
nothing came or went, becanse all was a coming and a
going.”® In watching Waztmg for Godot, we feel like Watt
contemplating the organization of Mr. Knott’s world: “But
he had hardly felt the absurdity of those things, on the one
hand, and the necessity of those others, on the other (for
it is rare that the feeling of absurdity is not followed by the
feeling of necessity ), when he felt the absurdity of those things
of which he had just felt the necessity (for it is rare that the
feeling of necessity is not followed by the feeling of absurd—

ity).”56

If Waiting for Godot shows its two heroes whiling away
the time in a succession of desultory, and never-ending, games,
Beckett’s second play deals with an endgame, the ﬁq;il L game
in the homgm '

Wit Godot takes place on a terrifyingly empty open
road, eina, dlaustrophobig interior, Waiting for Godot
consists of two symmetrical movements that balarice each
other; Endgame has only one act that shows the running down
of a mochanism wntil it comes to a stop. Yet Endgame, like

Waiting for Godot, groups its cha:acterww
In a bare room with two sniall Windows, a blind old man,

Wﬂ@kbﬂ{ Hamm is paralyzed, and can no
onger stand. His servant, Clov, is mmwwy In

two ash cang thaf'stand by the wall are Hamm's legless par-
ents, Nagg and Nell. The world outside 15 d8ad-Sonis grsit
ca"f"‘“sh'ophe of which the four characters in the play are, or
believe themselves to be, thesole survivors, has killed all living
beings. m——————

Hamm and Clov (ham actor and clown?) in some ways
resemble Pozzo and Lucky. Hamm is the master, Clov the
servant, Hamm is selfish, sensuous, domineering. Clov hates
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Hamm and wants to leave him, but he must obey his orders.
“Do this, do that, and I do it. I never refuse. Why?”57 Will

Cloy have the force to leave Hamm? That is.the.source. of the.
. d_ramatlc ténsion ofm the pTaNy “If he leaves, Hamm must die,

fas Clov 1§ tK&"Gnly one left who can feed him, But Clov also
must die, as there is no one else left in the world, and Hamm's
store is the last remaining soarce of food, If Clov can muster
the will power to leave, he will not only kill Hamm but commit
suigide He will thus succeed where Pstragon and Vladnmr
have failed so often. :

Hamm fancies himself as a writer—or, rat'her, as the spinner
of a tale of which he composes a brief passage every day.
It is 2 story about a catastrophe that caused the death of
large numbers of people, On this particular day, the tale has
reached an episode in which the father of a starving child
asks Hamm for bread for his child, Finally the father begs
Hamm to take in his child, should it still be alive when he gets
back to his home. It appears that Clov might well be that
very child. He was brought to Hamm when he was too small
to remember. Hamm was a father to him, or, as he himself puts
it, “But for me . . . no father, But for Hamom . - . 10 home.”®8
‘The situation in Endgame is the reverse of that in Joyce’s
-Ulysses, where a father finds a substitute for a lost son. Here
a foster son is trying to leave i ster. father,

“Clov has been trying to leave Hamm ever since he was born,
or as he says, “Ever since I was whelped,”® Hamm is bur-
dened with a great load of guilt. He might have saved large

.numbers of people who begged him for help. “The place was

crawling with them!™® One of the neighbors, old Mother

Pegg, who was “bonny once, like 2 flower of the field” and °

perhaps Hamm’s lover, was killed through his cruelty: “When
-0ld Mother Pegg asked you for oil for her lamp and.you told
her to get out to hell . . . you know what she died of, Mother

PeggP Of darkness.”®1 Now the supplies in Hamm’s own

household are munning out: the sweets, the flour for the parents’
pap, even Hamm’s painkiller. The world is running down.
“Something is taking its course,”82

Hamm is childish; he plays with a three-legged toy dog, and
he is full of self-pity, Clov serves him as his eyes. At regular
intervals he {5 asked to survey the cutside world from the two

RPN
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tiny windows high up in the wall, The right-hand window
looks out on Jand, the left-hand onto the sea. But even the
tides have stopped.

Hamm is untidy. Clov is a fanatic of order.

Hamm’s parents, in their dustbins, are grotesquely senti-
piéntal imbeciles. They lost their legs in an accident while
cycling throtgh ‘the Ardennes on their tandem, on the road
to Sedan. They remember the day they went rowing on Lake
Como—the day after they became engaged—one April after-
noon {cf, the love scene in a boat on a lake in Krapp's Last
Tape), and Nagg, in the tones of an Edwardian raconteur,
retells the funny story that made his bride laugh then and that
he has since repeated ad nauseam.

Hamm hates his parents. Nell secretly urges Clov to desert
Hamm. Nageg, having been awakened to listen to Hamm’s
tale, scolds him: “Whom did you call when you were a tiny
boy, and were frightened in the dark? Your mother? No. Me.”
But he immediately reveals how selfisbly he ignored these calls.
“We let you cry. Then we moved out of earshot, so that we
might sleep in peace. . . . I hope the day will come when
you'll really, need to have me listen to you. . . . Yes, I hope
Il live till then, to hear you calling me like when you were
‘a tiny little boy, and were fnghtened -in the dark, and I was
your only hope.”%

As the end approaches, Hamm imagines. -what w1]l happen
when Clov leaves him, He confirms Nagg’s forecast: “There
Tl be in the old shelter, alone against the silence and . . . the
stillness. . . . I'll have called my father and I'll have called
my . . . my son,”® which indicates that he does indeed re-
gard Clov a3 his son.

For a last time, Clov looks out of the vwnduws with his
telescope. He sees something ymusual, “A small . ., boyl” But
it is not entirely clear whether he has really seen thjs strange
sign' of continuing life, “a potential procreator.”®® In some

-way, this is the tummﬁg Jpoint. H I-Iamm says, “It’s the end, Clov,

we've comefo the end, I dontn 66 Perhaps

e does not believe that Clov will really be able to leave him.

But Clov has finally decided.that.he will go: “I open the door

of the ¢oli and go. I am so bowed I only see my feet, if I open

my eyes, and between my legs a little trail of black dust. I
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say to myself that the earth is extinguished, though I never saw
it lit, . . . It’s easy going. . .
piness.” And as blind Hamm indulges in a last monologue
of reminiscence and self-pity, Clov appears, dressed for de-
parture in a Panama hat, tweed coat, raincoat.over his arm,
and listens to Hamm’s speech, motionless. When the curtain
falls, he is still there, It remains open whether he will really
e

““The final tablean of Endgame bears a curious resemblance
to the ending of a little-known but highly significant play
by the brilliant Russian dramatist and man of the theatre
Nikolai Evreinov, which appeared in an English translation as
early as 1915~The Theatre of the Soul.%® This one-act play
is a monodrama that takes place inside @ human being and
shows the constituent parts of his ego, his emotional self and
his rational self in conflict with each other. The man, Ivanov,
is sitting in a café, debating with himself whether to run away
with a pight-club singer or go back to his wife. His emotional
self urges him. to leave, his rational self tries to persuade him
of the advaniages, moral and material, of staying with his
wife, As they come to blows, a bullet pierces the heart that
has been beating in the background. Ivanov has shot himself,

- 'The rational and emotional selves fall down dead. A third

figure, who has been sleeping in the background, gets up. He
is dressed in traveling clothes and carries a suitcase. It is the
immortal part of Ivanov that now has to move on.

While it is unlikely that Béckett knew this old and long-
forgotten Russian play, the parallels are wvery striking.
Evzeinov’s monodrama is a purely rational construction de-
signed to present to a cabaret audience what was then the
newest psychological trend, Beckett’s play springs from genuine
depths. Yet the suggestion that Endgeme may also be a mono-
drama has much to be said for it. The enclosed space with W
two tiny windows throngh which Clov observes the outside!
world; the dustbins that hold the suppressed and despised par-
ents, and whose lids Clov is ordered to press down when they
become obnoxious; Hamm, blind and emotional;_Clov, per-
forming the furiction of the senses for him—all these might

= eyt

well represent dlﬁerent aspects of & §iiigle personality, re-|

g:.;t_ajsed memoxxes m the subconscious mind,,the emﬁ:t"b"a‘tl’"”

.-w

. When I fall Il weep for hap- .
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- the intellectual selves. Is Cloy.thep thedntellect, bound to serve

"All that lovelinessl . . .

the emotions, nstincts, and appetites, and trying to free him-

g8 Trom siich Hﬁorﬁerly "and “iy¥anhical masters, yet doomed

to die when its connecton with the animal side of the personal-
ity is severed? Is the death of the outside world the gradual
receding of the links to reality that takes place in the process
of aging and dying? Is, Endgame a monodrama de jngtm g the

dlssolutmn o{j“&iggggonahtye;pmmw\ our of dea
"t would be wrong to assume that these questlons can be

definitely answered. Endgame certainly was not planned as

a sustained allegory of this type. But there are indications that
there is an element of monodrama in the play. Hamm describes
a memory that is strangely reminiscent of the situation in
Endgame: “I once knew a madman who thought the end of
the-world had come. He was a painter—an engraver, ; .. I
used to go and see him in the asylum. I'd take him by the
hand and drag him to the window. Look! Therel All that
rising cornl And therel Look! The sails of the herring fleetl
He'd snatch ‘away his hand and go
back into his corner, Appalled. All he had seen was ashes, . . .
He alone had been spared. Forgotten . . . It appears the case
is. . . was not 50 . . . so unusual.”$® Hamm’s own world.re-
sembles the delusions of the mad-painter. Moreover, what is
the significance of the picture mentioned. in the. stage direc.
tions? “Hanging near door, its face to wall, a picture.”™ Is
that picture a memory? Is the story a lucid moment in the
consciousness of that very painter whose dying hours we wit-
ness from behind the scenes of his mind?

- Beckett’s plays can be interpreted on many lovels. Endgame
m'ﬁ‘y"’ Wil be% #isisdrama on one level and a morality play
about the death of a rich man on another. But the pecuha.r
psychological reality of Beckett's characters has often been!
noticed. Pozzo and Lucky have been interpreted as body and

mind; Vladimir and Estragon have been scen a5 so complemen-

Jary hat they might be the two halves of a sincle personality,
“thesonseions and the subconscigus .mind. Fach of these

three” Rans—Pozzo-Lucky Vladimir-Estragon; Hamm-Cloveis

o

linked by a relahonshp of mutual interdependence, wanting.;
toleave e fwar with each otber, anm*ye._tﬁg“imqgendent

on each other, “Nec tecum, nec sine te.” This is'a frequent
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situation among people—married couples, for example—but it
is also an image of the interrelatedness. of the elements within a
single personality, particularly if the personality is in conflict
with itself. SO '

In Becketts first play, Eleutheria, the basic situation was,
superficially, analogous to the relationship bhetween Clov and
Hamm, The young hero of that play wanted to leave his fam-
ily; in the end he succeeded in getting away. In Endgame,
however, that situation has been deepened into truly univer-
sal significance; it has been concentrated and immeasurably
enriched precisely by having been freed from all elements of a
naturalistic social setting and external plot. The process oficon-
traction, which- Beckett described as the essence of the
artistic tendency in his essay on Proust, has here been carried
out triumphantly. Instead of merely exploring a surface, a play
like Endgeme has become a shaft driven deep down into the
core of being; that is why it exists on a multitude of levels,

revealing new ones as it is more closely studied. What at first -

might have appeared as obscurity or lack of definition is later

recognized as the very hallmark of the density of texture; the™

tremendous concentration of a work that springs from & truly
creative imagination, as distinct from a merely imitative one,
" The foree of these considerations is brought out with partic-

TP ey ¥y

Lionel Absl'Has worked out'the thesis- that-
of Hamm and Pozzo, Beckelt may have portrayed his literary
master, James Joyce, while Lucky and Clov stand- for Beckett
himself. Endgame then becomes an allegory of the relation-
ship betweén the domineering, nearly blind Joyce and’ his
adoring disciple, who felt himself crushed by his master’s over-
powering literary influence, Superficially the parallels are strik-
ing: Hamm is presented as being at work on an interminzble
story, Lucky is being made fo perform a.set piece of thinking,
which, Mr.- Abel argues, is in fact a parody of Joyee’s style,
Yet on closer reflection this theory surely becomes untenable;
not because there may not be ‘a certain amount of truth in it

{every writer is bound to use elements of his own experience %

of life in his work) but because, far from illuminating the full
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content of a play like Endgame, such an interpretation re-
duces it to a trivial level. I Endgame really were nothing but
a thinly disgnised account of the literary, or. even the human,
relationship between two paiticular individuals, it could not
possibly produce the impact it has had on audiences utterly
ignorant of these particular, very private circumstances. Yet
Endgame undoubtedly has a very deep and direct impact,
which can spring only from its touching a chord in the minds
of a very large number of human beings. The problems of the
relationship between a literary master and his pupil would be
very unlikely to elicit such a response; very few people in the
andience would feel directly involved. Admittedly, a play that
presented the conflict between Joyce and Beckett openly, or
thinly disguised, might arouse the curiosity of audiences who
are ‘always eager for autobiographical revelations. But this is
just what Endgame does not do. H it nevertheless arouses pro-
found emotion in its audience, this can be due only to the fact

that it is felt to deal with a conflict of a far mare universal

nature. Once That 15 seent, it ‘becomes clear that while it s

fascinating to argue about the aptness of such autobiographi-

cal elements, such a discussion leaves the central problem of
anderstanding the play and exploring its many-layered mean-

“ings still to be tackled. -

As a matter of fact, the parallels are by no means so close:
Lucky’s speech in Waiting for Godot, for example, is anything
but a parody of Joyce's style, It is, if anything, a parody of
philosophical jargon and scientific double-talk—the very op-
posite of what either Joyce or Beckett ever wanted to achieve
in their writing, Pozzo, on the other hand, who would stand
for Joyce, is utterly inartistic in his first persona, and becomes
reflective in a melancholy vein only after he has gone blind.
And i Pozzo is Joyce, what would be the significance -of
Lucky’s dumbness, which comes at the same time as Pozzo’s
blindness? The novel that Hamm composes in Endgame is

- characterized by its attempt at scientific exactitude, and there

is a clear suggestion that it is not a work of art at all, but-a
thinly disguised vehicle for the expression of Hamm’s sense of
puilt about his bebavior at the time of the great mysterious
calamity, when he refused to save his neighbors. Clov, on the
other hand, is shown as totally uninterested in Hamm’s “Work
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in Progress,” so' that Hamm has to bribe his senile father to
listen to it—surely a situation as unlike that of Joyce and
Beckett as can be imagined, .

The experience expressed in Beclcetts plays is of a far
more profound and fundamental nature than mere autobiogra-

phy. They reveal his expenence of temporality and evanes- °

culty of becommg aware of

cence ; his sense of the

......

the borderline between dream and reahty is ever shxftmg, of
the tragic nature of all love relationships and the self-decep<
Hon of fnendsth (of ‘which Beckett speaks in the esay on
Proust), and "85"6n. In Endgame we are also, certainly con-
fronted with a very powerful expression of th Vsense of dead-
ness, of leaden heaviness and Fopelessness” that is experienced
In states of deep depression: the world outside {
i the victim o 5 wich states; but-inside his mind there is ceaseless

o

‘deid for-

i ! argument between parts of his personality that have become ‘

“ autonomous entities.

This is not to say that Beckett gives a dlinical description of
- psychopathological states. His creative intuition explores the
elements of experience and shows to what extent all human
beings carry the seeds of such depression and disintegration
within the deeper layers of thejr personality. If the prisoners of
San Quentin responded to Wiiting for Godot, it was because
they were confronted with their oton experience of time, wait-
ing, hope, and despair; because they ‘recognized the truth
about their own human relationships i the sadomasochistic
interdependence of Pozzo and Lucky and in the bickering hate-
love between Viadimir and Estragon, This is also the key to
the wide success of Beckett’s plays: to be confronted with
concrete projections -of the deepest fears and anxieties, which
have been only vaguely experienced at a half-conscious level,
constitutes a process of catharsis and liberation analogous to
the therapeutic effect in psychoanalysis of confronting the sub-
conscicus contents of the mind. This is the moment of release

from deadening habit, through facing up to the suffering of “

the reality of being, that Vladimir almest attains in Waiting
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for Godot. This also, probably, is the release that could occur
if Clov had the courage to break his bondage to Hamm and
venture out into the world,. which may not, after all, be so
dead as it appeared from within the claustrophobic confines of
Hamm’s realm, This, in fact, seems to be hinted at by the
strange episode of the little boy whom Clov observes in the
last stages of Endgame. Is this boy a symbol of life outside
the closed circuit of withdrawal from reality?

It is significant that in the original, French version, this
episode is dealt with in greater detail than in the later, Eng-
lish one. Again Beckett seems to have felt that he had been too
explicit. And from an artistic point. of view he is surely right;

" in his type of theatre the half-light of suggestion is more power-

ful than the overtly symbolical. But the comparison between,
the two versions is illuminating nevertheless, In the English
version, Clov, after expressing surprise at what he has dis-
covered, merely says:

crov (dismayed): Looks like a small boyl
\ HAMM {sgrcastic): A small . . . boyl

crov: I'll go and see. (He gets down, drops the telescope,
goes towards the door, turns.) I'll take the gaff, (He looks for
the gaff, sees it, picks it up, hastens towards the door.)

rAMM: Nol

(Clow halts.)

crov: NoP A potental procreator?
- gamm: If he exists he’ll die there or he'll come here. And if
he doesn’t . . . (Pause.)"™

In the original, French version, Hamm shows far greater in-
terest in the boy, and his attitude changes from open hostility
to resignation.

crov: There is someone there! Someone!
mamm: Well, go and exterminate him! (Cloo gets down

from the stool.) Somebody! (With trembling voice) Do your

dutyl (Clov rushes to the door,) No, don’t bother. (Clov
stops.) What distance?
{Cloo climbs back on the stool, looks through the telescope. )
crov: Seventy . . . four meters.

HAMM: Approaching? Receding?




'« reveals :the religious or
. Boys the refererices to Mosés and the llfted stone seism to hint
" that thie first human being, the first sign-of life disdovered in
. the outside world since the great calamity when the earth
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cLov (continues to look): Stationary.

mamm: Sex?

crov: What does it matter? (He opens the wmdow ledns
out. Pause. He straightens, lowers the telescope, turns to
Hamm, frightened.) Looks like a little boy.

mamm: Occupied with?

crov: What? )

aamyM (violently): What is he doing?

cLov (also): 1 don’t know what he’s doing. What little,
boys used to do. {He looks through the telescope. Pause. Puts

i doivn, turns to Hamm.) He seems to be sitting . on the
ground, with his back against something.

eamm: The lifted stone. (Pause.) Your eyesight is gethng
better. (Pause.) No doubt he is locking at the house with the
eyes of Moses dying,.

crov: No.

mavm: What is he looking at?

crov {violently): I don't know what he is locking at. (He '

raises the telescope. Pouse. Lowers the telescope, turns fo

Hamm.) His riavel. Or thereabouts, (Pause) Why this cross-

examinationP
t

maMM: Porhaps he is dead 73

 After this, the French text and the Enghsh version again coin-

cide: Clov wants to tackle the newcomer with his gaff, Hamm

stops him, and, after a brief moment of doubt as to whether-

Clov has told him the truth, 8alizes that the tummg pomt
has come:

“I’s the end, Clov, we've come to fhe end, I don’t need
you any more.”?*

The Ionger, mote . elaborate vergion of this eplsode cleaﬂy
asi-religious syrhhohsuiﬂof Aﬂ:ua.k little.

went dead, is not, like Moses, dying within sight of the
promised land, but, like Christ the moment after the resur-
rection, has been newly bom into a new life, leaning,-2 babe,
agdinst the lifted stone. Moreover, like the Buddha, the little

v
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boy contemplates his navel, And his appearance convinces

"Hamm that the moment of parting, the final stage of the

endgame, has come,
It may well be that the s1ght1ng of this litile boy--undoubt-
edly a climacHe event in the play—stands for redemption from

the illusion and evanescence of time through the recognition,

and aceceptance, of a higher reality: the little boy contemplates
his own navel; that is, he fixes his attention on the great empti-
ness of nirvana, nothingness, of which Democritus the Abderite
has said, in one of Beckett’s favorite quotatlons Nothmg is
more real than nothing,”™

. There is a moment of ﬂlummatlon, shortly before he him-
self dies, in which Murphy; having played a game of chess,
experiences a strange sensation: “. . . and Mwphy began to
see nothing, that colorlessness which is such a rare post-natal
treat, being the absence . . . not of percipere but of percipi.
His other senses also found themselves at peace, an unexpected
pleasare, Not the numb peace of their own suspension, but
‘the positive peace that comes when the somethings give vy,
ot perhaps simply add up, to the Nothing, than which in the
guffaw of the Abderite naught is more real. Time did not cease,
that would be asking too much, but the wheels of rounds and
pauses did, as Murphy with his head among the armies [i.e., of
the chessmen] continued to suck in, through all the posterns
of his withered soul, the accidentless One-and- Only, conven-

' 1ently called Nothing.”?8

 Does Hamm;, who has shut himself off from the world and
killed the rest of mankind by holding on to his material pos-
sessions—Hamm, blind, sensual, egocentric—then die when
Clov, the rational part of the self, perceives the true reality of

- the illusoriness of the material world, the redemption and res-

urrectmn ~the liberation from.the wheels of time that lies
; upion’ with: the “accidentless One-and-Only, conveniently

‘ called Nothmg”? Or is the discovery of the little boy mérely a.

symbol ‘of the coming of death—usion with nothmgness in'a
different, more conciete sense? Or does the reappearance of
life in the outside world indicate that the period of loss of
contact with the world has come to an end, that the crisis has
passed and that a disintegrafing personality is about to find the
way back to integration, “the solemn change towards merciless
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reality in Hamm and ruthless acceptance of freedom in Clov,
as the Jungian analyst Dr. Metman puts it?77

There is no need to try to pursue these alternatives any
further; to decide in favor of one would only impair the
stimulating coexistence of these and other possible implica-
tions. There is, however, an illuminating commentary on
Beckett’s views about the interrelation between material wants
and a.feeling of _zestlessness and futility in.the-shert.mimes,
play Act W%m Words, whi cmﬁwﬁﬂémf)“er%r;ned with Endgame
“Hiring its first run, Thé scene is a desert onto which a man’is °
“fung backwards.” Mysterious whistles draw his. attention in
various directions. A number of more or less desirable objects,
notably a carafe of water, are dangled before him. He tries
to get the water. It hangs too high. A number of cubes, ob-
viously designed to make it easier for him to reach the water,
descend from the flies. But however ingeniously he piles them
on top of one another, the water always slides just outside his

reach. In the end he sinks into complete immobility. The

whistle sounds—but he no longer heeds it. The water is dangled
in. front of his face—but be does.not move. Even the palm
tree in the shade of which he has been sitting is whisked: off

_into the flies. He remains immobile, Jooking at his. hands.™®

Here again we find man flung onto the stage of life, at first

lesson and refuses any of the material s satxsfachons dangled be-

i%i'? Thie pursuit-6E6bjsctivas that forever receds 4y tgy”
are Eﬁ‘amed—mewtably 56 through the action of time, which

changes us in the process of reaching what we crave—can
find release only in the recognition of that nothingness which
is the only reality. The whistle. that sounds from the wings
resembles. the whistle with which Hamm summons Clov to
minister fo his material needs. And the final, imomobile posi-
tion of the man in Act Without Words recalls the posture of
the littlé boy n the original version of Endgame.

The activity of Pozzo and Lucky, the driver and the dnven,
always on the way from place to place; the waiting of Estragon
and Vladimir, whose attention is always focused on the prom-
ise of a coming; the defensive position of Hamm, who has

ob the call of a number of impulses, having his attention -
“drawn to the DUt oF isory objttives by whistles from -
the wings, but ﬁndmg peace only when he has learned his

Samuel Beckeit: The Search for the Self 39

~ built himself a shelter from the world to hold on to his pos-
sessions; are all aspects of the same futile tile preoccupation with with
objectives' and 1Ilugory goals, Al Hiovement 18 disorder, As
Clov says, “I love order. Tt my dream. A world where all
would be silent and still and each thing in 1ts last place, under
the last dust.”™®

Waiting for Godot and Endgame, the plays Beckelt wrot?‘

in French, are dramatlc statement_s of the human situation it-
self. They lack both i plot in the conventional
‘Setise because they tackle their subject matter at a level where
neither characters nor plot exist. Characters presuppose that
human nature, the diversity of personality and individuality, is

" real and matters; plot can exist only on the assumption that ;

events in time are mgmﬁcant These are precisely the assump-
tions that the two plays put.in question. Hamm and Clov,

oastrezat

Pozzo and | Lucky Vladmmr and Estragon Nagg and Ne]l are

Ep A

father like the personified virtues and. Vices in medieval mys-
tery plays or Spanish autos sacramentales, And what passes
in these plays are not events with a definite beginning and a

definite -end, but types of situation that will forever repeat
themseh“r““ﬁ”"That is why the pattern of Act I of Waiting for
Godot 1§ Tepeated with vanahgn?nﬂct II; that is why we do
not see Clov actually leave Hamm at the close of Endgame
but leave the two frozen in a position of stalemate, Both plays
repeat the pattern of the old German students’ song Vladimir
sings at the beginning of Act II of Waiting for Godot, about
the dog that came into a kitchen and stole some bread and
was killed by the cook and buried by its fellow dogs who put
a tombstone on its grave which told the story of the dog that
came into the kitchen and stole some bread—and so-on ad
infinitum. In Endgame and Waiting for Godot, Beckett is con-
cemed with probing down. to a depth in which i

and definite events no longer appear, and only basic patterns

o

emerge.,

In the plays, he has written for the stage and for radmj,&

ang ish, his, grobmg does not go quite so deep, and both in-

dividual characters and individualized plots do appear, reflect-
ing the same patterns but reflecting them in the lives of




 Embers with waiting, guilt, and t

‘ chords that are sounded in Waiting for
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particular human beings. Krapp's Last Tape dqals with the
flow of time and the instability e self, ANl That Fall and
 Futility of pmumg one’s

hope on things or human beings.

““H‘Il That Fall {the title is taken from Psalm 145 “The Lord

down”} shows an old Trishwoman, Maddy Rooney, very fat,
very ill, hardly able to move, on her way to the railway station
of Boghill to feteh her blind husband, Dan Rooney, who is
due to arrive on the twelve-thirty train, Her progress is slow
as in a nightmare, She meets a number of people with whom
she wants to establish contact but fails. “I estrange them all.”’8¢
Mrs. Rooney has lost a danghter, Minnie, more than forty
years ago. When she reaches the railway station, the train is
mysteriously delayed, When it arrives, it is said to have
:stopped for a long while on the open track. Dan and Maddy
Booney set out for home. As children jeer at them, Dan Rooney
asks, “Did you ever wish to kill a child? . . . Nip some young
doom in the bud?”8! and he admits that often in winter he is
tempted to attack the boy who leads him home from the sta-
tion. When they are almost home, the same litlé boy runs,
after them; he is returning an object Mr, Rooney is believed
{0 have left in his compartment on the train. It is a child’s
ball. The boy also knows why the train had to stop on the
line: a child had fallen out of the train and been killed on the

tracks. Did Dan Rooney push.a child out of the train? Did his -

impulse to destroy young lives overcome him during: the
journey? And has his hatred of children something to do-with

K]
B

Maddy’s childlessness?, Maddy Rooney stands for the forces of - -

ife.and proor on,

P

Dan for the death-wish that sees a young
child only as a young. de

doom that oould be mpped in the bud

oung A
Does the Biblical quotation of {he tle support Dan Booney’ s
” 'ﬂﬂ§

point of view? “The Lord upheldeth all that fall,

i

i_'.hg roubley-oflifssnd old. agwancT thiis sipheld by th
Wheii ‘thie "{a5¢ ffoin the psalm fs mentioned as the subject of
next Sunday’s sermon, both Maddy and Dan Rooney break
out in “wild laughter,”®2 All That Fall touches many of the
d..Eﬂ@gme Y

—but in a somewhat hghter a.nd 1 less searchin g manner.

ey k.
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i

h@p@ one-act play that has been per-
formed with great success on the stage in Paris, London, and
New York, Beckett makes use of the tape recorder to demon-
strate the elusiveness of human personality. Krapp is a_very
old man who throughout his adult life has annually recorded
an account of the past year’s impressions and events onto mag-
netic tape. We see him, old, decrepit, and a failure (he is a
writer, but only séventeen copies of his book have been sold
in the current year, “eleven at trade price to free circulating
libraries beyond the seas”), listening to his own voice re-
corded thirty years earlier. But his voice has become thé voice

of a stranger tp him. He even has to get a dictionary to look

up one of the more elaborate words used by his former self,
When the tape reaches the description of the great moment
of insight that then seemed a miracle to be-treasured “against
the day when my work will be done,” he cannot be bothered
fo listen to it and winds the tape on. The only description that
visibly arouses his attention is one of lovemaking in a punt on
a lake. Having heard his earlier self’s report on his thirty-ninth

- year, the sixty-nine-year-old Krapp proceeds to.record the cur-

rent year’s balance sheet. “Nothing to say, not a squéak.” His
only moment of happiness: “Revelled in the word spool,

- (With relish) Spoooll Happiest moment in the past half mil-

~ lion.”8 There are memories of lovemaking with an old hag.

But then Krapp returns to the old tape.- Again the voice of his
former self is heard describing the love scene on the lake. The
old tape ends with a summing up:'ﬁ%rhaps my best years
are gone. When there was a chance of happiness: But I
wouldn’t want them back. Not with the fire in me now. No,
I wouldn’ want them baclcﬂfl'he curtain falls on old Krapp
staring motionless before hxm with the tape running on in si-
lence,

Through the brilliant dewce of the autobiographical library
of annual “?Ec_%x&i*@_‘gatements Beckett has found a graphic
gxpression for tHe problem of the ever- ohang;gg identity of the
self, which he had already described i his essay on Proust.

rapp’s Last Tape, the self at one moment in time is con-
fronted with its earlier incarnation only to find it utterly
strange. What, then, is the identity between Krapp now and
Krapp then? In what sense are they the same? And i this
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is a problem with an interval of thirty years, it is surely only a
difference in degree if the interval is reduced to one year, one
month, cne hour. Beckett at one time planned to write a long
play of three Krapps: Krapp with his wife, Krapp with, his
wife and child, Krapp alone—further variatons on the theme
of the identity of the self. But he has now abandoned this
project.

The radio pla
its hero 75 also an 6ld Than musing on the past. Agamst the
background of the roar of the sea, IHenry remembers his youth,
his father who was drowned in the sea at this very spot, his
father who was a sporty man and despised his son as a wash-
out. It seems as if Henry wanted to establish contact with his
dead father, but “he doesn’t answer any more.”® Henry's
wife, Ada, although probably dead too, does respond. They
remember lovemaking by the sea, their daughter’s riding and
musio lessons, but then Ada recedes, and Henry is left alone

-with his thoughts, which revolve around a scene he seems to

have witnessed as a child between two men at night, Bolton
-and Holloway, Holloway being a doctor, their family doctor,
whom Bolton (Henry’s father?) jmplored for some medical

‘help the nature of which remains unclear. With the winter =

night outside and the fire dying—no more flames, only the
embers glowing—Henry remains alone with: his thoughts of

his Toneliness: “Saturday . . . nothing, Sunday . . . Sunday
. nothing all day . Nothing, all day nothing . . . Not
. a sound a8 ¥

- Henry resembles the heroes of Beckett’s later novels in his
recall of memories in the form of “stories” and in his com-
pulsive need to talk. As his wife, or the memory of his wife,
tells him, “You should see a doctor ahout your talking, it’s
worse, what must it be like for Addie? . . . Do you kuow
what she said to me once, when she was qmte small, she said,
Mummy, why does Daddy keep on talking all the timeP She
heard you in the lavatory, I didn’t know what to answer.” To

which Henry replies, “I told you to tell her I was praying.

Roaring prayers at God and his saints.”37
In the two radio plays, Embers and All That Fall, this com-
ion to talk that is so characteristi

mbers esembles Krapp’s Last Tape in that *

it o et S T
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7 Beckett’s char-%
acters (for even the incessant writing of the crippled, YegISss;
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\’pj completely taken back. In a meaningless universe,
dghfoolhardy to make a p £
Unot to know what you want to say, not to be able to say what
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paralyzed heroes of his novels is a form of ta]k—-a?onologue
intérieur) blends into a background of natural sound—the

‘sound of the sea in Embers, the sounds of the road in All

That Fall. And articulate sound, lan e, is somehow equated
with the_inarticulate sounds of pature, In a world that has

" lost its meaning, language also becomes a meaningless buzz-

ing. As Molloy says at one point, “. . . the words I heard,
and heard distinetly, having quite a sensiﬁve ear, were. heard
a first time, then a second, and often even a third, as pure
sounds, free of all meaning, and this is probably one of the
reasons why conversation was unspeakably painful to me. And
the words I uttered myself, and which must nearly always
have gone with an effort of the intelligence, were often to me
as the buzzing of an insect. And this is perhaps one of the}
reasons I was so untalkative, I mean %EEEM%’-_@L‘E"
derstanding-not only what others yaid o me, but also what
mﬁe end, by dint of patience,

A e b e,

we made ourselves understood, but understood with regard
1o 'what, I ask of you, and to what purposef And to the noises
of nature too, and of the works of men, I reacted I think in
my own way and without desire of enlightenment.”
When we hear Beckett’s characters (and-hence Beckett

- himself) -using language, we often feel like Celia when she

was talking to Murphy: “ . . spattered with words that went
dead as soon as they sounded; each word obliterated, before
it had time to make sense, by the word that came next; so
that in the end she did not know what had been said. It was _
like difficult music heard for the first time.”®® And in fact the
dialogue in Beckett’s plays is often built on the principle F
mm@’%ﬁm
thesis on Beckett, Die Unzuldnglichkeit der Spraché—The In-
adequacy of Language—Niklaus Gessner has drawn up 2
whole list of passages from Waiting for Godot in which as-
sertions made by one of the characters are gradually quali-

fied, weakened, and hedged in with reservations until they are
it is always

e statement, “Nok

you think you want to say, and never to stop saying, or hardly
ever, that is the thing to keep in mind, even in the heat of
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composition,” as Molloy puts it, summing up the attitude
of most-of Beckett’s characters.

‘If Beckett’s ‘plays are concerned thh expressing the diffi-}
culty of finding meaning in a world subject to incessant change,
his use of language probes the limitations of language hoth as
2 means of communication and as a vehicle for the expres
sion of valid statemnents, an instrument of thought.
Gessner asked him about the contradiction between his writing
and his obvious conviction that language could not convey
meaning; Beckett replied, “Que voulez-vous, Monsieur? Clest
les mots; on wa rien d'autre.” But in fact his use of the dramatic

medium shows that he has tried to find, means of expression

tage-—witness his two' mimeplays—

beyond language. On

(%WW.MMM can
‘revéal the reality behind the words,.as. when the actions of The
%afl;gwcw!:ers contradict their verbal expression. “Let's go,” say
e two tramps at the end of each act tof Waitmg for Godot
but the stage directions inform us that “they don’t move.” On
the stage, language can be put into a contrapuntal relationship
with action, the facts' behind: the language can be revealed
Hence th,gug,gmortange of mime, nockabout comedy.-and- 51:_
lence mwgggkgﬁh;’:g pla LsmKrapp s eating of ‘Bananas, the. prat-
"falls"oF Viadimir and Hstragon, the variety turn with Lucky’s
hat, Clov’s immobility at the close of Endgame, which puts his
- -verbally éxpressed desire to leave in question. -Beckett’s use of
the stage is an attempt to reduce the gap between the limita-

tionis of language and the intuition of being, the sense of the

human situation he seeks to express in spite of his strong feel«(_}_-—-

ing that words are inadeqguate to formu]ate it. The concreténess
‘and Three dimensional nature of the stage can be used to add -
new. resources to language as an instrument of thought and
exploration of being.

- Beckett’s whole work is an_endeavor.to.name the ymnam-
able “T have to speak, whatever that means. Having nothmg
to say, no words but the words of others, I have to speak. .

I have the ocean to drink, so there is an ocean then.™

Language in Beckett's plays serves-to.express. the break—
down, the. disintegrati . Where there is no cer- -

M%WS%@ the Tmpossibil-
ity of ever a ing certainty is one of the main themes of

-and whisper together in the dark . . .
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Beckett’s plays. Godot’s promises are vague and uncertain. In
Endgame, an unspecified something is taking its course, and
when Hamm anxiously asks, “We're not beginning to . . . to

.. mean something?” Clov merely laughs. “Mean some-

.thingl You and I mean something!”®2

- Niklaus Gessner has tabulated ten different modes of dis-
integration of language observable in Waiting for Godot. They
range from simple misunderstandings and double-entendres to

-monologues (as signs of inability to communicate), clichés,

repetitions of synonyms, inability to find the right words, and
“telegraphic style” (loss of grammatical structure, communica-
tion by shouted commands) to Lucky's farragoe of chaotic non-
sense and the dropping of punctuation marks, such as ques-
tion marks, as an indication that language has lost its function
as a_means for communication, that questions bave turned

into statements Hiot Teally requiring an answer.

But more important than any merely formal signs of the
disintegration of langnage and meaning in. Becketts plays is
the nature of the dialogue itself, which again and again breaks
down because no fruly dialectical exchange of thought occurs
in jt—either through loss of meaning of single words (Godot’s
boy messenger, when asked if he is unhappy, replies, “T don’t
know; sit™) or through the inability of characters to remember
what has just been said- {Estragon: “Either I forget imme-
diately or I never forget”).?8 In a purposeless world that has
lost its ultimate objectives, dialogue, like all action, becomes
a mere game to pass the time, as Hamm points out in
Endgame: “. . ., babble, babble, words, like the solitary child
who turns himself into children, two, three, so as to be together
moment upon mo-
ment, pattering down.”?* It is time itself that drains language
of meaning. In Krapp's Last Tape, the well-turned idealistic
professions of faith Krapp made in his best years have become
empty sounds to Krapp grown old. Instead of establishing a
bridge of friendliness, Mrs. Rooney’s attempts to communicate
with the people she meets on. the road in All That Fall merely
serve to make her more estranged from them. And in Embers
the old man’s musings are equated with the beating of the
waves upon the shore.

Bat, if Beckett’s use of language is designed to devalue lan-
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guage as a vehicle of conceptual thought or as an instrument
for the communication of ready-made answers to the problems
of the human condition, his continued use of language must,

paradozically, be regarded as an attempt to communicate. on -

his own part, to communicate the incommunicable. Such -an
undertaking may be a paradox, but it makes sense neverthe-
less: it attacks the cheap and facile complacency of those who
believe that to name.a problem is to solve it; that the world can
be mastered by neat classification and formulations. Such com-
placency is the basis of a continuous process of frustration. The
recognition of the fllusoriness and absurdity of ready-made so-
lutions and prefabricated meanings, far from ending in despair,
is the starting point of a new kind of consciousness, which
faces the mystery and terror of the human condition in the ex-
hilaration. of a new-found freedom: “For to know nothing is
nothing, not to want to know anything likewise, but to be be-
yond knowing anything, that is when peace enters in, to th
soul of the incurious seeker.”?s :
- Beckett’s entire work can be seen as a search for the reality
i that les behind mere reasoning in conceptual terms. He may

{_have devaluated language as an instrument for the communi- -

.cation of ultimate truths, but Le has shown himself a great
magster of language as an artistic medium. “Que voulez-vous,
Monsieur? C'est les mots; on w'a rien dautre” For want of
better taw material, he has molded words into a superb in-
strument for his purpose: In thé theatre he has been able to
add a new dimension to langugge—the. counterpoint of action,
concrete, many-faceted, not to be explained away, but making
a direct impact on an audience. In the theatre, or at least in
Becketi’s theatre, it is possible to bypass the stage of concep-
tual thinking altogether, as an abstract painting bypasses the
stage of the recognition of natural objects. In Waiting for
Godot and Endgame, plays drained of character, plot, and
meaningful dialogue, Beckett has shown that such a seemingly
impossible tour de force can in fact be accomplished.

Chapter Two

ARTHUR ADAMOV: THE CURABLE

AND THE INCURABLE

Arthur Adamov, the author of some of the most powerful
plays in the Theatre of the Absurd, now refects all his work
that might b& classified under that heading. The development
that led him toward this type of drama, however, and the
development that led him away from it again, are of particular
interest to any inquiry into its nature Adamov, who is not only
a remarkable dramatist but also a remarkable thinker, has
provided us with a well:documented case history of the pre-
occupations and obsessions that made him write plays de-
picting a senseless and brutal nightmare world, the theoretical

" considerations that led him to formulate an aesthetic of the
- -gbsurd, and, finally, the process by which he gradually re-

turned to a theatre based on reality, the representation of

" social conditions, and a definite social purpose.] How did it

happen that a dramatist who in the late ninéfeen-forties so
thoroughly rejected the naturalistic theatre that to use even
the name of a town that could actually be found on a map

would have appeared to him as “unspeakably vulgar” could

by 1960 be engaged in writing a full-scale historical drama
firmly. situated in place and time—the Paris Commune of 1871F

Arthur Adamov, bom in Kislovodsk, in Maucasus, in
1908, the son of a“wealthy"oil-well proprielor of Arfenian
origin, left Russia_at the age.of four. His parents could afford
to travel, and, like the children of many well-to-do Russian
families, Adamov was brought up in French, a fact that ex-
plains his mastery of French I¥&fary style. The first book he
ever read was Balzac’s Eugénie Grandet, at the age of seven,
The outbreak of the First World War found Adamov’s family

_ at Freudenstadt, a resort in the Black Forest. It was only
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through the special intervention of the Kihg of Wiirttemberg,
who was acquainted with Adamov’s father, that the family
escaped internment as enemy citizens, and were given special
permission to leave for S\mtzerland where they settled in
Geneva.

Adamov received his early education in S\mtzerland and
Iater in Germany (at Mainz). In 1924, at the age of sixteen,”

he went to-Paris- and was drawn intg- Surrealist . ClI'CleS He.
2

“Wwrote - Surrealist - poetry, edited . anmavanb-garde penod.teal
* Discontinuité, became a friend of Paul Elaard, and led the
life of the Parisian Titerary. nonconformists, ~ .

Gradually he stopped writing, or at least stopped pubhshmg
what he had written, He himself Iatér-deseribed the severe.
spiritual and psychologlcalrcﬂ_ﬁs that he-wrent thrm;gh e
-small book that must be: among. the:most temifying ahd’ ruth‘
less documents of self-revelation in the Who!e of world: llterg-
ture, LAven (The Confession), “The éarliest.section ‘of this:.
“Dostoevskian masterpiece, dited “Paris, 1938 ‘opens with.g

“brilliant statement of the metaphysmal angmsh that forms the I

“basis - of Exnstenl:lahst hteratme and .of, fLe Thgatre "of ‘the'

Absurd

What is there? I lmow first 0? all that§
I? AllY know.of myse]f iy that Y guffer, A
cause at the’ ongm of myself there is mutilation; separatmn

I-am. separated. What 1 aim sqparatea f:om—I cannot*,
name it. But I am separated .

", ‘\-‘"‘

ar, l’But Who am

Ina footnote Adamov adds; “Formerly it was called God To— .
day it no longer has any name.”t -

A deep sense of alienation, the feelmg “that t!me we1ghs on

f

'x' _
.’_w"

if Tspffer-itisbe-

him “with its enormous hqmd mass, with all its dark power,”2a

deep feelmg of _Q_asswﬁy_these are some of the symptoms of
his spiritual sickness, ‘ co T
Everyﬂnng happens as though I were only one of the par-
ticular existences of some great incomprehensible and cén-
tral being. . . . Sometimes this great totality of life appears.
“to me so dramatlca]ly beautiful that it plunges me into
ecstasy, But more often it seems like a monstrous beast that
penetrates and ‘swpasses mié and which is everywhere,

L]

4

.

R

s Arthur Adamov: The Curable and the ] Incurable 49
o iw1thm mpe and outside mé. ., And terror grlps and envel-
ops.me more powerfully fmm moment to moment. . My

only way out is to write, to make others aware of 1t 50 as not
_to have to feel all of it alone, to get nd of however small a
",portlon of it¥ YA

- Lt 1s in dreams and,m prayer that the wnter of this haunting
'confessmn seekd escapﬁ——m dfeams that are “the great silenit
mbvenienf of the soul’ t]n‘ough the mght” :# in prayer-that i§
* L ~the ™ desperate need of man, uﬁmersed in tinie, to sqek refuge
" - in the, only éntity that could 's: save him the prO]ectwn outward
L f_rom hn:ii@e]f of that"in him which pa.rta.kes of eternity. 5 Yot
- is; there to pray:to? “The iteme of God should no Ionger’
) mt of man.,Th’.is word that has so lcmg been .
v ‘jfmy&img. L Tor use
‘a mfus_al to thmk a

: ge ito' longer
2 wbrd God -is ‘more than*s}u i
é‘bfrshoﬂ; S’mt, ‘avhideous shoith __,d o 3
2 ﬁa"th ik aldo 4 énsxs of, Langua : ‘"’I’he wordsﬁ pur’ aging.
Hes are ll,k y smk“peopie Some may be able to .
oﬂxars'arf: inourgble.”: : _
teakion -of’ LADW dated. “Pans, i1939" (it has
yegh  publithe ;Eng]isPt ~urider " the tltle “The Endless
: unqﬂlatmn e .Adamov gwes a ruthlessly* ‘frank description of
;. Jfs desire to be huiniliafed by the lowest of
g™ }apacltfr‘to coxﬂpfete the act” 'of ‘camal pos-

p k;tttutqs,

. session.”® Fully awaie. of thie' nature of his niauros;s—he is well

. versed in modern ﬂsychblogy *&mf has even translated one of
Jung’s works into Frenchm—Adamov malso aware of the value
. 'of neurosis, which “grants its victim a peracute- lu;ldlty, inac-
cessible to the so-called normal ma.n,”l1 and which may thus
give him the vision that “permits ‘him, through the singularity
"of his sickness, to-accede to the great general laws by which.
the loftiest comprehension, of the world is exp{essed And since
the particular is always a symbolic expression of the universal,
it follows that the umiversal is most effectively -symbolized by
the extreme of the particular, so that the neurosis which exag-
gerates a man’s particularity of vision defines that much more
. completely 1us universal s:gmﬁcance iz

"Having given a brutally detailed descnptlon, 1tself a symp=
“tom of masochlsm ‘by tha leence of its se]f humﬂlahun, of

,z
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hjs- nelgpSls, with its “obsessions, rites, and automatlsms,

Adamov returng to a diggnosis of our epoch in a section -eny
titled “Le Temps de Flgnominie.” He.defines ignominy as that

which has no name, the unnamable, and the poet’s task is not'

only to call each thmg by its name but also to “denounce’.

the degenerated concepts, the dried-up abstractions that have:
usurped . . . the dead remnants of the old sacred names. ”133
The deg‘radatlon of language in our time becomes the expres-
sion of its deepest sickness. What has been lost is the sensg of

the sacred, “the unfathomable wisdom of the myths and r1tes

of the dead old world, "4

.~ The dlsappearance of meaning in- the world is c]early hnked :
" to'the degradatlon of language, and both, in turn, to the loss -
of ¥anh, the disappeararice of sacred rites “and sacred myths, .
-But perhaps this degradation and despair are necessary steps -,

toward a renewal: “Perhaps the sad and empty language that

‘today’s flabby humanity pours forth, will in all its horror, in

all its boundless absurdity, re-echo in the heart of a sohtary
man who is awake, and then perhaps that man, suddenly’

realizing that he does not understand, will begin to under-

stand.”16 Therefore the only task left to man is to tear off all
that dead skin until “he. ﬁnds himself in the shour of the great
nakedness 16

" In this document. of ruthless self—revelation, Adamov out-

lineda whole phl.j_q_ggphy of thé Theatre_of the Absurd long |

before he started to write his first play, .

In thie pages of L’Aveu, ‘we can follow him tbrough ‘the war

years—still in Paris in May and June, 1940; in Cassis in July; in

Maiseille by August; then, between December, 1940, and No-

vember, 1941, at the internment camp of ‘Argelss, months
passed in a stupor of dejection; back in Marseille at the end
of 1941; returning to Paris in the last month.of 1942. The last
section of I’Avets and the preface are dated 1943 '
In reading this astonishing book, we are witnessing a mind
laying the foundations of its salvation through self-examination

and a merciless recognition of its own predicament. Inhis con-

tributions to the short-lived literary réview L'Heure Nouvelle,

of which he became editor shoitly after the end of the war

in Europe, Adamov. returned to the same themes, but already “

in a spirit of detachment, in the posture of a thinker called

o Arthur Adamov The Gumble cmd the Incurcble

I3

AETEL. wwz.

upon, at a great turnmg pomt in history, to work ot aprcgram
of action for a new beginning in a new epoch.” .

Itisa program characterized by a complete a,bsence of 11-
Iusions and easy solutions:’ “We are accused of pessithism, ag

*  though pessimism Were but one among a pumber of possible
" attitudes, as if man were capable of choosing between two

_ alternatives—optimism . and pessimism.”” Such a  program
. -would of necessity be destructlve in its rejection of.all existing
' dogmatisms. It insists on-the artist’s duty: to avoid selecting”
" -just cne aspect of the ‘world—* rehglous psyehoiogma.l scien-

tifie, social—but to evoke behind each of. these the shadow of'
the whole in which they must merge. 18 And again this search

- for wholeness, for the reality underlying the. bewﬂdermg multt-

phaty of appearances, if seen’ as 4 search for the sacred: “the ‘
risis of our time is essentlally a rehgmus erisis, It isa ‘matter of
life or death.”® Yet the concept of God is, dead. We ‘are on’
the threshold of an erd of lmpersonal aspects of the absolute, -

"hence the revival of creeds like Taoism and Buddhism. This

is the tragic impasse in which modemn mian finds himself:
“From whatever point he starts whatever path he follows,
modern man comes to the. sdmeé "coniclusion: behind itg visible
appearances, life hides a ‘meaning that is etema]ly maccesmb‘le '

' “fo penetration by the ‘spirit thit seeks for its discovery, caught

in ‘the ‘dilemma: of being aware that it is’ “imipossible to find it,
and yet also.impossible to retiounce thé hopeless quest.™20
Adamov points out that this is not, stnctly speaking,. a phi-

A R Tosophy of the ‘absurd, ‘hecause it still presupposes the convie-
-/ tion that the world has a meaning, although it is of nece551ty
" outside the reach of human consciousness. The awareness that

there may be a meaning but that it will never be foumd is
tragic. Any convlctlon that the worId is who].ly absu.rd would
lack this tragic element.

In the social and political sphere, Adamov ﬁnds the solutlon
in Communism. But his is a very peisonal form of suppart for

'the Commumst cause. He finds in Communism no supernat-
" wural,. sacred element. Its ideclogy confines itself to purely

~human terms, and.for him it remains open to question

“whether anything that confines itself to the human sphere

l. 'Tcould ever attain anything but the sibhuman.™2? If this is

.. . the case, why support Communism? “I we turn to Commu- .
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nism nevertheless, it is merely because one day, when it will
seem quite close to the realization of its highest aim—the vie-
tory over all the contradictions that impede the exchange of
goods among men—it ‘will meet, inevitably, the great ‘no’” of
the nature of things, which it thought it could ignore in its
struggle. When the material obstacles are overcome, when man
will no longer be able to deceive himself as to the nature of
his unhappiness, then there will arise an anxigty all the more
powerful, all the more fruitful for being stripped of anything
that might have hindered its realization. It goes without sdying
that such a putely negative hope does not seem to us to entail
an adherence that, to be complete, would have to manifest,
itself in action.™?

This was Adamov’s position in 1g46. Smce then, Jargely as a
consequence of the emergence of Genera) de Gaulle after the
events of M4y, 1958, he has taken a more active ling in sup-
port of the extreme Left. Yet when asked in 1660 whether he
had changed his attitude since 1946, Adamov.confirmed that
he still subscribed to what he had written fourteen years
earlier,

T It was tovggxémtbe end_of the Squ;;nm,g;ldm.,&,thgg

_Adamov began to WnLJQLthmtheam He was reading Strind-

-.berg at the time, and under the influence of Strindberg’s plays,

notably A Dream Play, he began to discover the stuff of drama
all around him, in “the most ordinary everyday happemngs,
particularly street scenes. What struck me above all were the
lines of passers-by, their lonefiness in the crowd, the terrifying
diversity of their utterance, of which I would please myself by
hearing only snatches that, linked with other snatches of con-
versation, seemed to grow intp a composite entity the very
fragmentariness of which became a guarantee of its symbolic
truth.”? One day he witnessed a scene that confronted him,
in a sudden flash, with the dramatic reality he had wanted
to express. A, blind beggar passed by two pretty girls singing a
refrain from some popular song: “I had closed my eyes, it was

wonderfull” This gave hiny the idea of showing “on the stage,
as erudely and as visibly as possible, the loneliness of man, the the™

absence of communication. 2% I

'La Parodief Adamov's fitst play, is the fruit of this idea. In\
a succession of rapidly sketched scenes, it shows two men

Arthur Adamov: The Curable and the Tncurable  ss

infatuated with the same emptyheaded, coa_:hmonplace girl;
_ Lili. One of them, the “employee,” is brisk, businesslike, and

ever optimistic, while the other, “N.,” is passive, helpless, and
despondent. The employee, who, in a chance meeting, has
gained the wholly erroneous impression that he has a date with
Lili, never loses his hope and constantly turns up at.imagihed
rendezvous. N., on the other hand, spends his time lying in
the. street, waiting for Lili fo pass by chance. In the end the
optimistic, buoyant attitude of the employee and the abject
_passivity of N. lead to precisely the same result—nothing, Lili
cannot even tell her two' rival suitors apart. The employee
lands in prison, where he goes on making plans for the future
and still hopes to maintain his position, although be has gone
blind. N. is run over by 4 car and sweépt into the garbage by
the street-cleaners, Lili i fanked by relatively successful men
—a journalist with whom she seems in love and who keeps her
waiting when they have a date, and the editor of his paper,
whio treais her as his kept mistress. The editor also takes the

- place, as and when the action requires it, of a number of

other persons in authority—the manager of a restaurant, the

" director of a firm for which the employee works as a salesman,

the receptionist of a hotel where he fails to get a room. While

"-N: and the employee are seen; as it were, from their own

point of view, the journalist and the editor are seen wholly from
the outside, as “the other people,” Who, inexplicably, seem to
be able to master the human sifnation, to whom nothing
calamitous ever happens. Two identical and interchangéable
couples act as a kind of chorus, the faceless crowd that sur-
rounds us; ‘they "age as the action proceeds, but remain

. amn;zmaus and interchangeable throughout.’

ETxme I3 constantly evoked: ﬂf}gﬂgbﬂxﬁcters keep on_asking
_each ojhe;wﬂ:gxme wﬁhgutﬂgyénmemg,an answer . A clock
Without hands is a recutring feature of the décor. “Fhe action
of time is also illustrated by the gradual shrinkage of space.
- A dance hall shown in the beginning appears again in Scene 11

—but'now the set has become much narrower.

At one point, N. js shown with a prostitute whom he begs

“to humiliete him, As Adamov himself has poiuted out, La

Parodie served to justify his own attitude: “Even if I am like
N,, I shall not be punished any more than the employee.”*s
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'Buoyant activity is as pointless as cringing apathy a.n_d-self-"
hamiliation.. : ' ‘ ‘ -

" La Parodie is an attempt to come to terms with neurosis,

' to make psychological states visible in concrete, terms, A§" -

“Adamov defines it in the“introduction to the first edition, the
performance of a play of this type is “the projection into the

world of sensations of states of mind and images that consti- -

- tute its hidden content. A stage play ought to be the point of

intersection between the visible.and invisible  worlds,, or; in
other words, the. display, the manifestation._of the hidden,

- latent contents that he '
drama.”28 " ‘ :
In_jts- determined. rejection of individuality in. favor of
‘schematigigypqs—'-in which it resembles German Expressionist

) ‘;drama—“{:g Pczg:g}die represents a revolt against the complex_i\ﬁeg__.: e R
.- of the psychological theatre. It is a deliberate return to primi-

e

© tivism. Adamov does nat want to represent the world, he wants
‘o parody it. “When I arraign the world around me, T often
reproach it for being nothing more than a parody. But the
sickness I admit to—is it anything more than a parodyP”27
Parody is direct, harsh, and oversimplified,  Lg. Parodie de-
liberately eschews all subtleties of plot, characterization, or
language. This is a theatre of gesture—N. Iying in the road,
the employee bustling about, the interchangeable couples go-
ing through the motions of human existence without being
recognizable individuals. B : : oo

" Adamov felt that, having'parodied the world in such simple
i terms, he had reached a dead end. In bis next play, L'Invasior;

. he taok the first steps toward portraying real characters in -
*.zeal human relationships. The isclated, lonely individuals of

La Parodie are replaced by a family. It is still a family com.
posed of lonely individuals, unable to communicate, Bt gy

“ate strongly linked together nevertheless—curiously enough, by '.

a shared loyalty to a dead hero.

Py

the husband of the dead man’s sister Agnes. The apartment
where they live, together with Pictre’s mother, is in a state
of complete disorder, which expresses the disorder reigning_ify
.the.minds of the characters. The task of deciphering Jean’s

form The shell around  the see&saf

" This hero is a dead writer, Jean, who has _Iéftr‘ an enormous
mass of undeciphered papers to his friend and disciple, Pierre,

.,.__—-»-"w-,'x_--'

Jiterary remains is an impossible one, His writing is not only

>

i illegible but the characters themselves have faded. One can

- never know what he really wrote, and there is a constant dan-

S get that the literary executor will simply invent what he thinks
.. the master ought to have written. And even if 2 scrap of paper,
" a-single sentence, is finally deciphered, it still must be placed

 in the context of the vast mass of disordered papers.
There is another disciple of Jean’s who tries to help, Tradel,

" but he ‘s suspect precisely because he tends to read things

into Jean’s writing. The disorder within the room where the_
- action takes place is matched by the disorder of the whole
coﬁntry: immigrants are streaming across the froniiers, the
“social structure is disintegrating. In the second act the dis.
order in the room, now cluttered up with furniture, has in-
creased. Pierre finds it ‘ever more diffcult to understand the
_ meaning of the manuscripts. A man who. is looking for some-
" one in the apartment next door enters and strikes up a con-
© versation with Agnes. He is “the first one who comes along”
- with whom Agnes will run away, In the third act, this man

- . has become a fixture i the room, and Pierre wants to retire to

his own private den downstairs to work in peace. Agnes duly
leaves him and goes off with the “first one who'comes along.”
In Act IV thé room has been cleaned up, the papers are neatly

- stacked. Order has also rehumed in the country. Pierre has

decided to give up his work. He begins to tear up the manuy-
-scripts. Agnes appears—she wants to borrow the typewriter,

Her lover is ill, she is unable to manage his business. Pierre,
" who has gone down to his den, is found there by Tradel; he is
‘dead.. . " - ' .

' L'Invasion is a play about the hopeless search for meaning,

- -the quest for a2 message that will make sense in a jumble of

undecipherable papers; but it is concerned with order and dis-
*‘order in society as well as in the family. It almost seems that

"Agnes stands for disorder. Has :Pierre, in marrying her, not at
the same time mamied her dead, brother with his confused

o manuseripts? When she leaves, order returns, and disorder and

business failure enter the-household of the man whose mistress
" shie has become. Yet when Pietre abandons his work on the
manuscripts, he dies, He loses Agnes to the first man who
comes along because he is withdrawing more and more from




himlan <o Hitact. The d:sorder ‘that Agnes bnngs also represepts

" iihe bewﬂdermg Tnature of reahty and -of reiatlons}nps' with,
k. Bth”éi-’hhman beigs; whlch Pierre is unable to cope with.- He
“\withdraws from contact with. other’, because ho finds- etz
" munication more and more difficult. Language is dlsmtegrahng
ore his eyes: “Why does one say, ‘It hdppens?” Who is that

4, what_does it want from me? Why does one say ‘on the

ground’ rather then ‘at’ or ‘over’? I have lost too much
time thinking about these things. What I want is not the mean-
ing.of words, but their volume and their movmg hody 1 shall -
no longer search for. a.nythmg
legs.”28

Pierre begs his mother, who will brmg hlm his food in hls
den, never to speak to him—a sign of his complete withdrawal.
It is when he abandons his attitude of withdrawal, when he
decides that he wants to lead a life like everybody else,
that he learns that Agnes has left him. “She left too late,-or
too’ soon. Had she had. a little: more patience, we eduld
have started-all over again,”?® he says, and returns to his den
—to die, just missing Agnes, who comes to ask “to borrow

THE 'I‘BEATRE OF THE ABSURD -

. Pl wait in silence, motlon~

4

the typewriter,” yet -clearly begging to be taken back. But -

Pierre’s mothér does” not, or does not want to, understand and,» .

. fails to call Pierre upstalrs o
Here. the tragedy turns on a- masunderstandmg Had Pzeqe s

mother not taken-Agnes’s demand - for the typewritersMter- .
. ally, rather than as a symbolic request to' be taken back, , -

and participate . the work of the family, Pierre might by

bave died rejected and unloved Adamov has’ descnbed how -

he thought that he had found an _important~ ngw d.ramatlc“
device—indirect dialogue, the characters oblique reference to
ithe subject urnder discussion, since they cannot find 'the couy-
age to display their feelings openly and. thereby expose thém: |

selves to tragic misunderstandings. Later he realized that he ‘

IR §

M

had” merely refrivented a techmque already used by other f’

dramatists, notably by Chekhov. ~ > ¢ .

L’Invasion is 1 haunting play. André G1de was ,deeply im-
préssed by it; Lie felt that it dealt with the greatness of a déad
writer and the process by which his influence and power grad-
ually fade away—surely a curious misunderstanding on the park -

of the venerable old man of letters, applying. the conceptions

/
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~ of his own generation to the works of a new age. To a con-

' temporary reader, the most striking feature of L'Invasion is

‘precisely the nnreality of the dea t-that his much_

vaunted messagg is_essentially m amngless—absurd :
~Jean Vilar, the great French director, who had produced'

-'_,Adamovs adaptation of Buechner’s Danton’s Deitth at the
. Avignon Festival of 1948, saw L Invasion with the eyes of a

«contemporary. He praised Adamov for renouncing “the lace

* ornaments of dialogue and intrigue, for having given back to

the drama its stark purity”™3® of clear and simple stage sym-

. bols. He contrasted this stark modern theatre with that of

. Claudel,

“which borrows its effect from the alcohols of fatth
and the grand word”® and, posing the alternatives Adamov
or Claudel, clearly answered—Adamov: '

Gide’s and 'Vilar's tributes to Adamov, together with com-

“ments by other distinguished literary and stage figures like

“René Char, Jacques Prévert, and Roger Blin, are contained in
- . the slim volume in which Adamov, having failed to get them

" perférmed on the stage, presented his first two plays to the

.. reading public in the spring of 1950. The response to this
+  publication had the desired effect; on November 14, 1930,
.. LInvasion, directed by Jean Vilar, opened at the Studio des
" “Champs-Elysées. Three days earlier, Adamov's third play, La

Grande et la Petite Manizuvre, had been presented at the

' Théatre des Noctambules directed by another of the outstand-
" ing pioneers* “of the French avant-garde, ]ean-Mane Serreau,

» and with Roger Blin in the leading part.

Adamov himself has explained the title of La Grande et la

- Petite Monceuvre as*referring to the smaﬂ maneuver of the

. the .ara fe

~socia] disérder deplcted in the play, in contrast to the large
"méneuvet of the' human condition itself, thch envelops and

dwarfs the former,5? the word “maneuver” in this context hav-

ing a doubie mlhtary and psychological sense.

et 1 ] ~METEyrrelcombines the theme of
lives of Lz Parodie with that of the social and
political disorders in the background of L’Invasion. The active,

" self-sacrificing. struggle of a’ revolutionary leader is shown to

" be as futile as the passivity of a tormented victim of hidden

psychological forces, who is compelled to execute the shouted
orders of invisible monitors who drive him to the gradual loss

|




1

58 THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

of all his limbs. The action takes place in a country oppressed
by a bruta! dictatorship. The active character, le militant, leads
the victorious struggle against the forces of the police state; in
the end he collapses while making a speech admitting that
the revolutionaries have been compelled to use methods of
brutal terror to gain their victory. Moreover, the militant
has caused the death of his own child, because the disorders
he himself had provoked made it impossible for the doctor to
reach its sickbed. Once again the activist has achieved no more
than the passive character, le mutilé, who, a legless, armless
cripple on a pusheart, is kicked into the road by the woman
he adores, to be crushed in the crowd. v

| The mutilé, who must obey the orders of the voices that
scompel him “to put his hands into the machine that will cut
them off, to walk in front of the car that will run him over, is
clearly the chief character in the play, embodyjng-theas
;ogn, attityde. His mutilations, like the deaths of N. and Pierre
in the earlier playE, are the direct outcotis !

&Ig{fmhls nability o make hr
e

s 1 n contact, his incapacity for .6,‘.,73
el says that 3 he could live Witk & Wwoman and have
a child by her, the voices of his monitors would lose their .
—. power over him;32 the accidents in which he loses limb after
limb usually follow his repeated failures to hold the affection
of the womian he loves, Erna, who at times suggests that she
. really cares for him, while at others she appears to be merely
‘spying on him on behalf of:a secret-police agent who is her
lover. - . c - CoL
Adamov himself has interpreted the play, which is based on
a particnlarly’ vivid and terrifying dream, as an attempt to
justify himself for his failure to_take..a more_active part..
fi the political struggle of the Left. To the outside observer,
Yhis may seem an mcomplete account of the complex content
of La Grande et la Petite Manceuvre. The play not only argaes
(as Adamov today believes, unfairly) that the efforts of the
revolutionary to eliminate political terror are vain beeause all
power is ultimately based on the exercise of brute fores; it
also shows, very graphically, that there is an essential similarity
between the activist fighter for justice and the passive slave of
the #rrational forces of his own subconscious mind. The catety
gorical imperative that forces the milifant to risk his life, to
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Jeave his wife in fear and trembling and ultimately to cause,
the death of his sick child, is shown as springing, basically,

from QPM&%W‘ as the implacable self-|
destructive commands of the subconscious mind that force the/
mutilé into masochistic self-destruction. The aggressive im-,{
pulses of the militant are merely the reverse side of the mutilé’'s
aggression against himself, ‘

The very ambivalence of possible interpretations is an in-
dication of the power of La Grande et la Petite Manceu-
ore. as a dramatic projection of an intense and tormented ex-

" perience of fundamental human dilemmas. This play also

shows Adamov in full command of the technical resources he
needed to put his ideas into practice. The action not only
moves forward in a succession of effectively contrasted scenes
that follow each other with the flow of cinematic montage, it
is also a perfect realization of Adamov’s conception that the
theatre should be able to_translate_ideas and psychological
realities intg simple and concrete images, so that “the manifes-
tation of . . . content should literally, concretely, corporally
coincide with that content itself,”38 This concretization of con-’

* tent leads to a shift of emphagis from the language of drama:
toward visible action. The language of the play ceases to be'

the main vehicle of poetry, as it is in the theatre. of Claudel,
with which Vilar contrasted Adamov’s work, As Adamov de-

. fines this shift, “It-is in this growth of gesture in its own

right . . . that T see the emergence of a dimension to which
language by itself would be unable to do justice, but, in
turn, when language is carried along by the rhythm of bodily
action that has become autonomous, the most ordinary, every-
day speech will regain a power that might still be called po-

" etry, but that 1 shall be conteit merely to call functionally

effective.”s* In La Grande et lg Petite Manceuvre the trans-
mutation of content into visible, literal outward expression is
completely realized. - ‘ ' ' .

The instrument he had perfected seemed available to
Adamov to be used at will. Its only drawback was the narrow-
ness of its field of application; there are relatively few basic
human situations that can be expressed in such simple and
general terms. Yet while his next play, Le Sens de la Marche
(The Direction of the March), contains many of the elements
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and themes of its predecassors, Adamov. again succeeded in
finding a new expression for his basic preoccupation, while in-
troducmg an 1mportant new element, mdlcamg_h;g progress in

At TSP RAAPE T  )

action ‘may not be directed agamst the real author of his
troubles, but it is an action nevertheless. The hero, Henri, the
son of a tyrannical father, goes through a munber of episodes
in which he confronts that father figure in a whole series of
incarnations: in the commanding officer of the barracks"wliere
he goes for his military service, in the leader of a religious
sect whose danghter is his fiancée for a time, in the head-
master of a schoo! where he becomes a teacher, He sub-
mits to all these, but when he returns to his old home and
finds his dead father’s sinister masseur installed as the domestic
tyrant and lover of his sister, he strangles him. As Adamov
has pointed out, the idea from which he started was that “in
this life of which the basic circumstances themselves are terri-

fying, where the same situations fatally recur; all we can do is.

destroy, and too late at that, what we cons1der;'7m_‘s?a’1€é‘nlx,,¢gm
fﬁeﬁﬁal.Q.NWtHde but what in fact is merely the last item in

8 maleﬁeent sexles, o0 This 15 4 Very origiial idea, L and it i

oSt unagmatwely realized. Some of the themes of earlier
plays recur, such as the revolutionaries; who are again unsuc-
cessful; the hero’s inability to love; and the sister figure.

Adamov was dissatisfied with Le Sens de la Marche and had . _:

put it aside for a while when another dream presented him
not only with an idea for a play but with an entire, almost
ready-made, play itself. And this play,[Le Pro?esseuf Taranne]
became a turning point in A}i lopr:

The proféssor of the Fifle is aceused -of indecent exposure on
a beach. He denies the allegation by indignantly pointing out

- that be is a distingnished scholar ‘who has even been invited
to lecture abroad, in Belgium. But the sore he protests his

innocence, the more deeply he becomes involved in contradie-

ons that make hiE gl more probablerA-Tady” “Who comes
mmw him, she addresses
him as Professor—but she has taken him for a'nother professor,
Menard, whom Taranne superficially resembles. The sceng

changes to the hotel where he is staying. Again Taranne is
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. accused of an offense, that of having left litter in a bathing

cabin at the seaside. He protests that he did not undress in a
cabin at all-and thus confirms the earlier allegation. The po-
licemen produce a motebook that has been found. Taranne
eagerly recognizes it as his, but is unable to read the hand-
writing. What is more, the notebook consists mostly of empty
pages, although Taranne insists that he had wsed it up en-
tirely. A roll of paper is delivered to the professor—it is the
seating plan of the dining room of an ocean liner, with his
place marked at the table of honor, Jeanne, a woman relative
or secretary, brings a letter that has arzived for the professor.
1t is from Belgium, from the rector of the University. This will
confirm Taranne’s claims! But in fact it is an angry refusal to
invite himn again, His lectures have been found to have been
plagiarisms of those of the famous professor Menard. Taranne
remains alone. He hangs the seating plan of the liner’s dining
room on a hook on the wall—it is a perfectly blank piece of
paper. Slowly the professor begins to undress, performing the
very act of indecent exposure of which he was accused at the
beginning. Having been exposed as a fraud, he exposes him-

self. It is the nightmare of man mug,j:p,bpld on to his identity,

' una_bjgigmst@hhsh conglusive proof of it.

TP LT T S i W P

+ In his dream, which the play transeribes as it was dreamed,
withont any attempt to. “give it a general meaning, to prove
anything,”3® everything that happens to Taranne happened
to Adamov himself, the only difference being that instead of
shouting, “I am Professor Taranne,” he exclaimed, “I am the

LA W P

anthor of Lg Parodiel”s8 ‘
Adamo¥ cofisider " Le Professeur Taranne of particular im-

- portance in his progress as a playwright. In transcribing an

actual dream he was, as it were, forced to cross a decisive
threshold. For the first time in one of his plays he named an
actual place, a place existing in the real world. Taranne claims |
that he has lectured abroad, in -Belg;ﬁ“n‘::, and he receives a

" lotter that is recogniZed as comifig from that country by is

stamp, which bears the Belgian Llon “This locks like a trifls,
but it was, nevertheless, the first time tha erged from
the no man’s land of poetry and Har { to call things by.ithelr
name.”37

~—Znd indeed for the tormented author of L'Aveu, suffering
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from the sense of loneliness and separation described in -that
book, it is a tremendous step forward to have established a
link, however tenuous, with reality, the reality of the world

\Oatside his own nightmares, even if at first it appears only in
“the form of the name of a real country heard within 2 night-

mare, Of course, in L’Aveu itself Adamov had described real
scenes from his own life. But there‘is a vast difference between
the deliberate, humiliating exposure of his own suffering (rem-
iniscent of Taranne’s indecent exposure) and the ability to
deal with the real world in the process of creative imaginative
writing, which implies the ability to confront and master a
reality outside oneself.

As Maurice Regnaut has pointed out in a penetratmg essay
on Adamov,38 Le Professeur Taranne also marks another im-
portant stage in Adamov’s development. In previous plays, to
express his sense of the futility. and absurdity of life, Adamov
had projected the two basically. oontradlctor"ﬁ’_‘aiﬁmim%ﬂiat

@m the end @iroost t5 ThE same thing—namely, nothing—in pairs

of characters: the employee and N., Pierre and his com mplacent
Msr, “the militant and the mutilé, Henri enri and the revolu-
tionaries. The dream-on which Le Professeur Taranne is based

showed him, for the first time, the way in which affirmative :

and se]f-destruchve attitudes can be fused in a single character\
simultaneously—in the very act of asserting his worth asa
citizen, his achievements as a scholar, Taranne reveals these

claims to be fraudulent. And it is by no means clear whether -

the play is meant to show’a fraud unmasked, or an innocent
man confronted by a monstrous conspiracy of circumstances
engineered to destroy his claims. In fact, as Adamov jdentifies
himself with Taranne, the latter is the more tenable view; after
all, in his dream Adamov cried out, “I am the author of La
Parodie,” which he undoubtedly is, and yet his claim was

-disproved by a succession of mght‘ma.te confrontations. “Of

course, if all aetivity is futile and absurd, then _thg._cla;rp to
have~weitterra-play..or, to.haye | Iectu_md »mm.Bglg;“um is, in thé -

final reckoning, a claim to nothmg, death and oblivion will ~

Blot ot Il “achievements, ‘1hus, -in Le Piofesseur Taranne,
the hero is } hoth amantx&mhglar and a fmud, a respectable
“hard-working para:
gon and a self-destructive, slothful pessimist. This opened a

ey

e
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_ way for Adamov toward the creation of ambivalent, three-

MJQ%LMMO take the plage of schematic expres-
sions of clearly deﬁned psycho}ogmal forces

e e g i o

It had taken him several years to complete his first two plays
—=a clear indication of how far he had succeeded in mastering
his neurosis by harnessing it to a creative effort.

After completing Le Sens de la Marche, the writing of which
he had interrupted to put down his nightmare of Le Professeur
Taranne, Adamov returned to a subject that had preoccupied
him before: the disorder of the times, social upheaval, and
persecution. In Tous Contre Tous, we are again in a country
that has been flooded by refugees from abroad; they are easily
identifiable because they all limp. The hero, Jean Rist, loses
his wife to one of the refugees and becomes a demagogue rant-
ing against them. For.a brief moment he is in power, but
when the wheel of political fortune tuwrns and the persecutors
become the persecuted, he escapes arrest by assuming a limp
himself and pretending to be a refugee, He lives in obscurity,
upheld by the love of a refugee girl. When there is another
upheaval and the refugees are again persecuted, he might
perhaps escape death by declaring his true identity. But in

. confirming that he is the well-known hater of refugees, he
- would lose the love of the girl. He refuses to do so, and goes

to his. death,

In Jean Rist, the persecutor and the victim of persecuhon, 1

Adamov bag again ]

_acter, - Dot-simultaneo)

two opposité téndencies in one char-

e

: consecuhvely, in the ups and downs of the passape ol Hie;

and thiis less successfully. The ending, with its self-sacrifice

- for the sake of love has been criticized as a lapse into the

sentimental hercics of a quite different, romantic convention
of drama, This may be unjust: Jean Rist’s refusal to save him-
self might also be interpreted as an act of resignation; of sui-
cide in the face of an absurd, circular destiny. What the play
does suffer from (in Adamov’s own view) is its failure to come
to grips with the reality of the problem it deals with. It is
fairly obvious that this is the Jewish problem, or at least the
problem of racial persecution, Yet by not situating his charac-
ters within a clearly defined social framework at one particular

sly. 8% s i fie* Piofessoili™ Tiranne, but '

e

—.
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moment in history, at cne particular point on the map, the
anthor has deprived himself of the opportunity. to do justice
to the subject; he is unable to- provide the background that
would explain the rights and wrongs at issue: Why have the
refugees taken away the jobs of the inhabitants of the country
in question? Are those inhabitants justified in trying to exclude
them again? Adaniov himself has recognized these flaws. On
the one hand, he ‘says, he wanted to show that all sides are
equally reprehensible in such a conflict, yet he acknowledges
that he has made a larger number of the victims “sood”char-
acters, simply because they are made to suffer innocently. But,
he adds, “I suffered from the limitation imposed on me'by
the vagueness of the place, the schematization of the charae-
ters, the symbolism of the situations, but I did miot feel that I
had the force of tackling a social conflict, anid to see:it as such,
detached from the world of archetypes.”®
In Le Professeur Taranne, he had found the courage to let
in a glimpse of the real world, if only in a dream. So he decided
to return to a world of ‘dreams in two plays with very similar
themes: Comme Nous Avons Eté (As we were, published in
the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise in March, 1953) and- Les Re-

trouvgilles (undated, but written circa 1952). Both plays deal -
with a grown man’s regression to childhood, just when heison _

-the- threshold . of marriage, In Comme Nous Avons Eté, the
character A, is having a nap in his room just before setting out

to get married. Two women, mother and aunt, enter in search

of a little boy who, they belfeve, must have wandered into the
louse. A. doses not know them, but as the play proceeds he
himself gradually turns into the liitle boy the two women
have been looking for. In Les Retrouvailles, Edgar is about to
leave Montpellier, where he is reading law, to return to his
home near the Belgian frontier, when he encounters two ladies,
one elderly, the other young, and is persuaded to stay in the
house of the elderly woman while becoming engaged to the
younger. He neglects his new fiancée, and she is killed in &
train’ accident. Having finally returned home, he hears that
his former fiancée, who had been waiting for him there, has
also been killed in a train accident. His mother forces h.u:n into
a perambulator and pushes him offstage.

h
These are dream plays with very obvious psychological im-

. toN Xn Htu; 741
- “*"In other words, Adamov had reached a stage where he feltj

" existing.in their awn, ) Tight as o’bpcﬁy&huxnan&@mg&@ﬁmsﬂ
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plications; they are both attacks against the mother figure,
who is trying to keep the son from establishing an adult. re-
{ationship with another woman. Adamov has now-completely
repudiated Comme Nous Avons Eté, to the point of not having
‘given it a place in the edition of his collected plays (although
he allowed it to be published in an English translation in
105740 Les Retrouvailles, technically most intrigiing in the
way it establishes the dream atmosphere by gradual scene
changes and by the reduplication of the two pairs of mother-
fiancée characters, has been published in Adamov’s collected
plays. But in his preface, Adamov rejects the play as a dream
that he did not have but merely constructed. Yet he declares,

-“Les Retrouvailles has been most important for me; for, havmg

finished the play, having reread it and examined it well, I
understood that the time had.come.to.put-an-end.to. the. £%s..
Jploitation of the half-dream and: the -old_family conflict, Or,
to puf it in more general terms, 1 Think- that thanks to Les
Retrouvailles T have liguidated all that which, after having

_ made it possible for me to write, now had become a hmdrance

pable .of writing a play that, though still expression of hi

n.of . the b condit  -the stage nbt“

-mere-emangtions of his own psyghﬂg.but wi

TRV

ﬁ&,%!,gﬁ

from the outside. This play is Le Ping-Pong, one of the master

“ pieces of thetﬁatre of the Absurd.
ifg,__,lzg 'Q’w‘ fpresents the life story of two men—Victor,

a medical student when the play starts, and Arthur, an art
student. They meet at Mme. Duranty’s café and play the pin-
ball machine installed there. The machine fascinates them as
a business proposition, for they observe the employee of the

.ocompany coming to cellect the coins. that have been' dropped

into it; as a technical problem, for it has flaws that could surely

" . 'be eliminated; and even as a challenge to their poetic instinct

—the machine has a poetry of its own, flashing lights, and is
in some ways a work of art. Victor and Arthur snggest an
improvement in the machine. They penetrate to the head-
quarters of the consortium that controls it, and gradually.the. ..

_ machme , becomes. the-dominating-influence-in-their-jives,.eon-




ttro]lmg their dreams and their emotions
Is With the girl who ‘warks at the headquarters of the consor-
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ns, If they fall in love, it

tium. If they have quarrels between themselves, they are about
that girl and the machine. If they fear anyone, it is the boss
of the consortium. Their interest in the socicty around them
is dictated by the relevance of. political and social develop-
ments to the rise or fall 6f pinball machines.

And so they grow old. In the last scene we-see them as two

~old men, playing.ping-pong, 2 a contest as.childish and ahs_ﬁ;,g_lg
as their lifelong preoccupation with a_plaything. Victor<col-

“Tapses and dies. Arthur remains alone.

Le Ping-Pong, like: Adamov’s first play, La Parodie, iscon-
cerned with the futility of human_endeavor. But while La
Parodie merely asserted that whatever you do, in the end you
die, Le Ping-Pong provides a powerful and closely inteprated
argument to back that proposition—it also shows how so much
of human endeayor becomes. futile, and, m is_in_losing
tb’gm,g.hms._to__a_tbmg, 2 machine that promises them power,

:money, influence. over the woman they desire, that Victor and .
‘Arthur - viaste their, lives. in,the. futile pursuit. Q;Ef»shadowsh By

makmg & machine, a means to an end,-and end in itself, they

.pervert all those values of their lives that are genuine ends in

themselves—thelr creative instinet, their capacity to love, their

. sense of being part of a community. Le Ping-Pong is a posverful

| image of the alienation of man through the worship of a false
: uwuh the delﬁcatlon of 2 machine, an ambition, or an
. ideology. “w

The pinball machine in Le Ping-Pong:is more than Just a
machine; it is the centerpiece of an organization and of a body
of thought. The moment the objective—the improvement of
pinball machines—becomes an ideal, it embodies itself in an
organization with its own struggles for power, its own intrigues
and politics, its own tactics and strategies. As such it becomes
a matter of life and death for all who serve the ideal. A number
of the characters in the play are destroyed in the service of
the organization, or in its internal struggle for power. All this
is conducted with the utmost fervor, sericusness, and intensity.
And what fs it all about? A childish game, a pinball machine—
nothing, But are most of the objectives men devote their lives.,
to in the real world—the world of business, politics, the arts, or
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scholarship—~essentially different -from Arthur’s and Victor’s
dominating obsession? It is the power and beauty of Le Ping-
Pong that it very graphically raises this very question. Adamov
achieves the difficult feat of elevating the pinball machine to.
a convincing image of the ¢ objectives.of.allbuman.endeavor

“FI&"d585 50 by the poetic intensity with which he mvests‘hls!

characters when they talk about the most absurd aspects of
that absurd apparatus. with a conviction and obsessive con-

“ centration that sound utterly true.

The play contains the elements of reality and fantasy in
exactly the right dosage; time and place are sufficiently real
to carry conviction, yet the world in which the action takes
place is hermetically sealed off from anything outside the char-
acters’ field of precccupation. This is not because of a lack
of realism on the part of the playwright; it springs directly
from the obsession of the characters, which efféctively con-
fines them in so narrow a segment of the real world that we
see the world through their confined field of vision.

" “The characters in Le Ping:Pong are fully realized individ-

ot T

_uals. & Toniget merely ¢ compelled by forces outside their con-

N T

“trol, or moving throngh the action like somnambulists, they-

Jhave an element of freedom in detg:mu;lmgwthemy]we.sg—we
actually watch Arthur and Vigtor malcmg the decision to de-
vote themselves to pmball machines“&%d “although Victor is
the more practical of the two, and Arthur a poet, they are

- no longer merely Persom,ﬁcatmqg of complementary cgmgc-
”:e“‘ﬁﬁﬁcs“‘”’ ; ~

“What is perhaps the most original feature of Le Ping-Pong
is the way in which an inner contradlctmn, a dialectical re-
lationship, is establishied betwe .action and the.dialogue.
This is a play that may we appear completely meaningless
if it is merely read, The speeches about improvements in the
construction of pinball machiries may seem trivial nonsense;
the ‘meaning of the play emerges precisely at the moment
when the actor delivers these nonsensical lines with a depth
of conviction worthy of the loftiest flights of poetry. It is

a _pIayh that has to be acted,.asginst the text rather. than

7ith it. “This is a technique analogous fo the indirect dialogue
‘Adamoy thought he had invented for L'Invasion and later dis-

covered. in Chekhov, but it is here raised to quite a different
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level. Chekhov used indirect dirlogue in situations where the
characters are too shy to express their real thoughts and hide
their emotions behind trivial subjects. Here the characters be-
lieve in absurd propesitions, with such intensity that they put
forward their nonsensical ideas with the fervor of prophetic
vision. In Chekhov, real feelings are suppressed behind mean-
ingless politeness, in Le Ping-Fong gbst absurd ideas are proclauned
as.if they were eternal trutl

Adamov has g given an mterestmg account of the genesis of
Le Ping-Pong. He started with the final scene of the two old
men playing ping-pong before he had even decided what the
subject of the rest of the play would be. All he knew was that
he wanted once moré. to show how, in the end, all human
endeavor comes down to the same futility—senile whiling away,
of the remaining time before death reduces everything tofinal
absurdity. But, Adamov says, “this peculiar method of work,
paradoxically enough, saved me. Once I was sure that, ‘as
usual, I should be able to show the identity of all human des-
tiny . . . I found myself free to. make the characters act, to
create Sltl.lab.OIlS .. "2 Once he had decided to put g _pin-
Jball machine into the. center of the action, moreover, he was
compelled to gpecify the time (the present) and, the ,h,:;‘t,:,_
(a city very much like Paris) of the action.

Nevertheléss Le Ping-Pong belongs in the category of the
Theatre of the Absurd; it shows man engaged in purposeless
exertions, in a futile frenzy of dctivity that is bound to end in
senility and death, The pmball machine has all.the fascinating...

_ambiguity of a_symbol, Tt Tay stand for. capitalism. .and_big.

business, -but it may equally well stand for any religious or

¢

pohhcal 1deolog§' that secretes-its own organization and ap-
paratus of power, that demands devotion and loyalty from its
adherents.

- XYety Whﬂe ‘he was workmg on thq, play..A Adatrtgi_m%aéﬂggﬁ
away “theatre dealing wr ener,
Te "Ras  oritcized  Le m%ﬁm
‘oumts—the Ta¥¥$88he, which, having been' written before the
rest of the play, as it were, prejudged the issue and cramped
his style; and, second, the schematic nature of the consor-
tium, which remains, “incompletely detached from allegory.
In fact, the social developments that, in the course of years,

j
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modify the internal organization of the consortium are not
really indicated, so that one does not sufficiently feel the state
of society on the one hand, the flow of time on the other. If I
had gone so far as to tackle the ‘coin-operated machine,’ I
had to examine the wheels of the great social machine with
the same thoroughness that I examined the bumpers and fip-
pers of the pinball machine. This is the. examination I am try-
ing to carry out in a new play, even more clearly situated in
a specific time and milien than Le Ping-Pong.”*3 This play,
which Adamov was working on at the beginning of 19535,
when he wrote his introduction to the second volume of his
collected plays, was®aolo P o@comp]eted the next year and
performed by Roger Plancﬂons brilliant young company at
Lyon on May 17, 1957. It marks Adamov’s abandonment of \
the Theatre of the Absurd.and his

contemporary playwrights and puts him next to Shakespeare,
Chekhov, and Buechner among the dramatists of world litera-
ture he admires most. Having freed himself from compulsions
and. obsessions, he félt at liberty to follow models outside his
own experience, (He had. prevmusly translated and adapted
works by Buechner and Chekhov.)
Paolo Paoli is an epic drama depicti

s A St

ng the, soc;allapdkpth-

Vel

cal TRRE T {he” outhreak of the wﬁggj;a;moﬂd War and ff"

‘fmining the relahogwsly&p%]:etweep a society bgsed on profit
'““tli‘é”‘fm_:g,es f-destruction 1 Iﬁﬂcﬂmft'yg?ve?ﬁéﬁe fhe play | spans
the period from 1g00 to 1914. Each of the twelve. scenes is
preceded by a survey of the social background of its period—
quotations from the newspapers.of the time are projected onto
a screen, accompanied by current popular funes.
The characters are most ingeniously chosen to represent, gg
whaole microcosm of the ng],mga,l,;xehgwus,anahon‘a!:ﬂnd.sog;al
%ﬁ‘ﬁo%dﬂﬁ'fﬁéﬁomgﬂs of the First World War, Adamov’s

£

tilliance as a dramatist 1s shown by the astomshmg ingenuity

with which he has condensed all this—and extremely convine-
ingly—into a cast of only seven characters,

Paole Paoli is a dealer in rare butterflies; Florent Hulot:

_ Vasseur, a collector of rare butterflies and Paclo’s costumer, is

an importer and manufacturer of ostrich feathers, He also be-

his adherence to another, {

equaﬁy s:gmﬁcant movement of the modermn § stage—the = Brecht- '
el

_fan “epic theatre.” He now regards Brecht as the greatest of -
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comes the lover of Paolo’s German-born wife, Stella. An abbé
and a captain’s| wife represent clericalism and chauvinist na-
tionalism. A worker and trade unionist, Robert Mai'peaux, and
his young wife, Rose, complete the cast.

The role played by pinball machines in Le ng-Pong is
in Paolo Paoli taken by commodities no less absurd—butterflies
and ostrich feathers. Yet these objects of trade and manufac-
ture have far greater reality. As one of the newspaper pro-
jections before the first scene points out, ostrich feathers and
products manufactured from them formed France’s folirth
largest export in 1900. Adamov brilliantly shows the far-reach-
ing social and political ramifications and implications ofs the
trade in these absurd articles: Paolo’s business is founded on
the fact that his father, a small Corsican civil servant, served
in the public-works department on Devil’s Island. This enabled
the young man to organize the convicts there as part-time and
ill-paid butterfly hunters. Marpeaux, the young workman who
was serving a sentence for a petty theft, has escaped to the
mainland and the swamps of Venezuela; he is ' wholly at Paclo’s
mercy, depending on the butterflies he catches for his liveli-
hood. When troubles break out in China, butterfly hunting be-
comes more difficult there and the price of rare Chinese speci-
mens goes up. The abbé, whose brother is a missionary in
China, is able to provide Paclo with these precicus goods.
And so, in a few strokes Adamov has shown the connection

RS LR

oreign politics, and "the workings
] e is true of Hulot-Vasseur's ostrich
feathers in relation to the Boer War, and, as the plot develops;
the labor and trade-union troubles of his factory and his fight
against German competition are very couvmcmgly made ‘ex-
phelt within the narrow circle of the play.

~ g, the charact s are obsessed with, thelr

e W}wﬂ"%

g
v becoming a manu.factu.rer -of k¥nickknacks made from but-
terflies’ wings—ashtrays, tea trays, even religious pictures,
which flourish in a' period of clericalism and slump when
clericalism fades and German competition raises its ugly head: 4
He loses his wife when he sets her up as a milliner, which

bsurd. object of trade_ and the GDZI“
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makes her dependent for her supplies of ostrich feathers on
Hulot-Vasseur, whose mistress she becomes. Stella, the Ger-
man-born woman, also embodies the absurd1tles of European
nationalism; she leaves France at the REEHEBE RS Bat Cor.
man feelmg over Morocco, because people hate her as a Ger-
man, and returns on the eve of the 1914 war, when her
German neighbors persecute her as the wife of a Frenchman.

The only characters free of these obsessions are Marpeaux
and his wife, Rose (though she for a time becomes Paolo’s
mistress). When Marpeaux returns, illegally, from Venezuela,
Paolo suggests that he should spend the time till his pardon is
granted by going to Morocco to hunt butterflies, (The crisis
over Moroceo has driven the prices up.) - Of course, Morocco
has become very .dangerous; the French are fighting the na-
tives. And here lies the moral of the play—the commodity that
seems the object of trade is absurd, mere butterflies, but the |
gommodity that is really traded is man”mhoﬂha&*m«seﬂnlm
health and safety in the pursuit.of.. huiterflies. The ultimate .
object of trade is man, who himself becomes a commodity. |
(This is also the point of Adamov’s very effective dramatization
of Gogol's novel Dead Souls.) Moreover the commodities
are being bought and sold in deadly earnest; trade leads to war.

- Marpeaux, the victim of the soctal system, realizes what is
at stake. After he has received his pardon (at a time when war
between France and Germany seemed inmiminent over Morocco,
and volunteers could gain amnesty), he returns to France and
joins the Socialists. Working in Hulot-Vasseur’s factory, he
opposes the “yellow” Catholic unions managed by the abbé,
and also distributes pacifist pamphlets to the soldiers in their
barracks. To get rid of him, the abbé dencunces him for
subverting the fighting forces. As the first troops march off to
war, Rose tells Paolo that Marpeaux has been arrested, and this
leads to a somewhat unconvincing change of heart in Paolo,
who, in the closing speech of the play, vows that henceforth
he will use his money to help the hungry and needy, rather
than let it circulate in the endless, iniquitous cycle of exchange,
the buying and selling of useless commoditics,

Paclo Paoli is a political play, brilliantly constructed and’} P
executed as drama, not very original as a political argument, ;
{Paolo’s last speech certainly makes little sense even in terms
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of Marxist economics: Money spent on food for the victims
of Right Wing persecution is by no means effectively with-
drawn from the cycle of capitalist exchange.) Nevertheless,
as a tour de force the play shows Adamov as the sovereign
master of his material, bandling it with remarkable power,s’
of invention, construction, and compression.

The question. arises—does this piece of powerfully con-
structed didactic special pleading equal the haunting, dream-
like poetry of far less cleverly structured plays like La Parodie,
La Grande et la Petite Manceuvre or Le Professeur TararineP
explicit social framework of Paolo Paoli
il whlch it is Handled, equ
even in 1ts power to convince; to the vaguer, more
- therefore all-embracmg images of Le Ping=Pong?™

There can be no doubt that fo,t;aAdamov_ the_dev opment
Jualliberation,
through the artisi’s creati cubus of neurg-
5is and deep personal ing. In the whole history of litera-
ture it will be difficult to find a more triomphant example of
the healing power of the creative processes of sublimation. Tt
is fascinating to watch the gradual breakmg down of the
barriers that keep the writer of this series of plays from dealing
with the realities of everyday life; to watch him gain the con-
fidence that he needs to turn the nightmares that mastered him
d into mere material that he can mold and master. His early
\plays are, ag it were, eman {191_155 of his subconsci 08 mind.
projected onto the stage as faithrul transerip
f;ggl}btﬂg.usn%(ljaolo Paoli is consmgg;fy plann (
trolled. Yet it might be argued that this gain in rationality and

—

conscious control represents a loss of the fine frenzy, the

hauntmg power of neu.rosm that ggxe.,the_ﬂanhe;rmglays ﬂleu'“

100,

r nLa Gmnde et la Petite Manceuvre it was the revolution-
arjes’ futile siruggle that represented- the small maneuver, and
the all-enveloping absurdity of the human condition dwarfing
the social struggle that stood for the hig maneuver, then in
Paolo Paoli-the small maneuver looms large and the large ma-

. A
188son in tT:l

g?'“‘" \'\{“llnc}. b .
u 5%,
Arthur Adamov: The Curable and the Incurable 73

,.v,_,“

neuver has receded into a barely perceptible background. “We J
all know,” says the revolutionary leader in the earlier play,
“that death surrounds us. But if we do not have the courage
fo detach ourselves from that idea, we shall retreat from the
demands of the future, and all our sacrifices will have been in

_vain.”# This is the argument that Paolo Paoli represents. In

the earlier play, Adamov had supplied his own bitterly ironical
comment on it: at the very moment when the revolutionary
leader speaks these defiant words, his voice becomes lower,
the pace of his delivery slows down, and he collapses.

" Adamov is far too acute a thinker fo be unaware of the

'nnp11cat10ns of his later position, Having in his earlier phase

concentrated on the absurdity of the human condition, he now |
maintains that “the theatre must show, simultanecusly buty:
well-differentiated, both the curable and the _incurable aspect |
of things, The incurable aspect we 1mow, is that of the
inevitability of death. The curable aspect is the social one.”45-

It is precisely because it does succeed in maintaining the
extremely delicate_balance between the incurable and - the
curable aspects.of the human ¢ condition-that ¢ Pig: -Pong f roust
"be regarded as Adamov’s finest achievement to date. The pin-

* ball machine stands for all illusory objectives, material and
" idedlogical, the pursuit of which secretes ambition, self-seeking,

and the urge to dominate other human beings. There is no
necessity to fall victim to such fllusory aims, so there i zs ia
lésson in th e play. égmxet the ahsucdify.of all hum; human endeavor
in the face of death is never guite forgotten, and is finally put
“before our eyes by a telling and compelling image. Paolo Paoli,
on the other hand, is marred not only by the intrusion of over-
simplified economic and social theories but, above all, by the
introduction of a wholly positive and therefore less than human
character, Marpeaux, and by the even less credible conversion
of a hitherto negative character, Paolo, to provide a climax
and a solution, This noblapharagter and this.noble agtion are
clearly the consequence of the author’s spec1a1 pleading for the
curable aspect of things, which leads to an g&c&&l&x’%gpf
tylﬂ}g,gpm able side of the himan sifuation. Marpeaux’s efforts,
in the last resort, are as futile ag those of the employee in
La Parodie-he is arrested and the war breaks out in spite
of him. Yet the author has to make this into a noble failure,
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owing to the special wickedness of individual enemies, or of
social conditions, at a given period of history. And that is the
point at which the pathetic fallacy enters & politically biased
theatro. Brecht, who was well aware of this danger, aveided
gimilar pitfalls by foregoing all positive characters in some of
his more successful plays (Mother Courage, Galileo}, so that
the positive message might emerge by inference rather than
by concrete demonstration—but with the result that the effect
on the audience tends to.be one of a negative theatre that
concentrates on the incurable aspect of things. .

In some respects, Paolo Paoli contains an important pron;is‘_a
—it shows the way in which some of the elements of ‘the
Theatre of the Absurd can be combined with those of the
conventiona! well-made play to produce a very fruitful fusion
of two different traditions. In the simplicity of its construction,”
the boldness of its characterization, the use of butterflies and
ostrich feathers as symbols that are at the same time perfectly
valid in .the world of economic realities, Paolo Paoli may
contam some useful lessons for the future devie
theatre comBmmg ‘elements of both the didactlc eplc “style anéfa
ﬁ;n? Theatre of the Absurd.

" Nor is Adamov's Tejsction of a nonrealistic style as complete
as it might appear. It is surely. significant that in the fall of
1958, when he felt himself called upen to take an active
part in the campaign against the new Gaullist constitution,
.Adamov found it easier to resoxt to allegorical techniques than
to make his point in the fori‘of realistic didactic drama. Of
the three short pieces he contributed to the volime Thédire
de Société, two are allegorical and only one is realistic—and an
acknowledged failure.

The most ambitious of these three sketches, Intimnité, uses
personified collective concepts rather like those we find in me-
dieval mystery plays—de Gaulle is caricatured as The Cause
Incarnate, the Socialists as the Cause’s servile and stupid
lackey, the young blood among the Algerian colbns as a
bullying ruffian labeled The Elite. The Cause Incarnate is
protected by a bodygnard of brutal strong-arm men; they are
called The Effects of the Cause. In the short monologue La
Complainte du Ridicule, the personification of ridicule Ia-
ments the sad fact that it seems to have lost the pawer to kill
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« it possessed. in former, happier times in France. Both these

playlets; although clearly ephemeral pidoes doccasion, are
successful as robust topical satire. The third, Je Ne Suis Pas
Frongais, fails even on this level; it shows the way French
parachutists in Algiers were reported to have coerced the
Moslem population into demonstrating for France in May,
1958, but remains unconvincing in spite, or because, of its
documentary technigue. The political purpose is so obvious
that the more realistically the subject is presented, the more it
seems to lose the effect of reality.

Realism and fantasy are also.combined in the radlo play En
Fiacre (1959). by the device of presenting a real, historically
authenticated event involving characters who are demented—
three old ladies who, having lost the house they lived in, spend
the night in horse-drawn cabs they hire to drive around and
around the streets of old-time Paris. The incident, presented

* as based on the casebook of a psychiatrist, and as having ac-

tually happened in February, 1goz, might well have sprung
from the dream world of one of Adamov’s early plays. One of
the three sisters is killed when she falls out of the moving cab.
Has she heen pushed out by the other twoP And why have
these three old women become homeless wanderers in the
night? Tt appears that they leamed only after their father died
that the house they lived in had been the headquarters of a
chain’of brothels. There is also a suggestion that the dead sis-
ter, the youngest of the three, might have been in on the
secret, that she might have been involved in what went on in
those brothels, that she had a lover, that she was in the habit
of occasionally paying the cabdrivers for those nightly journeys

. in currency other than mere money. But then all this may be

the outcome of the fantasies of i insane old women. En Fiacre
is strictly documentary, but, in the niture of a scientific case-
book, it does not seek to epram too much; it merely sets down
what has been reported, leaving the motives of the action as
unexplained as the solution. And while the treatment is nat-
uralistic, the theme is madness, fantasies, dreams, frrational
fears, and jealousies. The streets of Paris at night, pitiful vic-
tims of neurosis exposed to the insults of cabdrivers—this is a
world not too far removed from that of L Aves.

In hls latest play. LenPrmtemps 71 (Sp,:ng zgj% a vast can-
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of the soul, Like one of his own characters, be is the embod.l-

ment of two conflicting tendencies coexisting within the same |

person.
Only posterity will be able to tell which of the two was more

valuable, which will have the more lasting effect.

Chapter Three

EUGENE IONESCO: THEATRE AND ANTI-TﬁEATBE )

Al

The development of Arthur Adamov clearly poses the
alternative between the theatre as an instrument for the ex- |
pression of the individual’s obsessions, nightmares, and anxiety, |
‘and the theatre as an instrument of political ideology and col-
lective social action, Adamov has given his own emphatic an-""
swer 10 the question. Eugéne lonesco, who started from the’
same premises as Adamov and initially developed along par--

- allel lines, has equally emphatically reached the opposite con-

cIus:ons

_ And Tonesco, however obscure and enigmatic he might ap-
pear in his plays, has shown that he can be highly lucid and
brilliantly persuasive in expounding his ideas when he is pro-
voked to defend himself by attacks, such as the one Kenneth
Tynan, the dramatic critic of the London Observer, launched
against him in the summer of 1958. In reviewing a revival of
The Chairs and The Lesson at the Royal Court, Tynan warned
his readers of the danger -that Tonesco might become the
messiah of the enemies of realism in the theatre. “Here at last
was a self-proclaimed advocate of anti-thédire: éxplicitly anti-
realist and ‘by - implication anti-reality as well. Here was a

_ writer ready to declare that words were meaningless and that
- all communication between human beings was impossible,”

Tynan conceded that Ionesco presented a valid personal vi-
sion, but “the peril arises when it is'held up for general emula-
tion as the gateway to the theatre of the future, that bleak

-~ mew world from which the humanist heresies of faith in logic

and belief in man will forever be banished.” Ionesco was mov-
ing away from realism, with “characters and events: [that] have
traceable roots in life”—from plays such as those of Gorki,
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Chekhov, Arthur Miller, Tennessee Williams, Brecht, O’Casey,
Osborne; and-Sartre.! _

Tynan’s_attack opened one of the most interesting. discus-

stons on this subject ever conducted in public. Ionesco replied
that he certainly did not see himself as a_messiah;, “because

. T do not like messiahs and I certainly do not consider the vo-

cation of the artist or the playwright to lie in that divection.
I havé a distinet impression that it is Mr. Tynan who is in
search of messiahs. But to deliver a message to the world, to
wish to direct its course, to save it, is the business of the found-
ers of religions, of the moralists or the politicians. . . . A play-
wright simply writes plays, in which he can offer only a testi-
mony, not & didactic message. . . . Any work of art which was
ideological and nothing else would be pointless . . . inferior
to the doctrine it claimed to illustrate, which would already
have been expressed in its proper language, that of discursive.
demonstration. An ideological play ‘can be no more than tha'

Tonesco protested against the imputation that he was a de-
liberate anti-realist, that he maintained the impossibility of
\-5 communication by language. “The very fact of writing and
 presenting plays is surely incompatible with such a view. I

simply hold that it is difficult to make oneself understood, not

absolutely impossible.” After a dig at Sartre (as the author
of political melodramas), Qsborne, Miller, Brecht, et al,, as

“aiteurs du -boulevard—representatives of a Left Wing con-

formism which is just as lamentable as the Right Wing sort,”
{ Tonesco stated his conviction that society itself formed one of
| the barriers between human beings, that the authentic com-
| munity of ‘man is wider than society. “No society has been

able to abolish human sadness, no political system can deliver

(vulgarization of an ideology. . . .2

" us from the pain of living, from our fear of death, our thirst

for the absolute; it is the human condition that directs the
social condition, not vice versa.” Hence the need to break down
_the language. of society, which “is nothing but clichés, empty
forroulas and slogans.” That is why . the ideologies with. their
“fossilized language must be continually re-examined and “their
_congealed language . . .
find the living sap beneath.” :

relentlessly split apart in order t&

- , A
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N To discover the fundamental problem common to all
mankind, I must ask myself what my fundamental problem
is, what my most ineradicable fear is. I am certain then to
find the problems and fears of literally everyone. That is the
true road into my own darkness, our darkness, which I try

:to bring to the light of day. . . fx work of art is the ex®
! pression of an incommunicable reality that one tries to com-
i municate—and which sometimes can be communicated.\
‘That is its paradox and its truth.* S

Tonesco’s article provoked a wide and varied response-—-a
cleai_' indicati(_m that both he and Tynan had touched on a vital
issue. There were those who congratulated Ionesco on having

1" written “one of the most brilliant refutations of the current
. theory of ‘social realism,”” but added, “If only M. Ionesco

were able to put some of its clarity and wisdom into his own
plays, he might yet become a gredt playwright!” (H. F. Gar-
- ten, the critic and expert on modern German drama), as well

- .as those who agreed with Kenneth Tynan that a repudiation

of politics in #tself amounted to a political ideology (John

“Berger, the Marxist art critic). George Devine, the artistic di-

rector of the Royal Court Theatre, supported Ionesco, but in-
sisted that Arthur Miller, John Osbome, and Brecht were by
no means exclusively concerned with social purposes: “The
framework of these plays is consciouisly social but the core of
them is human,” while Philip Toynbee pointed out that he

- considered Ionesco frivolous and thought Arthur Miller &

greater dramatist anyway.

In the same.issue of The Observer, Tynan himself took up
Ionesco’s challenge. His argument hinged on Ionesco’s conten-
tion that artistic expression could be independent of, and in

* some ways superior to, ideologies and the needs of the “real

world.” “Art and ideology often interact on each other, but the
plain fact is that both spring from a common source. Both
draw on human experience to explain mankind to itself, . . .
They are brothers, not child and parent.” Ionesco’s emphasis
on introspection, the exploration of his private anxieties, Tynan
argued, opened the door to subjectivism, which would make
objective value judgment, and thus criticism of such plays, im-
possible, “Whether M. Ionesco admits it or not, every play
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worth serious consideration is a statement. It is a statement
addressed in the first person singular to the first person plural,
and the latter must retain the right to dissent. ... . If a man -
tells me something I believe to be an untruth, am I forbidden

to. do more than. congratulate him on the brilliance of his
lying?™s ~ , .

" The controversy raged on in the pages of the next issue of
The Observer—with distinguished contributions from Orson
Welles (mainly on the role of the eritic and critical'smndaﬁd.g ),
Lindsay Anderson, the young dramatist Keith Johnstone, ‘anid
others.. Ionesco’s own second riposte, however, was not .purb-
lished. Tt has since appeared in Cahiers des Saisons.® In it,
Tonesco tackles the real issue behind the controversy—the prob-
lem of form and content. . :

" “Mr, Tynan reproaches me with letting myself he seduced

[ by the ‘means of expressing ‘objective reality’ (Yet what is ob-

! jective reality? That is another question) to such an extent thas

*1 forget the objective reality for the sake of the means of ex- =

pression. . . . In other words, I think that I am accused of

formalism.” But, lonesco maintains, the history of art, of lit- - |-

- érature; is essentially the history of modes of _expression. “To
approach the problem of literature through -the study of its
ways of espression (which is what the critic ought to do, in
my opinion) amounts to approaching its basis, to fathom its
essenice.” Thus Tonesco’s own attack against fossilized forms of
1language, which is itself an attempt at revitalizing dead forms,

" lappears to him to be as deéply conceined with objective reals

‘“jty as any social realism, “To renew the languige is to renew,

“the conception, the vision of the world. Revolution consists in
bringing about a - change in mente] attitudes.” As 21l really
creative artistic expression is an attempt at saying new things
in a new way, it cannot, by definition, merely serve for the re-
statement of existing ideologies. Form. and structure, which
must pbey their own internal laws of consistency and cohe-

sion, are as jmportant as conceptual éontent. “I do not believe . i

that-there is a.contradiction between creative and cognitive
activity, for the structures of the mind probably refle¢t uni-
versal structures.” - ST -
A temple of & cathedral, although not representational, rey
veals the fundamental laws of structure; and its value as a

- =
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work of art lies in this, rather than in its utilitarian purpose. .
Formal experiment in art thus becomes an exploration of real-
ity more valid and more useful (because it serves fo enlarge
man’s understanding of the real world) than shallow works that
are immediately comprehensible to the masses. Since the be-
ginning of our century there has been a great 'upsurgé of such
creative exploration, which has transformed our understanding
of the woerld, particularly in musie and painting, “In literature,
and above all in the theatre, this movement seems to have
come to a stop since, perhaps, 1925, I should like to be able
to hope being considered one of the modest craftsmen who
bave taken it up again, I have, for example, iried to exteriorize
the anxiety . . . of my characters through objects; to make
the stage settings speak; to translate the -action into visusl
‘terms; to project visible images of fear, regret, remorse, aliena~
tion; to play with words. . . . I have thus tried to extend the

language of the theatre. . . . Is this to be condemned?”

Formal experiment, Ionesco argues, is more closely con-

- cerned with reality than social realism as it was displayed at

an exhibition of Soviet painting Ionesco visited, The dull rep-
resentational pictures of the Soviet artists were liked by the
local capitalist Philistines and, what is more, “the social-realist
painters were. formalists and academic precisely because they
bad paid insufficient attention to the formal means of expres-
sion and had thus been unable to achieve any depth.” In the
paintings of an artist like Masson, on the other hand, there was
both truth and life: ‘

Because Masson, the craftsman, had left/human reality
alone, because he had not tried to capture it, thinking only

- of the act of painting, human reality and its tragic elements

‘had revealed -themselves, for that vety reason, rightly,

. freely. Thus what Mr. Tynan calls anti-reality had become

“'real, something incommunicable had communicated itself,

* and there too, behind the apparent repudiation of all hu-

man, concrete, and moral reality, its living heart had been

~ hidden all the time, while on the other side, that of the anti-

formalists, there had ‘been only dried-up forms—empty,
_dead. The heart is not worn on the sleeve.? -

:The Ionesco-Tynan ‘om_ltrovefsy,'bﬁlliantlf conducted on
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i,
both sides, shows that Eugéne%ﬁlonesm is by no means merely
the author of hilarious nonsensé plays, as he is so often repre-
sented in the press, but a serious artist dedicated to the ar-
duous exploration of the realities of the human situation, fully

aware of the task that he has undertaken, and eqmpped thh ’

-formidable mte]lectual powers:}

¢ Jonesco was born ‘in Slatina, Bumama, on November 26,

1912. His mother, whose maiden name was Thérése Icard was

French, and shortly after he was boin, his parents werit to hve
in Paris. French is his first language—he had to acquu‘e most
‘of his Rumanian’ after his yeturn to Rumama at the age of

t_h;rtegn. Hlsﬁrst impressions and memories ave of Paris; .

- When I was a child I lived near the Square de Vaugirard.

.I remember—it was so long agol—the badly lit street on an
autumn or winter evening, My mother held e by the hand;

I was afraid, as children are afraid; we were out shopping

- for the evening meal, On the sidewalks sombre silhouvettes in
agitated movement, people’in a hurry—phantomlike, hallu-

* cinatory shadows. When that image of that street comes to
life again in my memory, when I think that almost ‘all those
people are now dead, everything seems a shadow, gvanes-
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at the village of La Chapelle-Anthenaise, where they were to
board thh farmers.

‘The falling Ilght my uredness, the mysterions hght of the

countryside; the imaginary vision of the long dark corridors

~ of “the castle” [which he took the steeple of the local church

- to be]; and then the thought that I was about to leave my

mother. I could no longeér resist. . . . I flung myself, ¢iying,
-against my mother’s skirts,*® ' .

When he revisited the village of La Chape]le«Anthenmse on
the eve of war, in 193g, Jouesco recalled fragments of mem-
ories of playing “theatre” there with other children, of his ex-
periences in.the village school and with fellow boarders at the
farm, of nightmares and strange apparitions “like figures out
of Brueghel or Bosch—large noses, distorted bodies, horrible
smiles, clubfooted. Later, back in Rumania, I was still childish
‘enough to have stch nightmares. But now the phantoms of
my anxiety had a different appearance—they were two-dimen-
sional, sad rather than hideous, with énormous eyes. One is
led to believe that: there are both Gothlc and Byzantme haltu-
cinations.”11 :

He has recalled how at that time he dreamed of becommg

" u saint but, reading the religions books available.in the village,

he learned that it is wrong to seek after glory. So he abandoned

cence, I am seized by & vertlgo of anxiety. . B8 nec 10 56 i
the idea of sainthood. Shortly afterward, he read the lives of

- Turénné and Condé and decided to become a great warrior.
Sy At the age of thirteen, ba.ck in, Pans, he wrote his ﬁrst play,
e g patriotic drama. =

|
! Evanescence, anxxety—and the theatre
a
|

. my mother cuuld' fiot tear me away from the Punch

and ]udy show at the Luxembourg Gardens. I stayed there,

I could stay there, enrapt, for whole days, The spectacle

~ of the Punch and Judy show held me there, as if stupefied,
“ through the sight of these puppefts that talked, moved,
- clubbed each other. It was the spectacle of the world itself,

-' which; unusual, improbable, but truer than truth, presented- .
_ itself to me in an infinitely simplified and caricatured form,

- a8 if to under]me its grotesque and bruotal truth. .

After z few years at schooI, the local école commiunale in
Paris, the boy developed anemia and was sent to the country.
He has described how he arrived, before he had reached the
age of nine, together with his sister, who was a. year younger,

-~

The family returned to Bumama, Tonesco encou.ntered a
rawer, more brutal world: “Shortly after fny arrival in my
second homeland, I saw a man, still young, big and strong,
attack an old man with his fists and kicking him with his boots.
- T have no other images of the world  except those of eva-

N rutEllty yanity ana"’"“ Tige, nqt'hmgness or h1d-

y confirmed what I had seen and understood in my child-
hood: vain and sordid fury, cries suddenly stified by silence,
shadows engulfed forever in the night. . . ™12

In Rumania, Tonesco went through school and became a
student of French at the University of Bucharest _He wrote his

EESE RS e gtk L
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first poems, elegies influenced by Maeterlinck and Francis
Jammes. He also ventured into the realm of literary criticism,
publishing a withering attack on three then fashionable and
leading Rumanian writers—the poets Tudor Arghezi and Ion
Barbu and the novelist Camil Petresco—accusing them of nar-
row provincialism and lack of originality. But a few days later
he published a second pamphlet, praising the same authors to

the skies as great and wmiversally valid figures of Rumanian

national literature. Finally he presented the two essays side by
side, under the title Nol, to prove the possibility of holding
opposite views on the same subject, and the 1denl:lty of con-
traries. '

Having ﬁmshed his studies, Ionesco became a teacher of
El;eilch at a Bucha.rest lycée ‘In 1936 he marti d Rodlca.

-----

uucommon in Eastern Europe whose Oriental beauty has
given rise to the wholly unwarranted rumor that Ionesco’s wife
is Chinese. In. 1938, Jonesco obtained a government grant to

enable him to tﬁ_go to France to undertake research for thesis

he planned on “the themes of sin and death in French poetry

since Baudelaire.” He went back to France but is reputed.

never to have written a smgle line of this great work.

In the spring of 1g3g he revisited La Chapelle-Anthenaise,
searchmg for his childhood, putting down his memories in his
diary. “T am’ writing, writing, writing. All my life I have been
writing; I have never been able to do anything else.13 , , .. To
whom can all this be of intergst? Is my sadness, my despau-
communicableP It cannot have significance for anyone, No one
knows me, I am nobody. If I were a writer, a public figure,
it might assume some:interest perhaps. And yet Iam hke all
the others. Anyone can recognize himself in me.”t¢

At the outbreak of war Ionesco was at Marseille. Later he

returned to Paris, and worked in the production department .

of a publishing house, His daughter Marie-France was born in

1944. When the war ended, Ionesco was almost tlm-ty—three,_“ o

ool

There was notbmg to mdmate that he was soon to become a
famous dramatist. In fact, he disliked the th theat:re ¢ intensely: “I
read fiction, essays, T went to the ‘cinerna with | pleasure, I lis-
tened to music from time to time, I visited art gaﬂenes, but .,
I hardly ever went to the theatre.”15

o
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Why did he dislike the theatre? He had loved it as a boy,
but he had begun to dislike it ever since, “having acquired a
critical sense, I became aware of the strings, the crude strings
of the theatre.” The acting of the cast embarrassed him, hel,.
felt embarzassed for. the actors. “Going to the theatre to me
Theant going to see people, apparently serious people, making
a spectacle of themsélves.” And yet Tonesco liked fiction, he
was even convinced that the truth of fiction is superior to that
of reality. Nor did he dislike acting in the cinema. But in the
theatre “it was the presence on the stage of flesh-and-blood
people that embarrassed me: Their material ial presence destroyed

- the fiction. I was confronted, as it were, by two pIanes of real-

ty—the concrete, material, nnpovenshed empty, “limited re-

Ty,

ality of these living, everyday human beings, moving about
and talking on the stage, and the reality of the imagination,
the two face to face and not comciding, unable to be brought
into relation with each other; two ‘antagonistic worlds incapa-
ble of being unifled, of merging.”18
In spite of his dislike of the theatre, Ionesoo wrote a play, -
almost against his will. This is how it happened: In 1948, he .
decided that he ought to learn English. And so he acquu-ed an
ﬂghsh course. Learned research, published in the august
“pages of the Cahiers du Collége de Pataphysique, has siice,
by close textual analysis, established that the text in guestion
was L’Anglais Sans Peine, of the Assimil method. # Ionesco
~ himself has described what happened next

I set to work. Conscientiously I copied whole sentences
_ from my primer with the purpose of memorizing them. Re-
reading them attentively, I learned not English but some
astonishing truths—that, for example, there are seven days
in the week, something I already mew; that the floor is
down, the ceiling up, things I already knew as well, per-
haps, but that I had never seriously thought about or had
forgotten, and that seemed to me, suddenly, as stupefying
as they were indisputably true 18

" As the lessons became more complex, two characters were
introduced, Mr. and Mrs. Smith:

To my astonishment, Mrs. Smitﬁ informed her husband
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that they had several children, that they lived in the vicinity
of London, that their name was Smith, that Mr. Smith was
-a clerk, that they had a servant, Mary—English, like them-
selves, . . .- I should like to point out the irvefutable, per-
fectly axiomatic character of Mrs. Smith’s assertions, as well
as the entirely Cartesian manner of the author of my Eng-
lish primer; for what was truly remarkable about it was its
eminently methodical procedure in its quest for truth. In
the fifth lesson, the Smiths’ friends the Martins arrive; the
- four of them begin to chat and, starting from basic axiofns;
_they build more complex truths: “The country is. qmeter
“than the big city., ., 19

Here was a_comic s sitvation, already in dialogue form two

* married couples solemnly mformmg each other of things that
must have beén obvious to all of them all along. But ihen “a
strange phenomenon took place. T don’t know how—the text
began imperceptibly to change before ‘my eyes, and in spite
of me. The very simple, Iummously clear statéments 1 had
copied djllgently intomy . . notebaok, left to themselves, fer-
mented after a while, lost their original identity, expanded and

}overﬁowed “The- clichés -and truisms of the cmversatwn'- ’

Jpnmer, which had once made sense although.they had now
{ beeome empty and fossilized, gave way to pseudo-clichés and
pseudo~tnusms these:: disintegrated into’ wild caricature and
pamdy, and in ‘the end language itself” d151ntegrated into dis-
‘ ]Umted fragments of words. .

While writing the play .(for it had become a kind of play
or anti-play; that is, a parody of a play, a. comedy of com-
edy) I felt sick, chzzy, nauseated. I had fo interrupt my

" work from time to time and, wondering all the while what
.. demon was proddmg e on, lic down on my couch for fear

- .”of seemg my: work sink into nothingness, and me w1th it.20-

k4 That is how Tonesco’s first play cams into being. At first he
wanted to ¢all it L'Anglais Sans Peme, later I’ Heure Anglazse,
but in the end it was ca]led La Cemtamce Chauve——The Bal’d
Sépmno

Tonesco read ]115 pIay toa group of friends. They found it
funny, although ke believed himsclf to have written a very

Fin
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serious piece, “the tragedy of language.” One of these friends,
Monique Saint-Céme, who had translated novels from the Ru-
manian and was at that time, at the end of 1940, working
with a group of avant-garde actors under the direction of Ni-
oolas Bataille, asked Ionesco to lend her the manuseript.
Nicolas Bataille, then twenty-three years old, liked the play
and wanted to meet its author. Tonesco came to see him at the
little Thédtre de Poche Nicolas Bataille has described that

) meetmg

. tradition demands that I shouId tell what was the

ﬁrst impression T had of him. Well, to follow that usage, I

_shall say that he seemed to me to resemble Mr. Pickwick.

1 told him that we wanted to stage his play. He replied,

“Pas possiblel” He had already submitted it, without suc-

cess, to, among others, Jean-Loms Barrault and . . . the
Comédie 1!"ramg:ause121

At first the director tned to stage the play in a WIIdlY paro-

distic style. But that did not work. Finally, all concerned real-

ized that, to have its full effect, the text would have to be.

‘actéd in deadly seriousness, like 2 play by Ibsen or Satdou. In
- fact, when asking Jacques. Noél to design the set, Bataille did
" not give him ‘the play to redd. He merely “told him to design

the drawing room for Hedda Gabler. Another model the pro-
duction followed was the conceptlon of the English character
conveyed by the novels of Jules Verne, whose English people

~ have a peculiar decorum and sang-froid, which has been bril-.

liantly captured by the original illustrators in the shﬁ be—
whiskered figures of the Editions Hetzel. - '
The title of the play was found during rehea.rsa]s n the 10ng

_and pointless anecdote entitled “The Headcold,” -which the

fire chief tells, there is a reference to an.institutrice blonde,
a blonde schoolteacher, During one run-through, ‘Henri-

' Jacques Huet, who played the fire chief, made a mistake and

said “cantatrice chauve” mstead Ionesco, who was prisent,
iminediately realized that this was a far better title than
I’Heure Anglaise or even Big Ben Follies (which be had con-
sidered at one time). And so the play became The Bald So-

- prano. ‘A brief reference to the “cantatrice chauve” was in-

troduced at the- end of Scene 10, When the five chief, as heis
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about to leave, creates general embarrassment by asking about
the bald soprano, and after a painful silence receives the an-
swer that she still wears her hair the same way.

Another important change that occurred during rehearsals

!concerned the end of the play. Originally Ionesco had in- -

tended that after the final quarrel between the two couples
the stage should be left empty for a moment, then some ‘ex-
tras in the audience were to start booing and protesting; this
would lead to the appearance of the manager of the theatre.on
the stage, followed by the police. The police would “machine-
gun” the audience, while the manager and the police sergeant
would congratulate each other by shaking hands. But ‘this
would have necessitated a pumber of additional actors and
thereby have increased the costs. So, as an alternative, Ionesco
had planned to let the maid, at the height of the quarrel,
‘announce, “The Authorl,” after which the author would ap-
pear, the actors would Tespectfully step aside and applaud
him while the author would approach the footlights with
sprightly steps, but suddenly raise his fists and shout at. the
andience, “You bunch of crocks! I'll get youl” But, Ionesco

, Teports, this ending was considered “too polemical” and so
| eventually, as no other ending could be found, it was decided

1that there would be no end at all and that instead the play
iwould start all over again from the beginning. -
" La Cantatrice Chauve,z‘bﬂled as_an “antiplay” was ﬁrst

performed at the Théatze des Noctambules on May 1i, 1950.,

It was coldly received. Only Jacques Lemarchand, at that time
the critic' of Combat, and the playwright Armand Salacron
gave it favorable' notices. There was little money for pubhmty,
so-the actors turned themselves into sandwich men and pa-
raded the streets with their boards for about an hour before
the performance. But th theatrg”;emamgdmammgg empg
Maore than once, when thers were fewer than three people in

the theatre, they were given their' money back and the actors

_.went home. After about six weeks they gave up. .
came a tuming point; not onIy wa§ he amazed to’ hear the
audience laugh. at what he considered a traglc spectacle -of
human life reduced to passionless automatism through-bour-
' geois convention and the fossmzahon of language he. was also

H

For Ionesco, this first encounter with. the living theatre be-
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deeply moved by seeing the creatures of his imagination come
to life: '

One cannot resist the desire of making appear, on a stage,

- characters that are at the same time real and invented, One

cannot resist the need to make them spesk, to make them
-live before our eyes. To incarnate phantasms, to give them
life, is a prodigious, irreplaceable adventure, to such an
extent that I myself was overcome when, during the rehears-
-als of my first play, I suddenly saw characters move on the -
stage who had come out of myself. I was frightened, By
what right had I been able to do this? Was Eh.ls allowed?
. It was almost diabolical.?2

Suddenly Ioresco realized that it was Ius destiny fo write
for the theatre, He who had been embarrassed when he saw
actors trying to identify themselves. with the characters, tHey

.portrayed, to the point of finding such attempts indecent (as
- Brecht had before him}, but who had been, equally repelled.

by Brechtian acting, which “made the actor a mere pawn in
a chess game” and dehumanized him, now _:realized what it
had been that made h1m uneasy:

. if the theatre had embarrassed me by enlargmg and
thereby coarsening nuances, that was 'merely because it had
_enlarged them insufficiently. What seemed ‘too- crude ‘was
not'¢rude enough; what seemed to be not subtle enongh

_was in fact too subtle. For if the essence of the theatre lay

' in thé enlargement of effects, it was necessary to enlarge

them even more, to underline thém, to emphasize them as
‘much as possiblé. To push the theatre beyond that inter-
mediary ‘zone that is neither theatre nor literature was to
put it back into its proper framework, to its natural limits.
What wis needed was not to disguise the strings that moved
the puppets but to make them even more. visible, deliber-
ately apparent, to-go right down to the very basis of the
grotesque, the realm of ‘caricature; to. transcend the pale
irony of witty drawmg—room comedies ., . . to push every-
thmg’ to paroxyst, to. ‘the point where the sources of the
“fragic.lie, To create a theatre of wolence—wolently coxmc, K

- violently dramatlc 3.

"
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To reach this point, Ionesco has since argued, the theatre_
must work with veritable shock tacties; reality itself, the con-ﬂ

.\ sciousness of the spectator, his habitual apparatus of thought

¢ —language--must be overthrown, dislocdted, turned inside out,i
. so that ke suddenly comes face to face with a new percep-

| g
V5
|

tion of reahty Thus Ionesco, the persistent cr'tlc' of Brecht is
in fact 10 ostu]atmg a far more radical, al far mor 1ta
ahenatlon effect. ‘Whiat made him uneasy n the “Brechtian style
§F acting was precisely that “it appeared as an unacceptable
mixture of the true and the false™; that, in effect, it did ‘ngt
oarry alienation, the abandonment of a simulation of reahty,
far enough,
La Cantatrice Chauve (known as The Bald Soprane in the
United States and as The Bald Prima D ; in Britain) has
been so widely perfonned ‘and pubhshed that it is unnecessary
to outline its contents in detail. Some of its features have al-
ready become proverbial: the clock that, in a spirit of con-
tradiction, always indicates the opposite of the correct time,
or the classic recognition scene between a married couple, who,
after a feat of logical deduction, to their great surprise reach

the conclusion that as they seem to be living in the same

street, the same house, the same floor, the same room, the

- same bed, they must necessarily be man and wife. (This scene

is said to be based on an episode when Ionesco and his wife
found themselves entering the same Métro carriage by differ-
ent doors and went through an elaborate pElIltOm]Ine of recog-
nition. ) 24

= "Nor is there any doubt left of the meaning and mtentlon of
theplay. Tonesco himself, who has said that he never has ideas
before writing a play, but has a good many ideas ahout its
meaning after he has completed it,?® has explained it most

convmcmgly. It is in fact a tragicomic picture of life in an .
, age when “we can no. longer avoid asking ourselves what we

are “doing here on-edrth and how, Having 16 “deep sense of

i
i

! world, .

Lot destlny, we-can”éndure the crushing weight of the material

.. When there is no more incentive to be wicked,

L and everyone is good, what shall we do with our goodness,;

-or-our non-wickedness, our non-greed, our ultimate neutrality?;

{" The people in The Bald Soprano have no ‘hunger, no con- N
\ scious desires; they are bored stiff. They feel it vaguely, hence

ALt I puin Bty i
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the final explosion—which is quite useless, as the characters
and situations are both static and interchangeab e, and every-
B

Cends” whiere it stafted. "2
’I'he ﬁé")“r‘“iﬁ‘éﬁ‘M attack aga.mst what Tonesco has called the™
. the persomﬁcahon of ac-

T

K& deplores is the Tevelinig of md1v1dua11ty, the acceptance of
slogans by the masses, of ready-made ideas, which increasingly

turn our mass societies into collections of centrally directed
~ automata, “The Smiths, the Martins can no longer talk be- :

” What -

)

i

cause they can no longer think; they can no longer think
because they can no longer be moved, can no longer feel pas-

sions. They can no longer be; they can ‘become’ anybody,

anythmg, for, having lost their identity, they w

tity o e mterchan eable 2T

We live in a WorId that has lost its metaphysxcal dimension, -

and therefore all mystery. But to restore the_ sense of mystery
we must learn to see the most commonplace in its full horror:

“To feel the absurdity of the commonplace, and of language—
its falseness—is already to have gone beyond it: To go beyond

it we must first of all bury ourselves in it. What is comieal is
the unusual in its pure state; nothing seems more surprising

Yo e than that which ”’Banal thie surreal is here;, within
grasp of our hands, in our everyday conversation,”2®

- Having rediscovered his childhood passion for the theatre,
_Jonesco_even adveniured into becoming an actor. He accepted

an offer from the director of L.a Cantatrice Chauve, Nicolas

Bataille, and the well-known theatrical scholar and director,
Akakia Viala, to play the part of Stepan Trofimovich in an
adaptation of _Daostoeyski’s' The Possessed by Bataille and
Akakia Viala. He who had a} always regarﬂed the effort an actor
must make as unbearable, bordering on the absurd or a kind
of sainthood, now learned what it means “to take on another
human being, when one finds it hard enough already to bear
with oneself; to understand him with the help of the dn'ector,
when one does not understand oneself.”2®’

- Ionesco did not like the character he had undertaken to
act, “because he was another, and in allowing myself to be
inhabited by him, I really had the impression of being * pos-

-
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sessed’ or “dispossessed,’ of losing myself, of remouncing my
personality, which I don’t like particularly but to which I have
at last become accustomed.”®® And yet, after many attempts
to desert, having been held back merely by the sense of his
moral obligation, suddenly the moment came when he dis-
covered that precisely because he had lost himself in the char-
acter of Stepan Trofimovich, he was_finding his own self in.a
new sense. “I had leained that each of us is all the others,
that my solitude had not been real and that the actor can,
better than anyone else, understand human beings by uiider-
standing himself, In learning to act, I have also, in a certain
sense, learned to admit that the others are oneself, that you
yourself are the others, and that all lonelinessesq% become
identiﬁed.”31,. . . - h@{" i EJH;‘:’M‘:.? é‘r”
The run of [fhe Possessed Eﬂtfleﬂ“'ﬁféé ® (ﬁ% Noctambules,
which gave Ionesco these insights into the art of acting, came
to an end on February 18, 1g51. Two days later, his second
play, written in June, 1950, had jts first night al the "ty
Théitre de Poche. Thif was méﬁﬁﬁ}(ilgngggsan). As
Jacques Lemarchand has poirtéd out, 1t was 2 disconcerting
occasion for those who after The Bald Soprano—a play: in
which no soprano appeared, and no bald person either—ex-
pected that in The Lesson there weuld be no question of a
lesson. To their surprise, the whole play consisted of an hour’s
reproduction of a lesson, an unusual dng, no doubt, but a I.es-
son nevertheless: an-aged professor giving private instruction
to an eager but obtuse girl pipil, a less¢n in geography, addi-
tion, multiplication, lingnistics, and other subjects—in short, as
Jacques Lemarchand put it, almost “a faithful reproduction of
a lesson given ‘by Marshal Foch a’the école de guerre”3?
, is concerned with lan-
guage, and not only ini the long dissertation on the neo-Spanish
'\ language group, which includes a large number of real and
maginary languages that are superficially all the same yet
are all distinguished by subtle differences, jmperceptible tg
the ear but very real nevertheless. Thus the word “grand-mére
in French is pronounced “grand-mére” in Spanish, in Sardana-
pali, or in Rumanian as well, and yet there is a world of subtle
difference between these languages. That is, if cne man says,
“Crandmother” and apother man says “Grandmother,” they
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seem to be saying the same thing, but are in fack talking about
“vastly different people! So, as the professor learnedly points
out, if an Italian says “my country,” he means Italy, but if
an Oriental says “my country,” he means the Orient, the same
.word signifying completely different things. This is a_demon-
stration of the basic impossibility of communication—words
“cannut—ronvey meanings  because they leave out of account
the personal associations they carry for each individual. This
is one of the reasons why the professor seems unable to break
through to his pupil. Their minds work along different lines
and will never meet. The pupil can add but fails to grasp the
possibility of subtraction, vet she can multiply asironomical
figures in a flash, explaining to the baffled professor that she
has merely learned zll possible multiplication tables by heart.
-And yet, she says, she can count only to sixteen, .
But there is more about language in The Lesson than
a demonstration of the difficulties of communication. Here lan-
guage is also shown as an instrument of power. As the play
pdunie ‘e
proceeds, the pupil who was eager, lively, and alert is gradu-
ally drained of her vitality, while the professor, who was timid
and mervous at the beginning, gradually gaing in assurance
and domination. It is clear that the professor derives his.pro-
gressive increase of power from his role as a giver, a very

“arbitrary_prescriber, of mneanings. Because words must have

the significance he decides to_give them, the pupil comes un- |

der his dominance, which finds its concrete, theatrical expres-
Sion 1o her rape.and murder, The maid, who in turn dominates
the professor like a ‘malignant mother figure, is immune ]
he attacks her with ame knife—simply because she is not
one of his pypils, It is the maid who finally sums up the situa-
tion—"arithmetic leads to philology, and philology leads to

crime. . . " -

. The discomfiture of the pupil annoumces itself when she is
suddenly overtaken by a violent toothache, “the final, great
symptom,” as the maid puts it. In some ways this toothache
indicates the pupil’s loss of the*power to speak, her loss of the
gift of language, but it also annmounces the victory of physical
reality over that of the mind, Progressively, all the parts of
her hody begin to ache wntil, in an act of complete physical
subjection, she allows the professor to plunge the knife into
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her, accepting the professor’s final proposition—"The knife
kills.” :

The sexual connotation of this climactic moment of the play
js quite openly mdicated. "Lhe pupil flops into a chair “In. an
immodest position . . . her legs spread wide and hanging over
both sides of the chair. The professor remains standing in front
of her, his back to the audience,” Murderer and victim shout

. “Anahl” at the same moment. In Marcel Cuvelier’s production,

the repeated rhythmic enunciation of the key word “coutea”
by murderer and victim was equally unambiguously orgiastic..

Pierre-Aimé Touchard has argued that The Lesson expresses
in caricatured form the spirit of domination always present in
teacher-pupil relationships, and that the professor kills the
gir] because her toothache enables her to escape from having

genious interpretation, is in turn a symbol for- all forms of
dictatorship. When dictators feel that their domination of their
people is- on the wane, they want to annihilate the rebellicus
ones, abolishing their own power in doing so.88 This inter-
pretation is somewhat rationalistic, although it is supported
by the maid’s handing the professor a swastika armband at the
end of the play. The political implication of domination is cer-
tainly present in: The Lesson, bat it 8 only one, an perhaps
a minor, aspect of its main proposition, which hinges on the
fg_gﬂua] nature of all power and the relationship between lan-
Fuage and power as the bags of all human ties. The rofessor

€ pupiL, 535 dominated by the maid,
who treats him like a fond, ¥ disapproving/mother, spoiling
her naughty child by ultimately overlooking his most flagrant
pranks. The point of the play surely is that the pupils always
get a toothdache, and that the professor always rapes and kills
them. The murder we witness is his fortieth on that single day.
And the play ends with the forty-first victim arriving for her
lesson. - ' ' a K

'

. to listen to his instruction. This, according to Touchard’s in- -

It is all authority, therefore, which is shown up in its sexuaﬂ,

sadistic nature, What Ionesco is saying is that even behind so
apparently harmless an exercise_of_authority as the teacher-
pupil.celationship, all The viclence.and domination, all the ag.
gressiveness and possessiveness, the crueity and lust are presen

that make up any manifestation of power. The technique of
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! nonliterary theatre, which allows the auther and director to

Troat the et of & play as expendable, enables Ionesco to bring

this hidden coptent into the gpen. While the Janguage remaing
on the plane of question and answer, of information asked for
and imparted, the action can_become more and more violent,
sensuous, and All that remains of the elaborate body
of knowledge, information (in. its parodied form), and con-
ceptual apparatus is the basic fact that the professor wants
to dominate and to possess the pupil. Jonesco labeled The
Lesson a “drame comigue.” Tt certainly is very funny, but it
is a stark and pessimistic drama nevertheless,

Jacques, ou la Soumission (Jack, 67 the Subiission)in the
American, Jdcques,. or.(bédignce in the British translation},
which Ionesco completed after The Lesson, in the summer of
1950, has a very similar theme—the individual cowed into gon-—
formism Buysmieﬁ”a—.ﬁmenﬁon through_the operation_of ;{
the sexual instinct. Jacques at first xefuses to pronounce the |
w_ﬂq gonfirm_ his acceptance. of.the standards, of
i famnily, all the members of which are called Jacques. as
well, thus revealing their renunciation of individuality in the
same way the family of Bobby Watsons symbolized the con-
formity of petty-bourgeois existence in The Bald Soprano.
Jacques resists the pressure of his family for a while; he refuses
to accept the need to pronounce the fatal words and even cries
out, “Oh, words, what crimes are committed in your namel”
but when his sister Jacqueline points out to him that he is
“chronométrable”—i.e. (probably), subject to the working of
time, subject to the law of the clock—he collapses and finally
pronounces the family creed: “F'adore Tes pommes de terre ati

Tard” {This is transiated as “J love potatoes in their jackets”
in the British edition, “I adore hashed brown potatoes” in the
American, but probably just means “I adore potatoes fried in
bits of laxd” or “potatoes with bacon,” as emerges in the sequel
to the play The Future Is in Eggs, where the bits of bacon
play a part and have made the English translator, Derek
Prouse, adopt the term “potatoes with bacon.”) -
The agceptance of the bourgeois creed by the rebellious
ex-bohemian son is, according to the Fiénich tradition, the sig-
nal for settling down and marriage. Jacques is accordingly .
brought together with the daughter of the Robert family,
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Roberte, 2 girl with two noses. Once more Jacques is rebellious
—two noses ave not enough for him; he needs three noses in
his future wife, regardless of the extra expense in handker-
chiefs that this implies. Although Roberte with two noses was
their only daughter, the Robert family find a way out—they
produce a second only daughter, Robexte 1L, who has_three
noses. But not even she at first satisfies Jacques’s individualist
Spirit; she is not ugly enough. He cammot love her: “I have
done all 1 could! ¥ am what I am. . . .” And yet, wher&-{ left
alone with Roberte, he finally succumbs. Roberte wins him
with a speech about a dream in which little guinea pigs grow
out of their mother at the bottom of a bathtub; suddenly he
tells her of his secret longings to be different. The conversation
shifts to images of fire (rather like the maid’s fiery poem in
The Bald Sopranc) and back to Roberte’s description of her-
self in.terms of humidity. Jacques cries out, “Cha-a-armant!”
and this leads on to the famous passage in which the two
Iovers converse in a long succession of terms containing the
syllable “chat,” with its obvious erotic implications in French
- ~from cha-peau to cha-touille and cha-pitre to the point when
Roberte proclaims that henceforth all concepts will be called
chat without distinction, Jacques and Roberte embrace, the
family enters and performs sn_obscenc dance arocund them.
Jacques and Roberte squat down on the ground, the light
, fades, and the stage is filled with animal noises. The stage
| direction insists, “All this must produce in the audience a feel-
! ing of embarrassment, awkwardness, and shame.

.. In fact, th;;éfa}'é, {acqties SubmIty twice. He submits to the
% bourgeois. conformisyy of his family, and, second and Hnally,

! to the iresistible, animal 16 G the sexual fmpulse. And it 1§

i | his second submission that is decisive. It is man’s enslavement

to the sexual instinct that forces him into the iron mold o

“This point is remforced by the _later, play. that takes,up the
storys, L'Avenir Egt dans les (Eufs, ou Il Faut de Tout pour
“Eaire un Monde (The Futﬁﬁ@%m It Takes All Sorts
-to Make a World (written 1h 165%), which starts with a fur-
ther orgy of “chat” and ends with Roberte hatching unending

basketfuls of cggs destined to become the emperors, policeh

men, Marxists, drunkards, and so on, of the future, all to be

.

. _¢towd of chairs and tries to speak, but he is_
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turned into sausage meat, cannon fodder, and omelettes. “Long
live production! Long live the white race!” is the despairing
cry that concludes the play.

The horror of proliferation—the invasion of the stage by ever-",
growing masses of people or things—which appears in The
Future Is in Eggs is one of the most characteristic images we
find in Jonesco’s plays. It expresses the individual's horror at ?
being confronted with the overwhelming task of coping with {
the world, his solitude in the face_of jts monstrous size and -
duration. This is also the theme of@ergﬂhgiff, written at about }
the same time as the second part of Jacques (April-June;
1951) and often considered one of Ionesco’s greatest achieve-
ments. : :

In a circular tower on an island (very similar to that
of Becketts Endgame) live two -old people, man and wife,
aged g5 and g4 respectively; the man works as a concierge,
although it seems difficult to imagine how he could do soon a

lonely tower on an island. The couple is expecting the visit
of a crowd of distinguished people who have been invited to

listen_to the message that, at the end of | E_.Es;ﬁ:fé&theET&man

“wanis to pass on to posterity_—.thﬁgmf_rﬁ_iwfmof a long lifetime’s

&fperience. He himself is no orator, so he has engaged a pro-
fessional orator to deliver the messagé, The guests arrive; they

wx‘ﬁl’?it,hﬂ‘hem&-normseem;bubthﬁ&ﬂéﬁliPEP_RIE filling

¢ flling

i n1os . . ; e b
€ stage with, increasing numbers of chairs to_ gcmmmoﬁﬁte

Eﬁ‘éfn%and pouring forth torrents of polite conversation. The
crowd becomes mote and more dense, the two old people have
greater and greater difficulty in moving among them, finally
the emperor himself arrives; the scene is set for the appearance
of the orator. He comes—and is a real character. Satisfied that
;viisfgﬂgsiasz ill_be_deli the old man, followed by his
wife, jumps to his death into’ ng’.ﬂﬁg‘g,m'ﬂh orat

R N TS

faces the
; : d_dumb
and ean only make an inarticulate, gurgling soumd. He writes

'isom thing on & blackboard—it is a jumble of meaningless
letters. - - o :

The power and poignancy of this situation are as great as
its effectiveness as theaire. The simulation of a crowd of in-
visible characters is a tour de force for the actors involved,

“which, if it is successfully carried through, is bound to be a
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. most impressive scenic spectacle. A play like The Chairs is
\g poetic fmage brought to life—complex, ambiguous, multi-
 dimensional. The heauty, and depth of the.image, as symbol
i and myth, transcends any search for interpretations. Of course
 #t contains the theme of the incommunicability of a lifetime’s
| experience; of course it dramatizes the futility and failure of
Fuman existence, made bearable only by self-delusion and the
jadmiration of a doting, mncritical wife; of course it satirizes
‘the emptiness of polite conversation, the mechanical exchange
of platitudes that might as well be spoken into the wind. There
is also a strong element of the author’s own tragedy in the
play—the rows of chairs resemble a theatre;. the professional
orator who is to deliver the message, dressed in the romantic
costume of the mid-nineteenth century, is the interpretative
artist who interposes his personality between that of the play-

_ wright and the sudience. But the message is meaningless, the
| andience. consists..of . rows..of ‘empty chairs—surely..this is.a

‘powerful_image,.of the, absurdity  of the artists, the. play-

’ jﬁ%ﬁ;ﬁﬁmﬂm%ﬁa&&% L oL .
"1l these themes intertwine in The Chairs. But Ionesco him-
self has defined its basic preoccupation: “The subject of the
play,” he wrote to the director of the first performance, Syl
vain Dhomme, “is not the message, nor the failures of life,
nor the moral disaster of the two old people, but ‘the chairs

. themselves; that is to say, the tabsencd of people, the absence

i of the emperor, the absence.of God, the absence of matter,
| the unreality of the world, metaphysical emptiness. The theme
| of the play is nothi s.. . . the invisible elements must be
" inore and more clearly present, more and more real (to give
imreality to reality one must give reality to the unreal), until
the point is réached—inadmissible, unacceptable to the reason-
ing mind—when the urireal elements speak and move . . . and
.nothingness_can, be heard, is made concrete. . . 3 -
The Chairs was Ionesco's third play to reach the stage, and
it did not do so without the greatest difficulties. It took Sylvain
Dhorome and the two actors of the old couple, Tsilla Chelton

and Paul Chevalier, three months to find the style of acting

suitable for the play—a mixture of extreme naturalness of _.de-
tail and the utmost unusualness of the general conception
None of the established managements in Paris wanted to risk
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putting on The Chairs, so in the end the actors themselves
hired an old unused hall, the Théitre Lancry, where they
opened on April 22, 1952, Financially the venture proved a
disaster. Only too often the empty chairs on the stage were
matched by empty seats in the auditorium, and there were
evenings when only five or six tickets were sold. Most of the
critics slated the play, but, on the other hand, it did find some
distinguished supporters. A defense of The Chairs published
in the magazine Arts was signed by Jules Supervielle, Arthur
Adamov, Samuel Beckett, Luc Estang, Clara Malraux, Ray-
mond Queneau, and others. At the end of the last performarice,
the poet and playwright Audiberti was heard, in the almost
empty auditorium, shouting “Bravol” at the top of his voice,

Four years later, when Jacques Mauclair revived The
Chairs with the same actress, Tsilla Chelton, in the part of the
old woman, the clirnate of opinion had changed; the perform-
ance at the Studioc des Champs-Elysées was a great success.
The leading conservative critics, like J.-]J. Gautier, of Figaro,
still held out against Ionesco, but Jean Anouilh himself came
to his defense, calling the play a masterpiece, and adding, “I
believe this to be better than Strindberg, because it has its

-‘black’ humor, & la Molidre, in a manner that is at times ter-
“ribly funny; because it is horrifying and laughable; poignant

and always true, and becanse—with the exception of a bit of
rather old-fashioned avani-garde at the end that I do not like—
it is clagsical.”35 o :

Tonesco Iabeled The Chairs a “tragic farce,” Jacques, ou la
Soumission a “naturalistic comedy.” He called his next play,
Victimes du Devoir (Victims of Duty) a “pseudo-drama.” This
play may have been less successful than some of his earlier
works, but it is certainly among his most significant statements.
ims tylis a playwright’s play, an argunment for and
sm drama: “All the plays that have ever been
written, from Ancient Greece to the present day, have vever
really been anything but thrillers, Drama’ has always been
realistic and. there has always been a detective about. Every

Dplay is an investigation brought to a successful conchision,

There is a riddle and it is solved Tn the final seene: "2 Even-the
classical French tragedy, says Choubert, the hero of Victims

. of Duiy, ultimately can be reduced to refined detective drama.
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Choubert is a petty bourgeois spending the evening quietly
with his wife, who is darning socks. His views on the theatre
are immediately put to the test. A detective arrives, He is
merely looking for the neighbors, but they are out. He wants

" to find out whether the previous tenant of Choubert’s apart-

ment spelled his name “Mallot” with a “t,” or “Mallod” with
a “d.” The Chouberts ask the detective in; he looks such a
nice young man. But before he knows where he is, Choubert
ig the victim of third-degree methods. He has never known
Mallot, or Mallod, but he is ordered to delve into his (C'hou—
bert’s} subconscious; the answer to the problem simply must
be there. The detective is thus turned into.a p sychoanalyst,
Wﬂlﬁ}dm%hgtgggen the detective play and the psychological
drama is demonstrated.”

i

“As Choubert dives deeper and deeper mto the bottomless
well of his subconscious, his wife, Madeleine, changes too—
Jinto.a seductress at first, then an old woman, and finally the
.detective’s mistress, So deep down has Choubert gene that he
pierces the sound and sight barriers and actually disappears
from sight, When he comes to the surface again, he has be-
come a -child and Madeleine is now his mother. The detective
has become his father. Again the situation changes: Choubert
holds the stage, acting out the drama of his search; while
Madeleine and the detective are his audience, But all he sees
is a gaping hole. Attempts are made to bring him back to the
surface—he has delved too deep—and is presently going up and
up, higher than Mont Blancjfand in danger of becoming air-
borne. New characters wander in—a lady who sits silently in
the corner, but to whom the others occasionally turn with a
polite “N’est-ce pas, Modame?” and a bearded man, Nicolas
d’Eu (not to be confounded with Nicolas Deux, the late Czar
of Russia), who brings the conversation hack to the theatre,
while Choubert continues his hapless quest for Mallot,

- Nicolas is for 2 new kind of theatre, up to date, “in harmony
with the general drift of the other manifestations of the modern

spirit. . . , We'll get rid of the principle of identity and unity
of character. . . . As for plot and motivation, let’s not mention
them . . . no more drama, no more tragedy: the tragic’s turn-

ing comie, the comic is tragie, and life’s getting more cheerful. &

. .’87 These, of course, are the well-known points of view

Elay, they have to find a solution at & all_costs;
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of Tonesco himself, only slightly parodied, and Nicolas con-
fesses that he does not want to write—after all, “We've got
Ionesco and that’s enough,”s8

In the meantime, the detective fs feeding Choubert enor-
mous quantities of bread to stop the gaping hole of his mem-
ory, Nicolas d’Eu suddenly turns against the detective, who
cringes in fear and pleads for his life but is pitilessly knifed
by Nicolas. He dies with the cry, “Long live the white race!”
Madeleine, who has been bringing cups of coffee throughout
the proceedings, so that the entire stage is filled with cups,
reminds them that they have not yet found Mallot. So Nicolas
takes over the role of the detective and begins to feed the
protesting Choubert with bread; he, like the detective, is
merely domg his duty-he 1s a victim of duty as much as
What ueed T oTt Thalbocd thor St fef s e
nddle posed at the 'begmmng of the play Being characl:ers
ey must
ﬁn the answer to the question whether Mallot spelled his
t” or a “d.” For we are here in the realm of

name with a

Victims of Duiy is one of Ionesco’s favonte plays. It deals :
with: the subject nearest to his heart, the problem of the essen-
tial tasks and limitations . of the “theatre. The policeman-
psychoanalyst stands for the proposmon on that the mysteries of}
existence can be solved. “As for me,” he says, “I remain Aris-
totelianly logical, true to myself, faithful to my d1_1ty, and full
of respect for my bosses. . . . I don’t believe in the absurd; l
everything hangs together, everythmg can be comprehended |
in time . . , thanks to the achievements of human thought and | 3
science.”™® But Chonbert, however deeply he descends mto1
his subconscious, can find no solution there, only a gaping hole !
of nothingness, Far from containing the hidden solution to the
riddle of existence, the subconscious mind opens into a bot-
tomless pit, the absolute void.

_As Serge Doubrovsky has pointed out, in what is probably
the most profound analysis of Ionesco’s work yet made, Freud-
ian psychoanalysis is here confronted with Sartre’s Existential-
ist ontology and psychology. Whether intentionally or not-
more probably the latter—Ionesco here illustrates Sartre’s
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proposition that man is a “hole in Being,” that he is “the being
through which nothingness enters the world™® and that “con-
sciousness is & being which in its being is conscious of the
nothingness of its being.”#* Man is nothing because he has the
liberty of choice and therefore 15 Blways that which he js in

e process of choosin J_g]:f]mse]f to be, a permanent potentialit
Tather than actal hemg No amount of bread that the detec-
tive, and later Nicolas d’Eu, stuff into Choubert can therefore,
as Doubrovsky maintains, stop the gaping hole in Choubert’s
consciousness or “give thought a substantial existence.™™ -

But if, to quote Doubrovsky again, “consciousness is noth-
ingness, then personality, character, disappear for good.#&"If
man can choose himself anew at each instant of his life, the
conception of character as the final, frreducible esseng
Platonic idea—of each individual person disappears,

" Ins d'Eu puts it in Victims of Duty, “We are-fiot ourselves.

‘liggssnal;ﬂtyﬁgoesnt exist. Within us are only forces that are
either contradictory or not contradictory. . . . The characters

lose their form in the formlessness of becom'mg. Each char-

-acter is not so much himsef as another.” The brilliantly

managed sequence of Choubert’s descent into the depths and
subsequent flight into the empyrean is a demonstration of
-this proposition. As he reaches the different levels of depth
and height, Choubert turns into a bewildering variety of dif:
ferent, and not necessanly consistent, selves. At the same hme
. the character of His Wifs “ﬁ??ﬁﬁergoes 4 series of changes,
both .in so far as he sees ardifferent Madeleine. at different
levels of his self, and also as she becomes a different personality
in responding to the changes in his character—for example,
when he becomes a child, she becomes his mother, and so on.

». Doubrovsky’s essay is based on the assamption that Ionesco
1 illustrates this Sarfrean psychology, and parodies -Freudian

psychoanalysis. Yet it is possible that Ionesco might just as well
be parodying hoth Sartre and. [ d. After all, when he has
killed the Freudian . &’En, the propounder

1C0

of the fluidity of character, himself rosumes the search for
Mallot and continues to stuff bread down Choubert’s throat.
In other words, the two views are interchangeable, and Chou-
bert, the little man, suffers as much under the tyranny of the y
one as of the other, It is always dangerous to take Ionesco

N
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too seriously, On the other hand, much of his practice seems_ .

..... ey

to fqllowmihe_wprmclplegg‘gj,ﬂ% mggl_g‘péychﬁqgwal dramg, re-
nouncmg ready-made solutions to the problems it purports to
pose, and abandoning the sacred d concept of character as the

ssenqg,,@f.,gg;gon ity, Le.. The view enunciated by Nicolas
#Eu. But for Tonesos, the author of Nal, that early essay on the
identity of opposites, it would not be difficult to hold a belief
and to parody it at the same time.

Victims of Duty, however, is not merely, merel éﬂlﬁﬁh"g Iones-:
co’s theary of the theatre (the first of 2 number of such essays |
T the Tradifion of Moliere’s Impromptu, de Versailles), Tt is
not merely a psychological and philosophical inguiry, or a
parody of such an inquiry; it is, above all, a haunting night-
mare, a deeply felt and tormented | expression, o 0f,1ts author’s ex-
perience of the ' aﬂﬁﬁfa'ify and cmeity of existence. Ionesco,
like Kaﬁa and Beckelt, 1S prmaarily goncerned mth frying to

L e

commumcatq,_hm,,gmgqnse of being, to Tall"the worl@hat it
foels” hke  What it means for.him when he says, “1 am” or “T :

R S L, e

am allve. “This I “the point of departure’ of all his Works

Two fundamental states of consciousness are at the root
of all my plays. . . . These two basie feelings arve those-of
evanescence on the one hand, and heaviness on the other;
of emptiness and of an overabimdéinee of presence; of the
unreal transparency of the world, and of its opagueness.

. . The sensation of evanescence results in a feeling of

"anguish, a sort of dizziness. But all of this can just as well
become euphoric; anguish is suddenly transformed into lib-
© erty.. ., , This state of consciousness is very rare, to be
sure. . . . I am most often under the dominion of the op-
posite feeling: Lightness changes to heaviness, transparence
-to thickness; the world weighs heavily; the universe crushes
me. A gurtain, an.insuperable wall, comes hetween me,and
the world .hetween me and myself, Matter fills everything,
takes up a]l space, “annihilates all llberty under its weight,
. Speech crumbles . | %

The proliferation of matter—chairs, eggs, furniture (in The
New Tenant), or, in this case, Madeleine’s coffee cups—is one
of the manifestations of the heavy, leaden, hopeless, depressive
state of conscicusness. The proliferation of matter expresses

e £ o
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“the concretization of solitude, of the victory of anti-spiritual
forces.™® And humor is the only liberation from this anguish,

Vict%ms of Duiy clearly belongs to a_depressive perlod in
Jonesco's.development, The play was first performed in Feb-

ruary, 1953, by Jacques Mauclair, the young director who
later brought Ionesco his first major success with the revival

of The Chairs, The seven short. pieces. which-Jacques Poliéri

presented in September of that year at the tiny Théatre de la

- Huchette, on the other hand were Iargely light, humorons,

Ritomobile,
La Jeune lele a Mmer and Le Maitre) have appeared -in
print. The four others (Le Connaissez-Vous, Le Rhume Oni-
rigue, Le Nidce Epouse, and Les Grandes Chaleurs—an adap-
tation from the Rumanian of Caragiale) appear to be lost, the
mannseripts having gone astray, - '
These are slight plays, actually cabaret sketches, but never-
theless very characteristic and revealing of Ionesco’s comic
techniques. Le Salon de I'Automobile*® is based on a confusion
between inotorcars and human beings. The buyer rides away
in a newly acquired vehicle that is a female and that he de-

cides to marry, The exhibition hall is filled with the farmyard
noises. of the exhibited wvehicles. InL La Jeune Fille o Marlr@

‘the comiic element is largely surprise; a lady discusses- her
yomng. and innocent daughter, who has just completed her

studies; an expectation of young innocence is built up, Finally
the daughter appears: “She is 2 man, about thirty years old,
robust and virile, with a bushy black mustache, wearing a
gray suit.”#? The same comic principle is used again in Le
Matire. A radio annonncer and two young. couples -express

‘mountmg expectation to see in person a great man (the English

translation reads, “the leader,” but it is not quife clear whether
the personality concerned might not just as well be a literary
figure, more usually addressed as Maitre in France). In tones
of mounting adoration, his actions offstage are ecstatically de-
scribed—he kisses babies, eats his soup, signs autographs, has
his trousers ironed, and so on. When he finally appears, he is

a headless body,48

Ionesco likes to express himself in short plays, or at least in

e play ends, then

s that can develop without interruption. He finds
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restarts, it ends again, restarts again. . . . I.dont think one
should try to put too much into a play. In a three-act play
there are necessarily superfluous things. The theatre needs a
very simple idea; a single obsession, a simple, very clear, self-
evident ‘development.”® Hiy first effort to write a_three-act

pIay, Amédée, ou _Comment S’En Débarasser (@%é&;g
of 7511 2 comedy in three acts, may bear

“Hi misgivings about the longer form, but it contains some of

his most haunting images. The play springs from.his-darkest,
most depressive.mood, and presents what is probably his most
powerful symhol of the proliferation of matter and its stifling
of the spirit,

. The hero of the play, Amédée Buccinioni, s, Ilke Tonesco, ;
a writer, He is, in fact, writing a play, a play about an old *
manind an old woman rather like the protagonists of The .
Chairs. But in fifteen years of work he has succeeded in writing -
only two hnM&laIUgﬁé““ e

THE oLD WoMAN: Do you think it will do?
THE oLn MAN: It won't do by itself.50

Amédée and his wife, Madeleine (Madeleine again, like the
wife in Victims of Duty), live cut ut_off from.the world. They
have not left their apartment for fifteen years, and even haul
their supplies through the window in a basket. Yet Madeleine
is still in communication with the outside world, through her
job—she works at a switchboard in the living room, where she
operates a kind of telephone exchange at certain times of the
day. She commects callers even to the office of the President of
the Republic, commumicates new traffic regulations to inquir-
«ers, and so on. The couple are on very bad terms with each
other; they quarrel constantly. Madeleine is a hard, nagging
creature. But the main sﬁadow over the marriage is the pres-
ence in the next.room of a corpse, the body of a young man
who came to call ffteer years ago, and whom Amédée is said,
but by no means with certainty, to have killed in a fit of jeal-
ousy. Perhaps the corpse is not that of the wife’s lover at all.
At onie point, Amédée suggests that he might have left again
at the time the “crime” was committed. Or again it might be
that the corpse is that of a baby a neighbor once left in their
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care and never called for again. But why should that baby have
died? -
| The corpse in the next room may be dead, but it is very
'active, Its beard and nails are growing, its eyes glow with an
eerie pgreen, light, and the dead body itself is growing larger.
and.larzer.-The corpse is suffering from “the ihcurable disease
of the dead”—geometrical progression. As the play proceeds;”
this growth accelerates; the door of the next room bursts open,
and a2 gigantic foot pushes into the room. As the corpse grows,
mushrooms proliferate in the apariment-images of decay and
_corruption. ' - - o
Who or what is the corpse that is growing so relentlegsty?
A flashback scene supplies some of the clues to the solution of
this riddle. Amédée and Madeleine appear as a newly mar-
ried couple, Amédée is loving, importunate, romantic; Made-
leine is petulant, sullen, unwilling to accept his protestations
of love, deflating his romantic notions. The imagery of the dia-
logue is clearly sexual; the sitnation is that of an ardent lover
and a girl who regards all advances as acts of violation and
rape: “Your voice is so piercing! You are deafening me! Hurt-
_ing me! Don’t rend my darkness! S-a-dist! §-a-dist!”1 When
Amédée’s younger self hears the voices of spring, children’s
voices, the phantom Madeleine can merely hear “oaths and
toads.™ The scene comes to a climax with Amédée pleading for
love: “What is far can be near. What is withered can grow
‘green again, What is separated can be reunited. What is no
more, will be again,” but as"Amédée dreams of happiness in
their house of glass (verre), Madeleine insists that their house
is of brass (fer)—in other words the image of lighiniess, hanpi-
ness, ¥nd euphoria is countered, by the image of heaviness, de-

WTeEsIon, and opacity, -
| “*Fhis fashback scene makes it fairly clear that the corpse in
‘\‘the- next room is the corpse of the couple’s dead love, the vie-
'tim of their sexnal incompatibility, It is a corpse made up of
!disgust, gnilt, and regret, It poisons the atmosphere “with the
“mushrooms of decay and decomposition—and it is growing
from day to day, from hour to hour. Amédée quite clearly
states that what is rotten in their home is the absence of love:
“Do you know, Madeleine, if we loved each other, if we really
loved each other, none of this would- be- important?” But
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Madeleine has become hard, unsentimental, and matter of
fact: “Love can't help people get rid of their troubles!™s2
Amédée must get rid of the corpse, which threatens to burst
out of the apartment. With a superhuman effort, he tries to
push the endless body out of the window. As Ionesco puts it
in the stage direction, the body pulled near the window should
give the impression that “it is dragging the whole house with
it and tugging at the entrails of the two principal characters.”5%
The third act shows Amédée dragging the body through
the stréets toward the Seine. He meets various people, notably
an American soldier outside a bar or brothel. Amédée explains
to this foreigner, with whom he is unable to communicate, that
he is writing a play in which he is taking the part of the living
against the dead, a play against nihilism and for a new hu-
manism. He, Amédée, is for commitment, and believes in
progress.. As the scene becomes more crowded with people,
girls, soldiers, policemen, Amédée continues to assure all and
‘sundry that he is for social realism, against disintegration and
nihilism. By this time the corpse has become aJkind.of balloon,
and Amédée is alr floating in.the. air,, Madeleine wanits
im to come back, the mushrooms are in bloom, but Amédée
floats away into the sky. - -
In Amédée we see the iwo basic moads of Tonesco’s expe-ﬁ\
rience of the world side by side? Hgaviness and the proliferation |
of matter in the first two h’gt‘sl?,u];‘gﬁ__meﬁiw_gil‘a:ﬂanesggggﬂ»in
Wﬁ%ﬂ%ﬁ&ﬂéﬂée@éﬁtﬁé of the corpse of his dead love,
that stifling presencé turns into lightness and lifts him intp the
air. The play, which is simply labeled “Comedy in Three
Acts,” is a_comedy.of liberation,.a-dream, of.a.hey, beginning
that will ahalish the past. - | |

“=*As in Victims-of Duty, the polemic against the social realists .

runs as a secondary theme through the whole play. At one
point Madeleine tells Amédée that the presence of the corpse
in the next room falsifies his perception of reality, makes him
see the world in a morbid light—hence his failure to write a
sociological play. But, as the events of the third act show, the
facts. of the writer’s personal life are more immediate than his
social intentions, However much he protests his belief in prog-
ress and commitment, the corpse of his past love and personal
memories carries him upward and pulls his feet off the ground,

i
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the first few pieces, but who at the end is literally buried in
the unending stream of furniture, at first brought in by two
moving-men, but later pouring in by itself. We learn that all
the traffic is at a standstill, all the streets of Paris are blocked
by more and more furniture, and the bed of the River Seine

a stage symbol of tremendous power and immediate impact
: the growing corpse is sure of its measure of immortality. The
i claustrophobic feelings of the couple’s private world height-
ened by the echoes of the offstage voices of other tenants of

I
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_:111 Amédée contains some of Toneseo’s most brilliant images. As
!
i
i

the house and thrown into relief when a postman comes to
deliver a letter, which plunges them both into a frenzy of fear
and causes them to refuse delivery—are made brilliantly. con-
crete. The weakness of the play lies in the third act, which.is
intended to be rather like the final, frantic chase in the last réel
of a Keystone comedy, with soldiers and policemen pursuing
each other across the stage. But this intention does not allow
itself to be completely realized in the theatre. And the iransi-
tion from claustrophobia to openness and hghtuess isa very
difficult one to manage on the stage.

In the short story Oriflamme,5¢ which constitutes a preliroi-
nary sketch for the play, the events of the last act occupy
barely a page, as against about twelve pages devoted to relat-
ing the action of the first two acts. The last paragraph of the

story indicates the euphoria of the final floating away even
more clearly than the dramatized version:

I stll heard the Amencans, Who thought I was perform-
‘ing some sporting feat, greet me with a ‘Hello, boy!" I
dropped my clothes, my cigarettes; the policemen divided
ther between themselves. Then there was only the Milky
Way that I traversed, anfanﬂamme [ie., like the sacred
gold-starred banner of France billowing in the wind] at
headlong pace, at headlong pace.®®

Amédée (the play) is dated Censy-la—Sa]le, August, 1953
Tt was frst performed at the Théitre de Babylone on April 14,
‘1954, tnder the direction of Jean-Marie Serreau. Within a few
weeks of completing Amédée, Ionesco wrote. another play,
which took him only three days to finish (September 14-186,
1953) and which presents the imagery of proliferating matter
enewed force. This play is Le Nouveau Locataire (The
New Tenand), and-is in one act. The action consists of an

Ny 1ot heing filled up with, the furniture. of. the,new-ten-

ant, a mild middle- -age gentleman who seems unencumbered %
* “writh worldly goods at first and takes his time carefully placing

i . itself is filled with it.
|
|

i bia—the ee“ﬁhémf being] mednmy

The.New.Tenant is a spectacle of temfymg SImmagg__ Di-

- alogue {between the tenant and the bickering, greedy conci- |
;- erge; between the tenant and the mowng—men) is reduced to .
) m-»‘m a_secondary role. Primarily, this is a play of objects on the _5
THove, objects overwhelming man, stifling him in a sea of mert
matter, A single poetic fmage is built up before our eyes, first

! with a certain amount of surprise, later with relentless inevi-
} tability, This is a demonstration of the possibilities of pure
theatre: The concepts of character, conflict, plot-construction
have been abandoned—and vet The New Tenant remains
drama with mounting suspense, excitement, and poetic force,
What does it mean? Is the empty room flling up with furmni-
ture, slowly at first but later with increasing speed, an jmage
of the life of man, empty at first, but.gradually cln

S

With niéw and repetitive experiences and memories Or.ds- the.

g EW&W%smtlon Jinfo scenic terms of gg,c,!auab‘gm

Ly ‘:ulm&:\ihuiﬂmp-

. oppressive mat-

l ?:a}fof he depressive, leaden mggﬂds from which’ Tonesco

| Fuflensd

v ““The New Tenant was first performed by a Swedish-speaking
company in Finland in 1955, It was® presented at the Aty
_Theatre in London in November, 1956, and reached Parls only
in September, 1g57. Yet in spite of sethacks, in spite of the
ﬁnanclal disasters of the first productions of his plays, Ionesco’s
“career was making steady progress, Toward the end of 1954,
the first volume of his Thééire was published by Gallimard, the
leading French publisher, in whose decisions Raymond Que-
neau, the poet and novelist who had been deeply. impressed
by Ionesco’s first efforts, and whose own experiments with lan-
guage clearly influenced Jonesco, plays an important part. Of
the six plays in that first volume, only one had not yet reached
the stage when it was published: Jacques ou la Soumission.
This . cmission  was repaired in October of the following vear,
1955, when Robert Postee presented Jacques and another play
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by Ionesco, Le Tableau (The Picture), at the Thédire de la
Huchette.

Unlike Jacques, whmh was a success, The Pwtme failed to
please, and Ionesco has omitted it from the second volume of
his plays, But it has appeared in the Dossiers Acénonetes du

'Collége de Pataphysique, that distinguished group of followers

of Jarry and his Dr, Faustroll, among whom Ionesco holds the
high rank of a Transcendant Satrap (as do René Clair, Ray-
mond Queneau, Jacques. Prévert, and many other famous
pataphysicians). It has also been broadcast, in a translation by
Donald Watson, on the B.B.C.’s Third Programme (March 11
and 15, 1957).

-Bicture is a curious play. It opens with a fat, Wealthy
gentleman who wants to buy a picture from a painter. They
are haggling about the price; the painter wants the buyer to
have a look at the picture before he names his price, but the
fat gentleman wants to settle that detail first. The painter asks
five hundred thousand francs at first, but is relentlessly driven
down until, in the end, he is ready to settle for a mere four

_hundred francs. Only then does the shrewd businessman cast

a glance at the picture, which represents a queen, and
promptly criticizes it so savagely that the painter finally begs
him to keep the picture without any payment, In fact the
painter consents to pay the fat gentleman a fee for storing his
picture.

The fat gentleman’s old and ugly sister enters into the pro-
ceedings and is rudely treated by her brother. But the moment
the painter has gone, the situation changes abruptly, Alice, the

- sister, becomes the tyrant and the fat gentleman is reduced to

the role of a cowed schoolboy. Left to himself, the fat gentle-
man, who is starved for beauty and affection, works himsel
up into a state of frenzy about the picture. As Ionesco says in
a footnote,® “The actor playing this part must get as erotic
as the censorship permits or the spectators will tolerate,” When
his sister. reappears, he has again become his old dominating
self. He menaces his sister with a gun and finally shoots her.
But instead of dying she is transformed, becoming as beautiful
as the picture, An ugly woman neighbor wants to be trans-
formed the same way. She too is shot and turned into a beau-
tful princess, The painter returns, admires his patron’s ability
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to create beauty by viclence, is shot himself, and becomes a
Prince- Charming, Shots fired into the air transform the room
into a fairy palace. The fat gentleman, who alone remains as
fat and ugly as he was, invites the audience to shoot at him.

Tonesco calls The Picture a “guignolade”—a Punch and Judy
play. He attributes its failure at its 1955 performance to the
fact that the first part, the haggling over the price with the
painter, was acted realistically, as a. critique of a capitalist’s
exploitation of an artst. “In fact, this Punch and Judy play
must be acted by circus clowns in the most childish, exagger-
ated, idiotic manner possible. . . . The reversals of situations
must happen brusquely, violently, crudely, without prepara-
tion, . . . It is only by an extreme simplification . . . that the
meaning of this farce can be brought out and become accept-
able through fts very inacceptability and idiocy.”T The sub-
ject of the play, according to the same note, is “metamorpho-
sis, treated . . . parodistically, to disgnise, out of bashfulness,
its serious mgmﬁcance 58

- It would be rash to attempt to read too much into this in-
tentlona.lly “idiotic” spectacle. What it seems to be driving at
is the vicious circle between the crude commercialism of the
Philistine businessman with his mixture of meanness and senti-
mentality, on the one hand, and, on the other, the supposed
, transcendence of this ugly world by its antithesis, a world of
* “beauty” redeemed by “art.” But the mean are imprisoned in
their own meanness: having killed the ugliness in themselves,
having replaced it by what they consider its direct opposite,
they merely enter a world of cheap Kitsch, a world of operetta
with the Princesses and the Prince Charmings of the crudest
erotic fantasies. If, at the end of the play, the fat gentleman
hegs the audience to shoot him, this is merely a variant of the
situation in the rejected violent ending of The Bald Soprano,
where the Philistine audience was to have been machine-
gunned from the stage. Here the Philistine on the stage wants
to be shot by the non-FPhilistines in the audience. And the play”
itself has demonstrated the futility of any such thing, §_l,1mtlgg,
violence, cannot,bnng@bout a.real transformation; the hope of ;
“changing the world or the sensibilities of people by violence;
is utterly vain and absurd; the cha.nges are ag idiotic as the
original sifuation. e
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At the same time, the play is Mmt in.the-possi-
bilities of the theatre. Ionesco once said, “I personally would
like T bring a tortoise onto the stage, tum it into a race horse,
then into a hat, a song, a dragoon, and a fountain of water,
One can dare anything in the theatre, and it is the place where
one darés the least. I want no other limits than the technical

limits of stage machinery. Pecple will say that my plays are
music-hall turns or circus acts. So much the better—let’s include

the circus in the theatrel Let the playwright be accused gf .

being arbitrary. Yes, the theatre is the place where one can

be arbitrary. As a matter of fact, it is not arbltrary The im-

agination is not arbitrary, it is revealing. . . . I have decided
not to recognize any laws except those of my imagination, and
since the imagination obeys its own laws, this is further proof
that in the last resort it is not arbitrary.”®®

These two interpretations of The Picture, ovie in terms of

! a critique of Philistine sensibility, the other in terms of an ex-

periment in a pure theatre m,gmm%,
are in no way contradictory. All of Ionesco’s theatre contains
two strands side by side—complete freedom in ﬂlg,.ex.exc:w-ef
His Tmagination and 2 §frong element of the polemigal. His very
E‘Wt play, The Bald Soprano, was an anti-play, and as such a
“¢iiticism of the existing theatre as well as of a type of dead
isociety. The same, strongly pugnacious spirit manifests itself
in Tonesco’s entire azuvre, and it is therefore quite wrong, to re-
gard 'him as a mere clown and. prankster Tonesco’s plays are
a complex mixture of poetry, fantasy, nightmaré—and cultural
and social criticism. In spite of the fact that Ionesco rejects,
and detests, any openly didactic theatre (“I do not teach, I
give testimony. I don’t explain, I try to explain myself”)€0 he
is convinced that any genuinely new and experimental writing
is bound to contain a polemical element. “The man of the
avant-garde is in opposition to an existing system. . . . An
artistic ereation is by its very novelty aggressive, spontaneously
aggressive; it is directed against the public, against the bulk
of the public; it causes indignation by its unusualness, which
is itself a form of indignation,”8:

Ioneseo’s most openly polemical play, his most, divect. at-

_l‘&gk__agaigsL_ﬁ__C‘n_gsz, is LImprompu e TAlma, ou_Le
Caméléon du Berger (English tltlea msatwn, or

Senser T s

‘knocked is not let in, and the discussion can begin. The three
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Shepherd’s Chameleon}, dated Paris, 1955, and first performed
at the Studio des Champs-Elysées in February, 1956. By the
title alone, Ionesco proclaims his faith that the avant-garde is
merely the renewer of tradition—Moliére’s L'Impromptu de
Versailles, and Giraudoux’s L'Impromptu de Paris are clearly
alluded to. And, like Mgligze, Ionesco rg_;_;ﬂtsm]g‘lg,n‘sg___lfcxn the stage
in the act of writing a play—that is, asleep with a ball-point pen
in his hand. He is visited by, three learned doctors dressed in
the gowns of the pompous doctors of MolieFe’s Malade Imagi-
naire, and all three called Bartholomeus—Bartholomeus I, Bar-
tholomeus 11, and Bartholomeus III, To' the first of these, To-
nesco explains that he is in the process of writing a play to be
called The Shepherd's Chameleon, which is based on a real in-
cident: “Once, in a large country town, in the middle of the
street, during the summer, I saw a young shepherd, about
three o'clock in the afternoon, who was embracing a chame-
leon, . . . Tt was such a touching scene, I decided to turn it
into a tragic farce.”%2 But, of course, this is merely the pretext,.
the starting point of the play he is writing. In reality, Ionesco
explams it will be a play about his ideas on playwriting: “Yo “You

can say_ I am the shepherd, i you ].1k and e_,ﬂ}?&@;ﬁ,-.lsmthe
chameleon, Because 1 have embraced a theatrical career, and

i F . . w 2,
the theatre, of course, changes, for the thealre is’ life.”83

Prevailed upon to read what he has written up to now,
Tonesco proceeds to read exactly what the public has seen per-
formed—an ingenious and very characteristic mirror effect,
which is immediately reduplicated once again by the arrival of
the second Bartholomeus, who repeats the same lines as the
first; whereupon the third arrives, repeats the same lines as the
first two, asks Ionesco to read his play, Ionesco starts off with
the same opening passage. There is a new Imock on the door
and it seems’as though a vicious circle had been established
that would go on forever. But this time the person who

doctors are purveyors of a half-existentalist, ha]f—‘ﬁre an

'ﬂaglageeeﬁudr»amamcdthgwr}g with allusions to Adamov, mov, who dis- |
covered the Aristotelian principles before Aristotle, Sartre, and,
of eourse, above all, Ionesco’s special béte noire, Brecht.
Tonesco is rescued from complete stultification by the doc-
tors through the amival of his charwoman (who has been
/
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knocking at the door all the time); she represents common
sense,_and _demystificatjon. Ionesco ﬁdvers is poise and
Jaunches into a confession of his faith as a dramatist. He con-
demns the three critics for having peddled truisms clothed in
extravagant jargon, whereas “the critic should describe and not
prescribe . . . he should only judge a work on its own terms,
according to the laws that govern artistic expression, according
to each work’s own mythology, by penetrating into its own
world. One does not set chemistry to music, one does not judge
biology by the criteria of painting or architecture. . . . For

my part, I believe sincerely in the poverty of the poor, I de- !

plore it, it is real and can serve as material for the theatre; I
also believe in the grave cares and anxieties that may beset
the rich. But in my case it is neither from the wretchedness of
the poor nor the unhappiness of the rich that I draw the sub-
‘stance of my drama. For me,.ihe theatre is the projection onto

| the stage of the world, within—it is in my .dreams, roy anguish,

\ my dark desires, my inner contradictions that I reserve the right
to find the stuff of my plays. As I am not alone in the world—
as each one of us, in the depths of his being, is at the same
time everyone else—my_dreams and desires, my anguis
my obsessions do nof belong to myself alone; they are part of
the her{Eise oF Wi aneesiors. & very sncient.deposit.to.ywhich
all mankind may lay glaim.”8* At this point, Ionesco’s manner
becomes more and more pontifical. He begins to quote the
names of German and Amerjcan authorities, and is finally

-asked whether he is really tiking himself seriously after all.
Abashed, he recognizes that he has fallen into his own trap and
is in danger of himself becoming didactic. He apologizes that
this, in his case, is the exception, not the rule, a dig at Brecht’s
play The Exception and the Rule. o _

L’Impromptu de TAlma takes us back into the thick of the
controversy about the didactie, political theatxg, of which the
exchange with Kenneth Tyhan later. became one brilliant, but
by no means central, episode. The main attack against Ionesco
had been launched by some of the critics who had at first
hailed him as a master of the new avant-garde, in the pages
of such periodicals as Sartre’s Les Temps Modernes and the
influential Thédtre Populaire. It is no coincidence that the same

-number of the latter periodical (dated March 1, 1956) that

4
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contained a rather pained notice of L'Impromptu de UAlma
and the revival of The Chairs with which it shared the bill at
the Studio des Champs-Elysées, also published an essay by
Adamov on “Theatre, Money, and Politics,” in which he made
public confession of his ervor in having omitted the social theme
from his plays that had been performed to date, and called for
a revival of a historical, sociological theatre. No wonder that
the review of The Chatrs by Maurice Regnaut, in spite of high
praise for direction and performance, culiinates in the ques-
tion, “Why,.then, in spite of all this, should we too feel our=.
selves ‘cheated’? It is because we have been provoked into tak- |
ing an. interest in what basically does not concern us at all,
This piece has objective reality only to that extent to which
the postulate of the lyrical confession is true. More than
Ioneseo himself, we need to beliéve that ‘one is all people’
But the old mystification cannot long conceal the emptiness
of this theatre, T'o transform the theatre into music is the last
artistic dream of the petty bourgeois as Gorki has defined him:
man who prefers himself,”85 ' '

Thus the baitle was joined between the hi iolog-
Jcal, epic theatre and the lyrical, poetical th orld
within, the theatre of dream, mood, and being, We shall re-_;
tirn to a discussion of these two basic points_of view of the
contemporary theatre in a later chapter. Here it must be noted
that the final parting of the ways between Ionesco’s conception
and that of Brecht and his newly converted follower Adamov
coincided with the breakthrough of Ionesco into the world. of
acceptance and success—a sure sign in the eyes of his oppo-
nents, that the bourgeoisie had at last recognized the man who
best expressed their decadent point of view.

Not only in France but in other countries as well, perform-
ances of Ionesco’s plays became more frequent. There were
still scandals like the one in Brussels where the audience at a
performance of The Lesson demanded their money back, and
the leading actor liad to escape through a back door, but also
surprising successes in countries like Yugoslavia and Poland,
where The Chairs was performed with the old couple in work-
men’s overalls, Within six years of the first disastrous perform-
ance of The Bald Soprano, Tonesco had arrived, =

Being an accepted author invelved Ionesco in some strange

ical
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adventures, that might have come straight out of one of his
own plays. In May, 1957, some London papers reported that
“the Duke and Duchess of Windsor and ten other guests were
present at a remarkable theatre performance given recently in
the Paris home of the Argentine millionaire, M. Anchorena”é?
and that the play presented had been by lonesco, with music
specially composed by Pierre Boulez. A few days later, London
papers speculated on the possibility that this play, Imprompiu
pour la Duchesse de Windsor, might be performed in England,

but, as the Daily Mail put it, “IU's going to cause some hedd-’

aches” to the Lord Chamberlain, The Evening News of the
same day, May 31, 1957, even spoke of the Duchess of Wind-
sor having refused permission to have the litfle play performed
in London. Yet, according to the Daily Mail again, Ionesco
had commented that the Duke and. Duchess “secemed quite
amused.”

In fact Tonesco’s second Impromptu is a very slight, but
witty and utterly harmless party joke: a short scene in which
The Lady of the House discusses with the author and an
actress what they might present to amuse the Duke and
Duchess of Windsor. This leads to a discussion of Ionesco’s own
work and of his favorite theme of the identity of comedy and
tragedy. When The Lady of the House asks Ionesco not to pre-
sent “a sad play,.one of those modern dramas like those by
Beckett or Sephocles, which might make people.cry,” he. an-
swers, “Sometimes, Madame, comedies make people cry even
more than dramas . . . the comedies that I write. When I
want to write a tragedy I make them Jaugh, when I write a
comedy, I make them' cry.”87 There is also a very amusing
nonsense version of English history as seen by a Frenchman,
and an equally characteristic sequence of semantic misundes-
standings about spirits: when offered a glass of whiskey by The
Lady of the House, the author maintains that it is gin, while
the actress tastes it and pronounces it Bénédictine. When the
author, out of politeness, comes round to accepting it as
whiskey, the others, also from politeness, accept each others’
interpretations, increasing the confusion. The discussion of
what might amuse the royal guests finally ends in complete
deadlock and the piece concludes with the apologies of the

hostess. As, according to the Evening Standard, Mme. Marcel
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Achard, the wife of the playwright, remarked after the per-
formance, “Only Ionesco could have handled such a delicate
subject.” Salvador Dal, another of the pnv:leged number of
guests, merely remarked, “It was most moving.”

The composition of such a hghthea.rted trifle did not dis-
fract Jonesco overmuch from more ambitious and artistically
more rewarding objectives. In November, igss, the Nouvelle
Revue Frengaise had published a short story by him that was
later to grow into one of his major plays. (Altogether four of
Tonesco’s plays are elaborations of drafts written in the form of
stories: Une Victime du Devoir, published in the review
Medium, later became Victims of Duty; Oriflamme, in the
Nouvelle Revue Francaise, February, 1954, became Amédée;
Rhinocéros, in Les Lettres Nouvelles, September, 1957; and
La Photo du Colonel, in La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, No-
vember, 1955.) This particular story was La Pheto du Colo-
nel (The Photograph_of the Colonel),% which became the
bas:s of EEe play Ionescomp eted dur u.rm stay on

nnphcatlon‘gﬂgf the F' rench which means Killer Without Re-
ward (or payment); that is, a gratuitous, purposeless killer.

Jueur Sans Gages-is-Tonesee’s-sécond-three-act: work and
not 6bly one of his most ambitious, but aIso‘fffabaB“Iy is finest

lay, Bérenger, its hero, is a Chaplinesque little man, s:mple,
awI&'v'vard but human. As the play opens, he is being shown,
round an ambitious new housing project by its creator, the
municipal architect. This is a beautiful new quarter of the
town, well-designed, with pleasant gardens and a pond. What
is more, as the architect explaing, permanent sunshine is built
into the project; however much it may rain in other parts of
the city, the moment 'you cross the boundary of the cité
radieuse, the radiant city, you enter a climate of perpetual
spring,

Bérenger, who never realized that such perfection of modern
design or planning existed, and who strayed into this new
world by pure chance, is deeply moved. But why, he asks, are
‘the streets of this lovely quarter so deserted? He is shattered
to hear that the inhabitants have either left or have locked
themselves into their houses, because a mystérions Liller is
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abroad in this happy place, who hures his victims to their death
by promising to show them “the liliotograph of the colonel. a
The architect, who reveals that he ‘al50 cxercises the functins
of a police commissar and those of a doctor, cannot understand
Bérenger’s horror at his revelation. After all, the world is full
of misery: “Children murdered, starved old men, widows in
distress, orphans, people in agony, judicial errors, houses that
collapse on their inhabitants . . . mountains that come down
in landslides . .

appalled. And when news comes that among the latest vic-

tims is Mlle. Dany, the architect’s young secretary, whom he’
had just met and with whom he had fallen in love, he resolves

to track down the killer.

"The second act opens in Bérenger’s dmgy room, where a
visitor, Edouard, is silently waiting for him. Qutside we hear
the voices of the inhabitants of the block conversing in-absurd
fragments of small talk: a.teacher giving a nonsensical history
lesson; an efficiency expert caleulating the money to be saved
by stopping employees from going to the lavatory five times
each day and making them concentrate these natural functions
into one session of four and a half hours per month instead;

- 0ld-men talking of old times—a whole symphony of grotesque

snippets. of talk that take up and expand the voices on the
landing heard offstage . in - Amédée. Bérenger returns, tells
Edouard the horrible news about the killer, and is astonished
to find that Edouard, in facteverybody, has long known
about him, that everyone is used to the idea that such a killer
is abroad. Edouard’s briefcase opens and is revealed to contain
the implements of the killer—the knickknacks he pretends to
be selling, stacks of photos of a colonel, even the killer’s identity
card. Edouard says he must have picked up the briefcase by
mistake, but mysteriously he has further evidence in his coat
pocket—the diary of the killer, a map on which the exact spots
of past and even future murders are marked. Bérenger wants
to go to the police. Edouard is reluctant, Finally they go, but
Edouard leaves the briefcase behind. -

In the street a political meeting is in progress; a monstrous
woman, Iz mére Pipe, described as the keeper of the public
geese and resembling Bérenger’s concierge, makes a speech

. massacres, floods, dogs run over by cars—
that’s how the journalists earn their daily bread.” Bérenger'is -
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composed of totalitarian clichés. In the world after her victory,
everything will be different, at least in name, althongh the sub-
stance of things will remain the same. Tyranny will then be
called liberty, occupation will be called liberation. A drunk in-
terrupts the speech; he represents the opposite (Ioneseo § own)
“Boing..of $gw= *&mmﬁwm
n mm to Tynan, is made not Emclans but Ey :

, artists and thinkers Tike Enstein, Breton, Kandmsg Picasso, :

who change m ey Of seemg an: “to e Bimeh
and Judy fight, the drunk is knocked out. Bérenger discovers
that the briefcase has been lost, In a nightmare sequence, he
tries to wrest similar briefcases from the hands of passers-hy,
attempts to interest the police in finding the killer, but the
police have more important things to do They have to control
the traffic,

Bérenger is alone. He walks through the empty streets, the
décor changing as he progresses. Suddenly he finds himself
face to.face with a grinning, giggling dwarf in shabby clothes.
He knows that this is the killer, In-a long speech (covering
about ten closely printed pages in the French edition), Béren- .

ger tries to persuade the killer, who is obviocusly a degenerate

idiot, to desist from his murderous and senseless activity. He
vses every known argument for philanthropy and -goodness—
patriotism, self-interest, social responsibility, Christianity, rea-
son, the vanity of all activity, even that of murder. The killer
never speaks a word, he merely giggles idiotically. In the end
Bérenger pulls out two old guns and tries to kill the killer but
he cannot do it. He drops the guns and silently submits to the
killer’s raised knife.

In a note, Ienesco underlines the intention of this Iast scene,
which, as he says, “is a short act in. itself.” The speech should
be presented in a manner designed “to bring out the gradual

breaking down of Bérenger, his falling apart and the vacuity |
of his own rather commonplace morality, which collapses like |

a leaking balloon, In fact Bérenger finds within himself, in

|
|

spite of himself and against his own will, arguments in favor of |
the killer.”6? The killer (who, lonesco suggests in a stage di-
rection, might not be seen at all, only his giggle being heard

in the shadows}, represents.the, nevitahility of of death, the g ab- ¢
surdlty of human existence 1tself ‘This is the murderous pres

(LA pEe.
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ence that hurks behind even the most euphoric moods of light- .

ness and radiant happiness.and turns them back into the cold,
gray rainy November of our everyday existence.

In the first act, Bérenger describes at length the experience
the cité redieuse expresses—the warmth that in former times

used to fill his soul from within, the indescribable feeling of -

euphoria and light that made him cry out with joy, “I am, I
am, everything is; everything isl” And then suddenly a feeling
of emptiness invaded his soul as at the moment of a iragic

separation, “old women came out of their courtyards and'

pierced my ears with their loud, vulgar voices; dogs barked
and I felt myself abandoned among all these people, all these
things.” This is the mood we are presented with in the second
act in the symphony of gossiping voices in the courtyard, and
later in the horrible political meeting, in the taffic regulated
by policemen. It js the realization, accepted by everybody else
—that life is futile in the face of inevitable death—which
changes guphoria into dgpressmn Death is the photograph “of
the colonel, Which exercisos such a fatal fascination on'the kill-
, . [er’s victims, No argument of morality or expediency can pre-
s ivail against the half-witted, idiotic futility of the ‘buman
* “condition,

Once again the whole play elaborates a smgle poetic image,
but this time its power is sustained and deepened as the action
proceeds and, in:contrast to the decline of tension in the th.lrd
act of Amédée, the fina) scene of Tueur Sans Gages is 'so
brilliant a tour de force that it-# capable of forming a climax
even after the astonishing poetic invention of the cité radieuse
in the first scene.

It is significant-that the last brilliant speech is hardly fore-
shadowed in the short story that was the germe of the play.
There the hero merely realizes that “no words; friendly or
authoritative, could have convinced him; all the promise of
happiness, ail the love in the world, ecould not have reached
him; beauty would not have made him relent, nor irony have

shamed him, nor all the wise men in the world make him com-

prehend the vanity of crime as well as charity.” The transla-
tion of this brief paragraph into a breathtakingly dramatic
speech shows.fonesco’s immense power as a dramatist.

.. There is another element not present in the short story of

"y
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1g55 that occupies an important place in the play of 1g957—
the political meetmg and the a.rgument about the, hue.revouw-c

" “Totion, This i§ 8 Teasure of lonesco’s growing preoccupation

‘with the polemic against his Left Wing critics. It might be
argued that the introduction of this anti-political—but for that
very reason itself political-element distracts from the main
poetic image of the play. After all, the cité radieuse of the
opening scené is a more powerful argument for the same posi-
tion, It is an image of a world in which all social problems
have been solved, all frritation eliminated; and yet, even there,
the presence of death makes life futile and absurd. On the
other hand, the crowd scenes, with their nightmare tumult and
agitation, are a legitimate extension of the images of prolif-
eration and heaviness in Bérenger’s diagnosis of his depresswe
mood.

Tueur Sans Gages was staged with considerable success at
the Théstre Récamier in February, 1959. When it reached
New York in April, 1960, it met with less understanding and
had to close after a few performances. Brooks Atkinson found
the third act “bad theatre writing” because the last scene is
static and therefore “unbearable nervously as well as esthet-
ically,”7 Yet this is precisely what the scene is supposed to
‘be—unbearable. For in spite of its being-laced with a bitter,
farcieally tragic humor, Jonesco’s is a far harsher convention of
the theatre than one based on mere pleasantness, The mix-
ture of the farcical and the tragic also confronts the public
with an eutirely new. convention; no wonder Brooks Atkin-
son. found the play an accumulation of “helter-skelter gibes.”
Within its own terms of reference, Tueur Sans Gages is a
work’ of classical purity of style as well as langnage—at least
in the original French.

Tueur Sans Gages, moreover, is not only based on a brilliant
over-all conception, it is full of the most felicitous touches of
detail: the cité radieuse, for example, has such perfect built-
in sunshine that to produce plants that need rain, special glass
houses have to be provided. The architect, showing Bérenger

- round the new quarter, continues his office routine on a tele- |

phone he casually pulls out of his pocket. The architect’s
secretary, Mlle. Dany, cannot stand her office routine and de-_
cides to quit, This is the reason for her murder—the killer does
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pot attack municipal employees, and by choosing freedom she
chooses death, But the architect merely shrugs his shoulders

-at people’s mania, “the mania of the victims always to return

to the place of the crime.” Among. the killer’s .implements
in Edouard’s briefcase there is a box that has another box inside
it, which in turn has another inside it, and so on ad infinitum.
In the crowd at the political meeting, a little old man asks
the way to the Danube, although he is aware. of being in
Paris and is in fact a Parisian. All this is a wealth of invention
that helps to conjure up Ionesco’s own peculiar world of night-
mare, Chaplinesque bumar, and wistful tenderness. Tueur Sans
Gages must rank as one Qj&hﬂwm@]ﬁmmg;ks_ofdﬂleih@gge of:
the Absurd. :

Before Tueur Sans Ga.ges had its first stage performance,
Ionesco revealed that he had completed another full-length
play, Rhinocéros. On November 25, 1958, he gave a public
reading of the third act at the Vieux-Colombier, after having
told the audience that “a play is made to be acted, not to be
read, If 1 were you, I should not have come.” By the following
spring the play had appeared in book form (but in a note in
the Cahiers du Collége de Pataphysique,™ Ionesco insisted
that his publishers had got the title wrong by calling the play
Le Rhinocéros instead of simply Rhinocéros). On August 2o,
1959, the play, aleady translated into English by Derek

" Prouse, had its first performance—on the radio, in the B.B.C.’s

Third Programme; on November-6, it had its world premiére
on the stage in Diisseldorf; on}January 25, 1960, it opened
at the Cdéon in Pars, directed and acted by Jean-Louis
Barrault, and on April 28, of the same year at the Royal Court
in London directed by Orson We]les _with Sir Laurence
Olivier as Bérenger, The "&F onescos esco’s_jntemationsl--ae-

ceptance as a major figure in I:he theatre u.udoubtedly dawned
W RFinocéros.

] moc%?ga;n has gégenger as its hero—inexplicably,
if weassime that Bérenger was killed at the end of Tueur Sans

.Gages; an assumption, however, that is by no means a cer-

tainty, for, after all, the short story. The Photograph of the
Colonel is narrated in the first person singular, proof that its
hero lived to tell the tale, and in the play the curtain falls
before any fatal blow has been struck. But these pataphysical

LN
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specilations are in vain if the character of Bérenger in the
two plays is compared, for then a subtle difference between
the two is certain to be detected. The Bérenger of Rhinocéros
is less somber, though more dissipated; more poetical, though
less idealistic than the Bérenger of Tueur Sans Gages. While
the latter lives in Paris, the former inhabits a small provineisl
city. Iri short, they are not necessarily the same person; or it
may be that the Bérenger of Rhinocéros is a younger Bérenger,
in an earlier phase of his career.

The Bérenger of Rhinocérog works (as Ionesco did at one
time) in the production department of a firm of law publishers.
He is in love with a colleague, Mlle, Daisy (whose name cui-
ously resembles that of the first Bérenger’s love, Dany); he

has a friend named Jean. On a Sunday morning the two aré ™
involved in an incident m which one; or perhaps two, rhinos -

are obsérved, or believed-to be obseived, charging down the

main street of the town. Gradually more and more rhmos
ﬂgear They are the inhabifanits who ha hﬁiﬂ

a mysterious disease, rhinoceritis, which not crnly m es

Eﬁﬁﬁgemﬁummﬁ”ﬁﬁ“"ﬁmm want to

selves Tnto these strong. aggressive,.and ins Insensitive pach -
“Hermé., At the emgl@érenger and Dalsx Yemai.

- the ‘whole town, then even cannot resist the temptat:on

of doing what came naturally to all the others. Bérenger is

left dlone, the last- human being, and defiantly proclaims

4
i
i

intention never to capitulate. e

Tt has been said that Rhinocéros represents Ionesco’s feelings
before he left Rumania in 1938, whén more and more of his
acquaintances adhered to the Fascist movement of the Iron
Guard. As he himself has said, “As usual, I went back to my
personal obsessions. I remembered that in the course of my
life ¥ have been very much struck by what one might call

the current of opinion, by its rapid evolution, its power. of :
contagion, which is that of a real epidemic. Pegple.allow.them- .

Selves suddenly. to be invaded by a new religion,.a. doctrine, ‘
#.fanaticism, . . . At such moments we witness a veritable

mental mutatlon I don’t know if you have noticed it, but when
people no longer share your opinions, when you can no longer
make yourself understood by them, one has the impression of
being confronted with monsters—rhinos, for example. They




4

still others, notably Daisy, simply canriot bear being . different,
{_from the majority fRhinoceritis is not only the disease of the
totalitariins of the Right as well as of the Left, it is also the
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have that mixture of candor and ferocity, They would kill you
with the best of consciences, And history has shown us during

the last quarter of a century that people thus trarisformed not

only resemble rhinos, but really become rhinoceroses,”72
During the first performance at the Diisseldorf Schauspiel-
haus, the German audience instantly recognized the arguments
used by the characters who feel they must follow the trend
as those they themselves had heard, or used, at 2 timegyhen=
Eg_qug_g; Germany. could. not, res resist the lure of Hitler

% of the characters in the play opt : for o pachydermatous existende |

" because they admire brute force and the simplicity that springs
from the suppression of overtender humanistic feelings;’
others do so because one can try to win the rhinos back to
humanity only by leaming to understand their way of thinking;

pull of conformism. Rhinocéros is a witty play, It abounds in
brilliant touches, and—unlike maost plays by Jonesco—it seems
easily understood. The London Times headed its review of
, Bhinocéros, “Tonesco Play All Easily Comprehensible.”? .
Yet, is it really as easily comprehensible as all that?. As

. Bernard Francueil pointed out in an ingenious article in the

Cahiers du Collége de Pataphysique,”* Bérenger’s final con-
fession of faith and his previous assertions of the superiority
of human beings over rhinos curiously resemble the cries of
“Long live the white racel” in L Avenir Est dans les (Eufs
and in Victimes du Devoir, If we examine Bérenger’s final rea-
soning with his friend Dudard, we find that he defends his
desire to remain human with the same recourse to instinctive
feelings that he condemns in the rhinos, and when he notices
this error, be merely corrects himself by replacing instinct
~with intuition, Moreover, at_the.very.end, Bérenger Dbitterly
ﬁgrets that he seems unable to change mto a rﬁnocerosl Hls
of | h '

pression of i |
Far from"Eemg a hero;c Tast stand Bérenger’s defiance is far-
cical and tragicomic, and the final- meaning of the play is by

no means as sn:nple as some CI‘IthS made it appear. W}
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1 e tragedy of the individualist who
ppy throng f@l‘ess senmgm,ggogieath e artist’s

Kafka and Thomas Mann. In a sense, Bérenger’s situation at
the end of Rhinocéros resembles that of the victim of an-
other metamorphosis, Kafka’s Gregor Samsa. Samsa was trans-
formed into a giant bug while the rest of humanity remained
normal; Bérenger, having become the last human being, is in
exactly the same position as Samsa, for now that being a
thinoceros is normal, to be human is a monstrosity. In his last
speech, Bérenger deplores the whiteness and flabbiness of his
skin and longs for the hardness and dark-green color of the
pachyderm’s armor, “I am a monster, just 2 monster,” he cries,
before he finally decides to make a stand for humanity.

¥ Rhinocéros is a tract against conformism and msens1tw1tym;
{which it certainly is), it also mocks. the individualist who -

merely makes a virtue of necessity in insisting on his superi-
ority as a sensitive, artistic being. That is where the play
transcends the oversimplification of propaganda and becomes

a valid statement of the fatal entanglement, the basic ineseap-

ability and absurdity of the human condition, Only a perform-
ance that brings out this' ambivalence in Bérengers ﬁnaI stand
can do justice to the play’s full flavor. -

. After ten years as a playwright, Ionesco has-been drawn into
the mid-twentieth-century rat race of success. He has be-
come a rauch-traveled man, addressing an international con-
gress on the avant-garde theatre at Helsinki, opening a new
theatre with a performance of one of his plays in Brazil,
lecturing at Copenhagen, writing the narration for an avant-
gardist Polish cartoon-film (Monsieur Téte, winner of the
Prix de la Critique at the Tours Festival of 1950), discussing
the writing of a musical with an American producer,

It is a sure sign of real genius that it remains uns “’TEO%’Q’“Y
success. Tories¢o. has certainly remained unchanged—a smiling

e man with a clown’s face and large, round sad eyes;
friendly, accessible, eager to help the importunate seeker for
inforration he must have given to dozens of othess, and con-
tinuing to iranslate his fears and fantasies into. the concrete
poetry of the stage. However trifling some of his products may
be in length, they have the authentic Tonesco charm~the little

T “Which forms the theme of writers lzke__,f‘
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sketch Scéne @ Quatre, for example (performed at the Spoleto
Festival in June, 1959),%% which seems to have been intended
as a kind of anticipation of a summit meeting and, as it turned
out; was uncannily prophetic. The short scene shows three
gentlemen—Dupont, Durand, and Martin—each dressed like
the other, engaged in heated but completely pointless argu-
ment, in which the only recognizable idea is the warning, “Af-
tention aux p‘;)‘%ii'e'fémf” (“Be careful with the flowerpots!”).
When a beadfiful lady appears on the scene, all three tryﬂ,tq

introduce her as their fiancée and to present a flowerpot
to her. As a result, all the flowerpots are broken, and the lady

is severely mauled and her clothes torn off. Was the beautiful-

lady intended to represent peace?

Another trifling but charming creation by Tonesco is his first
Dballet, performed with choreography by Deryk Mendel,. Jel,. the
Infetpreter of Beckett’s mimeplays, at the Théatre de IEtoile
in April, 1g60. It is.called Apprendre @ Marcher, and shows a
young man who collapses and is won back from. paralysis in a
wheelchair, to the full use of his limbs and virtuosity as a
dancer, by ‘a beautiful nurse. The hospital has changed into
a luminous garden. The nurse wants to embrace the voung
man she has taught to walk and to dance, but he ascends an

-endless staircase of light that has opened up in the back, and
" disappears from view. The muse is. heartbroken; indignantly

the doctor makes her put on her nurse’s uniform. again, -
While traveling from capital to capital and writing such

- charming trifles, Tonesco contiriued to work on his next major

play, in which Bérenger is again the principal character, Again
it is a play in one long act. It shows Bérenger as the king of
a dream country and ends with his death, :

Ionesco’s flowering into a dramatist of world-wide fanie has
been an astonishing phenomenon. He did not b gin_writing

The Bald Soprano until he was thitty-six. It is a case of a"
long-pent-up power of expression, which had been seeking for

the right form, suddenly finding its true medium—dialogue.
The ready-made dialogue of the English primer revealed to
Tonesco where his true vocation lay—in the theatre that he had
disliked hitherto, precisely because its prevailing convention
ran counter to his own personal dramatic perceptions and in-
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tuitions. He had been writing all his life, as he confesses in the
fragment of his diaries for 1939 that has been published,?®
but the reflections and notes he put down did not amount to
more than a personal record. Yet in the same extract from
Tonesco’s diary we already find him jotting down the idea for
a dramatic sketch—a woman talking to a2 man offstage, and
enacting what is obviously a highly emotional scene entirely in
fragments of clichés and repetitions of the same stereotyped
phrases, without the reader (or spectator) ever knowing what
is actually at issue. This short sketch shows that Yonesco’s mind
was running along the lines of his later dramatic writing ten
years before his encounter with the Assimil method finaily

_sparked off his latent powers as.a dramatist.

Yonesco is a_highly € He himself deseribed
his method of work in a shghtly bantermg and exaggerated,
but nevertheless convincing, way when he said:

It is obviously difficult to write a play; it requires consider-
able physical effort. One has to get up, which is tiresome,
" one has to sit down, just when one had got used to the idea
‘of standing up, one has to take a pen, which is heavy,
one has to get some paper, which one cannot find, one has
to sit at a table, which often/breaks. down under the weight
of one’s elbows. . . . Itis ¥ ¢latively easy, on the other hand,
to-compose a play witheut writing it down. It is easy to
imagine it, to dream it, stretched out on the couch between
sleep and waking, One only has to let oneself go, without
moving, without controlling oneself. A character emerges,
one does not know whence; he calls others. The first charac-
ter starts talking, the first retort is made, the fixst note has
been struck; the rest follows automatically. One remains
passive, one listens, one watches ‘what is happening on the
inner screen. , . 17

Tonesco regards spoutaneity as an important creative ele-
ment. “I have no ideas before I write a play. I have them
when I have written the play or while I am not writing at all.
I believe that artistic creation is spontaneous. It certainly is
so for me.”™ But this. does not mean that he considers his
writing to be meaningless or without significance. On the con-
trary, the workings of the spontaneous imagination are a
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cognitive process, an exploration. Wg, it is
<& method of cognition: everything that is fmagined i3, true;
[mthmg TS fue iF it 1§ Tt imagined.”™ Everything that springs
from. the imagination expresses a psychological reality: “Be-
cause the artist apprehends reality directly, he is a true phi-
losopher, And it is from the range, the depth and the sharpness
of his truly philosophical vision that his greatness springs.”80

- The spontaneity of the creative vision is in itself an instro-

ment of philosophical exploration and discovery. But spontane-,

ity does not mean arl:lessness the true artist has mastered his
teclifical Teans to such an extent that he «can_apply them
without conscious reflection, just as a good ballet danicer Has
56 tHGToUEhIy Tastored the technique of dancing that she can
concentrate wholly on. expressing the music and the feelings
. of the character she portrays. Ionesco is far from neglecting
the formal aspects of playwriting—he is a master craftsman
and a classicist, He believes that “the aim of the avant-garde
should be to redxsgpver—not invent—in their purest state the
ermanent forms and forgotteff“l mﬂ& We must
cut "t]arough the clichés dAnd break free from a hidebound
‘traditionalism’; we must rediscover the one true and living
trad.ltlon 8L
~* This is why Tonesco is preoccupmd with isolating the “pure”
elements of theatre, with discovering and laying bare the
mechanism of action even if it is devoid of sense, This is why,
although he does not like Labiche, he is fascinated by Feydean
and was astonished to find somie similarities to his own plays
in Feydeauw's farces—“not in the subject matter but in the
rhythm. In the organization of a play like La Puce ¢ I'Oreille,
for example, there is a kind of acceleration of movement, a
progression, a kind of madness. In it one might discover the.
essence of theatre, or at least the essence of the comic. . . .
For, if Feydean pleases, it is not for his ideas (he has none)
nor for the stories of his characters (they are silly); it is this
madness, this seemingly regulated mechanism that, however,
comes apart through its very progression and acceleration.”s?
Jonesco compares his classicism, his attempt to rediscover
“the mechanism of the theatre in its pure state” with this prin-
ciple of acceleration in Feydeau’s farces: “In The Lesson, for
example, there is no story, but there is a ptogression neverthe-
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less. I try to bring about a progression by a kind of progressive
condensation of states of mind, of a feeling, a situation, an.
anxiety, The text is merely a pretext for the acting of the cast,
starting from the comic toward a progressive heightening, Th
Jlext is merely a prop, a pretext for this intensification.”s?

..Wa‘zﬂ-g S R SRR P T

e “Sopians 15 Rhmocéros, this condensation in-
ensification of the action repres nt the basic formal 7-._-_
&e shape of fonescosg y@g&ggﬁaﬁgmuﬂmg of Be
and, {(until his breach with the Theatre of the Absurd) ,
which, Jaye 8 ceir,cx..l.%&uhaae o Jeturning 1o the.initial. sitnation
or to its equivalent, a zero point ~from " which
aEff:ioH is seen to be fufile, o that 1t would have made no

fterencs ¥ & had never happened. It is true that The
Bald Soprano and The Lesson end as they started—-with the
Marting {(or, in the Paris production, the Smiths) begiuning
to speak the same dizlogue we heard at the beginning of the
play, and with a aew pupil arriving for a new lesson, But in
the case of The Bald Soprano this ending is an afterthought;
Tonesco's original intention was to top the pandemonium of the
final scene by a direct aggression against the audience. And
in The Lesson we know that the forty-first pupil of that
.day will be murdered in the same frenzied fashion as the
fortieth-—that thete will be another inevitable, and eveni more
frenzied, ¢ Qmax This in fact is the pattern of most of Ionesco’s
plays: ‘we find the same acceleration and accumulation in the
obscene final frenzy of Jacques as well as in the growing pro-
liferation of furnitire in The New Tenant, in the more and
more crowded room in The Chairs, and in the growing number
of transformations in Rhinocéros.

Intensification, accumulation, and progression, however,
must not, Jonesco insists, be confounded with the storyteller’s -
endeavor to build action toward a climax. In the narrative, °
the climax leads toward the final solution of a problem. And
Tonesco detests “the reasoning play, constructed like a syllo-
gism, of which the last scenes constitute the loglcal conclusion
of the introductory scenes, considered as premises.” Ionesco

repudiates the well:made, storytelling play

I do not write plays to tell a story. The theatre cannot be
epic . . , because it is dramatic. For me, a play does not




h 132 THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

consist in the description of the development of such a story—
that would be writing a novel or a film. A play.is a sttucture
that consists of a _series of states of conscionsness, or. situa:
tions, which become mtens:.ﬁ' , grow more and more dense,
then et entangled, cither to be disentangled agam or to end
in unbearable inextricability.55

; To the elegant, logical constructlon of the well-made play,

g Ionesco opposes, instead, the demand for intensity, the gradual

: heightening of psychological tensions. To bring this about, the'-

author, in Ionesco’s view, is bound by no rule or restraint:

Everything is permitted in the theatre: to bring charactérs
" to life, but also to materialize states of anxiety, inner pres-
ences. It is thus not only permitted, but advisable, to make
the properties join in the achon, to make objects live,
to animate the décor, to make symbols concrete. Just as
words are continued by gesture, action, mime; which, at the
moment when words become inadequate, take their place,
the material elements of the stage can in turn fu.tther
intensify these.26

Language is thus reduced to a relatively minor functio
According to Ionesco, the theatre danmot hope to challenge
those forms of expression in which la,nguage is entirély auton-
omous—the discursive speech of philosophy, the deseriptive
language of poetry or fiction. For this, he argues, the use
of language in the theatre is “t0o narrowly circumscribed to
language as “dialogue, words in combat, in conflict.”8? But
language is  regarded not as.an end in jtself but, aewmmel,yhom

elément_amon many in_the_theatre; the author can treat,it

fr;et_elzl he can make the acp,omqonﬂgdwt the text, or can let
‘the Ianguage of the characters disintegrate a!together And
this too is a device serving the pattern of intensification that
underlies Icnesco’s theatre. Language can be turned into
theatrical material by “carrying it to its paroxysm. To give the
theatre its trize measure, which lies in going to excess, the
words themselves must be stretched to their utmost limits, the
language must be made almost to explode, or to destroy itself
in its inability to contain its meanings.”s8

The pattern of Ionesco’s plays is one of intensification, ac-

*-\\J'g};%mgmc
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celeration, accumulation, proliferation to the point of parox-
YSm,, whien psychological tension reaches the ches the unbearable—the
* pattem of orgasm. It @u%muum@mamm&
relleves the tension and § Jggﬁtm;tgsha.iﬁ,ﬂbng of serenity. This
“fiheration takes the “form of laughter. And that is why Ionesco’s

K

“As far as T am concerned,” says Ionesco, “I have never been
able to understand the difference that is made between the
comic and the tragic. As the comic is the intuition of the absurd,
it seems to me more conducive to despair than the tragic.
The comic offers no way out, I say ‘conducive to despair,’ but
in reality it is beyond despair or hope.”®® But this is precisely
the liberating effect of laughter; “Humor makes us conscious;
with a free hucidity, of the tragic or desultory condition of man,

. It is not only the critical spirit itself . . . but ... . humor
is the only possibility we possess of detaching ourselves—yet

“B6ly after we have surmounted, assimilated, taken cognizance

of it—from our trgﬂg:commjguman condition, the malaise of be-
ing, To become consecious of what is horn.fymg and to laugh
at it is to become master of that which is horrifying. . . .
Logic reveals itself in the illogicality of the absurd of which
we have become aware. Laughter alone does not respect any -
taboo, laughter alone inhibits the creation of new anti-taboo
taboos; the comic alone is capable of giving us the strength to
bear the tragedy of existence, The true nature of things,
truth itself, can be revealed to us only by fantasy, which is
more realistic than all the realisms.

Yet if Ionesco again and again insists on the eproratory,
cognitive function of his theatre, one must always keep in mind

. what kind of cognition it is he wants to communicate. Be-

wildered critics first confronted with a Ionesco play like The
Chairs or The Killer are apt to ask what these plays seek to
demonstrate; after all, we all know that people have difficulty
In commumicating their personal experience, we know that

‘death is inevitable. Once the audience has realized what the
-author is driving at, the play should end. But it ig not the
- conceptual, formulated moral that Tonésco tries to communi-
" cate, it is his experience, what i feels like to be in the sit-

uations concerned, It is precisely against the fallacy that the
fruits of human experience can be transmitted in the form
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of pre-packed, neatly formulated conceptual pills that . his
theatre is directed, That is why his criticism, his savage satire,
tries to-destroy the rationalistic fallacy that language alone,
s language divorced from experience, can communicate human
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{ experience from one person to another, This, if it can be done

- What (g EReE, the poet had himself experienced. &

“dt all, can be accomplished only through the crestive act of
the artist, the poet who can transmit something of his own ex-
-perience by making anéiher human being.capable of feelmg

"No amount of chinical description can convey “what it feels
]J]ce let us say, to be in love. A young person may have been
told, may think he knows what it will be like, but when he
really does have the experience, he will realize that any
merely intellectual knowledge of it was not knowledge in any
real sense. A-poem, on the other hand, or a piece of music,
can convey, to however limited an extent, the reality of
feeling and experience. In the same way, Io a_play
like _The Killer is not..as.50me. critics thought trymgﬁto te]l
s throygh thr three ec long acts that death 1y 5 inevitable, 1 Be i trying
"fo make us c¥penence w1th hlm what . feels like to ]m_
ﬁfﬁ} rm’i’mﬂs asic, ,pmm:gpguengg what it feels like when
‘at the'énd We have to face the harsh truth that there is no
argument no rationalization that can remove that stark, final
fact of life. When Bérenger, at the end, submits to the knife
of the killer, he has finally fought through to the recognition
that we must face death , ;without evasion, prettification, or
rationalization—and this is the equivalent of a mystical expe-
rience. It is true that the other characters in the play, the
architect or Edouard, also accept the presence of the killer in
their midst as inevitable. The difference is that they do so out
of thoughtlessness, lack of imagination, superficial compla-
cency; they have not grasped what it means to experience the
presence of death, and, failing to face the issue of death, they
are not fully alive. To wake up the audience, to deepen their
awareness of the human condition, to make them experience.
what Bérenger experiences is the real purpose of Ionesco’s play.

‘We do not expect to receive new information in a. poem;
a2 -moving poem on time or the inevitability of death is not
rejected by cnhcs merely because it is not telling us any new
truths, Io_ £500

Lm theatre, a theatre concerned
W

[
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kw1th the communication of the experience of states of of being,

‘axc the oSt dimenlt ma matters_to_ commumcate,%r
Emgue;ge consisting largely of prefabncated COngeaIed sym-
bols, ferlds 1o abscure rather than o revg 1 gy}sgg&%gg gr&
ence, Whan A. says, “I"am in love, B. will understand by
it }nerely what he has experienced, or expects to experience;”
which may be something entirely different in kind and in-
tensity, and so A., instead of having communicated his sense

of being, has merely triggered off B.’s own mode of feeling.

. No real communication has taken place, Both remain impris-

oned, as before, in thelr own experience, That is why Jonesco
i has spoken of his own work as an attempt to communicate

e fﬁ‘e‘bﬁlcommumcable

“If, however, language, because it is conceptual, and there-
fore schematic and generalized, and because it has hardened
into depersonalized and fossilized clichés, is a hindrance rat]ler
than a means toward such genuine communication, the/break—
through into the other human being’s consciousnéss of the
poet’s mode of fecling and experience has to be attempted on
a more basic level, the pre- or sub- verbal level of elementary
human experience. This is what the use of imagery and
symbolism achieves in lyrical poetry, combined with such ele-
ments as rhythm, tonal quality,-and association of words. In
Ionesco’s theatre the same approach is attempted through the
use. of basic human situations..that will evoke a dlrect and

a]most phys al response, such as Punch }ntt'm:r the pohcemtin
he,

Atidiences. And by combmmg such basmally evocative emo-
_Honal images into more and.mate. complex‘*structures Ionesco
“gradually forges His theatre into an instrum; for the Er

mlssmn_ of _more complex basxc 11 1520, exp

i

nees,
In this he may not always be equally successful, but in¥
plays like The Lesson, The Chairs, Jacques, the first two acts of §
Amédée, The New Tenant, and Victims of Duty he has tri-;
umphantly succeeded in putting. Kis own experience on the
stage and gettmg 1t across to the audience. It may be true
that, on the whole, such Basic though thnlfivalent and com-

Yo
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plex, states of mind lend themselves better to brief statement
in the form of one-act plays or even sketches than to full-length

plays. Yet a play like The Killer shows that it is possible to’

interweave a number of such basic images of experience into
a more complex structure. Rhinocéros, which also shows

.Jonesco’s ability to sustain a longer form, is perhaps teo much
of a tract, too closely approximating to a piéce @ thése, to
serve as an argument in this context,

' Of course, the traditional theatre too has always ‘heen an
instrument for communicating the basic experiences of human-
ity. But this element has often béen subordinated ;to- other
functlons, such as the telling of a story or the d.lscussmn of

_ideas. Tonesco is attempting to isolate this one. element—which
te regards as the one that constitutes the theatre’s supreme
achievement, and in which it excels all other forms of artistic
expression—and to restore a pure, entirely theatrical theatre.

The technical inventiveness Ionesco displays m trying to
achieve his end is truly astonishing. In The Bald Seprano
alone, Lis first and in many ways simplest play, Alain Bosquet

has isolated no fewer than thirty-six “recipes of the comic,™ .

ranging from the negation of action (i.e., scenes in which noth-
ing happens), loss of identity of “characters, the mislead-
ing title, mechanical surprise, repetition, pseudo-exoticism,
pseudo-logic, abolition of chronological sequence, the prolifera-
tion of doubles (i.e., a whole family all called Bobby Watson),
loss of memory, melodramatic surprise (the maid says, “I am

Sherlock Holmes”), coexistence of opposing explanations for -

the same thing, discontinuity of dialogue, and the raising of
false expectations, to purely stylistic devices like cliché, truism,
onomatopoeia, Surrealist proverbs, nonsense use of foreign

languages, and complete loss of sense, the degeneration of

language into pure assonance and sound patterns. ¢
A good many other characteristic devices from Ionescos

later plays ecould be added to this list—above all, the anima- * |

tion and proliferation of objects, the loss of homogeneity .of
individual characters who change their natures in front of our
eyes, the varions mirror effects in which the play itself becomes
‘an object of discussion within the play, the use of offstage

dialogue to suggest-the isolation of the individual in a sea’of -
irrelevant small talk; the loss of distinction between ammate-
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and inanimate objects, the contradiction between the implied
description and actual appearance of characters (the young
girl who is in fact a mustachioed gentleman, in Maid to Marry;
‘the geniug who has no head, in The Leader), the use of on-
stage metamorphosis (in The Picture and Hh_z'nocéros), and
a host of others,

What, then, are the basic situations and expetiences that

. Tonesco wants to communicate by the use of this wealth of
% comic—and tragicomic—invention? Ionesco’s theatre has two
¢ fundamental themes, which often coexist in the same play .

"The Tesser of these is the protest against the deadliness of '

present-day mechanical, bourgeois civilization, the loss of real
felt valucs, and the resulting degradation of life. lonesco attacks
a world that has Jost its metaphysical dimension; in which hu-
'man beings no longer feel a sénse of mystery, of reverent awe
in facing their own existence. Behind the violent mockery. of

fossilized language, there stands a plea for the restoration of

‘a poetic concept of 11fe

" When I wake up, on a morning of grace, from my noctur-
nal sleep as well as from the mental sleep of routine, and I

. suddenly become aware of my existence and of the universal

. presence, so that everything appears strange, and at the
same time familiar to me, when the astonishment of being
invades me—these sentiments, this intuition belong to all
men, of all times. We can find this state of mind expressed

' in almost the same words by all poets, mystics, philosophers,
who feel it in exactly the same way I do. . . .92

But if Tonesco savagely assails a mode of life that has ban- {
ished mystery from existence, this does not mean that he re-
gards a full awareness of the implications of human existence
as a state of euphoria, On the contrary, the intuition of being
that he tries to communicate is one of déspair. The main themes

- that recur in his plays are those of the lone]mess and isolation

of the individual, his difficulty in communicating with others,
"his subjection to degTadmg outside pressures, to the mechamcal
conformity of somety as well as to the egually degrading in-

- ternal pressures of his own personality—sexuality and the en-
. suing feelmgs of guilt, the anxieties arising from the: ‘uncertainty

of one’s own identity and the certainty of death

y
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If the basic pattern in Beckett’s plays is pairs of interde-
pendent complementary personah’aes, and in Adamovs the-—
most frequently recurring basic pattern is the married coupIe,
the ‘family—Mr. and Mrs, Smith, Amédée and Madeleine,
Choubert ‘and hig Madeleine, the old man and his wife in The
Chairs, the Jacques family in Jacques and The Future Is in
Eggs, the professor and his maid (who is both wife and mother
to him) in The Lesson, the rich-man and his sistersin. The
Picture. In this basic pattern, the woman ysually plays the part

“of an admiring, but nagging, supporter of the hushand. In

: ]onescos later plays, Bérenger is a lonely and isolated indi-

wdual but he is also, in each case, in love with the ideal of
ani understanding young workingwoman, Dany-Da.lsy, whao
combines grace, beauty, and savoir-faire.

Jonesco’s characters may be isolated and loner in a meta-
physical sense, but they are by no means the tramps and out-
casts of Beckett and Adamov, and this, in some sense, increases
the despair and absurdity of their isolation—they are lonely in
spite of being members of what ought to be an organic com-
munity. Yet, as we see above all in Jacques, the family is the
agent of society’s pressures toward conformity, which not even
the Fwest and loving Daisy can resist in Rhinocéros, -

. Nevertheless, the presence of compamonshlp -and farmly ’ ‘
i relationships lightens the despair of Tonesca’s world. It would I

be wrong to regard his attifude as wholly pessmustxc He wants
. to make existence authentlc fully lived, by putting man face

s to face with the harsh realities of the human condition, But
i this.is also the way to hberatlon “To, attack the absurdity (of

the human condition) is,” Ionesco once said, “a way of stating
the possibility of non-absurdity. . . . For where else would
there be a point of reference? . . . In Zen Buddhism there
was no direct teaching, only the constant search for an open-
ing, a revelation. Nothing makes me more pessumstlc than
the obligation not t¢ be pessimistic, I feel that every message
_of despairi is the statement of a situation from wh1ch everybody
must freely'try to find a way out”®

. The very statement of the ‘desperate situation, the ability
it gives,the spectator to face it with open eyes, constitutes
a catharsis, a liberation. Are not Oedipus and Lear confronted
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with the full despair and absurdity of their human condition?
Yet their tragedies are liberating experiences.

Tonesco himself has always opposed the idea that, as‘an
avant-garde author, he stands outside thé main stream™ of
tradition. He-insists that the avant-garde is a mere rediscovery
of submerged parts of the main tradition. And so, while he
admits that Corneille bores him, that he finds Schiller unbear-
able, Marivaux futile, Musset thin, Vigny unactable, Victor
Hugo ridiculous, Labiche unfunny, Dumas fils Jaughably

| sentimental, Oscar Wilde facile, Ibsen heavy, Strindberg
" dlumsy, Pirandello outmoded, Giraudoux and Cocteau super-

Aficial, he does see himself as part of a tradition mcluding
- Sophocles and Aeschylus, Shakespeare, Kleist, and Buechner,

precisely because these authors are concerned with the hurnan
condition in all it brutal absurdity.

Only time can show to what extent Ionesco W]]l become
part of the main stream of the great tradition. What is certain,
Lowever, is that his work constitutes a truly herofc attempt to
break through the barriers of human communication.
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Chapter Four
JEAN GENET: A HALL OF MIRRORS & -

In the most personal of his books the autobmgraphmal
Journal du Voleur (The Thief s Jou: , Jean Genet describes
how hie once came across Stilitano, the tall, handsome, one-
handed Serbian pimp, thief, and drug peddler who was one
of the heroes of his youth, lost in _a hall of micrors on a fair-
ground. It was one of those.labyrinths constructed partly of
mirrors, partly of panes of transparent glass that are arranged

_in such a way that the crowd outside can watch the antics

of those who dre trying to find their way out of the maze.
And so Genet could observe Stilitano caught like a trapped
animal, could see, but not hear, him uttering enraged curses
while the large throng of bystanders outside were splitting
their sides with laughter: ’ .

Stilitang was alone. . Eyeryone had found the way out ex-
_cept he. Strange]y ‘the-tmiverse veiled itself for me. The
shadow that suddenly fell over-things and people was the
_shadow of my solitude confronted with this despair, for, no
longer able to shout, to butt himself against the walls of
glass, resipned at being a mockery for the gaping crowd,
Stilitano had crouched down on the floor, refusing to go
on. ...k - .

This image of man caught in a maze of mirrors, trapped b
the reflections of his own distorted image, frying to find the
way to make contact with the others he can see around him
but being rudely stopped by barriers of glass (which Genet}
himself used in his ballet scenario Adam Mireir), also sums

né'

up the essence of Genet's theatte: a series of plays concerne
with expressing his own feeling of helplessness and solitude |
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when confronted with the despair and loneliness of man

caught in the hall of mirrors of the human condition, inexorably

trapped by an endless progression of images that are merely

- his own distorted reflection—lies covering lies, fantasies batten-

- ing upon fantasies, nightmares nourished by nightmares w1th111j

nightmares,

In the whole long line of podtes maudits that rung
through French literature, like a red thread, from Villen to
Sade to Verlaine, Rimbaud, and Lautréamont, Jean Genet is
surely among the most extraordinary, “On the planet Uranus,”
he writes, “it seems the atmosphere is se heavy , . . that the
animals drag themselves about crushed by the weight of the
gases. It is with these humiliated creatures always crawling
on their bellies that I want to mingle. I in the transmigration
of souls I am granted a new dwelling place, I shall choose that
cursed planet to inhabit it with the convicts of my race.”

Jean Genet was born in Paris on December 1g, 1910, He
was gbandoned by his mother and brought up by peasant
foster parents in the Morvan, in the north of the Massif Central,
When he reached the age of twenty-one he was given his birth
certificate. From it he learned that his mother had been called
Gabrielle Genet and that he had been borm at 22 Rue d’Assas,
behind the Luxembourg Gardens. When he went to find the
house, he discovered it was a maternity hospital.

In his monumental study of Genet, surely one of the most
astonishing books of our age, Jean-Paul Sartre has described
how, at the age of ten, the little boy, who had till then been
considered pious and docile, was accused of stealing, and how,

_ being deseribed as a thief, he resolved to be a thief. For Sartre

_ this was the great act of existential choice, Genet himself puts
the matter in a slightly less philosophical way: “It was not at
any particnlar period of my life that I decided to be a thief.

. My laziness and my daydreaming having led me to the maison
correctionelle 4t Mettray, where I was to stay il I was twenty-
one, I escaped, and to gain the signing-up bonus, joined up
for five years. After a few days [in the Foreign Legion] I
deserted, taking with me the suitcases of some Negro officers.
For a time I loved stealing, but prostitution “;EEPaIed more to_
my easxgommz_ T was twenty. . . .8 T——

But in the essential “point of emstentxal choice, Genet’s




had repudaated me,”™#
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account agrees with Saptre’s: “Abandcned by rﬂy family, I

found it natural to aggravate this fact: by the love tof males,
and that love by stealmg, and steahng by cnme, or the com-

‘tﬁ_vm%ﬂl"’ —

i
Between 1930 and 1940, Genet led the life of an Ih.nerant
delinquient. . After a stay in the Bawio Chino of Barcelona,
among-beggars and pimps, he went back to France, made his

first acquaintance with French prisons, and then went to_

Ttaly. Via Rome, Naples, and Brindisi, he reached Albania.
Refused 2 permit {0 land at Corfu, he passed into Yugoslavia,
Austria, Czechoslovakia. In Poland he tried to pass forged
banknotes, was arrested, and eventually expelled. In Hitler’s
Germany he felt out of place: “Even on Unter den Linden
T had a feeling of being in a camp organized by bandits. . . .
This is a nation of thieves, I felt, If I steal here, I accomplish
no spec'{/l act that could help me to realize myself, I merely

- obey the habitual order of things. I do not destroy it.” And

50 he hastened on into a country that still obeyed the conven-
tional moral code and therefoie enabled an outlaw to feel him-
self outside an established ‘order. He went to Antwerp, where

_ he remained for some time before returning to France.

“While France was occupied, by the Germans, Genet was
in and out of prison. It was prison that made him fnto a poet,
Once, he told Sartre, while still on rémand, he was, by m]stake,
given prison clothes and pushed intc a cell in which all the
other prisoners, also not yet convicted, still had their ordinary
clothes. He was thus exposed to ridicile and contempt, Among
these prisoners there was one “who made poems to his sister,

idiotic and self-pitying poems that were much admired. In
the end . . .. T declared that I was able to make poems just
, as good, "I'hey dared me and 1 wrote ﬂmem'ﬁm“

—a long and solemn elegy dedicated to the memory of Maurice
Pilorge, executed for the murder of his’ fnend at the prison
of Saint-Brieue on March 17, 193g.

" This poetry has a strange ritualistic, incantatory quality. Yt

has the dark splendor of a religious.act, as if the verses were a

magic formula. by which the dead man could be brought back
to life. The same quality is present-in;the four ) four long prose poems

(for they are prose poems ra.t@.ex.thanangmls as they are

-

Jean Genet: -A Hall of Mirrors ' 143

most often called) Genet wrote between en._1940.20d 1948:
Notre-Dame—des-Fleurs {dated From Fresnes prison, 1942),
Miracle' de la’ Rose (dated from La Santé and Tourelles
prisons, 1943), Pompes . Eunébres, and Querelle de Brest. All
these books are in the form of _stories set in a world of homa
_sexual o“ggaws Yet they are not novels, because, as Genet hnn
“self told Sartre, “none of my characters ever makes a decision
by himself”;7 in other words, the characters are mere emana-
tions of the whim of their ereator. These books are in fact the
erotic fantasies of a prisoner, the daydreams of 2 solitary out-
‘¢ast of soclety, who is resolved to live up to the pattern he
feels socisty has imposed upon him. No wonder that in these
books there is a curious mixtuze ‘of lyncal beauty and the most
sordid subject matter.

“ am reproached,” Genet writes in Journal du Voleur, “with
using properties like fairground shagks, prisons, flowers, the
loot of sacrilege, railroad stations, frontiers, oplum, sailors,
ports, “public lavatories, funerals, rooms in slums, in order to
obtain ‘mediocre melodramatic effects and to mistake poetry
for a facile picturesqueness. What am 1 to reply? I have already
said how much I love the outlaws who, have no_other beauty
except that of their bodies. The properties that have been
named are impregnated with the violence .of men, with their
brutality. ., "8 ‘

Genet’s narrattve prose, erotic, scabrous, seatologlcal is at
the same time highly poetic, with a solemn mverted religious
atmosphere—a world literally turned upside down, in which
the dedicated pursuit of the abject is carried out with the
devotxon of salnthood In his essay entitled, for that very reason,
LSamt Genet,\ Sartre has gone so far as to draw a comparison
between St. Tetresa of Avila and Genet, and has reached the
‘conclusion that if sainthood consists of carrying humility to
the total acceptance of the sinfulness of the human condition,
the annihilation of all pride before the absolute, Genet’s claim
to sainthood is the better.

Be that as it may, in writing down his erotic fantasies, in :
transmuting daydreams into written sentences with their own ;
rhythm, color, and inherent demand for objective craftsman-:
ship, Qenet Jearned to Jmaster his dream world. As Sartre’
says, “By m.fecbng us with his ev11 1, Cenet d dehvers himself from




' the prisoners. In Deathwatch th
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it. Each of his books is a cathartic crisis of possession, a
psychodrama; it seems as though each book merely reproduced
the preceding one, just as his new love affairs merely repeat his
former ones, But with each book this possessed man becomes
a httle more the master of the demon that possesses him.
Ten year§' of hterature are eqmvalent to a psychoanalytxc
cure,™ o

It is mgmﬁcant that inr this  process of gradual mastery of
his obsessions, Genet progressed from poetry to naxratwe prose

- and, finally, to the'dramatic form.

‘ Thls amounts to a progression from the most subjective to
the more ob;echve forms of writing, By the t#me he was cbm-
pleting his Journal du Voleur (about 1947), Genet was able
to say, “T have been writing books for the last five years, I
can say that I have done so with pleasure, but I have finished
with it. By writing, I have obtairied what I had been looking
for. .. "0 Since then Genmet has written no more prose

- marratives. But he continues to write plays. And it is only in
-~ +his plays that he has been able to free himself from purely
?;autobmgraplucal sub]ect ‘matter, the world of prisons and

- ~homosexual outlaws,

o Cﬁen\etdiﬁ\r;trp}liy, Haute Surveillance (M is shIl
“-anchored i

at world: It is a long one-act play set in a prison

_celi. Its theme is the one that pervades Oenet s narralive prose—
The hierarchy of crime. In Genet’s daydreams, the prison is
- the  equivalent of a royal palage: “To the prisoner, the prison

offers the same sense of secuifty that a royal palace offers to

the guest of a king. . . . The rigor of the rules, their narrow-

ness, their precision are of the same essential quality as the

stiquette of a royal court, the exquisite but tyrannical polite-
ness of which a guest at court is the object.”11

For Genet there is also a rigid order i in the precedence of

f the highest rung

W‘%Mﬂe is Boule-de-Neige (Snowb

convicted murderer, a Negro. The occupants of the ceﬂ
where the action takes place bathe in the reflected glory of
this idol. There are three of them: Yenx-Verts {Green Egyes)
is also a murderer, but of lesser rank than Snowball, who
muidered for gain, while Green Eyes merely killed 3 prostitute "
in a moment when he had lost self-control. Lefrang is a thief,

LW e
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and Maurice, only seventeen years old, a juvenile delinquent,
{In the French edition of the play, Green Eyes is described
as “very beautiful,” Mawrice as “small, handsome,” and Le-
franc as “tall, beautiful,” These indications, highly character-
istic of Genet, are coyly omitted-in the American edition.)

. The plot of Deathwatch turns on the relationship among th |
three prisoners. Maurice adores Green Eyes, who knows that *

he will be convicted of Turdér aHd ™ kely to be executed.
Lefranc, who has been writing letters to Green Hyes wife

ecause Green Eyes himself is illiterate, is ]ealggigf Maurice.
He has been using the letters he wrote to Green’ Eyesmm
to try to seduce her away from her husband, not so much to
get her himself as to break her relationship with Green Eyes.
When Green Eyes finds out about this, he suggests that either
Maurice or Lefrane should kill her after their release, which
is due within a matter of days. Which of the two will have
the guts to become a murderer for the sake of their idol and
risk the guillotine, as he does? But then Green Eyes breaks
down. He tells the story of the murder he committed—he killéd
a, prostitute in a sadistic fury he could not help. When' the
guard brings him a gift of cigarettes from the authentic mur-
derer, Snowball, he bequeaths his wife to the guard. The young
hero-worshiper Matice is s deeply disappointed at the disinte-
gration of his hero, To show that he, too, is a really tough,
hardened criminal, Lefranc, whom Maurice has taunted with
the fact that he will never be one of them (“You are not our
kind, Youll never be. Even if you killed a man™),*? sirangles
the boy in cold blood. Green Eyes still refuses to regard Le-
franc as an authentic killer. “I didn’t want [my crime],” he says.
“It chose me.” Lefranc, on the other hand, insists, “My nis-
fortune comes from something deeper. it comes from myself.”
Green Eyes wants nothing to do with him. T#]?:lmg, play ends with
Lefranc’s realization, “I really am all alonef

“Thus Genet's first play is largely a dramatized form of the,

type of story he tells in his lyrical narratives about the ].wes\
of criminals and convicts, On the surface the play looks like a '
somewhat heightened and stylized prison epic; it could be
the scenario of one of Hollywood’s prison movies, except that
it is frankly amoral, Yet the suthor’s intention is far from
s&méhtforwmd naturalistn, The stage directions at the be-

!




Igject-him. Nothing.

146 THE 'THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

ginning read: “The entire play unfolds as in _a dreams. . . .
The movements of the actors should be either heavy or else
extremely and incomprehensibly rapid, like flashes of light-
ning.”1% In other words, Gengt wants to make it clear that

the play is not intended to represent real events, but is a day-
dream, a prisoner’s fan;gme to life, the proﬁuct of a fever-

ish imagination.
And in its strange, inverted, up51de-down way, the subject
of Genet’s daydream resembles that of so many of Thomas

Mann’s and Kafka's stories. Lefrﬂc is the outcast who ties-
to emulate the authentic, instinctive beauty and _intuitive be-

Jonging together of uncomplicated hyman_ bemgs who simply
are themselves, who do not have to wi

But gven v “when he forces himself to overcome hlS weakness and

ac%mghshes the actm is to make him, k&t,Zage*;g_ ﬂggual ’dlgy

16 .. LR 00T e emg,d
Green Eyes is ﬂ]lterate—}us misfortune chose him. Lefrane can
read and write—he chooses his misfortune. But it is this con-
sciousness that puts him beyond the pale. It is.through.being
aware of himself heﬂls;eaughtmaas,mﬂlemman lost in the halI
GFTIFTGHS 15 Jost among the reflections ok his o “u._. image.
tfsféézgnd_play, Les Bonnes ' ), “his first. to
“be performed, takes us much deeper into tlus hall of mirrors,
This is Genet’s first work in ‘which he freed himself, at least
outwa.rdly, from the narrow confines of a world of prisoners.
-The Maids opens in a Louis XV bedroom in which an ele-
gant lady is being: dressed by her maid, whom she calls
Claire. The lady is haughty, the maid servile, But the two vis-
ibly taunt each other. In the end the maid slaps the lady. Sud-
denly an alarm clock rings; in a flash the whole scene col-
lapses. The lady is seen to be no lady at all, but one of two
maids who have been playing at lady and maid in the absence

- of the real lady, And in fact the maid who has been called

- Clajre is not Claire at all but Solange, and it was Claire who
acted the part of the lady, and treated her sister as the lady
treats Claire.

Whenever their lac'[y is oui; the two ma.lds enact the fantasy
game- of servility and final revolt against her, each playing the
lady in um. For they are bound ‘o their laéyhmﬁgvgmggg,
a.ud more bg e_x, by a mlxtu:e of affection, erotic

smw
t

‘Notre-Dame-des-Fleurs,

Jean Genet; A Hall of Mirrors 147

love, and deep hatred. They have just caused the arrest of
Monsieur, the lady’s lover, by writing anonymous letters to the
police. The telephone rings; Monsieur is out on bail. The maids
are terrified. Now their demmeiation will be found out. They
decide to kill the Iady when she retarns, They will pour poi-
son intc her tea. The lady arrives, They keep the news of Mon-
sieur’s release from her, but just as she is about to drink the
poisoned tea, she notices that the receiver of the telephone is
off, and one of the maids lets the news of Monsieur’s release
slip out. The lady will to longer drink her tea; she hurries off
to meet her lover, The maids are left alone, They resume the
game of Jady and maid. Claire again: plays the lady and de-
mands that she be served the poisoned cup of tea. Solange
has once before failed to kill the lady. Now Claire is gomg to
show her courage. She drinks the poison and d.les in the role
of the Iady. :

The two maids are linked by the love—hatned of b\éﬁlg ‘each .
other’s mirror images. ‘As Claire says, “T'm sick of seeing my
image thrown back at me by a mirror, like a bad smell. You're
my bad smell.”14 At the same time, in the role of the lady,
Claire sees the whole race of servants as the distorting mirror.
of the upper class: “Your frightened, guilty facesy your puck-
ered elbows, your outmoded clothes, yoir wasted bodies, only
fit for castoffs! You re our distorting mirrors, our loathsome:
vent, our shame, our dregs!”’® Thus what they ‘hate seeing
reflected in each other is the distorted reflection of the world
of the secure masters, which they adore, ape, and Joathe.”

But Genet’s hall of mirrors is even more tortuous. When
Louis Jouvet undertook to produce The Maids in 1947, Genet
at first insisted that the three women who make up the cast
be played by men. As he had put it in his very first narrative,
“If I ever had to stage a play with
women’s parts in it, I should insist that these paris should be
played by young men, and I would inform the public of it
by a poster that would stay attached at the right or left of the
set throughout the performance.”® And so, in fact, the ma,lds
and their lady are young men. 8

-As Sartre has pointed out in his brilliant analys;s of The
Maids, the play reproduces almost exactly the situation we..

find in Deathwatch. Monsieur, the absent master cnmmal cor-
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responds to Snowball, the absent murderer hero. Madame,
‘whose beauty and wealth are a reflection of Monsieur’s glory,
stands for Green Eyes, and the two maids represent the two
lesser figures, Maurice and Lefranc, whe both love and hate
to see their own inadequacy reflected in the greater glory of
their héro. Just as Lefranc murders Maurice to prove himself
.the equal of Green Eyes, Claire braves death by forcing
Solange to serve her the poisoned cup of tea. We are back in

the daydream of the prisoner, the fantasy of the outcast who,
makes futile efforts to reach the world of acceptance and be-’

Tonging..

But the lady and her Iover the masters of the maids,’ do

not stand merely for a higher order in the hierarchy of con-
. victs, as Snowball and Green Eyes do in Deathwatch. They are
.2lso.an image of respectable society itself, the closed world of
les justes, from which the orphaned foundling Genet had felt
“himsel excluded and rejected as a monstrosity. The revolt of
the maids against their masters is not a social gesture,.a revolu-
tionary action; it is tinged with nostalgia and longing, like the
revolt.of the falIen angel Satan against the world of light from
. which he is forever banished. That is why this revolt finds its
expression not in protest bat in ritual, Each of the maids in
- turn acts the part of the lady; expressing her longing to be the
lady; and each in turn takes it upon herself to act the other
maid, progressing from adoraticn and servility to. abuse and

- | violence~the discharge of all the hatred and envy of the out-

\cast who sees himself as a re]ecfed lover. This ritual, as Sartre
‘péints out, is a kind of Black Mass—the wish to murder the

loved and envied object: congealed and forever repeated as a |

cetemonial, stereotyped action. Such a ritual is frustration

become flesh—an action that will never be performed in the

real world is repeated over and over as a mere game. And
“not even this ritual ever reaches its patural climax, The lady
always returns before that. As Sartre sees it, this failure is, as it
were, subconsciously built into the ritual. The game is played
_in'such a way that the time wasted on the preliminaries is
“always too long for the climax ever to be reached.
- The ritual of wish-fulfiliment is an act that is wholly ab-
surd—it is futility mirroring itself; the wish to accomplish some-
thing which can never bridge the gulf that separates.the dream

+
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from reality; the sympathetic magic of the primitive who is
unable to face the cold, implacable hardness of the real world.
Such ritual belongs i the world of neurosis and compulsive
obsessions. It is the expression of a withdrawal from life.-

§7 The concept of the ritual act, the magical repetition of‘an )

action deprived of reality, is the key to any understanding. of

ef’s theatre, He himself has described his ideal of the umion

of the ritual with the dramatic in the letter to the publisher

Pauvert that serves as preface to one of the edlthIlS of The
Muids.

On a stage almost like ours, on a platform, it was a matter
of reconstructing the end of a meal, From that starting point
that one can hardly discover in it any’ more, the highest
modern drama has found expression through two thousand
years and every day in the sacrifice of the Mass. The starting
point dxsappears under ‘the profusion of ornaments and

‘symbols. . . . A performance that would not act on my soul

would be in vain. . . . No doubt it is one of the functions
of art to replac,gﬁ;ehmous Taith by the- E’ﬂ’ecﬁv&m&edlent“ gf
heag;x At least this beauty must have the power of a.poem,
that is to say of a crime. But let that pass 17

Genet yeje hea _ _
not beheve that in our Western World the ﬂ1eatre could ever

have the effect of a real communion, a real link between

human beings. He recalls that Sartre once told bim that he
had experienced that kind of effect in a theatrical performance

.only once—during a Christmas play in a prisoner-of-war camp,

when the nostalgia of 2 French play on the stage suddenly re-
created France herself, the homeland and its mystical unity,
not on the stage but in the auditorium. But, says Genet, “I
don’t know what the theatre will be like in a Socialist world.

.1 can understand better what it would be like among the Mau
‘Mau, but in the Western world, . more and more touched by

death and turned toward it, it can only refine itself in the ‘re-

flection’ of a comedy of a comedy, the reflection of reflec-

tion which a ceremonious rendering could make exquisite and
close to invisibility. If one has chosen to contemplate cneself
dying deliciously, one must rigorously pursue and arrange the
funeral symbols. Or choose to live and discover the Epemy.




, mﬁmtum—ls a device to uncover the fl_y;damentaL@bsmdlggw

o bemg,wts,gg“&nn&ess _The fixed point from which we feel
- we can salely watch the world, made up of cleceptlve ap-
-pearances perhaps, but always reducible to an ultimate reality,
+'ig itself shown to be a mere reflection in a mirror, and the
““whole structure collapses, The first coup de thédire in The

~ Genet when be dreams: it is the moment of evil. For in order
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For me there will never be an Enemy anywhere, there will
never be a homeland, not even an abstract and interior one.
If I am moved, it will be by the nostalgia of what my homeland
once was. Only a theatre of shadows, can sn]l touch me.”18
Genet’s theatre, in a very real sense, is a DJance of Death,
If in Yonesco's theatre death is always present, in the sense i
that the fear of extinction pervades its sense of being, in Genet’s |
theatre the world of being exists only ag a .nostalgic memory of %
fifer 18 World of dream and fantasy. Sartre observes on the - !
t
J

very first pags of His monumental study of Genet, “Genet is
nothing but a dead man; if he still seems to live, he does so
only in that larval existence that certain peoples ascribe to
their dead in their tombs All his heroes have died at Jeast once
in their life,”10

- Genet's game of mirrors—in which each apaparenty reality.ds
revealed &5 a0 appearance, an, 1Ilu,g;gn _which in.tum..is.xex
“vealed a8 Agatipart of a.dream,or.an jllusion, and so on, ad

‘Maids is a case in point. We have seen a great lady being
dressed by her maid, Claire; accustomed as we are to follow
‘the exposition of a play we ara memorizing these relation- -
ships. But suddenly, on_ the ringing of a armmclt)ck the
fived point of reference. vanishes—what had appeared to‘l;-é“
the lady is Clife, the maid; what had appeared to be Claire
now turns out to be Solange; what appeared to be the opening
scene of a conventional play is revealed to be a piece of nt'ual
play-acting within a play.

" *This moment,” ag Sartxe puts itin the technical language of
his Existentialist pl:ulosophy, in which the lights flicker, when
the volatile unity of the being of non-being and the non-being
of being js achieved in semi-darkness—this perfect and perverse
instant makes us realize, from within, the mental attitude of

to be sure of never making good use of appearance, Genet "
wants his fané:tes at two or three stages of derealization, to

o N

éﬁfhey ar )

|
|
i_
|
|
|
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reveal themselves in their nothingness. In this pyramid of
fantasies, the ultimate appearance derealizes all others.”2° Or,
as Genet himself puts it in describing what he was trying to day
in The Maids, “I tried to establish a distantiation which, in }
allowing a declamatory tone, would carry the theatre into the |
theatre. I thus hoped also to obtain the abolition of characters
. . . and to replace them by symbols as far removed as pos-
51ble, at first, from what they are to signify, and yet still at-
tached to it in order to link by this sole means author a.nd’-;
audience; in short, to make the charactérs on the stage merely_ !
the metaphors of what they were to Tepresent. . . 2! Thus.

the characters themselves are onlx characters in appearance—

eams within a
bols reﬂectmns ma ml_m:nra dr amﬂm within -

When The Maids had its first performance at the Athénée
in Paris on April 17, 1947, under the direction of France’s
foremost actor, Louis Jouvet, it seemed that Genet had finally
established himself in the world of respectability. His narrative
prose was already circulating in privately printed editions. In
fact it was Jouvet who had suggested to Genet that he should
write the play. “Commissioned by an actor famous in his time,
my play was writien out of vanity, but in boredom.™? Bril-
lantly produced in a set of breathtaking beauty designed by
Christian Bérard, The Maids achieved considerable, success.
But Genet had not yet t redesmed Rimself completely. . In‘194&,
he was faced with the prospect of a sentence of life 1mp ison-

£ vt

ment. It was only a petltmn s:gned by 2. number ojhggagt

’Iltewnx;y figures, Sa 5 a1 among. them, ‘that, in the
“end, persuaded the Preszdent of the Repubhc to grant him a
pardon.

_ He started writing a film and worked on it for a number of
years. But it was not produced. One of France’s leading pub-
lishers began to ptblish & fonumental edition of his works;
the first volume appeared in 1951, Sartre’s great introductory
study in 1952, 2 further volume in 1953. But Genet scemed to
have stopped writing for the theatre. In fact he was reported to
have forsworn the theatre after his experience with The Maids
and Deathwatch (first produced at the Théitre des Mathurins
in February, 1g4g). In his letter to Pauvert about The Maids,
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|  he speaks of his dislike of the theatre and its w_orla: “The |
post who [would venture into it] would find ranged apsdinst f ) .

. , T s : ; W wr : 4,721
him the haughty stupidity of the actors and theatre people. ! actors, had to be sacrifice .
One cannot expect anything from a profession that is exercised 0 ,{;heh C(:inﬂ-‘:ct glver the tondonﬁprodltletu;ns ;faHT}tlhee fht.licsgg
with s0 little seriousness and réverence. Tts starting point, its ; (which admittedly was a brave attempt in
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crete, our reality, the production of the play on a stage, with

<hib ‘ i ly a picturesque inci-
raison d'étre, »23 But, b 6 Genet had writ- ‘ with modest means) was more than merely : e inci
ten another Plli; _r_,: %ﬁ:ﬁ ( eu e c};nl . i | dent in the life of a colorful and eccentrie playwright. It illumi-
The events that surrounded the first production: of this play ; nates the essence of Genet’s whole approach—the deep inner

tension arising from his search for something absolute, beauti-
ful, a sacramental element in an inverted system of values in
which evil is the greatest good, and the beautiful blooms in a
soil of excrement and sordid crime. That is why it was not at
all paradoxmal for Genet to demand that his fantasies of sex
and power should be staged with the solemnity and the out-
ward splendor of the liturgy i one of the world’s great ca-
thedrals, while at the same time insisting to the director that

show that in the intervening years Genet had by no means |
acquired a more charitable opinion of actors and stage people -
The Balcony had its world premidre on April 22, 1957,
Léndon at the Arts WH to members only and '
thereforé 1o "“"b]ected to the Lord Chamberlain’s censorship.
The same issues of the London papers that reviewed  the
play also contained the story of how the author had been

] banned from the - theatre after he haiwulentl objected. to.the . nag
1 way Wway it was being roﬁ ce:TW Peter ~Za3ek,; ﬁixy;roung Enghsh#fﬁﬁe - the produ.chon' Shmﬂd.}.’e “vulgar, violent, and in bag taste
1 TreathE Who had directed a French pe 5;%%1105 of The Maids | and assuring him that “if anybody tells you that you have pro-

! duced this play in good taste, you will have failed. My tarts
i must look like the worst prostitutes in the world.”2® To live
i up to such demands is clearly very difficult, if not impossible.
' As a matter of fact, the London production of The Balcony,
although it contained many mistakes, weaknesses, and cuts of

t in London as early as 1952, and had later stagedky:s ﬁrst per- ;
formance in English, was accused by Genet of havitig.
ized The Balcony

J .

i “My p ay was set in a brothel of noble d1mens1ons he was
Il

|

|

~-.quoted as having said. “Peter Zadek has put on the stage a |

brothel of petty * dimensions.”2* And Bemard Frechtman, important passages, in some ways managed to put the plz::){] as
i Genet’s excellent American translator, was cited ae'havmg'com- a whole across the footlights in a more complete ma.mnea a:ll
b mented, “['The scenes in the brothel] should be presented with : Peter Brook’s infinitely more polished, sp‘lenduily designed, an
| the solemnity of a Mass'in 4 miost beautiful cathedral. M. magnificently cast first French production, at the Théatre du

Gymnase in May, 1960. The slower pace resulting from the
more faithfu! execution of the anthor’s intention made the per-
formance drag to such an extent that after the first night the
very essential and central scene among the revolutionaries, al-
though rehearsed and included in the premiére, was omitted
(as it was in the New York production of March, 1960),

thus depriving the fina] elimax of the play of a point essenhal
] to its understanding. But then, at the time of the first ‘night
f in Paris, Genet had become wary enough to have gone to
| Greece to nurse his tTheumatism.

! " The. Balcony carries the organic development of Genet’s
[ ‘ approach forward by an important step. Again, at the begin-
|

i

|

Zadek has transformed it info just an_ordinary brothél.”2s A
few days later, Peter Zadek gave his own account of the con-
troversy in & finely argued and magnanimous article, in which
he paid tribute to Genet as an artist: “Ft is this complete in-
ability to compromise with his vision that makes of Genet one
of the great poet-dramatists of our century.”?® Zadek ex-
plained Genet’s outburst as'a manifestation of his preoccupa-
‘tion with the borderline betweeén fantasy and reality: “Gegg,bs_
i whole life seems to’ repeat the pattern of the wsmnary who

B SR e

tnes to make ‘his’ Tantasy penetrate into The. 1
1w0rId [ But the World has always crucified v1s1onanes  and St' .
"Genet’ is no exception. . . . For him his own perfect dreamn of =+

The Balcony was reahty,‘ and in an effort to make this con-

ning, we have the ground pulled out from under our feet. The
play opens with a magnificently robed bishop discoursing in

ot
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high-flown theological language. But hardly have we adjusted
ourselves to the idea that we are watching a bishop when it
becomes brutally clear that we are.not in 3 bishop’s, palace but
ina el, and that the man concerned is not a bishop but a
gasman who has paid the madam for the satisfaction of in-
dulging himself in his fantasies of sex and power.. “Madame
fﬂnas }‘E’le, the Grand Balcony, is a palace of illusions—a
ball of mirrors. Here mien.cap, indulge Theif Tost secret. g}ﬁy—

eams; They can see themselves as a ]udge meting out

~“punishment to a girl thief; as a general feeling himself Toved

by his favorite steed, who is also a beautiful girl; as a leper

being miraculously cured by the Madonna in person; as a dy-

ing Foreign Legionnaire heing succored by a beautiful Arab
maiden, 'The props for all the ever-recurring fantasies of gran-

- deur are available at Madame Irma’s establishment, which is

thus not only a hall of mirrors, in the metaphorical as well as
the actual sense (there are mirrors everywhere that multiply

- the images of self-heroization), but also a kind of theatre, with

Madame Irma as its producer and impresario. .

The plot of the play arises from the fact that the country
in which the Grand Balcony is situated is in the throes of
revolation. Machine-gun fire is heard throughout the first

-scenes. The. revolutionaries want to destroy the established

structure of power, represented as it is by the image of the
country’s Queen, chaste and remote, her bishops, her judges,

and her generals. One of the inmates of Madame Irma’s estab-

lishment, a girl called M@Mﬁaﬂen in _love .with the

leader of the revolutionaries, a plumber whom she met while

he was doing some Tepairs at the Grand Balcony; she herself
has become a kind of symbol of the revolution, its Joan of Are.
The fight against the revolution is led by the Chief.of Police,
who is the real power in the land, representing the modern .

.apparatus of, dictatorship, the wielder of totalitarian a and ter-

roristic power. The Chief of Police knows, however, that power
is not a ;r_;anggﬂgfm’,t&%f;« anmsplmlcal force, but ultiately a,
e i el .
question.of.dominatio exgpeapl@mugg:g Such ascendancy
expresses itself best in the secret fantasies of humsan. beings;
only when there will be a demand ‘i Madame Trma’s brothel
for the trappings of the totalitarian Police Chief will he feel

secure. Anxiously he keeps ‘_inqluiring whether anyone has yet

"

“Maide

\

|

el
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asked for this particular setting in the brothel, Everything is
prepared for that day, but nobody has yet wanted to dream
of this brand.ef grandeur.

We meet the revolutionaries in a scene that sets the counter-

; qu int to the world of the Grand Balcony, but there, too, power
i

s ‘based on sex fantasies. Some of the rebels want to build up
Cha.ntal into a kind of trademark of the revolution, the beauti-
ful gq{'l leading the attack, singing rousing tunes to fire the
men to greater exertions. Roger, the leader, resists these de-

. mands but has to yield in the end, protesting, “I didn’t carry

you off, I didn’t steal you for you to becom'e a unicorn or a two-
headed eagle.” But Chantal goes nevertheless. :

The royal palace is blown up, the Queen and her court swept
away. An envoy from the paldce appears at the Grand Balcony.
Only if the people can be made to believe that the age-old

‘Syinbols of puwer ate iNAEE Can the day still b saved. Wil
Madame Irma assume the part of the Queen, and her cus-
tomers—the men who dressed up as bishop, general, and judge
—assume these roles in earnest? Madame Irma and her cus-
tomers consent. Solemnly th&y appear on the balcony and bow
to the crowd., Chantal rushes up to the balcony and is killed
by a ghot from bequvé A stray bullet? Or a shot fired by the

Tevolitionaries themselves to turn her into & myth? Or was it

the bishop, who wanted to turn her into one of his saints?
The revolution has been defeated. But “bishop,” “general,”

and “ udge having to cxercise their power in the real world,

" are weary and nostalgic for their fantasies. When they try to

assert the reality of their functions, the Chief of Police rudely
reminds them that it is he who holds the reafw ower. Yet ke,
too, still longs for the day when his function wﬂl be invested
with the dignity of being the center of erotic dreams. He is
having an immense mausoleum constructed for himself, in the
hope that this will bring him nearer to his gozl. He is trying
to evolve a symbol for his dlgmty that will stir men’s imagina-
tion. He has rejected the executioner's red coat and axe. Hls
newest idea is that he should be regresented bv 4 gﬁ__ﬂanﬂc'
$hallus.

The first customer who wants to dress up as a Chief of
Police arrives. It is R%ér, the leader of the defeated revolu-
tionaries. Anxiously Irma (now the Queen) and her dignitaries
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watch the scene through the intricate apparatus of mirrors and.

periscopes that enable the madam of the brothel to see what
goes on in all the private rooms. Roger enacts his own fantasy
of power and torture, but finally, exclaiming, “Since I'm play-
ing the Chief of Police . . . Yve a right to lead the character
I have chosen to the very limit of his destiny—no, of mine—of
merging his destiny with mine,” he pulls out a knife and
castrates himself. The Chief of Police, satisfied that his jmage
has become enshrined in the fantasies of the people, has Tim-
self immured in his tomb—or its representation in the brothel.
Bursts of machine-gun fire are heard. A new revolution is in

progress. Madame Trma dismisses her customers, divests her-
self of her royal dignity, and prepares to return to her old role .

of the keeper of a house of illusions.

In the stage directions for Deathwatch Genet had to insist
' that it should be acted as a dream. In The Balcony there is no
need for such specific instructions. It is quite clear that the

play represents a world of fantasy about a world of fantasy; .

Genet’s dream about the essential nature of power and sex,

'which, to him, have the same roots; his wish-fantasy about f:he', o
brue nature of jndges, policemen, officers, and blshops The. .

outcast child, repudiated by society and not recognizing any of
its codes, unable to understand the motives of the organs of

the state’s coercive apparatus, weaves its own fantasy about’
the motives of the men who have acted as the instruments of

the state, The outcast comes £ the conclision that these men
| are expressing their sadistic drive for domination, and that they

1

\ are using the awful symbolism with which they are sur-

-~

| rounded, the ritual and ceremonial of courtroom, ammy, and -

‘-church; to buttress and seciwe their domination. Thus sex,
which to Genet is essentially a matter of domination and sub-

mission; the power of the state, which manifests itself in the

‘domination of the prisoner by the court and its policemen; and
‘the romantic ceremonial; the manlfestatlon of myth in sex as

v well as in power, are basically one. .
A feeling of helplessness when confronted with the vast in-

.. tricacy of the modemn world, and the individual’s impotence "

in making his own influence felt on that intricate and mysteri-

Gus machinery, pervades the conscicusness of Western man

today. A world that functions mystenjously. outside .our, con-

tx
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scious control, must appear absurd. It has lost the metaphysical
motivation of a religious or historical purpose; it has ceased to
make sense. The convict who is being physically separated
from the outside world has literally been deprived of any
means to make his presence felt, to make an impact on reality;
in that sense the convict experiences the human condition in
our time more intensely and more directly than any of vs. He,
or at least a convict of Genet's sensibility and power of expres-
sion, can therefere become the spokesman for the un_sp_okem_yI
thoughts, the subconscious malaise of Western man, '
Genet’s vision in The Balcony may be vindictive, and dis-
torted by the outeast’s violent rage at society, but it has its
validity nevertheless. It would be wrong to criticize the play
on the ground that the analysis of the workings of society it
presents is manifestly false, that the church, the law, and theé
defénse forces have other functions than merely those of giving
expression to the lust for power of those holding responsible
positions in their hierarchies (although these motives mo
doubt’ play a powerful part in the psychology of lawyers,
bishops, and generals). Genet is not concerned with giving
such an analysis. He is projecting the feeling of impotence of

the individual caught up in the meshes of society, he is

dramatlzmg the often suppressed . and subconscious rage of
the “I” alone and terrified by the anonymous weight of the

‘nebulous “they.” It is this helplessness, this impotence, that

seeks an outlet in the substitute explanation of myth and day-
dreams. They try to hring back meaning and purpose into the
universe, ‘yet they are bound to collapse again and again.
Reality is an unattainable goal. Nothing the individual can do*
can have meaning in a world on the brink of annihilation for
reasons and by means that the individual is unable to grasp/%
and over which he appears to have no control,

The revolutionaries in The Balcony try to abolish a system
of power baséd on mythical images. But in the very act of
trying to break out of the iron ring of myth into the world of
reality beyond it, they are compelled to constiuct their own
myth. For it is by the fantasies of the masses that society is kept
going. Chantal, who escaped from Madame Irma’s brothel be-
cause she could not bear prostituting herself for the fantasies of
impotent little men {rying to partake of the feeling of power
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and sexual poteney they felt deprived of in reahty by escaping
into a world of make-believe, is inevitably turned into an object
of myth, a sexual image designed to Iure the cannon fodder of
the revolution to its death. And after her own self-sacrifice in
that heroic part, Chantal, the mythical Joan of Arc, is without

" difficulty ,appropnated by the fake bishop' as part of his own

liturgy. (It is noteworthy that Brecht, whose work Genet is
unlikely to have known, uses exactly the same image. His

- saintly revolutionasy girl .in St. Joan of the Stockyards A5+,

canonized by the capitalists immediately after her death.)

In the end, the leader of the revolutionaries himself faces the -
truth about his owh motivation. The reality he wanted to break
into was the reality of power, the power represented by the
secret-information service and terroristic methods of the mod-
erii totalitarian state. That is why he wants to sahsfy his fru,s-

* trated craving by coming to the brothel to seek satisfaction

in impersonating the Chief of Police. But, at the same time, he

- feels guilty about this realization, and is filled with a furious .
- desire for revenge. His act of self-castration while impersonat-

ing the Police Chief i an ambivalent one; he wants to punish -
“Himself for his desire for power, and .at the same time pimish
the Police Chief vicariously by an act of sympathetic magic.
“Power and virility being equated in Roger’s mind as well as
in Genet’s, the Police Chief himself having chosen a gigantic
phallus as his heraldic symbol, such an act of syinpathetic
maglc is bound to be an act of _gmasculation.

- Roger, although he makes ‘only two relatively brief ap—
pearances in a long play, is the real hero of The Balcony. His
role is ‘analogous to that of Lefranc in Deathwatch and of
Claire in The Maids. Lefranc tries to escape from his isolation
-and rejection by committing a murder, He fails and falls back .
into even more complete loneliness. Clajre, having failed tog
murder her lady, kills herself while pretendmg to be the lady,
in exactly the same way that Boger castrates the Chief off -
Police. by proxy. As Claire, who 1 really wants to become the -
lady whom she both loves and hates, both fulfills her craving

by impersonating the loved character and punishes berself - ‘

for that craving by killing herself, so Roger acknowledges his
desire to be the Police Chief while punishing the Police Chief

in his own person. But neither. Claire nor Roger can break out

B
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into reality. Claire can neither. become like her lady in reality
nor kill her in reality. Roger can neither attain power through
revolution nor really punish the Police Chief by sympathetic
magic. On the contrary, his action puts the final seal on the
consecration of the ritual acceptance of the figure of the Chief
of Police in the pantheon of mankind’s fantasies of sex and
power. Instead of smashing a mirror to reach the outside world,
Roger has ‘merely added another cabinet of mirrors to the
-many others that serve to reflect the fake images of little men
dreaming of real power.

‘This analysis of myth and dream is 'itself quite clearly a

dream and a myth, Even more than in Deathwatch and The

Maids, the audience isleft in no doubt that they are not meant

to take any of the events they see as real. There are no char ﬁ
e

acters in the conventional sense in The Balcony, merely th
images . of basic urges and impulses. Nor is there, strictly speak-

ing, a plot. Essentially the play is a series of rituals; followed -

by their equally ritual debunking—the customers of the brothel
performing their rites, the ritual presentation of the new hier-

archy of power, the ritual castration of the frustrated revolu-

tionary, The plot structure needed to link these ceiemonial acts }
together is the weakest part of the play. That is why all critios

.agree that the final part is too long and less impressive than

the opening of the play. It is here that the figures of fantasy

are briefly supposed to be shown exercising real power, but in"

fact they do nothing concrete beyond discussing the relative
merits of their myths and posing for press photographers—i.e.,
exhibiting themselves to the populace, Here Genet himself
clearly fails to achieve the breakthrough into reality. On the
other hand; the ceremonial or mock-ceremonial parts of the
play are superb both as theatre (witness the triumphant use
of the cothurnus to make the dream images of little men ap-
pear as gigantic figures) and in the splendor of their language

This unevenness springs from Genet’s basic dilemma, Heé"
strives for a theatre of ritual, but ritual is the regular repetition
of mythical events and, as such, closely akin to sympathetic
magic. It endeavors to influence the real world either by re-

‘enacting the key happenings that have shaped that world or

(as in fertility rites) by performing in an exemplary manner
what is hoped will be happening-in abundadnce, A theatre as

|
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{ ritual and ceremonial like the theatre of ancient Greece presup-
poses a valid and vital body of beliefs and myths. And this is
- precisely what our own civilization lacks. Hence in The Bal-
cony Genet is faced with the need to provide a plot structure
that will furnish the rationale for his mock-liturgy and mock-
ceremonial. And he ﬂhas,nanqmt‘gﬁggcceede& n g;ggm.tmgﬂplot

Land ntual, T

Négres { "he Blacksy he has found an extremely

gh‘ mw

mgemous solutmn to this | problem Here he’ presents a play, -

ritnal

Tabéled a glgwnerde (s clown,

W) , which is

_and therefore needs.no.plot. devices,at.all. A group of Negroes.
{ performs the ritual re-enactment of its resentments and feelings
Lof revenge before a white audience. As Genet insists, in a’

" prefatory note to the play, it would lose its. raison d’étre if
- there were not at least one white person in the audience. “But
what i no white person accepted? Then let white masks be
distributed to the black spectators as they enter the theatre.
And if ‘the blacks refuse the masks, then let a HJummy, be
used.”®0 In other words, the presence—even the merely ritual,

symbalic presence—of at least one white spectator is mgggggg_.,

:Sable to this particular ritual’

_ “The N Negro actorszg thls ritual are diwded into two
groups: those who appear as Negroes and will enact the
Negroes’ fantasy, and those who appear grotesquely, and vis-
ibly, masked, to represent the Negroes’ fantasy about the
white man’s reaction to the Negro world. The swhite audience
il the theatre is confronted by a grotesguwwrglrror Jmagg,gf
ekt ogmthe sgg,ge ~The "Negro actors stand  between two
audiences of whites, The stage audience consists, however, of
the Negroes’ fantasy -image of the white man, embodied ‘in
the hierarchy of power in ‘a colonial society—the queen,
haughty and remote; her governor; her judge; her missionary;
“and her valet, who plays the part of the artist or intellectual
who lends his services to the hierarchy of power while not
strictly belonging to. it. It is significant that queen, judge,
bishop, and general (the governor is a military man) aré iden-
tical with the figures of the hierarchy of power in The Balcony.

In front of this audience of their own projected image of
the structure of alien rule, the group of Negroes enacts its

fantasies of resentment. The central part of the ritual is a fan-

-l

‘ feéﬂngs ‘about
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tasy of the ritual murder of a white woman, elaborately and
lovingly imagined in hurid detail. It is this white woman who
is supposed to be inside the coffin that stands in the center of
the stage. For, as one of the Negroes puts it, “we must deserve
their [i.e., the whites’] reprobation and get them to deliver
the judgment that will condemn us.”81 At first the Negro
named Village, who is supposed to have committed the mur-
der, describes the victim as an old crone they found drnunk and
helpless by the docks and then strangled. Later, when the ac-
tual murder is lovingly reconstructed, the victim becomes a
buxom white woman who has been so seduced by her black
visitor’s superior sexual attractions that she has invited him
into her bedroom, where she was both viclated and strangled.
As an additional touch of irony, the Negro who has to enact
the raped white wornan is supposed in private life to be a
black priest, Diouf. After his ritual murder, he takes his place
among the other “whites” on.the platform backstage.

After the Negroes have acted out their hatred and resent~

ment, but also their feeling of guilt, the next phase follows—the
fantasy of final liberations The queen and her court descend,
3 though engaged on a punitive expedition to the colony.
They are trapped and ignominiously put to death by the
blacks, the missionary bishop is castrated. Thanking the Negro
actors who have impersonated the whites, Archibald, who acts
as the stage manager throughout the play, sums up the sig-
nificance of the ritual: “The time has not yet come for present-
ing dramas about noble matters. But perhaps they suspect
what lies behind this architecture of emptiness and words. We
are what they want us to be. We shall therefore be 1t to the
very end, absurdly.”s2
The spectacle_of

S

125 been made grotesquely clownish |
“E(; render it bearable to.an audience of_ wh.ltes In opening the
proceedings, ‘Archibald informs the spectators, “In order that
you may remain comfortably settled in your seats in the

presence of the drama that is already unfolding here—in order

that you be assured that there is no danger of such a drama’s '

worming its way into your precious lives—we shall even have
the decency—a decency learned from you—to make commiuni-
cation impossible. We shall increase the distance that separates

)

is. ritual representation of the Ne&roesj

i

l
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us—2 distance that is basic—by our pomp, our manners, our

TS

form of a ntual ceremony rather th 2 direct dispussm_n
U MR S g P ey

BT At kit

f the color problem dr or_colonialism. al, meaning is ex-
pressed bx the repe’utmn of gxmﬁ“hc‘achons The participants

W
Ve'a sense of awe, of mysterious participation rather than of
conceptual communication. The difference is merely that here
the andience sees. a grotesque parody of a ritual, in which the

bitterness that is to be commumcated emerges from clmvmmg .

and derision,

Yet this is only:the initial deception-in this complex hall of :

mirrors, As the action proceeds, the audience is made awaré
that something else, something more real than the ritual con-
cerned, is happening offstage. One of the characters, Ville de
Saint-Nazaire (or Newport News, in the translation), who was
 sent off with a revolver in the opening scene, retwrns toward
‘the end and reports that a. Negro traitor has been tried and
executec'[ So the whole elaborate performance. given on the
| stage is revealed, %hgwn&m%,@m&Wemm
t\_ﬂdlstract attention iggmmihemmgjﬁggﬂhmggmm@iheﬂscﬂnes

We have seen a ritual of the miurder of a white woman, but

- _the reality was the trial and execution of a Negro—a Negro

traitor.

‘It is on the entrance of Ville de Saint-Nazaire with tlie news
of the traitor’s execution that the actors who have been imper-
sonating the white court yvemove their masks and reveal them-
selves as Negroes, It is only after they have heard the news

that a new revolutionary delegate has been .sent to Africa, to

resume the work of the executed traitor, that they put on their
masks again and enact the exeeution and torture of the white
oppressors

-So the whole ritual of revenge was a grotesque diversion. Or

was itP For we know. that Ville de. Salif-Nazaite i5 alsg.an,

(SRR, g Y

‘dctor, and that nothing real has been going on behind the
)scenes—ﬁhat n fact the theamcaf_ertormance (s Tiore real than

the pretended reality of execution and revolution. Whether in-
tended by Genet or not, the pretense at political action behind

the smokescreen of a grotesque performauce is merely another
reﬁectmn in a chain of mirages.

Moreover, we know full well that the Negroes on the stage ‘

|
aa
i
|
I
|
i
!
i
[
i

o gullt a

| first_gleam of hope i

Jean Genet: A Hall of Mirrors 163

stand for more than simply Negroes. Just as the servant girls
in The Maids, even if acted by women, are really meant to be
boys playing women, but representing a world of men, the
Negroes in The Blacks, acted by Negroes, are not really Ne-
groes. As Genet himself puts it in a cryptic prefatory note to
the play, “One evening an actor asked me to write a play for an
all-black east, But what exactly is a black? First of all, what is
his color?”3¢ 'The Negroes in the play are an image of g_ngyt»
casts of ; somety,_ ey stand, “above all, For Cenet. m;eﬁ Mho,ﬁ
when called “a thiel &t ﬂlé‘"ég’ﬁ"”ﬁfmféff““demw to be what
s 10,58 O “tis-ArekiBald puts i, 40n Tits-stage
w&"are like guilty prisoners who play at being guilty.”ss The

Tl;?fz—lis_alﬁgam the convicts, the prisoners who, deprived of

e chance to partake of the real world, dream.thelr dreams of

revenge—including the trial and execution of traitors.

“We—you and I,” says Village, “were moving along the
edges of the world, out of bounds. We were the -shadow, or
the dark interior, of luminous creatures. . . .” When he speaks
these lines, Village is talking about his love for Virtue, the
bIack prostitute, For 2 moment when 'that love was kindled,
he whs at the threshold of reality: “When I beheld you, sud-
denly—for perhaps a second—I had the strength to reject ev-
erything that wasn’t you and to laugh at the illusion. But my
shoulders are very frail, T was unable to bear the weight of the
world’s condemnation. And I began to hate you when every-
thing about you would have kindled my love and when love
would have made men’s contempt unbearabls, and their con-
tempt would have made my love unbearable. The fact is,  hate

" you,”36

Being demed the dignity of man, the outcasts, the blacks, !
are denied the emotions of the real world. Yet at the end of the

‘play, when the grotesque ritual has dissolved, Village and Vir-

tue remain alone on the stage. And Village tries to Ieam the

gestures of love, hard though they may be to learn. Thigis the.l:
da re—two of his char—t

acters who have found the courage to break out of the vicious ;

circle of daydreaming and establish genuine human contact |

through love, Or is this too optimistic an_interpretationp Is
this_happy end only itself a Tantasy of wish-fulfillment, and

false as such? It does not seem-so. The final tableau of The
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only the ugliest girl, Leila. Said’s mother dominates Said as
well as the action of the play; she is, as mother figures usvally
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Blacks shows the whole cast standing at the back of the stage,

‘ with only Virtue and ¥illage turning their backs to the au-
T dience and walking toward their fellow actors to the strains . are in Genet’s work, a highly ambivalent character. Said and
i of the minuet from Don Gipvannd, So the lovers vae turned. V his mother are involved in the rebellion; the mother is killed
‘ W}Mﬂh&ﬂ ' . ‘and appears on the uppermost tier of the stage, together with
‘ : € was written in 1957 and first performed by a a whole row of other dead, who look down on the action like
] wroupe of Negro actors, Les Griots, under the direction of Roger the masked figures of the whites in Les Négres. The life of
Blin, at the Théftré de Lutéce on Oétober 28, 1g59. Brilliantly . an Arab village—with its cadi, its brothel, its market, its
acted, the play achieved considerable success and had a run of . ‘ colons, its policemen—is vividly evoked, Grotesque caricatures
several months,.although it bewildered a large -part of the .. of French soldiers perform cruel and scurrilous antics. But the
audience and a good many of the critics. ) anti-colonial tend ¢ play is largely overlaid by a pro-
0 * In spite of his often-professed contempt for the theatre asa - fusion of images of an anal eroticism that had not hitherto
- place to work in, and for actors as artists, Genet seems to | appeated 50 Wmﬁc works, although it has
have abandoned writing novels and prose narratives altogether : always been present in his prose fiction. On this score, and on
“and to have finally settled down as a dramatist. His latest play, ! that of its diffuseness, Les Paravents a appears | less succgis:‘_
] Les Paravents ( 1061), presents his acid com- ful than Genets earli wl,gy?”i“aearly cannot be performed
\meﬂf on’the Algerian war. At First mWar as - in France while the Algerian conflict remains unsettled. It had
i tho ugh Genet was following the development of Adamov in i its world premiére, in 2 much cut version, in West Berlin in
| ]abandonmg the Theatre of the Absurd and tuming into a g1 May 1961+,
i Epolltical realist. But this is not really the case, although Les It is as yet not guite clear whether Les Paravents forms
] Paravents certainly shows where Genet's sympathy lies in the i part.of the cyele of seven plays on which Genet is said to be
conflict he has-chosen as his theme. In fact, Les Paraugnts . - I\ working, or whether it stands outside it as a topical comment
|| Yestites and restates the subject of Les Négres, and, on the | , o thie times. Gepet is also reported to have completed a film
. whole, less successfully. The play, which manipulates a very : script for the avant-gardist director Georges Franju. Its title
large number of characters, again sees the poorest of the poor, .. is Mademoiselle, ou Les Réves Interdits (Mademoiselle, or The
the Algerian peasants, as outcasts of society fighting a desper- | Forbidden Dreams), and it is said to deal with a young girl
| Tate battléagainst the powers that be—the authorities, les fustes. ,] schoolteacher who is also an incendiary.
But whereas Les Négres concentrated the action in a powerful e
e poetic image, Les Paravents scaiters it over a vast open-air o wntmg for the theatre, Genet has achieved what all his
1 stage (Genet ins'ists that th%ay must be performéd in the characters (with the possible exception of Village and Virtue)
] open air) rising in four e g.action is to take place, often have failed to achi¢ve--he has broken through the vicious spi-
; on several tiers at the same time, in front of a wide vadety of . | =~ ral of daydream and illusion, and by putting his fantasies onto
| "screens that are to be rolled on stage on silent rubber wheels, /‘” the stage—concrete, brutal, and disturbing—he has succeeded
; The indication of the background for each scene is to appear - In making his impact on the real world, if only by Iea,,vmg,,gn
| painted on these screens, and will in certain cases be drawn audlence of: les justes deeply stirréd and disgusted, As Sartre
! on them T memelves The cast list comprises al . ‘puts it fn sununing up Genet’s astonishing career, “In willing
most a hundred characters, but Genet speclﬁes that each 1 actor, himself to be a thief to the utmost limit, Genet plunges into
i should play five or six parts. dream; in willing his dream to the point of madness, hie makes
l - The focal point of this wide canvas is occupied-by Sald the " | himself a poet; in willing poetry to the final triumph of the

i

_

1 poorest of all Arabs, so poor in fact that he can afford tomarry - {:- - word, he becomes a man; and the man has become the truth
| A :

l
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of the poet, just as the poet had been the truth of the thief.”s?
If the young outcast’s anti-sociil acts were attempts to re-
venge himself on society, to destroy the whole of its fabric in

symbolic acts of sympathetic magic, his activity as a writer is -

i a direct continuation of this protest by other and more effica-
! clous means. “If;” ag Sartre points out, “Genet, confined as he
is'in a world of fantasy by the pitiless order of things [ie., an
outcast who can have no impact on the real world], renounced
his attempt to scandalize by the action of a thief? . . . If he

made . . . the imaginary sphere a permanent source of scar '

dal? If he could bring it about that his dreams of fmpotence

tapped, in their very impotence, an infinite power and, in de- -
5

whole in question? Would he not, in that case, have found a

fiance of ‘all the polics forces of the world, put society as a

point of junction for the imaginary and the real, the ineffective
and the effective, the false and the true, the right to act and
the actionf’38 _ e
It is clear that in confronting society itself in the theatre,
rather than as solitary readers of his narrative prose, Genet
comes far closer to his objective. Here a group of living people

. constituting a- collective unity—the audience—is confronted -
with the secret world of the dreams and fantasies of the out-

cast. What is more, the audience, by experiencing the impact
of what they see, even if that impact takes the form of horror
and disgust, is forced to recognize its own psychological pre-
dicament, monstrously heightened and magnified though it
be, there in front of it on the stage, The fact that a Jarge part
of the audience may have been drawn inte the theatre by
-rumors that the spectacle will be scandalous or pornographic
only increases this effect of shock. For here the prurient among
Ies fustes will find that their own fantasies are not so dissimilar
from those of the self-confessed outcast. ‘

e
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word and concept, as well as, in some instances, the divorce
m.%the thing it signifies; the objectification of
the word, {Genet once told Sartre that he hated roses, but
loved the word “rose.”) In the world of prelogical thoughi,
dream, and myth, languige becomes incantapion instead of

communication; the word does not signify a concept but magi-

site gnd love express themselves in the wish for possession
through identification and incorporation of the beloved object.
Incantation, magical substitution, and identification are the
esiential elements of ritual. It is the use of language. as.in-
_cantatory magic—the objectification of words—that makes
Genet’s theatre, in spite of its harshness and scabrous content,
into a truly poetical theatre, a translation, as it were, of Baude-
laire’s Fleurs du Mal into dramatic imagery.

Genet's theatre is, profoundly, a theatre of social protest.:

Yet, like that of Ionesco and of Adamov before his conversion,

to epic realism, it resolutely rejects political.commitment, po-lg
Titical argument, didacticism, or propaganda. In _dealing with:
the dream world of the outcast of society, it explores the hu
.man, conditlon, the alienation of man, bis solitude, his futile

search.dor meaning.and reality. . _

Although Genet's theatre differs in many aspects of method
and approach from that of the other dramatists discussed in
this book, it bears many of the essential hallmarks that they

{ter and motvation; the concentration on states of mind and
basic human situations, rather than on the ‘development of a
narrative plot from exposition to solution; the devaluation of
nguage as a means of communication and understanding;
e rejection of didactic purpose; and the confrontation of the

have in common—the abandoniment of the concepts of characf'\

- Genet ; L spectator with the harsh facts of a cruel world and his own ;
| . Gepet’s theatre may lack plot, character, construction, co solation,} As such The Balcony and The Blacks can with cer:

| herence, or social trith. It undoubtedly has_psychological R cn o y
| | uth. His plays are not intellectual exercises (cleverly though tainty, The Maids with a good deal of Pmbabﬂlty_’ be regargié,

they are constructed) but the projections of a world of private as _Eia_?pl‘?s of the Theatre of the Absu.r_d.
myth,.conceived. as such in the pre-logical modes of thought L PRI P
i that are the hallmark of the sphere of myth and dream; hence :

‘ z%e.xm!ﬂ@p__of magical modes of action in Genet’s plays—
|~ _the identification of subject and object, symbol and reality, |




Chapter Five

PARALLELS AND PROSELYTES

o

- .

By its very nature, the Theatre of the Absurd is not, and ,
never can be, a literary movement or school, for its essence

lies in the free and unfettered exploration by each of the writers
concerned of his own individual vision. Yet the wide response
these, at first sight baffling and umcompromisingly difficult,
plays have evoked shows not only how closely they express the
precceupations of our age, but also how great is the yearning
for a new approach to the theatre. In turning their backs on the
psychological or narrative theatre, and in refusing to.conform
to any of the old-established recipes for the “well-made play,”

the dramatists of the Theatre of the Absurd are, each in his
.own way and independent of the others, engaged in establish-
, ing a new dramatic convention. In this enterprise of trial and
“error and ceaseless experimentation, the four dramatists whose

work has been examined in some detail in this book by no
means stand alone. A number of writers of their own genera-
tion have been experimenting. o parallel lines, and a growing
number of younger dramatists have been encouraged by the
success of some of the work of Beckett, Ionesco, or Genet to
develop their own personal idiom in a similar convention. A
survey (which does not claim to be complete) of the experi-
ments of these contemporaries and followers of the masters of

‘the new convention may show the possible future lines of

development,

The writer whose work represents the most comprehensive

range of experiment in this field is undoubtedly JJean LI_‘ardienﬁ
“{bomn in 1go3), who, clder than Beckett, Adamov, Genet, and

Ionesco, was already well-known as a poet before the Second
World War. Having tried to write plays in his early youth,

3

S

e e e e et T

v

Parallels and Proselytes 16g

Tardieu turned to an austere style of lyrical poetry based on
Mallarmé, and became known as the author of the best French
translations of the poems of Holderlin, After the war, he turned
to experiments with language, in the vein of Jacques Prévert
and Raymond Queneau, and to exploring the limits of the pos-
sihilities of the theatre. He joined the staff of the French Radio
and Television Service after the end of the war, became head
of its experimental workshop, the club d'essai, and started to
write experimental plays in 1947, at about the time Beckett,
AdathWo made their first steps- as
dramatists—a curious instance of the Zeitgeist at work.

Tardieu’s dramatic experiments, which have been published
in' two volumes—Thédtre de Chambre (1955) and Poémes 4
Jouer (1g60)—are mostly on a very small scale, Many of them
are short cabaret sketches rather than even onefict plays, but
Their range is wider than that of any other dramatist of the
Absurd, extending from the fantastic and eerie to the purely
lyrical, and:beyond it into. the sphere of a wholly abstract
theatre in which language loses all conceptual content and
merges into musie.

The earliest of the sketches in Thédtre de Chambre anhmq
pate Ionesco. Jui Est L% (dated 1947, and earlier than The ~J
Bald Soprano) starts with exactly the same situation—a family
of Tather, mother, and son seated around the dinner table, The
father is interrogating his wife and son about their activities
during the day, but as he clearly knows the answers a]ready,J
he supplies them himself without waiting for amy information
froin those he has questioned:

‘What lid you do this morning? I went to school. And you?
T went to the market, What did you get? Vegetables, more
‘expensive than yesterday, and meat, cheaper. Just as well,
one makes up for the other, And you, what did the teacher
tell you? That I was making good progress. , . .1

A mysterious woman appears who warns the father of an
approaching danger. There is someone at the door. The father
opens it. A huge man stands outside, He strangles the father
and carrics his corpse away. The mysterious woman invites the
wife to Iook out of the window. There are dead bodies outside
as far as the eye can see. The father’s body is among them.




A
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of The Lesson, Yet here the sumIanEy
" is. purely superﬁc1al The professor is saying goodbye to a

The son calls the father; he rises from the dead and returns
to the yoom. The wife asks, “Who killed youP” The father
replies, “It was not a human being.” “Who are you?” asks
the Wlfg “I am not a human being,” replies the dead man.
“Who were you?” “Nobody.”

The lesson of the little play seems to be the need to search
for the human fmage that is not yet alive within any of us, but |
that we might find one day. In the words of the mysterious |
woman visitor, who concludes the play, “The window is hght— |
ing up. Someone approaches. Let us waitl™? Qui Esi LR is \
an attempt to produce a poetic image of the SitwAHon at - the :
:end of the war—man faced with the fact that the routine of a' =
bourgems existence is as inhuman as the mass killing of the i
batﬂeﬁelds and concentration camps, and the need for ﬁ.ndmg
ia new, fully huma.n way of life. . ...

If Tardieu’s first sketch of this type reproduces the opening i
situation and—to some extent—the message: of The Bald So- 1
prang, it is even more curious that his second short play, La

olitesse  Inutil a]so dated 1947—should open_with
professor-pupil st
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youfig man off to his exams. He impresses on him that it is not
what he knows that matters but what he 4. When the pupil
has left, another visitor, a vulgar and sinister individual, enters.
He receives the professor’s elaborate Old World politeness with
a show of extravagant rudeness and finally slaps him savagely.
The professor picks himself up-’and addresses the. aud1ence

I shall not explain this story to you. Emmd
very far from here, at the bottom of a bad memory. It is

orm there that | come to warn you and to convince you.
. Shush! There is someone asleep here who might over-
hear me. . . . I'll come back . . . tomorrow.?

The same g;eam! or mghtmgrg, gualxl_.)_r characterizes a good
many of Tardieu’s earfier sketches. In Le Meublé, an inventor
is trying to sell a buyer, offstage, a fabulous piece of furniture
that is designed to perform any conceivable service, including
recitations of Musset’s poems. But gradually the machine gets
out: of hand; instead of Musset it sings doggerel verse and % ‘
finally it pulls out a revolver and kills the buyer. If this skeich {
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is reminiscent of Ionesco or Adamov, Lz Serture has over-
tones of Genet. In a brothel, a customer is awaiting the falfill.
ment of his dreams—to sce his beloved girl through an outsize
keyhole. In ecstasy, the client describes what he sees-as the
girl discards one garment after another. Yet even after she has
reached a state of complete nudity she goes on undressing, dis-
carding her cheeks, her eyes, and other parts of her body until
only the bare skeleton remains. Unable to control himself any
more, the customer rushes against the door and falls down
dead. The madam appears: “I think . , . the gentleman . , .is
satisfied.”

A similar motif appears in Faust et Yomck which also ex-
periments with the representation of the flow of time in the
manner of Thornton Wilder's The Long Christmas Dinner.
Faust, a scientist, spends his life looking for an example of a
more highly developed skull, which will represent the next
stage of human evolution, We see him getting married, his
child becoming a woman, Faust growing old, always neglect-
ing his family to find that skull. He dies without having found
it. Yet the skull he has been looking for all his life is his own.

In Le Guichet, one of the longer pieces in Thédire de
Chambre, we are in a world of Kafkaesque bureaucracy. A
man comes to an information office to ask about the time of a
train. He is subjected to a rigid cross-exammatlon about his
whole life. Finally the official behind the counter draws up the
man’s horoscope and informs him that he will be killed on
leaving the office, He leaves and is promptly run over.

In all these sketches, Tardien is_explorin
of reproducing a dreamlike atmos . atmosohere.on.the.stage, Mﬂﬁéﬁﬁ
€15 more openly experimental and even didactic’in trying

. _demonstrating the relativity, of | lan
“Dire, 518 Paiots des Familles—each family has its private

‘out what can, or cannof, be done with various stage conven-
tions, suchi as the use of asides (Oswald ef Zenaide, ou Les
Apartés—what an engaged cotliple say to each other, and what
they think) or monologunes (Il Y Avgit Foule au Manolr, ou
Les Monologues—a crowded stage suggested by a succession
of monologues that could be spoken by a single actor), or in
e {Ce Que Parler Veut

slang) or ers (Un Geste pour un Autre—a world traveler
demonstrates how the most absurd behavior is regarded as
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exquisite good manners in distant civilizations), These didactic
sketches, which také the form of illustrated lectures, are Tar-
dieu’s least successful efforts—they recall the more hackneyed
procedures of the little revue.

7~ Tardieu’s most_interesting,. experiments. are those in which
he explores the | poss1bﬂ1ues of a act

& Saoent; foi example; ] pre ‘high atic at

honwt_ﬁat Temaing ins wholly unexglamed We see the characters

engaged in violent gquarr quarrels referring to hidden motives and

guilty secrets, without ever learning what these are or even™in"

what relatmnslnp the four people mvolved stand to each other

“But he goes further than this. Two of the short pieces in
Thédtre de Chambre (La Sonate et les Trois Messicurs and
Canversatwn—Smfometta) attempt an approximation of dia-
logue.to music. In Lg Sonatawe have three gentlemen, labeled
A,B,and C, engaged in a conversation the subject of which
remains undefined but which evokes a certain type of image,
tempo, and rhythm to correspond to the notations of a sonata:
first movement, Largo (slow, nostalgic description of an ex-
panse of water) second movement, Andante (more animated
discussion—what was it that they have seen?); third move-,
ment, Finale (animation leading to a dying fall) . Conversation-
Sinfonietta repeats the same expenment with six voices {two
basses, two contraltos, a soprano; and a tenor) under the direc-
tion of a conductor. Again there are three movements: Allegro
ma non troppo, Andante sostenuto, and Scherzo vivace. The
text consists of the most banal fragments of small talk: “Bon-
jour, Madame!” “Bon;rour Monsieur!” or Mazs out, mais oud,
mails oui, mizis oui” followed by “Mais non, mais non, mais
non, mais non!” or lists of foods liked by the speakers W1ﬂ1
directions as to how they are to be cooked.

Having explored the possibilities of oonstructmg the eguwa—

nt of a s ioni¢. poem from_disjoj ts of |
Tardieu took the logical step forward. In the second
volume of his collected plays we find the results of this
development.
Les Amants du Métro {The Lovers in the Subtay), written

.Y..dr i tw =

B T at WEF I O
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in 1951, is described in the subtitle as “a comic ballet ul.

dance and without music”: that is, language 1 movement is
to take.the.place of hoth the music and the dancing,

““The first scene is a Métro station. The small talk of the
waiting passengers has a thematic relationship to thé main
subject, the meeting of the two lovers. Two gentlemen deeply
immersed in their books collide and introduce their reading
matter to each other—“5t. Paull”, “Marquis de Sadel”~while a
student tells his girl the story of Hero and Leander. The lovers
themselves are introduced in a passage of absiract dialogue
simulating a waltz rthythm: “Un, deux, frols, amour” “Un,
deux, trois, Adour” “Un, deus, trois, toujours,” and so on.
Later, when the lovers quarrel, they do so in strings of women’s
names: “Emmal Eloa] Héloise! Diotimal Georgia! Hildal” and
50 on.

In the second scene, the lovers are inside a Métro carriage,
separated by a crowd of other passengers, who represent the
anonymity and hostility of mass society. Another Leander, the
hero has to cross this sea of puppetlike fellow men. When he
has finally managed to reach his beloved, she too has relapsed

" into the depersonalized anonymity of the crowd. Only when

he violently slaps her face docs she wake up and become an
individual again.

"As an experiment with the expressive possibilities of lan-
guage, even when almost wholly empty of conceptual content,
Les Amants du Métro is a fascinating tour de force; jt.shows
the richness of the textural and rhythmic poss1b1]1t1es of lan-
Ws%mty of a purely poetic, as distnct

om discursive, use of dramatic dialogue, which replaces the
exchange of ideas or information between the characters by
the striking up and development of poetic images and themes
by a new logic of association,

This idea is carried a step y Tardieu in L'A.B.C.
de Notre Vie (The A.5.C. ur Lifd), written in 1958 and

first performed on May 3o, 1gsg. Tardieu describes this as
“a_poem_for acting,” and it is buMMMOM of a
ﬁmgﬂ;to A protagonist has the main solo part, the individial

an, a day in whose life among the crowd of the great city is
the subject matter of the poem, starting with his awakening
from his dreams in the morning and ending with his retirm to
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sleep at night. The choral part consists of the indistinet mur-
;nur,of the crowd, against which articulated parts of sentences
rise and fall, Two further characters, Monsieur Mot and Mad-
‘ame Parole (Mr. Word and Madame Speech), illustrate the
proceedings by reciting strings of words from the dictionary,
which, the author states, are “musical notes or touches of
color” rather than concepts. Other solo parts include a couple
of lovers, a criminal, the voices of dreaming women. Three
themes are interwoven in the movements of this concertosin-
Yvords: the individual’s illusion of his uniqueness against the
indistinct murmur of the mass to which he belongs; the power
of love to take man out of the flow of time and to make him
into a true individual; and, finally, the recognition of man’s
rootedness in humanity as a whole—“Humanité, tu es mon
paysage.” The murmuring of the mass becomes one of the
sounds of nature, like the wind in the forest, like the waves
of the sea. :

In another “poem for acting,” Rhythme & Trois Temps, ou
Le Temple t_ie Ségeste (Rhythm in Three-Time, or The Tem-
ple of Segesta), written in 1958, Tardieu has tried to repro-
duce the feelings of a traveler when he first sees the Greek
temple of Segesta. Six girls represent the six columns that face
the trav:eler as he approaches, a voice offstage embodies the
traveler’s feelings. The girls express calm and immutability, the
ecstatic traveler is rhapsodic and emotional. Both L’A.B.C.
de Noire Vie and Rhythme o Trois Temps were accompanied

at their first production by musical quotations f
o ey fies prods » by m quotations from the works

“In exploring the limits of the iheatre, Tardieu has even tried .

to write a short play i

ne (A V st Anyond). The stage
represents an empty room. A voice offstage recalls the memory
of a room once familiar; the lighting onstage changes in ac-

cordance with the moods recalled, Only occasionally, a

B e e ;
woman’s voice is heard, like an echo from the past. This is

certainl_y an interesting and ingenious, though by no means
conclusive, experiment; it merely proves that lighting and dé-
this has never been in need of proof.

On the same program with Une Voix Sans Personne at

* cor have a part to play in creating poetry on the stage. But

3
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the tiny Théitre de la Huchette in 1956, Tardieu presented

. his nearest approximation to a straight play, Les Temps du
. Verbe, ot Le Pouvoir de la Parole (The Tenses of the Verb, or

The_Power of Speech), two acts designed to demonstrate the

“fhesis thut-the tenses -of the verb govem our standpoint in,

time. The rather melodramatic plot concerns Robert, who has
ost his wife in an automobile accident. FHe has withdrawn
from the present, lives in the past, and speaks exclusively in

. the past tense. When he dies, his body is found to be that of a

man who died a long time ago. As the body lics on the empty
stage, the moment just before the accident comes to life again.
Robert hears the voices of his wife and 'his niece speaking in
the future tense. At that moment before his wife was killed,
she still had a future, but “Past, present, future, which is true?
Everything partakes of each at the same timel Everything
fades away, but everything remains—and everything remains
unfinished!™ : .

The volume of Tardiew’s Poémes & Jouer concludes with his
earliest dramatic effort, the verse play Tonnerre Sans Orage,
ou Les Dieux Inutiles ({htin o7 Without Storm for The Useless
Gods), dated 1944. This outwardly covventional poctic one:

“act Py might almost € 3 Program note on the subject mat-

Tor of the Theatre, of the Absmd, On the threshold of death,

" Asia, the mother of the titan Prometheus, reveals to her grand-
son Deucalion that the gods do not exist. She herself invented
the myth of their existence to curb Prometheus’s ambition
when he was young. But far from inducing him to submit to
higher powers, the supposed existence of the gods spurred
Prometheus into his lifelong struggle against them.. Deucalion
tells' Prometheus what he has learned, but Prometheus, who
is about to unleash a conflagration that will destroy the gods,
and the world with them, /can no longer stop events from tak-
ing their course, Deucalion.sails away into the unknown, “seek-
ing in the reflection of the two abysses an alliance with my
new god—nothingness,”™ while Prometheus remains behind
alone:

I know, I know full well henceforth.
In the superb desert of the night,
Which is the god I threaten:

It is myself, Prometheus!5 -




176 THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

It is in the light of this recognition of the absurdity of the
human situation in a godless world that we must see Tardieu’s
Topressive experimental work; it is an attempt to find a meaps
of cxpression.adaquate to roprosent man's efforts to situate hip-

= L ey

in a meaningless universe. Being avowedly experimental,

sel.An

Tardieu’s plays, though some of them contain poetry of great
distinetion, cannot claim to be judged as works of art in their
own right. They are explorations, materials for research from
which valuable experience can be gained, for, the creation of
works of art that Tardieu himselt, or others, making use of ;his
“ré38arch, might build on the foundations he has provided. This
is not to deny Tardieu’s very considerable achievement, but
rather to emphasize his importance. Here is a playwright’s
playwright, a dedicated pioneer bent on enlarging the vocabu--
lary of his art. Alone among the playwrights. of the avant-
garde, Tardieu can claim that his work spans the entire gamut
of exploration. He straddles the poetic theatre of Schehadé
as well as the sardonic anti-theatre of Ionesco and the psycho-
logical dream world of Adamov and Genet. But by its very
awareness, its experimental consciousness, its playfulness in
trying out new devices, Tardien’s work misses the obsessive
compulsiveness, and thus the hypnotic power, the inevitable-
ness, of some of the masterpieces of the Theatre of the Absurd,

If Tardieu’s experiments pursue a course parallel to, but
independent of, the development of the main stream of the
nthew :;rj:lr;venﬁon, the_single play by Boris Vian\ (1920-59)

within it clearly shows the signs of direct in-
uence ofmﬁm his fellow satrap in the Collége de Pata-

P R e M i, AR ol ey,
ysique. This play, Les Bdtisseurs & Empire @h;,,i Empire
Bididers), was first performed in Jean Vilar's experimental
Théstre Récamier on December 22, 1g59, six months after
the tragic death of its aathor. Boris Vian was one of the most
. Temarkable figures of the postwar period in Paris. Engineer,
jazz trumpeter, chansonnier, film actor, ‘novelist, wit, jazz
critic; one of the great characters of the Fxistentialist bohemia
of the caves around Saint-Germain-des-Prés; translator of Ray-
mond Chandler, Peter Cheney, James Cain, Nelson Algren,
Strindberg, and the memoirs of General Omar N. Bradley;

iconoclast and condemned pornographer; science-fiction ex- %
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pert, and dramatist, Boris Vian seems an epitome of his time—
sardonic, practical, 2 working technician and inventor of gadg-

‘ets, a violent enemy of cant, and at the same time a sensitive

poet, an artist concerned with the ultimate reality of the hu-
man condition. .

Boris Vian's first play, L'Equarrissage Pour Tous (which
might be rendered in English as Knackery Made Easy—writt:en
in 194647 and first performed in 1950), already shows him
as a master of a bitter, black humor, althcugh the play, a
tragicomic farce, still fits into a traditional pattern, in spite of
the fact that Jean Cocteau greeted it as an event comparable
to Apollinaire’s Les Mamielles de Tirésids and his own I\'Jariés
de la Tour &Eiffel. Described as “a paramilitary vaudewll.e n
one long act,” L’Equarrissage Pour Tous takes place in a
knacker’s yard at Arromanches on the day of the A]li.ed lan.d—
ings there, June 6, 1944. While the knacker’s eccm}tnc family
go about their peaceful business of horse-sla_ughtenng and ar--
ranging the marriage of one of their daughters to a German
soldier, the place is continually invaded by military personnel
of various nations, ranging from a Japanese parachutist to a
Soviet Russian woman scldier, who inexplicably is one o.f the
daughters of the house, There are also numerous Amencans.
and members of the Free French forces. The hilarious and:
bawdy. proceedings end when the knacker’s house is blown up
to make room for the glorious rebuilding schemes of the futurfa.
By this time the whole family has been killed, and the curtam
falls to the strains of the “Marseillaise.”

So soon after the war, this sardonic play provoked veritable
howls of indignation from all sides, particularly for its irrever-
ent portrayal of members of the Free French forces, eflthough.
they are expressly shown as opportunists who have joined {‘rhe
Resistance only that very day, and spend their time Iookmg
for cars they can requisition. In fact, the play is as harmle.ss a
piece of satire as it is a brilliant example of Phumour noir at
its blackest. : -

Les Bitisseurs.Empize also has its touches of humor, but
is a play of an altogether different kind—a poetic image -_of
moitality and.the fear-of.death. Its three acts show & Tamily
"on the run from a mysterious but terrifying noise, which they
try to escape by moving onto a higher and higher floor, into
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an ever-smaller apartment. In Act I, father, mother, daughter
Zénobie, and their maid, Cruche, are shown taking possession
of a two-room apartment. In Act II they are one floor higher,
in 4 oneroom apartment, The maid leaves them, and their
daughter, who has gone to the landing, cannot return to them
when. the door mysteriously closes. Only the father and mother
are left, The world becomes narrower and narrower for them.

In the third act the father is seen entering a tiny attic room, -

so terrifled of the noise that he barricades the entrance before
hls wife can get to him, He is alone. But the noise, ww
ing noise of the approach of death, cannot be excluded. And

T HETE I BoWhero the father can escape to, He dies.

Apart from the characters named, who have speaking parts,
there is a mysterious, silent character, a half-human being,
called a schmiirz, “covered in bandages, dressed in rags, one
arm in a sling, he holds a walking stick in the other. He limps,
bleeds, and is ugly to look at.”® This silent fignre seems not
to be noticed by the characters, Nevertheless they constantly
rain brutal blows on him.

- Simple in structure and relentless In its progression, Les
Bdtzsseurs & Empire is a powerful and very personal statement.
Proud as we are, confident that we are building our own world,
our personal empire on earth, we are in fact constantly on the
run; far from growing wider, our world contracts., As we ”p-
proach death, we get more and more lonely, ouf - uf’_range of
v:smn and actlop Recomes more and more narrow. Ttis increas-
meg dHficulE to “comtiicate: with the younger generation,
and the subterranean noise of ‘death grows louder and louder.

All this is clear enough. But what does the schmiirz stand
for? It is perhaps significant that Boris Vian wrote some of his

" contributions to the more popular magazines under the pseu-

donym Adolphe Schmiirz. There can be little doubt that Les
Bdtisseurs d’Empire dramatizes Vian's own feelings. He knew

he was suffering froni's serions heart condition, the aftereffect
of a fever attack. He had to give up playing his-beloved jazz
trumpet: “Each note played on the trampet shortens my life
by a day,” he said, It was his own lifo he saw narrowing. Does
the schmiirz therefore stand for the mortal part-of ourselves
that we bratally flog and maltreat without noticing what we
are doing? The fact-that the schmiirz collapses and dies just
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before the hero of the play does points in this direction. On
the other hand, after the hero’s death other schmiirzes are
seen invading the stage. Are they the messengers of death and
is the hero’s own schmiirz his own death, silently waiting for
him, thoughtlessly flogged by the hero when he is not aware
of his own mortality? Or is schmiirz, derived from the Ger-
man word for pain—Schmerz—simply the silent, cver-present
pain of heart disease? '

Boris Vian died on June 23, 1959, while watching a private
preview of a film based on one of his books. There had been a
good deal of controversy about the adaptation and he had not
been invited to attend, but had merely sneaked .

In Les Bdtisseurs d’Empire the flight from death takes the
form of trying to escape upward. The same image appears in
the opposite direction in a remarkable play b&ﬁ'ﬁ&@
(born in 1906), the eminent Italian novelist and journalist on
the staff of the Corriere delle Sera in Milan. This play, first
performed by the Piccolo Teatro, Milan, in 1953, and in Paris
in an adaptation by Camus in 1955, i Ui Gaso G inico, In
two paris (thirteen scenes), it shows the’ *Qoath of a middle-
aged businessman, Giovanni Corte. Busy, overworked, tyran-
' nized but pampered as the family’s breadwinner, whose health -
must be preserved, he is disturbed by hallucinations of a fe-
male voice calling him from the distance and by the specter
of a woman that seems to haunt his house, He is persuaded to
consult a famous specialist, and goesto-see him at his ultra-
modern hospital. Before he knows what has happened, he is-
an inmate of the hospital, about to be operated on. Every-
body reassures him~this hospital is organized in the most offi-
cient modem manner; “the people who are Tiof Feally 1M, or
merely ‘under ‘observa'ﬁon are on the top floor, the seventh,
Those who are slightly less well are on the sixth; those who
are ill, but not really badly, are on the fifth; and so on downs
ward in a descending.order.to.the first floor ﬁzh ig the ante-
~haTer o death, iR At

"In_a terrifyi mmemm_umﬂﬁbgmmehem
descent. At first he is moved to the sixth floor merely to make
¥oom Tor someone who needs his private ward more than he
does. Further down, he siill hopes that he-is merely going
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down to be near some specialized medical facilities he needs,
and before he has fully vealized what has happened, he is so
far down that there is no hope of escape, He is buried among
the outcasts who have already been given up, the lowest class -
of human beings—the dying. Corte’s mother comes to take
him home, but it is too late,

-Un Caso Clindeo is a remarkable and highly original work, a
modern miracle play in the tradition of Everyman, It drama-
1hzes the death of a rich man—his delusion that someliow he
is in"a special class, exempt from- the ravages of illness; liis,
gradual Joss of contact with reality; and, above all, the im-
pereegt{ble manner of his descent and its sudden revelation to
him, And jn_the hospital,.with.its, rigid stratification, Buzzati
has found a terrifying image of society jtself—an impersonal

Fginzation-that hiistles the individual on his way to death,
caring for him, providing services, but at the same time dis-
tant,  ride-ridden, incomprehensible, and cruel.} While Les
Bétisseurs dEmpire shows man in active flight. from death,
Un Caso Clinfco depicts him gradually overtaken by old age

and fllness, while tomgg&n&wmgnw@mwbﬁ&w%n& m |

g, man loses his personality. Loof— :
mg at the raincoat he wore at.the height of his powers, Corte

says, “Once Corte, the engineer, wore this fine raincoat.
Do you remember him? A dynamic man, sure of lumself
huw sure he was of himself, do you remember . . . P77
Buzzati, the author of an outstanding Kafkaesque novel (Il
Deserto dei Tartari) and many, short stories in a similar-vein,
has followed Un Caso Clinico with another play, Un Verme al
Ministero (A Worm af the Ministry), which, however, belongs
to a different theatrical convention. It is-a political satire on a
totalitarian revolution, reminiscent of Orwell’s 1984 but with
a curiously mystical. ending—the appearance of a Christ-like
figure at the moment when the turncoat. bureauerat is about
to insult the Crucifix to prove his smcenty in supportlng the
athe1st dictatorship.

the gradual process "of m

Another interesting Italla.n contribution to the Theatre of
the Absurd is that of} E1Tico \
many parts, d’Errico had madé a name as a painter and a
writer of thrillers in the vein of Simenon, art eritic, flm writer,
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and journalist, when, in 1948, he turned to writing plays. His
output of well over twenty plays since then has been varied,

* but has gradually veered in the direction of the Theatre. of

the Absurd. The starting point here is a criticism of the mod-
ern world, which, . II Formicaio (The Anthill), appears as
a grotesque, dehumanized place in which the hero, Casimiro,
ends up by losing not only his individuality but even the gift
of articulate speech. Tempo di Cavellette (Time of the Lo-
custs) shows postwar Ttaly as a ruined village inhabited by
selfish opportunists, When Joe, the Italo-American, arrives to
share his wealth with the people of his homeland, he is mur-
dered by a pair of juvenile delinquents. He reappears as a
Christ-like figure, but the inhahitants are destroyed in a holo-
caust—of locusts or of atom bombsP—which incinerates the
ruins of the village. Only a little boy survives, the hope of a
new world, Téqnpo- di Cavallette had its first performance at
Darmstadt in the spring of 1958, in German.

‘D’Errico’s experimental plays seem to have daunted the
theatres of his native Ttaly, for his most important play to date
the convention of the Theatre of the Absurd, La Foresta

-{The Fores), also had its first stage appearance in German—

on September 19, 1950, in Kassel. :

_The forest of the title consists of the grotesque relics of a
mechanical civilization: broken telegraph poles, a derelict pet-
rol pump, pylons and gallows growing out of a soil of con-
crete. In the spring, “the concrete burgeons-like a mold, a
filthy mold that rises, stratifies, and invades everything.”® The
people inhabiting this forest, from. which there is no way out,
are lost souls. Like the tramps in Waiting for, Godot,.they-are-
hopmg ra muaple,’,as Tiheration. that will never happen.. From
s o time a train is heard passing in the distance and a-
tzcket collector appears—he is an image of death Those whose
tickets have run out must die.

Among the derelicts are an. old professor; a man of the
world; and his ex-prostitute mistress; a vintner who in some
ways represents Christianity and who struggles to hold on
to his faith; a general whose family was killed in an air raid
while he was directing operations at the front, and who
lost his military unconcern with: death when he saw the ruins
under which they were buried; and a young poet who lost
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contact with reality when he was forced to take a humdram
job to support his family—he conducts animated and agonizing
conversations with unseen characters whose replies take the
form of improvisations on the saxophone and the violin.

The main action of the play turns round the efforts of Mar-
got, the ex-prostitute {who was forced into prostitution when
captured by enemy troops during the war), to redeem the

‘young poet, But when she offers him her love and invites

him to flee, he cannot bear to return to reality, and kills him-
self, Margot reproaches herself for having offered romanticso-
tions of love to the boy, rather than winning him back to
reality with her body, and she goes mad, The vininer reaffirms
his faith that man is not abandoned by the deity, but the play
ends with the radio idiotically bawling out the morning gym-

nastics, and Max, Margot's lover, mechamcally performing the-

grotesque exercises it prescribes.

The forest of concrete is an apt poetic image of an Jindustrial
cmhzatmn, and the characters who Tbabit it are all ‘Sufferers
from T 52 séourges—war, intellectual pride, the suppression of
the poetic impulse by commercial pressures; religious doubt,
and all the horrors of the concentration camp. (Max was
forced under torture to betray his best friend, the friend left
him his vast fortune, and he is now roaming the world to
escape from his memories, Margot was tortured and forced to
become a prostitute for the troops during the war.) The play

is the passionate outery of a romantic against the deadening.

of sensibilities, the loss of contact with organic nature, that the
spread of a civilization of concrete and jron has brought about,

D'Errico’s dream world, absurd and harsh thougil it.may;

be, has a wistful poetic symbolism, a softness that sometimes
verges on sentimentality, In the work of another Latin writer,

anuel de Pedrolg/ (born in 1918), we are in the presence

an fntelligence of almost geometrical austerity. De Pedrolo
would by now be better known outside his native country but
for the fact that he writes in a. language—Catalan—that is little
understood even by those in the Eng]mh—spea]ung world who
would normally have access to French, Spanish, or German.
He is a prolific novelist and  short-story. writer, and also the
author of a number of plays, some of which fall into the con-

Riepesesiieo
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vention of the Theatre of the Absurd. After fighting in the
Spanish Civil War, on the losing side, he has worked as

" elementary-schoolteacher, insurance agent, salesman, transla-

tor, and publishier’s reader, He has gained an impressive num-
ber of literary prizes.

"De Pedrolo’s one-act play Cruma (first performed in Bar«
celona on July 5, 1957}, is a study in human isclation. “Cruma”
is the name of an Efruscan measure or measuring instrument?
and the play shows an attempt to measure the human situation
by standards that have become inoperative and meaningless.
In an empty and bare-walled corridor that seems part of a
larger apartment, a man who is at home there—and is there-
fore called “the resident”—is about to measure the dimensions
of the walls, He is joined by a visitor who helps him in this
work—which is in vain, because they discover that the measur-
ing tapes they are using are blank, without markings or figures.

The situation of the resident in the corridor of his apart-
ment is as mysterious as that of the two tramps on their road

“in’ Waiting for Godot. The resident is unaware of an outside

world. He does not know how the objects he uses have reached
him. The visitor notices that he is using an ashtray, and asks
him where he got it. “I don’t know,” the resident replies.
“Someone brought it and now it is here.” The visitor wains
him, “If you are not careful, objects will invade your life.”1?
The visitor, too, is oblivions of the outside world, although, as
the resident reminds him, he must have come from outside,

It is in the same dreamlike atinosphere that the two are
brought info contact with other characters. Voices are heard
outside calling a woman’s name, Nagaio. A gitl passes through
the corridor but is barely noticed by the resident and the visi-
tor. When the visitor, who wants to wash his hands, opens
the door to the bathroom, a stranger emerges, whom the resi-

-dent takes for the visitor, a misunderstanding that makes com-

mnication -almost impossible. Nagaio, the woman whom the
voices have been heard calling, is seen when the window is

opened in an apartment on’the other side of the courtyard.
Again the resident and the visitor find it difficult to communi-
" cate with her, but the stranger immediately makes friends with
her and arranges & date. The stranger also has no difficulty in
establishing contact with the girl, who again traverses the cor-
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ridor. He decides to go out with this girl, instead of Nagaio.
When the girl disappears behind a curtain leading into one of
the rooms, he wants to follow her, but the curtain has turned
into a solid door. The resident is able to open the door and let
him reach the girl, Resident and visitor are left alone. They try
to understand what has happened, and come to the conclusion
that the strange beings who have disturbed them do not exist,
But then they themselves cannot claim that they exist in real-
ity. This being settled, they can return to their work. There is
?lflnmk at the door. As the resident goes to open it the curtain
alls, :

This strange short play poses the problem of the reality. of
the “others” and the Ppossibility of establishing contact with
them. Each character represents a different level of being. The
resident occupies one end of the scale—he is an authentic being
exploring his own world, hence unable to relate himself to
others, unable even to distinguish his friend from a stranger,
On the other end of the scale is the young girl-she exists only
insofar as others want her, The other three characters repre-
sent intermediary steps on this scale, The greater the inner
reality or authenticity of a human being, the less able he is to
establish contact with the outside world, in its erudity and

deceptiveness. And yet this interior solitude is bound to be-

disturbed; at the end of the play, the whole cycle of invasions
from the inauthentic, everyday world is about to begin anew.

De Pedrolo’s second, and more ambitious, play in this con-
vention, Homes i No (Humans and Noj first performed in
Barcelona on December T5;3658), is described by the author
as “an investigation in two acts,” The stage is divided into three
parts by two screens of fron bars; in the compartment in the
middle, the prison guard, a strange inhuman being called No,
watches over the inmates of the cells to the loft and right; No
has fallen asleep, and the two couples, Fabi and Selena in one
cage, Bret and Eliana in the other, try to overpower their
jailer. But he awakes in time. The attempt of the two human
couples to break out from behind the bars that imprison them
fails, But the human beings, now that they have become con-
scious of the possibility of escape, have high hopes that some-
day they will succeed—and if not they themselves, their
children,

|
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TIn the second act, the two couples are joined by a son, Feda,
in one case, and in the other by a daughter, Sorne. Feda and
Some are in love and resolve to do all they can to break out
from the cages that prevent them from being united. They
undertake a thorough examination of their prison and find
that on the far side the cells end in an umbridgeable abyss.

‘Their parents had been so fascinated by No that they had

never even taken the trouble to explore the other side of their
prison, Yet there seems no escape that way. Hence the young
people concentrate on the back wall, and discover that this is
by no means as solid as it seemed but has, rather, the appear-
ance of a kind of curtain. Shall they tear that curtain down?
No, the inhuman jailer is deeply perturbed, and begs them not
to do so. If they do, it will be the end for them. Death? No,
much worse. As the tension grows, Feda finally decides to take
the risk and they tear the curtain down. Behind it there is an-
other row of bars, which not only close their respective cells
but reveal that No himself is merely a prisoner in a third cell.
Behind this new row of bars sit three new jailers clad in black,
silent and motionless, No has been a prisoner himself, but as
Feda exclaims, “even more 50, because he lmew it!™1

Homes i No is indeed an investigation—an investigation into

. the problem of liberty. Man is imprisoned in an infinitely.re-

ceding series of énclosniss. Whttsver he thinks that he has

broken “through one of these barriers (the barrier of supersti-
tion, the barrier of myth or tyranny, or the inability to master
nature), he finds himself face to face with a new barrier (the
metaphysical anguish of the human condition, death, the rela-
tivity of all knowledge, and so on). But the struggle to over-
come the new row of iron bars continues; it must go on, even
if we know in advance that it will reveal only a further barrier
beyond. . .

In the simplicity of its conception, and in the complete
merging of the philosophical idea with its concrete representa-
tion in: terms of a stage picture, Homes i No must occupy a
high place among the most successful examples of the Theatre
of the Absurd. Manuel de Pedrclo has completed a number of
further plays in this convention. If they maintain the promise
of his first attempts, he will take his place among the major
exponents of the genre, ‘
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Another Spaniard who may well be able to claim such a
place is{Femandg,;Agmvb_a“l] who was born in Melilla (formerly
Spanish Morocco) in 1g32, completed his law studies at
Madrid, but has been living in France since 19354, and writ-
ing his plays in French, Arrabal's world derives its absurdity
not, like that of de Pedrolo, from the despair of the philoso-
pher trying to probe the secrets of being, but from the fact
that his characters see the human..situation w1th uncompre-
hend.m  eyes. of childlike-simplicity, Iike

p g T

notice, the existence of a moral law; and ]Jke eh.l.ldren they

a croe] pun—1t mlght be taken to mean p1cn1c in the country,”
but actually stands for “picnic on the battlefield”), already
clearly shows this approach. He wrote the play at the age of
twenty, under the influence of the news from the Korean War.
This short one-act play shows a soldier, Zapo, isolated in the
front line of the fighting. His father and mother, who are too
simple to grasp the ferocity of modern war, arrive to visit him,
so that they can have a Sunday picnic together, When an en-
emy soldier, Zepo, turns up, Zapo takes him prisoner, but later
invites him to join the picnic, As the party gaily proceeds, a
burst of machine-gun fire wipes out all the participants.

This is Chaplinesque comedy without the redeeming happy
end; it already contains the highly disturbing mixture of in-
nocence and cruelty so characteristic of Arrabal. This is also
the atmosphere of Oraison, a drame mystigue in one act, which
opens the volume of Arrabal’s Thédtre, published in 1958, A
man and a woman, Fidio and Lilbé (notice the baby talk of
the names), sit by a child’s coffin discussing ways and means
of being good—from today. Lilbé cannot grasp What it means
to be good:

riepi: Shall we not be able to go a.nd have fun, as before,

in the cemetery?
Fip10: Why not?
vizei: And tear the eyes out of the corpses, as before?
Fo10: No, not that.
LeE: And kil people?

cruel because they have failed to indarstand, or Svendio.

N

Francoise, Gomes with Ter two sons, Benoit an

;
|
!
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rm1o: No.

pieek: So we'll let them live?

Fmio: Obviously.

riBE: So much the worse for them.12

As this discussion on the nature of goodness proceeds, it is
gradually revealed that Fidic and Lilbé are sitting by the coffin
of their own child, whom they have killed. Naively they dis-
cuss the example of Jesus, and come to the conclusion that
they will have ‘a try at being good, although Lilbé foresees
the likelihood that they will get tired of it. P
 In Les Deux Bourreaux (The Two' Executionefs), we are
faced with an analogous sﬁua%on but heré conventional mo-
rality is more directly attacked a3 self-contradietory, A woman,
aunce, to
denotince her husband to the two executioners of the title. He
is guilty of some unspecified crime. Frangoise, who hates him, -
wants to witness his being tortured in the next room. She re-
joices in his sufferings, and even rushes into the torture cham-
ber to put salt and vinegar on his weunds. Benoit, who is a

" dutiful son of his mother, accepts her behavior, but. Maurice

protests. Maurice is thus a bad son, who disobeys his mother

and hurts her. When the father finally dies of his tortures,

Maurice persists in accusing his mother of having caused his-
death, vet finally he is persuaded into the path of duty. He

asks to be forgiven for his insubordination, and as the curtain

falls the mother and her sons embrace.

In Fande et Lis, a play in five scenes, Fando is pushing his
beloved, Lis, who i5 paralyzed, in a wheelchair. They are on
the road to Tar. Fando loves Lis dearly, and yet, at the same
time, he resents her as a burden. Nevertheless he tries to amuse
her by playing her the only thing he knows on his drum, the
Song of the Feather, They meet three gentlemen with umbrel-
las, who are also on the way te Tar, a place that they, like
Fando and Lis, find it almost ifnpossible to reach. Instead of
getting to Tar, they. always amive back in the same place,
Fando proudly displays Lis’s beauty to the three gentlemen,

raising her skirt to show off her thighs, and, inviting them to

Iiss her, Fando loves Lis, but he cannot resist the temptation
to be cruel to her. In Scene 4, we learn that, to show her off
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to the gentlemen, he left her lying naked in the open all night.
Now she is even more ill than before. Fando has her in chains,
and puts handcuffs on her, just to see whether she can drag
herself along with them, He beats her. Falling down, she breaks
his little drum. He is so furious that he beats her unconscious.
When the three gentlemen arrive, she is dead, The last scene
shows the three gentlemen with umbrellas. confusedly discuss-.
ing what has happened. Fando appears with a flower and a
dog~he promised Lis that when she died he would visit her
grave with a flower and a dog. The three gentlemen.decide; to
accompany him to the cemetery. After that the four of them’
can try to make their way to Tar.

In. its strange -mixture of commedia cIell arte -and Grand
Guignol, E_] et'Lzs s a poetic evocation of the ambivalence
of love, the love a child might. have for a 1 dog, which is cuddled |
and: tonnented L in tum, By projecting ‘the emotions of child. |
hood into an- adult world, Arrabal achieves an effect that is § ¢
both tragicomic .and profound, because it reveals the truth
hidden behind a good deal of adult emotion as well.

Arrabal’s most ambitious play to date is Le Cimeticre des
Voitures ‘m"‘“ﬁ’ﬁ't'm“le dm‘&’», a play in two acts,
which attempts nio less than g reconstruction of the. passion of of
throngh Arrabal’s childlike eyes and placed jn a_ a
of squalor The scene is a derelict grave-
, Wwhich is, however, run on the lines of
a-luxury hotel. A valet, Milos, provides the service—breakfast
in bed and a kiss from Dila, the ‘prostitute, for every gentleman
before he falls asleep The hero, Emanon (i.e., Emaruel), a
trumpet player, is the leader of a group of three musicians: his
companions are Topé, the clarinetist, and . Fodére, the saxo-
phone player, a mute modeled on Harpo Marx. Emanou, like
Fidio in. Orajson wants to be good. This desire expresses itself
in his providing music for dancing to the inmates of the auto-
mobile graveyard every night, although the playing of musical
instruments is strictly forbidden by the police. Throughout the
play, two indefatigable athletes, a man, Tiossido, and an eld-
erly woman, Lasca, cross the scene in a g‘rotesque show_of
sportsmanship. In the second act, these two are revealed as
police agents who are after Emanou. They pay Tapé to betray

his master for money—he will 1dent3fy him by a kiss, When h
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this happens, the mate Fodére denies him by vigorously shak-
ing his head as he is asked whether ke knows Emanou, Emanou

- is savagely beaten and taken away, dying, his arms tied to the

handle bars of a bicycle. The grotesque high life of the auto-
mobile graveyard continues.

Emanou’s desire to be good is shown as a vague wish rather
than a rational conviction. He recites his creed of goodness
mechanically: “When one is good, one feels a great interior

joy, born from the peace of the spirit that one knows when

one sees oneself similar to the-ideal image of man,” but by
the end of the play he seems to have forgotten this text and

a __gets:into a complete muddle when trying to recite it. At the

same time, he earnestly discussés with his disciples whether it
would not be more profitable to take up another profession—
such as stealing or murder—and decides- against these occupa-
tions :merely on the ground that they aré too difficult, When

. Dila tells him that she too wants to be good, Emanou replies,

“But you are good already, you allow everybody to sleep with
o8 -
¢ Although the parallels between Emancou and Christ are
made so obvious as to border on the blasphemous (he was
born in a stable, his father was a carpenter, he left home at the
age of thirty to play the trumpet), the play achieves an impres-
sion of innocence—the search for goodness pursued with total
dedication in a universe that is both squalid and devoid of
meaning. In such a world there carmot be any understandable
ethical standards and the pursuit wsuit of goodness becomes an,
enterpnse trgglc In its : s;gdggy as bsurd a5 the strenuous
‘Fanning of the police spies in the pursuit of sportsmansh:p.
Arrabal’s preoceupation with the problem of goodness—-the
relationship between love and cruelty, stioning of all
ted ethical standards from the stan mp_omt of an Wnt
ﬁug'“&ﬁd be oﬂy t t them if m e conld
. of the atfitude of Beckett’s
Tramps in Walling for Godot. Arrabal, who insists that his writ- -
ing is the expression of his personal dreams and emotions, ac-
knowledges his deep admiration for Beckett. But although he
has translated some of Adamov's plays into Spanish, he does
- notthink that he has been influenced by him,
Arrabal’s published plays are intensely human. Yet he is also

-/
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greatly interested in developing an abstract theatre that would
eliminate any human content altogether. In his Orchéstration

Thédtrale (Brst performed under -the direction of Jacques |

Poliéri in the fall of 1959), he has tried to create a dramatic

spectacle consisting entirely of the movements of abstract,

thféedimetisionial shapes, Some of which were mechanical de-
Vices. While others were moved by dancers. The formal world
of this strange spectacle was based on the inventions of Klee,
Mondrian, Delauney, and the mobiles of Alexander Calder,

Arrabal is convinced that the incongruities. of mechanical

movement are a potential source of highly comic effects. The
seript of Orchéstration Thédtrale, which contains no dialogue
whatever, resembles the notation of a gigantic game of chess
(Arrabal is a passionate chess player) and is illustrated by
fascinating colored diagrams. The difficulties of putting this
daring conception on the stage within the means of a straggling
avant-garde company proved so formidable that the lack of

public acclaim achieved by the experiment is by no means

conclusive proof of the impossibility of an abstract mechanical
theatre. . ' :

Anotber experiment by a foreign author living in France that
contains the promise of a widening of scope of the convention
-of the Theatre of the Absurd, is a play by a young Israeli,
Amos Kenan, which Roger Blin directed and which had its first
performance in. French at the Théatre de TLutéce on October
28, 1960. Le Lion, translated from the Hebrew by the author
and Christiane Rochefort, 4 <¢learly shows the influence of
Tonesco in its disregard for any congruity bétween the nature
-and the physical appearance of the characters. The cast list
of three consists of “the baby, aged about fifty,” “the woman,
aged about thirty,” who treats the baby as her own child, and
“the chauffeur, aged about twenty.” The three characters, all
of whom are never together on the stage at the same time, are
in constant flux. From being a baby in a playpen, the fifty-
year-old brusquely changes into a general directing a battle

and an industrial tycoon engaged in vast building operations.

The chauffeur, who has been driving him around on this in-
spection tour of battlefield and factory, turns into a burglar

who breaks into the woman’s house, where he is made to help ~
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himself to all valuables and makes love to the woman, who has
previously been shown as the baby-tycoon’s mistress, being
served by him in a shoe shop. In the final scene, the woman is
again the mother trying to make the baby eat its cream, But
the baby insists that he is now a lion. '

What does all this amount to? The play seems to be an at-
tempt to produce a synoptic view of human emotions by
abolishing the sequence of time. The baby already contains the
general and the general is still in many respects a baby, and
both, with their aggressive instincts, are also, at the same time,
a lion, The woman is mother, distantly adored mistress, and
sensuous accomplice of the burglar, who, in tum, at one point
is the servile subordinate of the general, then becomes the in-
nocent victim of persecution, and then again a tough criminal.
If we saw the life of our fellow men all at once rather than in
a time sequence, the play argues, we would be struck by the
simultaneous coexistence of such seemingly contradictory char-
acteristics.

Le Lion shared the doublo bill at the Théitre de Lutdce
with a play by an already established writer of acknowledged
eminence, most of whose work lies outside the scope of this

_book, gax:;"ﬂ"’m‘f chi) (bor in 1911), the important Cerman-
‘Swiss d¥imatist a7d novelist. The play in question, ‘iecfeirmnn
“und "t Brandsiifien, ( Biedermann and the Incendiaries), first

produced in the original' German at the Ziirich Schauspielhaus
on March 2g, 1958, is Frisch’s first excursion into the realm of

humotr nofr and the Theatre of the Absurd. Frisch and his

compatriot, Friedrich Duerrenmait/ without doubt the leading
dramatists of the German-speaking world today, have de-
veloped a dramatic idiom of their own, a style that owes a
great deal to Bernard Shaw, Thomton Wilder, and Bertol
Brecht, and one that might perhaps most aptly be described
as a theatre of intellectual fantasy, airing contemporary prob-
lems in a vein of disillusioned tragicomedy. In being 2 sardonie
cormentary on a contemporary political phenomenon, Bieder-
mann und die Brandstifter clearly belongs in this vein, but in
the parodistic treatment of the subject and its resolute pursuit
of the absurd, the play also shows the influence of the Theatre

of the Absurd.,
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il Labeled a “didactic play without 2 lesson,” Biedermann und vealed as one of the incendiaries) refuses to conduct a hell for -
die Brandstifter tells, in six scenes and an epilogue, the cau- F EeOEIe like Biedermann, As the destroyed city has been re-
tionary tale of a highly respectable hourgeois (Biedermann Jbuilt “more beautiful than before,” it seems that life can go on,
means precisely this in German), a manufacturer of hair lo- Biedermann und die Brandstifter is more than just a very
telling piece of political satire. The political satire is certainly
there: Biedermann’s situation, according to Hans Baenziger,
the author of an excellent study of Frisch, is based on the situa-

tion, whose house is invaded by a trio of shady characters.
Biedermann knows that his home town has been the scene of

\

y a series of incendiary acts that are the work of men who have

% sought shelter in various houses, on the ground that they are . tion of President Bene§ of Czechoslovakia, who took the
i Communists into his govermiment althiough he knew that they

homeless. He soon suspects that his guests are incendiaries, but 1 ol Doz
even when they openly stack drums of gasoline in his attic, » | were bent on destroying..the.country’s independence.7 It is
1 ... also the situation of the German intellectuals who thought that

Hitler did not mean what he said when he spoke of war and

even when they fix fuses and detonators in front of his own
i eyes, he believes that they will not set fire to his house,

and to the whole town, if only he treats them nicely and in-
vites them to a special dinner of goose and red cabbage, As one
of the incendiaries sums up the situation, “Jocularity is the
third-best kind of camouflage; the second-best is sentimental-

_haxed tuth, K nily-enaugh..ng one believes it, . . .
Biedermann is shown as heartless and brutal. He has driven
one of his employees to suicide by dismissing him after years
of faithful service, but at the same time he sees himself as an
affable fellow who knows how to charm people. And this is
~ his undoing. Two of the incendiaries, though depicted as vie~
tims of the social order, are destructive purely for the sike of
destructiveness and the feeling of power they get from seeing
things burn. The third is an intellectual who thinks he is serv-
ing 'some abstract principle. When the fuses are about to be’
Iit, the intellectual rats on his fellow conspirators, having dis-
covered that they are not interested in his ideclogical rationali-

conquest, and so allowed him to start a world conflagration.
And it is also, in a sense, the situation of the world in the age
of the hydrogen bomb, when the attics of the world’s major
powers are stored with very highly inflaimmable and explosive
material. But beyond this purely political aspect, Frisch’s play
describes the state of mind of the family in Jonesco’s The Bald |
Mﬁ&j&%ﬂg@g‘s—ﬂm dead ‘world of routine anm'égg
“bophomie, where the destruction of values has rea fied a point
“where the bewildered individual can no longer distinguish be-
tween the things that ought to be preserved and those that
should be destroyed. The fire brigade is. ready, but there is
no one left who can recognize the incendiaries as dangerous,
and so the measures taken to prevent the fire are bound to
_f_a_il_,,\What is morse, in a world of dead routine, of unceasing
consumption and production, the destruction of a civilization
will be felt merely as a beneficial way of clearing the ground
for a new building boom~so that production and consumption

1 zations of destruction. But Biedermann does not believe this

i warning either. When the Incendiaries find that they are out
Il of matches, he obligiy m_g@mmm%%n
il ght the fuse that burns his house, his wife, himself, and the

can continue.

The Theatre of the Absurd has struck a responsive chord in
the German-speaking world, where %qg!l“gpse of a whole
ivilization, through the yise and fall 5f Hitler has 1i5as fhe
0ss of meaning and cohesion in men’s lives more evident than

elsewhere. The major dramatists of the Absuxd hayve beep
more successful in Germany than anywhere else to date. Yet .
-§5°t6tal has been the vacium left by %iﬁer that it has taken

/ a long time for a new generation of dramatists fo arise. (Fence
v the leading position occupied by two Swiss draimatists in the

whole toy

'ﬁzaﬁon that is being destroyed is_one in which
“most people believe_not in God but in the fire brigade.™®
A7 the play is framed by a burlesque pseudo-Greek chorus
of firemen, who are constantly affirming their readiness to in-
tervene. In the epilogue, Biedermann and his wife are.in hell,

but in this unmetaphysical age the Devil himself (who is re-
— T e e

‘ —
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contempotrary German-speaking theatre.) Nevertheless, the
breakthrough of a new generation of writers has started. -
{Wolfgang Hildssksiied (born in 1916), one of the first -
German dramatists to take up the idiom of the Theatre of the
Absurd, spent the war vyears, significantly enough, in exile
abroad, and is still an Israeli citizen. Originally a painter,
Hildesheimer started his career as a dramatist with a sexries of
witty and fantastic radio plays—picaresque tales of forgers,
grotesque Balkan countries, and Oriental romance. The step
from this type of intellectual thriller to the Theatre of the Ab-
surd seems a natural development. Hildesheimer regards ‘the
Theatre of the Absurd, as he has pointed out in a brilliantly
argued lecture on the. subject,)® as a theatre of parables.
Admittedly, “the story of the prodigal son is also a parable.
But it is a parable of a different kind. Let us analyze the differ-
ence—the story of the prodigal son is a parable deliberately
conceived to allow an indirect statement (that is, to give the
opportunity to reach a conclusion by analogy), while the ‘ab:,
surd_play becomes a parable of life precisely -throngh, the
'mtenhonaI “omission of any . any statement “For lile, too_, makes no- -
gtg,gemen .19
" Hildeshéimer’s collected volume of the plays that illustrate
his conception of the Theatre of the Absurd has the title
Spiele in denen. es dunkel wird {Plays in Which Darkness
.Falls) 20 This-is literally the case. As each of the three plays
unfolds, the light fades. In Pastorale, oder Die Zeit fiir Kakao
(Pastoral, or Time for Cocoa), some elderly characters disport
themselves in a shrange syncopation of dialogue concerned with.
business matters and stock-exchange deals, with artistic and
poctic overtones (a mixture very characteristic of the tone of
West German society today). As the light grows darker, sum-
mer turns into autumn and winter, end death overtakes the
president of a big company, a consul, and a mining engineer.
"In Landschaft mit Figuren (Landscape with Figures), a
painter is shown at work painting the portraits of a group of
equally empty and pretentious characters—a great but aging
lady, her gigolo, and an elderly tycoon. Here too the charac-
ters pass from middle to old age before our eyes until they
die, are neatly packed into boxes, and sold to a collector—so
that the characters themselves have become their own por-"
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traits. As this work proceeds, a glazier is putting new panes
of glass into the studio windows. It is through them that the
light gradually becomes dark. But at the end the painter and
his wife are as young as they were in the beginning, and as
they are left alone, the mauve panes of glass fall to the ground
and the stage is once more bathed in light. :

The glazier appears again in Die Uhren (The Clocks), but
this time the panes of glass he puts into the windows of a room
inhabited by a man and wife are jet black and impenetrable.
As the work proceeds, the couple relive scenes from their life
together; toward the end a salesman comes who sells them a
profusion of clocks of all kinds. And' at the final curtain the
man and his wife are inside the clocks, making ticking noises.

These dramatic Ea.rables are impressive poetic statements,
even though they are far from being free from rather obviously
drawn analogies and somewhat facile conclusions.

Hildesheimer’s parable plays are gentle and elegant. The
theatre of fGunter Grass] (born in 1927) is of a far rougher
texture. Grass also started his career as a painter. His plays
are like the canvases of Bosch or Goya brought to life—violent
and grotesque. In Onkw I, mel) Unele, Uncle), we meet
Bo]]m, a_young mAn smgl'é"-"m"TEEledly dedicated to_murder;

; Iways howr-as-failing -bocaise” s intended victirs
dalﬂs:g]kafymnom ear,of him. The ittle girl under whose bed he has
‘hidden takes no notice ‘5f him when he emerges, but merely

" asks him to help her with her crossword puzzle; the game-

keeper he traps in the woods continues to instruct two city
children in the botany of forest trees and methods of escape;
the film star whom he wants to kill in her bathtub drives him
away w1th her foolish chatter; and M&gbﬂdﬁ
al .k and.shgot him dead..

~ Tn Zwemrewseg Zihne (Thirtytwo Teeth), we meet a
schoolmaster as single-minded as Bollin—for him tooth hygiene
overrides all other passions, Hochwasser (The Flood) shows a
family fleeing from the rising water onto the top floor of their
house and then to the roof, where they meet a pair of philo-
sophical rats. As the waters recede and they return to routine

. lives in"a ruined home, they regret losing the excitement and

the corrupt figares of fantasy they met during the emergency.
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The short play Noch Zehn Minuten bis Buffalo (Ten Min-

utes to Buffalo) presents an ancient toy locomolive passing:

through & nonsense landscape accompanied by nautical con-
versation and never getting to Buffalo at all,

Giinter Grass’s most interesting play, however, Die Bdsen
Kéche (The Wicked Cooks), is an ambiticus attempt to trans-
mute a religious subject into poetic tragicomedy. Cooks pro-
liferate on the stage—there are two rival factions of cooks and
they are after the secret of a mysterious gray soup consisting

of ordinary cabbage soup with the addition of a special kind .

of ashes. The holder of this secret is kmown as the Count, al-

though his real name is the very ordinary ome of Herbert

Schymanski. The cooks make a bargain with the Count. He
can marry Martha, the nurse, if he promises to let them in on
his secret. But when they demand that he keep his part of

-the bargain, the Count has forgotten the recipe. “I have told

you often enoungh, it is not a recipe but an experience, living
knowledge, continuous change. You should be aware of the
fact that no eook has ever succeeded in cooking the same soup
twice. , . . The last months, this life with Martha . . . has
made this experience superfluous. I have forgotten it.”21 Un-
able to fulfill their part of the bargain, the Count and Martha
kill themselves, There can be little doubt that an analogy to
thie Passion pervades the play. Martha washes the Count’s feet
shortly before he dies, and there is an association between the
mysterious food and the Eucharist, which, after all, was in-
stituted in the course of, and is symbolized by, a meal.

Giinter Grass wrote most of his plays before 1937. He has
since then achieved a major success with a vast and grotesquely -

exuberant novel, Die. Blechtrommel (195g), but it is to be
hoped that he will not abandon the theatre altogether.

Another notable novelist who also started his career as a
painter and who has also veniured into the field of the Theatre
of the Absurd is Bobert Pm%et (born in 1919). Pinget is a
native of Geneva who now lives in Paris. He studied law,
painted, taught French-in England for a while, and became

Jne.of.the leading figures in. the. group.of..new.novelists™

“around Alain Robbe-Griilet. Pinget is a close friend of Samuel
Beckett and his play Letire Morie {Dead Letter) shared the
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bill with Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape at the Théatre Récamier
in the spring of 1g60.

Leitre Morte takes up the theme of Pinget’s novel Le Fiston
(1959), ), which s i the form of a letter addressed by en
abandoned father to his prodigal son; the father does not know
where his son has gone, so the letter cannot be sent off and

- remains a “dead letter.” Le Fiston tries to reproduce the ram-
bling, ill-organized shape of an endless epistle, added to from
day to day; the book lacks even pagination, thus increasing the
reader’s illusion that he is reading a real letter composed by a
besotted old man. The play, Lettre Morte, puts that same old
“man, Monsieur Levert, on the stage. It is as though the author
had become so obsessed with the reality of the long letter that
he had to see the man who wrote it before his eyes in the fesh.
We see Monsieur Levert in two situations—in the bar, opening
his heart to the bartender, and in the post office, trying to
persuade the clerk behind the counter to have another good
Iook to see whether there isn't somewhere, after all, a letter
from his lost son that might have gone astray. But the bar-
tender and the post-office clerk are played by the same actor,
the counter of the post office is the same as that of the bar.
“The o aiting without real hope, like the tramps in

Vaiting for God mﬁﬁc He is continually racking his brain to find

e reason why his son has left him, what he has done wrong
to lose his affection. Outside, a funeral procession passes, Mon-
sieur Levert is waiting for death. In a short scherzo in this
symphony of melancholy and regret two of the actors of an
itinerant company come into the bar and playfully repeat
passages from the sentimental bedroom farce they have been
performing that night, The play is called The Prodigal
Son, and it-deals with a father who writes letters to his son,
imploring him to return, Whereupon he does return. Here the
worn-out convention of boulevard theatre, where everythin

'ﬁﬁp_f)ens as it should, is cruelly confronted with that of the

“Theatre of thg Absurd @he e pothing | hggpens at all and where

“The fines of dialopye do not fit wittily to and tro like ping-pong

balls but are as regetlhoumd inconclusive as in real life—and
hence as absurd as reality in a meaningless world is is bound to
be. -

Pinget’s second attempt at the dramatic form is a short




198 THE THEATRE OF THE ABSUHD

radie play, La Manivelle (translated under the title The Old
Tune by Samuel Beckett, and first broadeast in the B.B.Cs
Third Programme on Angust 23, 1960), in which the absurdity
of real speech is carried to the extreme: two old men, an organ-
grinder and his friend, ave talking about the past. The conver-
sation rambles from subject to subject, and each of the old men
comes out with some choice bit of his past life. The trouble
is that the other immediately contradicts the truth of that in-
formation, so that each one’s recollection of his own past life

is called into question. The-past of each of these two old men.,

mutually cancels out the other. What are they left with? Was

their past life a mere illusion? As the two stand talking in the;

street, the sounds of modem traffic almost drown their recél-
lections. Eventually, however, the handle of the barrel organ
that had jammed (hence the title of the French original} turns
again, and the old tune rises triumphantly above the traffic,
perhaps a symbol that the old tune of memory, however rick-
ety and uncertsgin, still prevails.

‘This short radie play, brilliantly translated by Beckett into

an Irish idjom, creates, out of fragments that in their strict
naturalness are incoherent to the point of imbecility, 2 strange
texture of nostalgic associations and lyrical beauty. For there
is no real contradiction between a meticulous reproduction of
‘reality and a literature of the Absurd. Quite the reverse. Most
real conversation, after all, is incoherent, illogical, ungrammat-
ical, and elliptical. By transcribing reality with ruthless accu-
racy, the dramatist arrives at the-disintegrating langizage of the
Absurd. It is the strictly logical dialogue of the rationally con-
structed play that is unreglistic and highly stylized. In a world
that bas become absurd, transcribing reality with meticulous
care is enough to create the impression of extravagant ir-
rationality.

This is also the method of one of the most promising ex-
ponents of the Theatre of the Absurd in the English-speaking
world, |Hardld-Piifer)(born in 1930). The son of a Jewish
tailor in Hackney, in East London, Pinter started writing
poetry for little magazines in his teens, studied acting at the
Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and the Central School of

Speech and Drama, and, under the stage namie David Baron, -

-

Room, ! first performed at Bristol University in May, 1957),
~ already contains a good many of the basic themes and a great-
" dedl of the very personal style and idiom of Pinter’s later and
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embarked.on gn acting career, which led him around Ireland
in a Shakespearean company and to vears of strenuous work
in provincial repertory. After starting on a novel, The Dwarfs,

l which he did not finish, he began to write plays in 1957. He

himself has told the story of how he mentioned an idea for a
play to a friend of his who was working in the drama depart-
ment of Bristol University. The friend liked the idea so much
that he wrote to Pinter asking for the play, adding that if the

university was to perform it, he would have to send the manu- .

script within a week. “So I wrote back and told him to forget
about the whole thing, And then I sat down and wrote it in

four days. I don’t quite know how it happened, but it did.”22_

This rapidly and spontaneously written one-act pIay:gﬂgg

AN

piore successful work—the uncannily cruel aécuracy of his re--

production of the inflections and rambling irrelevancy of
everyday speech; the commonplace situation that is gradually

" invested with menace, dread, and mystery; the deliberate

omission of an explanation or a motivation for the action. The

room, which is the center and chief poetic image of the play, is

one of the recurring motifs of Pinter’s work, As he himself once

* -piit it, “Two people in a room—I am dealing a great deal of the
we.. . Hime wi_th this Mamwm The cur!:ain
" goes-up on the stage, ani see it as a very pofent question:

What is. going to happen to these two people in the room? Js
someone going to open the door and come in’#* The starting

point of Pinter’s theatre is thus & return to some of the basic {r
elements of drama—the suspense created by the elementary |
ingredients of pure, pre-literary theatre: a stage, two people, |

a door; a poetic image of an undefined fear and expectation,

When asked by a critic what his two people m his room are
afaid of, Pinter replied, “Obviously they are scared of what is

gutside the room. Outside the room there is a wotld bearing

upon them which is frightening. I am sure it is frightening to
you and me as well.”2¢ : o )
In this case, the room is inhabited by Rose, a simple-minded
old woman-whose husband, Bert, never speaks to her although
he is pampered and fed with overwhelming motherliness, The
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room is in a vast house; outside it is winter and night, Rose
sees the room as her only refuge, her only security in a hostile
world, This room, she tells herself, is just right for her. She
would not like to live downstairs in the basement, where it is
cold and damp. The room becomes an image of the small area
of light and warmth that our consciousness, the fact that we
exist, opens up in the vast ocean of nothingness from which
we gradually emerge after birth and into which we sink again

when we die, The room, this small speck of warmth and light
in the darkness, is a precarious foothold; Rose is afraid that

she may be driven from it. She is not sure of the place of her
room in the scheme of things, how it fits into the house. When
she asks Mr. Kidd, whom she takes for the landlord but who
may be merely a caretaker, how many floors there are in the
house, even he is vague about the matter; “Well, to tell you
the truth, I don’t count them now.”25 Mz, Kidd is an old, dod-

dering man, vague about his own origing: “T think my mum

was a Jewess, Yes, I wouldn't be surprised to leam that she
was a Jewess.”2¢
Rose’s husband and Mr, Kidd leave. Rose remains alone. The

door assurces all the menace of an opening into the vague un- -

known of the house, with its uncertain number of floors, the

night and the winter outside. And when Rose finally opens the:
daor to take the refuse out, two people are seen standing out- -

side it; A moment of genuine terror has been produced with

the utmost economy of means. And even though the strangers -
are merely a young couple looking for the landlord, the atmos- -

phere of terror is kept up. They are looking for a room, ‘they
have heard there isa good room to let in that very house. Wan-

dering through the empty house, they heard a voice in the -

dark basement, confirming that there was a room to let. As &
matter of fact it was No. #—Rose’s room,
The strangers leave. Mr. Kidd returns, There is a man down-

stairs who watits to see Rose. He has been there for days, wait-
ing for Rose’s husband to leave, just lying there in the base-

ment. Mr. Kidd goes out. Rose is left alone. Again the door
becomes-the focal point of a nameless menace. It opens. A
blind Negro enters. His name is Riley. He has a message for
Rose: “Your father wants you to come home, Come home,
Sal,”27 We know the woman is called Rose. But she does not

-
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deny being called Sal. She merely insists, “Don’t call me that.”
Bert, Rose’s husband, returns, He, who has not spoken through—
out the entire first scene, now speaks: “I got back all right.”
Again, a real coup de thédire is brought about by the simplest
of devices. Bert speaks about the menace of the dark and how
his. beloved van got him back, Then he notices the Negro. He
upsets the chair on which he is sitting and beats him savagely
until he remains motionless. Rose .clutches her eyes. She has
gone blind.

. The Room shows not only the main charactensttcs of Pin-
ter’s s‘_cyle fully formed; the weaknesses it displays also allow us

to judge how he gradually leamed to avoid the temptations

into which he fell in his first bout of spontaneous enthusiasm.
The weakness of The Room is clearly its lapse from horror,-

‘built up from elements of the commonplace, into crude symbol-

ism, cheap mystery, and violence. The blind Negro with the
message from the father calling his daughter-home, the killing
of .this near-parody of a death symbol by the jealous husband,

~and Rose’s own blinding—all these are melodramatic devices

that are out of keeping with the subtly built-up terrors of the
opening scenes, Here mystery becomes threadbare mystifica-
ton..

Pmters s,econd..onmct play still contains tlus element of

R myshﬁcatmn ‘but eady it is far more subtly and wittily used.

i)  (written in 1957, first performed at the
Hampstead Theatre CIub in London, on January 21, 1960},
we again have a room with two people in it—and the door that
opens on the unknown. The two men in this dingy basement

‘room are two hired killers employed by a mysterious organi-

zation to go arcund the country and assassinate their employ-

ers’ victims. They are given an address and a key and told to

wait for instructions. Sooner or later their victim arrives, they
Kill him or her, and drive off. They don’t know what happens
then: “Who clears up after we have gone? I am curious about
that. Who does the clearing up? Maybe they don't clear up.
Maybe they just leave them there, eh? What do you think?”2®

Bep.and Gus, the two gunmen, are very nervous. They want
to make tea but are frusivated. They have no matches, An
envelope with matches is mystericusly pushed under the door.
But even then they don’t have the shilling to put into the gas
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meter. At the back of the basement room there is a serving
hatch, a “dumb waiter”—this must have been the kitchen of a
restaurant at one time. Suddenly this contraption begins to
move; an order on a piece of paper comes down: “Two
braised steak and chips. Two sago puddings. Two teas with-
out sugar.” The two gunmen, anxicus not to be discovered, are
pathetically eager to fill this mysterious order from above. They
search their pockets for bits of food and send up a packet of

‘tea, a bottle of milk, a bar of chocolate, an Eecles cake, a

packet of potato chips, But the dumb waiter comes backsfor
more, It demands more and more complicated dishes, Greek
and Chinese specialties. The two men discover a speaking
tube next to the dumb waiter, and Ben establishes contact
with the powers above. He hears that “the Eccles cake was
stale, the chocolate was melted, the biscuits were mouldy.”2®
When Gus goes out to get a glasiof water; the speaking tube

comes to life again. Ben. gets his final instructions from above,
They. are to Kill the next.man.who.enters, Tt is "Gus, He is~
stripped of jacket, walstcoat, tie, holster, “and revolver. It ds
Gus who is xt, yictim

“The Dum w,mngMM&£MMQcO s postulate in
Icompletely fusmg ‘traged; the mast 11ano cemi*t
als0 - g I ysterious suj ernatural ingre-
d:ent, which was merefy ?@?M "Room, tn;%@
additional element of. comedy: the spectacle of the heavenly
Wmemn gunmen with demands - for
“macaroni pastztsio ‘ormitha thacarounada, and char siu and
bean sprouts” is wildly funny. Yet the main element of comedy
is prowded by the brilliant smH talk bd wc the

aitéam is playmg away on that particular Saturday,
Whether it is correct to say “light the kettle” or “light the gas,”
the desnltory discussions of tnv1a1 news m the evering paper
are utterly true, wildly.comic,.and ing in their agy,gd;ty.
Pinter’s first full-length play, {f (i
some of the characters and s1tuatlons of T '-'_ and The

Dumb Waiter while, for the. first
matie, supernatural element—mthnm_lg stery or’

'hon'or The sate and warm haven of The Room has here be-
come 2 dingy seaside boarding house. kept by a slovenly but
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motherly old woman, Meg, who has many of the features of
Rose in the earlier play. Meg’s husband, Petey, is almost as
silent as Rose’s husband Bert. But he lacks Bert's brutality.
He is a kindly old man, employed- as a deck-chair attendant

 on the promenade. Ben and Gus, the two gunmen of The

Dumb Waiter, reappear as a sinister pair of strangers—an Irish-
man, brutal and silent, and a Jew, full of false bonhomie and
spurious worldly wisdom. But there is a new central character
~Stanley, a man in his late thirties, indolent and apathetic,
who has somehow found refuge in Meg’s boarding house,
which has not had any other visitor for years. Meg treats him
with a motherliness so stifling as to be almost incestuous. Little
is known about his past, except for a clearly apocryphal story
that he once gave a piano recital at Lower Edmonton, It was
a great success. But then, at his next concert, “they carved me
up, Carved me up. It was all arranged, it was all worked out.
My next concert, Somewhere else it was. In winter. I went
down there to play. Then, when I got there, the hall was
closed, the place was shuttered up, not even a caretaker.
They'd locked it up, ., . . A fast one, They pulled a fast one,
Td like to know who was responsible for that. . . . All right,
Jack, I can take a tip.”3° Though Stanley is dreaming of a

. world tour,_it is.clear that he is taking shelter from a hostile

world in Meg’s sordid seaside haven.

Then, as in the two earlier plays, the door opens. Two sinis-
ter visitors, Goldberg and McCann, want a room in Meg's
boarding house. It soon becomes clear that they are after Stan-
ley. Are they the emissaries of some secret organization he has
betrayed? Or male nurses sent out to fetch him back to an
asylum he has escaped from? Or emissaries from another
world, like the blind Negro in The RoomP This question is
never answered. We see them merely organizing a birthday
party for Stanley who insists that it is not his birthday, and
brainwashing him in a terrifying but nonsensical cross-exami-
nation: .

coLDBERG: You verminate the sheet of your birth.

Mc caNN: What about the Albigensist heresy?

coLperRG: Who watered the wicket in Melbourne?
- MC cANN: What about the blessed Oliver Plunkett?
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corDBERG: Speak up, Webber. Why did the chicken cross
the road? -

sTANLEY: He wanted to—he wanted to—he wanted to—

mc-cann: He doesn’t knowl

corpeere: Why did the chicken cross the road?

sTaNLEY: He wanted , . . ,

mc cann: He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know which came
fivst!

coLosERG: Which came first? i

ymccaNN: Chicken? EggP Which came first? LI

GOLDBERG and wc cANN: Which came first? Which came
first? Which came firstP31 .

The birthday party proceeds—with Meg, oblivious of what
is going on, grotesquely playing the belle of the ball; with
Goldberg, who seems to have a large number of different
names, seducing the dumb blonde from next door—until even-
tually it culminates in a game of blindman’s buff. Stanley,
whose glasses have been snatched by MeCann, becomes more
and more hysterical, tries to strangle Meg, and is finally driven
upstairg by the two sinister strangers.

In the third act, Goldberg and MeCann take Stanley away in
a big black car. He is now dressed in a black jacket and striped
trousers, ‘has a clean collar, wears a bowler hat, carries his
broken glasses in his hand, and has become speechless and
blank, like a puppet. When Meg comes down, she is still
dreaming of the wonderful party and does not realize what
has happened.

(" The Birthday Party has beén interpreted as an allegory of

! the pressures of conform1ty, with Stanley, the pianist, as the

artist who is forced “into respectablhty and pin-stripe trousers L
, lhy the emissaries of the bourgeom world., Yet the play can
__equally well be seen as an allegory of death~man snatched -

away from the home he has built himself, from the warmth
of love embodied by Meg’s mixture of motherliness and sex-
uality, by the dark angels of nothingness; who pose to him
the question of which came first, the chicken or the egg. But,
as in the case of Waiting for Godot, all such mterpretatlons
would miss the point; a play like this simply explores a sztua—
tion that, in itself, is-a valid poehc image that is unmedxatelx

Parallels and Proselytes 205
seen as relevant and true. It speaks pIa.mly of the individual’s %

pathetic seafCh™Tor security; of secret dreads and aixieties; of

" fHie terrorism of our world S0 often enibodied T falsa bon-

i
homie and bigoted brutality; of the tragedy that arises.from gf

' lack of understanding.. between. people .on_different levels of

awareness (the subject of Pedrolo’s Cruma). Megs warnith
and love can niever reach Stanley, who despises her stupidity
and slatternliness, while, on the other hand, Meg’s husband
Petey is tongue-tied almost to the point of imbecility, so that
his evident warmth and affection remain unexpressed aud bot-
tled up.

. The possibility of an over—all allegorical interpretation of a
play like The Birthday Party would presuppose that the play
had been written to express a preconceived idea, Pinter em-
phatically denies that he works in this manner: “I think it is;
impossible—and certainly for me—to start writing a play fIOIII\
any kind of abstract idea. . . . I start writing a play from an’
image of a situation and a couple of characters involved, and
these people always remain for me quite real; if they were not,
the play could not be written.”$2

For Pinter, there is no contradiction between the desire for
realism and the basic absurdity of the situations that ms;ureE
him. Like Ionesco, he regards life in its absurdity as basically |

1 funny—up to a pmM“Everythmg is funny; the greatest ear-

pestness is funny; even tragedy is funny. And I think what I
try to do in my plays is to get to this recognizable reality of the
absurdity of what we do and bow we behave and how we
speak.”8

E ing is funn @.horror of the In human s;g,‘lahon\i

. ises to the surfice: “The point about tragedy is “that it is no ,
T W funny, and then it becomes 1o Ionger

mgon a World to‘as a plamst hecanse, J;;,Js buils.cut,of pre-
tense and the grotesqgg,,o‘zereshmata-meach individual makes.

of Histielf. But in our present-day world, everything js u}_}gg;j

tain and relative. There is no fixed Romtwc e are surrounde

e And “the fact that it is"verging on the un-
known leads us to the next step, which seems to occur in my '
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. we totally ignore. We are interested if we see them fnvolved
" in some dramatic sitnation. We stop and look in fascination at a
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plays. There is a kind of horror about and I think that thlS
horror and absurdity go together,”5

The area of the unknown that surrounds us includes the
motivation and background of the cha.racths. What Pinter, in
his search for a higher degree.of realism in the theatre, rejects
in the “well-made play” is precisely that it provides.too much
mﬁfggﬂﬁ@aﬁbm-lh&@_dggmwg and_motivation' of each
&haracter. In real life, we deal with pm _-

early history, family relationships, or psychological motivations

guarrel in the street even if we do not know what is at issize;
But there is more to this rejection of an overdefined motiva- -
tion of characters in drama than the desire for realism. There

is the problem of the possibility of ever knowing the real:
motivation behind the actions of human beings who are com-

Plex and“’WlTﬁ‘é’é’”ﬁs?‘é‘hologlcaI makimg is_contradictory “__(;

unvenﬁable One of Piter’s major concerns as a dramatist is -
procisely that of the difficulty of verification. In a note in-

serted in the program of the performance of his two one-act

plays at the Royal Court Theatre in London in March, 1960,

Pinter stated this problem as follows:

- The desire for verification is understandable but cannot al-
ways be satisfied, There are no hard distinctions between
what is real and what is unreal, nor between what is true
and what is false.. The thing is not necessarily e:ther true or
false; it can be both true and false. The assumption that to
verify what has happened and what is happening presents
few problems I take to be inaceurate. A character on the

- stage who can present no. convincing argument or informa-
tion as to his past experience, his present behaviour or his
aspirations, nor give a comprehensive analysis of his motives,
is as legitimate and as worthy of attention as one who,
alarmingly, can do all these things. The more acute the
experience the less articulate its expression,36

The problem of verification in Pinter's theatre is closely
linked with his use of language, Pinter’s clinically accurate-
gar for the abigrﬂ&tymnary sp%eeh—enﬁm“s Thim - to tran- -
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ence, and lack of logic or Qammar. The dialogue of Pinter’s
plays 15 a casebook of the whole gamut of non sequiturs in

- small talk; he registers the delayed-action effect resulting from

differences in the speed of thinking between people—the
slower-witted character is constantly replying to the penulti-
mate question while the faster one is already two jumps
ahead. There are also the mlsunderstandmgs arising from in-
ability to listen; moomprehensmn of polysyllabic words “used
For show- by ?ﬂe more articulate characters; mishearings; and

false anticipations. Instead of proceeding logically, Pinter’s

dialogue follows a line of associative-thinking in which sound
regularly prevails over sense. Yet Pinter denies that he is trying,
to present a case for man’s inabﬂity to communicate with his
fellows. “I feel,” he once said, “that instead of any inability
to communicate there is a_deliberate evasion of oommumca-g
tion.. Communication itself between people is so frightening,
that rather than do that there is continual cross- a con-
tinual talking about other things, rather than what is at the
root of their relationship.”87

The Birthday Party was Pinter’s fivst play to get a profes-
sional performance in London. (It opened at the Arts Theatre
in Cambridge on April 28, 1958, and was transferred to the

. Liyrie, in Hammersmith, in May.) The play failed at first, but

could not be kept down. Pinter himself directed it in Birming-
ham in January, 1g5g. It achieved a brilliant success in an
excellent performance by the Tavistock Players at the Tower
Theatre, in Canonbury, London, in thé spring of the same
year, and was seen by millions of British viewers in an exciting
television performance early in 1960.

The impact of so strange and demanding a play on the mass
audience of television was fascinating. While. viewers were
clearly exasperated by the lack of the cheap and obvious

" motivation to which they were used in their daily fare, they

were also visibly intrigued. For days one could hear people in
buses and canteens eagerly discussing thig play as a maddening
but deeply disturbing experience. The Birthday Party reached
the United States in July, 1960, when it was very successfu]ly
staged-by the Actors’ Workshop in San Francisco.

Much of Pinter’s astonishingly rich output since he started
writing plays in 1957 has been for radio and television. In the

vt



208 THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

radio play{A Slight Ache}(frst performed on the B.B.C.’s Third
Programme, on July” 29, 1959}, Pinter makes brilliant use of
the limitations of the medium. Of the three characters in the
play, only two speak, The third remains entirely silent and is
thus invested with the terror of the unknown. An old couple,
Edward and Flora, are disturbed by the mysterious presence
« of a matchseller at the back gate of their house. He has been
standing thers for weeks, holding his tray without ever selling

anything. They finally call him into their house, But whatever
they say to him, he remains silent. As though challengediby’

the stubborn, absence of any reaction, Edward begins to tell
the man his ll.fe story Edward insists that he is not frightened,
but he is, and goes to get some fresh air in the garden. Now
it is Flora’s turn to address the silent visitor with a flood of
reminiscences and confessions. She even talks of sex, being
clearly atiracted and repelled by the old tramp. “I'm gomg to
keep you, you dreadful chap, and call you Bamnabas.”

Meg in The Birthday Party, Flora’s ahﬂég,tmﬂd_tb@.old

B r—— T N
man is a mixture of Sexuality and othrlmes Edward be-

COmEs violently jealous. It is his turn agam fo address Barnabas.
As he still fa.lls to elicit any reaction, he becomes more and
more personal while visibly disintegrating. The play ends with

Flora installing Barnabas in the house and sending Edward:

away: “Edward] Here is vour trayl™8 The tramp and the
busband have changed places. -

There is a curious affinity between the s1lent matchseller in
A Slight Ache and Ionesco’s Killer, whose silence also Jeads his
antagonist, Bérenger, to paroxysms of eloquence and everitual
disintegration. Here, as there, the silent character acts as a
catalyst for the 2 Bx rojection of the other’s deepest feelings. Ed-
Wward, I projectin g his his thoughts is contronted with Kz Toner
“erfiftiness and dlsmtegrates while Flora projects her still vital

sexuahty and cha changes partnq;;g Yet as the silent matchseller

“Iriever heard, not even in the inarticulate giggle of the Killer,
he might equally well be a figment of the old people’s imagina-

tion. The audience of the radio play will never be able to verify -

whether he was real or not. But A Slight Ache also proved
effective when produced on the stage (Arts Theatre, London,
January 18, 1961},

The element of mystery is almost entirely absent in Pinter’s
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second radio play, A Night Out (first broadecast in March,
1960, on the Third Programme; television version on A.B.C.

- Television, April, 1960), and in the television play Night

School (first broadcast by Associated Rediffusion TV in July,
1g60). In both of these plays, as in & number of short revue:
sketches he wrote at about the same time, Pinter relies en-
tirely on his mastery of real-life idiom to produce a feeling of
the absurdity and futility of the human condition.

A Night Out tells of the adventures of a repressed. clerk
Albert Stokes, who is kept on his mother’s apron strings and
stiled by a possessiveness reminiscent of Meg’s motherliness
toward Stanley, or Flora’s toward the ehigmatic matchseller!
Albert has been invited to an office party. He breaks loose
from his mother and goes to the party, where his office nva,l
causes him embarrassment by egging on the gitls to draw Hifm
out. He is accused of having “interfered” with one of the girls,
returns home, ‘is received with nagging by his mother, loses -
his temper, throws something at her, and leaves, thinking that
he has killed her, A prostitute takes him to her room, but
when she toc nags him about spilling cigarette ash on her
carpet, he terrifies her with an outbwst of temper and runs
away. Beturning home in the morning, he finds his mother
alive but somewhat chastened by his aggressiveness.. Has he

really broken free durmg his night out? The question is left

unanswered, :

-A Night Out is onIy seemmgly sunple I is, in fact, ex-
tremely subtly constructed in suggesting Albert’s predicaroent
through a series of repetitions. The prostitute, in nagging
Albert, repeats not only his situation with his mother but also,
in making advances to him, his embarrassed situation when
confronted with the girls at the party. Thus the scene
with the prostitute focuses. Albert’s double predicament as a
mother’s boy—his inability to resist his mother and his timidity
toward the other sex. In going to the prostitute’s room, he has
run away from both his mother and the party, yet there once
again he encounters all he was trying to escape from.

The television: play Night School returns to ancther of

" Pinter’s main preoceupations—a room of one’s own as a symbol

for one’s place in the world. Walter, on his return from prison
for forging entries in post-office saving books, finds that his two
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old aunts have let his room. He is horrified to leam that it is
now occupied by a girl, Sally, who describes herself as a
schoolteacher and who goes out at night a good deal—allegedly
to study foreign languages at night school. While fetching
some things from his room, Walter discovers that the gir! is in
fact a night-club hostess. Although there is a good chance
that he might make friends with Sally arid thus regain his bed

by having an affair with her or even marrying her, Walter asks .

a shady businessman friend of his aunts’ to trace the night
club in which she is working. Solto, the businessman, fixids
the girl, hopes to have an affair of his own with her, -and

inadvertently reveals that Walter sent him to spy her out.

‘When Solto reports back to Walter, he conceals the fact that
he has found the girl. But Sally, who now knows that Walter
wanted to expose her, leaves. In wanting too. badly to regain
his room, Walter has lost the chance of winning the girl who
might have given him a real place in the world. Night School
also touches on the problem of verification and identity—to
impress Sally, Walter makes himself outt to be a romantic gun-
man; Sally herself pretends to be a teacher. These pretenses
prevent Walter and Sally from establishing a true relationship.

- The fight for a yoom of one’s own is

own is alsa the theme.of Pinfer's
second full-length stage play, which brought him his first great
mw {first performed at the
Arts Theatre Club, London, on April 27, 1960). This isa play

in three acts, with three characters. The room in question'is in
a decaying property inhabited by Aston, a kindly but some-
what slow-witted man in his thirties. As the play opens, Aston

has brought a visitor for the night—Davies, an old tramp he.

has rescued out of a fight at some café where he had been
working. Davies has lost not only his place in the world—he is

homeless—but also his identity. He soon confesses that while"

his- real name 45 Davies; he has been using the name Jenkins
for years. To prove his identity, he would have to get his

papers. But he left theni with a man, years ago, down in Sid-

cup. The trouble is he cannot.get down to Sideup because he
hds no suitable shoes and because the weather is never good
enough.

-Davies is vain; 1rasr:1ble evasive, and pre]udmed He could
stay with Aston and his younger brother, Mick, who owns the "
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place and dreams of converting it into modern flats. Davies is
almost offered the job of caretaker there. But he cannot resist
the temptation to play the two brothers off against each other,
to try to gain the upper hand when the kindly Aston has, in
a bout of confidence, revealed that he once received electric- -
shock treatment in a mental hospital. And so Davies is a per-
sonification of human weakness. His need for a place in the
world is paﬁehca]ly obvious, but he is unable to subdue his
own nature enough to frapose upon himself the minimum of
self-discipline that would help him obtain it. As Mick says to

. him when he finally tums him out, “What a strange man you

are. Aren’t you? You're really strange, Ever since you come
into this house, theres been nothmg but trouble, Honest. I can
take nothing you say at face value. Every word you speak is -
open to any number of different interpretations. Most of what
you say is lies. You're violent, youre erratie, you're just com-
pletely unpredictable, You're nothing else but 2 wild animal,
when you come down to it. Youre a barbarian.”3®

It is a measure of Pinter’s power as a playwright that the
final scene, in which Davies vainly pleads to be given another
chiance, i3 almost unbearably tragic. After Davies has been
shown: in all his abject unreliability, clearly undeserving of the
charity offered to him by the brothers,YHi8 ejection from thej
dingy room that could have become his world assumes’ almost
the cosmic proportions of Adam’s expulsion from Paradise’é

Davies’s lying, his assertiveness, his iability to resist an
chance to impose himself as superior, are, after al],.g;g,glgl;gﬂ
gug]gma,],,ﬁm}hubns lIack of humility, blindness to our awn
fauylts. o

The Caretaker achieves this quality . Qf.‘,unmemaht,)aﬁandw
tragedy without afly o ol the the tricks of mmmmlemm

- “s]i';l‘lmm 7 - ol =

poetic terror. Even Davies's myth of the 1mpossﬂale ]oumey to
Sidcup remains within the bounds of ‘strict realism. It repre-
sents simply a form of self-deception and grotesque evasion on

- Davies’s part. Anyone can see through it, but Davies is too

self-indulgent a character to notice how the rationalization of
his apathy and inability to help himself deceives no one except
perhaps himself.

Pinter has revealed that ongmally he wanted to bring in
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viclence: “The original idea . . . was . to end the play
with the violent death of the tramp. . . . Bt suddenly struck
me that it was not necessary. And I think that in thig play . . .
1 have developed, that I have no need to use cabaret turns and
blackouts and screams in the dark to the extent that I enjoyed
using them before. I feel that I can deal, without resorting to
that kind of thing, with a human situation. . . . I do see this
play as merely . . , a particular human situation, concerning
three particular people and not, incidentally . . . symbols.”0

Much in The Caretaker is very funny, and the long run of
the play has been attributed in some guarters to the public’s
laughter over Pinter's devastatingly accurate rendering of

low: s spemﬁ'é‘ tothe Tondch Sinday 13nes,
Pinter fakes issue with this and clarifies his own views on the

relation betwsen tragedy and farce in the play:

An element of the absurd is, I think, one of the features of
[The Caretaker], but at the same time I did not intend it to
be merely a langhable farce. If there had not been other

issues at stake, the play would not have been written.

Audience reaction can’t be regulated, and no one would
want it to be; nor is it easy to analyze. But where the comic
and the tragic (for want of a better word) are closely inter-
woven, certain members of an audience will ‘always give
emphasis to the comic as opposed to the other, for by so
doing they rationalize the other out of existence. . ..
Where this mdiscriminate mirth is found, I feel it repre-
gents a cheerful patronage sf the characters on the part of

. the merrymakers, and thus participation is avoided. . As
far as I'm concerned The Caretaker is funny up to 2 point.
Beyond that point it ceases to be funny, and it was because
of that point that I wrote it.41

In fact, The Caretaker has passages. of genuine poetry—
Aston’s great speech about the shock treatment, or Mick’s de-

seription of his plans for redecorating the old house, which

transmutes the jargon of contemporary brand names into a
dreamhke world of wush—fulﬁ]hnent

You could have an off-white pile:linen rug, a table in.
afromosia teak veneer, sideboard with matt black drawers,
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curved chairs with cushioned seats, armcha:lrs in oatmeal
tweed, beech-frame sebtee with woven sea-grass seaf,
white-topped heat-resistant coffee table, white tile sur-
round. . , 42

Pinter is one of the first poets to have recognized the poten-
tialities of laminated plastics or power tools. Mick’s brother,
Aston, is that typical mid-twentieth-century species of Western
man, a do-it-yourself mechanic and handyman. He is con-
stantly fixing some electrical appliance. And he too, in his
slower way, extracts poetry from technical jargon:

-paviEs:; What's that then, exacily, then?

ASTON: A jig saw? Well, it comes from the same family ag
the fret saw, But it’s an appliance, you see. You have to fix it
on to a portable drifl,

paviEs: Ab, that's right. Theyre very handy.

astoN: They are, yes.

“pavies: What about a hack-saw?

aston: Well, I've got a hack-saw, as a matter of fact

pavies: They're handy

aston: Yes. . . .Sosa keyhole saw, . . JA8

‘The laughter of the audlence durmg the long run of The

" Caretaker was by nio means merely patronizing. It was also the

laughter of recognition. It is not often that the theatregoer is
confronted with his own language and preoccupations, even
though they are exaggerated and heightened to point up the
absurdity of the primitive, magical satisfaction most of us de-
rive from being able to pame and thus to master the be-
wildering array of gadgets with which we are surrounding our-
selves. In a world that is increasingly deprived of meaning, we
seek refuge in being experts in some narrow field of itrelevant
Imowledge or expertise. In trying to become master of some
electrical appliance, Aston is secking to get a foothold on
reality, His breakdown, which led to his receiving shock treat-
ment, was due to a loss of contact with reality and with other
people: “They always used to listen. I thought . . . they un-
derstood what I said. I mean I used to talk to them. T talked
too muich, That was my mistake, 44 .
Because he suffered from haﬂucmahons because he felt he
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could see things with a strange clarity, he was subjected to the
horror of the mental hospital. He tried to retain his super-
lucidity, he appealed to his mother, “but she signed their form,
you see, giving them permission,” Aston is the poet whorm

society crushes under the weight of its machinery, ot 1&gl

2 [ 0 - [ L)
forms and bureaucrafgg, His hallucinations, his clear visions

having been wiped from his brain, Aston is veduced to seeking
satisfaction in the way most citizens of our affluent society ob-
tain what poetry they can out of life, by tinkering about the
house: “ . . so I decided to have a go at decorating if; so I
came into ‘this room, and 1 started to collect wood, for my
shed, and all these bits and pieces, that I thought might come
in handy for the flat, or around the house, sometime.’45
In th(ﬂrst performed on the Third
Programmé on December 2, 1960), Pinter amplifies Aston’s
experience. Len, the hero of The Dwarfs, ggEMem from
hallucinations—he sees himself as belonging: to “a"gang of

dwarfs whom he feeds with tidbits of rat meat, He fears these

dwarfs, resents having to work for them, and yet, when the
dream world recedes, he feels it a loss to be deprived of the
warmth and the cozy litter of their squalid yard: “They’ve cut
me off without a penny. And now they've settled down to a
wide-eyed kip, cross-legged by the fire. It’s unsupportable. Fm
left in the lurch, Not even a stale frankfurter, a slice of bacon
rind, a leaf of cabbage, not even a mouldy piece of salami,
like they used to sling me in the days when we told old tales
by suntime, . . , Now all js-bare. All is clean, All is scrubbed.
There is a lawn. There is a shrub. There is a flower.™®

Len has two friends who are invading his room, Pete and
Mark, each-of whom is trying to play him off against the other.
Len’s room, like his sense of reality, is subject to constant
change: “The rooms we live in . . .open and shut. . ... Can’t
you see? They change shape at théir own will. T wouldn’t
gramble if only they would keep to some consistency. But they
don’t. And I can’t tell the limits, the boundaries which I've
been led to believe are natural.”#7

‘The Dwarfs, based on Pinter’s unfinished novel, is 3 3l
withiout a plot: i is a set of variations gn the theme of reality
and faptase. As Pete tells Len, *The apprehension of expe-
rience must obviously.be dependent upon discrimination if it’s
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to be considered valuable, That’s. what you lack, You've got
no idea how to preserve a distance between what you smell
and what you think about it. . . . How can you hope to assess
and verify anything if you walk about with your nose stuck
between your feet all day long?”*8 And yet Pete, who makes
this plea for realism, follows it up by telling Len about a dream
of his own—people’s faces peeling off them in a panic on the
underground.

The Dwarfs, although outwardly simple and without any of
Pinter’s earlier tricks and mystifications, is « complex and diffi-
cult play. It is also one of his most personal statements. Len’s
o_dwarfs is that of Aston, or Stanley in The Birgh

day Party. All three have the pifig eXperience In _common--

ey | feen cxpelled from their private world _'sguaﬂa"'b;;t,
‘cozy, T WHISH THEY Conld S ITE thelt Dersonal vision. Stantey
is carnied OFf by force in the midst of highly allegorical hap-
penings; Aston and Len lose their vision in a process of healing
that is also a catastrophic loss of a dimension of their lives—
the dimension of fantasy or poetry, the ability to look behind
the scenes of the commonplace, everyday world. L

Pinter’s theatre is essentially a postic theatre, more so than
the euphuistic verse drama of some of his contemporaries.
Pinter, who acknowledges the influence of Kafka and Beckett,
is, like these two writers, prepccupied ywith.man: at.the limit
of his being, As Len says in The Dwarfs, “The point is, who
are you? Not why or how, not even what. . . . You are the
sum of so many reflections. How many reflections? Whose
reflections? Is that what you consist off What scum does the
tide leave? What happens to the scun? When does it happen?
I've seen what happens, . . . The scum is broken and sucked
back. I dor’t see where it goes, I don’t see when, what do I see,
what have I seen? What have I seen, the scum or the es-
sencef™#

It is this preoccupation with the: problem of the self that
separates Harold Pinter from the social realists among the
young British playwrights of his generation with whom he
shares. the ability to put contemporary speech onto the stage.
When Kenneth Tynan reproached him in a radio interview for
writing plays unconcerned with ideas and showing only a
very limited aspect of the life of their characters, omitting their
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politics, ideas, and even their sex life, Pinter replied that he
was dealing with his characters “at the extreme edge of their
living, where they are living pretty much alone™;5 at a point,

that is, when they . are_ back in their rooms, confronted with the .

e ARG

basic Erﬁﬁlem of | 13; n
“We seo Pinter's characters in the process of their essential
adjustment to the world, at
their basie problem—wheth 1h
“Gome to terms w Wlth reahtxﬁmgw]hl# Tt is only ‘after they have
made this fundamental ad adjustment that they will bie able:to
become part of society and share in the games of sex or
politics. Pinter repudiates the suggestion that in so presenting
them he is unrealistic. After all, he maintains, his’ plays deal
with a shost, if climactic, period in the lives of his characters, a
few days or, in the case of The Caretaker, a fortnight. “We are
only concerned with what is happening then, in this particular
moment of these people’s lives. There is no reason to suppose
that at one time or another they did not listen at 2 political
meeting . . . or that they havent ever had girl fnends 81 or
been conoemed with ideas.

It is the intriguing paradox of Pinter’s position that hQ_QQIJ.—.
siders himself a more uncompromising, ruthless realist than the
champions of “social realism” could ever be. For it is they who
water down the reality of their picture of the world by pre-
supposing that they have solutions for problems that have not
yet been solved—and that may well be insoluble—or by imply-
ing that it is possible to kngw the compléte motivation of a
character, or, above all, by presenting a slice of reality that is

less essential, and hence less real, less true to life, than a’
theatre that has selected a more fundamental aspect of exist--

ence. If life in our time is basically absurd, then any dramatic
representation of it that comes up with neat solutons and pro-
duces the illusion that it all “makes sense,” after all, is bound
to contain an element of oversimplification, to suppress essen-
tial factors, and reality expurgated and oversimplified becomes
make-believe, For a dramatist of the Absurd, like Harold Pin-
ter;_the political, social, realist play loses its claim to realism
by focusing its attention on inessentials and exaggerating their
importance, a8 though, if only some limited objective were
reached, we could live happily forever after. And by choosing'

point when they hayve to solve -
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the wrong slice of life altogether, it falls into the same error
as the drawing-rocom comedy that ends when boy gets-girl—at

- the very point when their real problems, marriage and the

process of aging, begin. After the social realist has established
the need for his reform, the basic problems of existence re-
main—loneliness, the impenetrable mystery of the universe,
death.

On the other hand, Pinter was indignant when a critic took
him to task for introducing a character whose antecedents are’
clearly stated in the television play Night School, arguing that -
a true Pinter character should come from nowhere rather
than from prison. Pinter considers Night School an experiment
in 2 lighter vein and resents being told by others that a true
Pinter play must deal exclusively in mysterious and wholly
unmotivated events.

Pinter has been writing plays only since 1957. The quantity
of his output and his rise to success are truly astonishing, but
he is far too young to allow anything ke a summing up of his
achievement or a final verdict on his place in British drama.
Yet it is possible, even on the basis of what is still an early phase
of his development, to say that he has already won himself an
important place among the playwrights of this century. His
mastery of language, which has opened up a new dimension

" of English stage dialogue; the economy of his technique; the

accuracy of his observation; the depth of his emotion; the
freshness and originality of his approach; the fertility of his in-
vention; and, above all, his ability to tum commonplace lower-
class people and events into a profoundly poetical vision of .
universal validity justify the very highest hopes for his future
development

¥ Pmters plays transmute realism into poetic fantasy, the
work of w@(bom in 1919} is phil-
osophical fantasy strongly based on reality. N. F. Simpson, an
adult-education lecturer who ll_gs_m_l.nndnn, first came into
prominence by winning cne of the prizes in the Observer’s
1957 playwriting competition with A Resounding Tinkle (first
performed in a much shortened version at the Royal Court

Theatre, London, on December 1, 1957) Although Simpson’s
work is extravagant fantasy in theax Luewis, Carro]l and is
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compared by the author himseff to a regimental sergeant-
major reciting “Jabberwocky” over and over again through
a megaphone,52 it is nevertheless firmly based in the English
class system. I Pinter’s world is one of tramps and junior
clerks, Simpson’s is immistakably suburban,

[A”Resousﬁ Htakes place in the living room of the

T RN

Tin
bungalow ‘inhabited I by Mr. and Mrs. Paradock (the Para-

docks, in fact), and W&vaym
it becomes, always remdins v rooted in the world of the
“Fiighistrso

burtan 16wer middle class. The Paradocks have or-
dered &% elephantfrom the store, but they don’t like it be-
cause it is several sizes too large for a private house (“It's big
enough for a hotel”), so they exchange it for a snake (“You
can have them lengthened but we shan’t bother”)—two trans-
actions only slightly more absurd than the pointless buying
and exchanging of furniture practiced in these circles.

The Paradocks invite some comedians to entertain them at
home—which is only slightly more extravagant than getting
them on the television. Their son Don comes home, but has
twned into a young woman (“Why, vou've changed your
sex”)—but then sex is not all that important in the restrained
world of the suburbs. The Paradocks and their guests, the two
comedians, get drunk on nectar and ambrosia, They listen to
a religions service on the radio which comes from “the Church
of the Hypothetical Imperative in Brinkfall”s8 but is delivered
in “a voice of cultured Anglican fatuity”® while enjoining lis-
teners to “make music, watef; love, and rabbit hutches”® and
making them pray: “Let us laugh with those we tickle. .
Let us weep with. those we expose to tear gas. Let us throw

back our heads and laugh at reality, which is an illusion caused

by mescalin deficiency; at sanity, which is an illusion caused
by aleohol deficiency; at kmowledge, which is an illusion
caused by certain biochemical changes in the human brain
structure during the course of human evolution. . . . Let us

laugh at thought, which is a phenomenon like any other. At
illusion, which is an illusion,
other, , ., ["58

Nonsense and satire mingle with parody, but the serions
philosophical intent is again and again brought into the open.,
The two comedlans learnedly discuss Bergson’s theory of*

which. is a phenomenon like any
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Jaughter (“We laugh every time a person gives us the impres-
sion of being a thing”), and Mr. Paradock promptly puts the

- theory to the test by having himself plugged into the elec-

tricity supply and converting himself into a mechanical brain,
which, however, in spite of being fed with data, fails to pro-
duce the correct resulis—becaunse of a short circuit.

‘The author appears from time to time, apologizing for the
shorteomings of the play, which came to him in Portuguese, 2
language that unfortunately he does not know too well. “I lay

" claiin,” he announces, “to no special vision, and my ovm mno-

tions as to what 1 have in mind here may well fall pitifully
short of your own far better notions. No. I am the dwarf in the
circus—I give what scope I can to such deficiencies as I
have.”T And in the final summing up of “an odd evening,”
the author draws the attention of the public to the comforting
fact that “the retreat from reason means precious little to any-
one who has hever caught up with reason in the first place. It
takes a trained mind to relish a non seqmtur ”88 And so it
‘does.” N. F. Simpson’s plays tual eéntertaine
ments ‘ﬁ—é;ﬁlﬁ?the dark obsessiveness of Adamov, the manic
p———————

Proliferation of things in Tonesco, or the anxiety and menace of

‘ Pmter They are spontaneous creauons that often Iely on free .
. R it Tl S

i {“The small of miy back
is too big, Doctor”) and lack the formal discipline of Beckett.
As. Simpson himself put it in one program note, “From time

‘to time parts of the play may seem about to become detached

from the main hody. No attempt, well intentioned or not,
should be made from the audience to nudge these back into
position while the p]ay is in motion. They will eventually drop
off and are quite harmless,”s®

But for all this looseness of constmctlon and spontanelty,
Simpsons world bears the mark of the fantasies of an emi-
nently sane, intelligent man with deep learning and a delicious
sense of humor, “I think life is excruciatingly funny,” he once
said. “People traveling every day on the tube and doing things
which are a means to an end but bécome ends in themselves,
like buying cars to get about at weekends and spending every
weekend cleaning them.”80

The prayers and responses in the short, one-act version of
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A Resoundmg Tinkle scem to sum up the purpose of Simp-
son’s endeavors:

prAYER: Give us light upon the nature of our knowing. For
the illusions of the sane man are not the illusions of the lunatic,
and the illusions of the flagellant are not the illusions of the

alcoholic, and the illusions of the delirious are not the illu-

sions of the lovesick, and the lllusmns of the gemus ‘are not the
illusions of the cormmon man:

rEsponsE: Give us light that we may be enlightened. .

PRAYER: Give us light that, sane, we may attain to a d1s-
tortion more acceptable than the hunatic’s and call it truth:

RESPONSE: That sane, we may call it truth and know it to be
false.

PRaYER: That, sane, we may know ourselves, and by know-
ing ourselves may know what it is we know.-

RESPONSE: Amen.%1

There could hardly be a better statement of the objectives not
merely of Simpson himself but of the Theatre of the Absurd.
The exploration of the relativity of our vision of the world,
according to the individual's preoccupations, obsessions, and
ciroumstances, is the subject of Simpson’s second play,
performed in a double hill at the Royal Court, with the
shortened version of "‘A Resounding Tinkle, in December,
1957). Here a group of characters eongregates around a hole
in the street, discussing what it. might be, each of them in turn
seeing different things happening in its dark opening.

The crowd gradually congregates round a “visionary” who

has settled down on a campstool with blankets and a supply of
food to watch for'an wmspecified event of religious connota-
tion, which he says is imminent down there—the solemn un-

veiling of a great wihdow whose many-colored glass will stam___
the white radiance of eternity. The visionary admniits that it was

once his ambition “to have a queue stretching away from me
in every direction known to the compass,”2 but he has now
toned down his expectations; he will be satisfied if he be—
comes the nucleus of a more modest queue.

Other, more commonplace characters arrive and watch the
hole, projecting. in turn their precccupations—the whole con-
tent of their minds~cnto the blank darkness of the mysterious

A
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opening. The discussion around the hole thus becomes a survey

of the fanfasy Tfe of an English suburb, Tt stiits with sports,
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. tangmE from dominoes to cricket, boxing, and golf; proceeds

to nature, turning the hole into an aquarium housing a variety
of species of fish that can be discussed with expertise; then
turns to crime and punishment and violent demands for tor-
ture, execution, and revenge; and, having aroused the emotions
of all concernéd, culminates in fantasies of a political nature—
the violence of both chauvinism and revolutionary action. After
all this, a workman emerges from the hole and ioforms the
bystanders that it contains a junction box of the electricity-
supply.

The mtellectual among the erowd, Cerebro, is ready to ac-
cept this sobering fact and consoles himself with the thought
that, after all, something is positively kmown about junction
boxes. But his antagonist, Soma, who plays Stalin to Cerebro’s
Marx, seeing the potentialities of power and mass emotion,
accuses him of wanting “to take away all the mystery, all the
poetry, -all the enchaniment.” Gradually the sober, positive
truth is reinvested with metaphysical significance. Even
Cerebro indulges in pseudo-logical speculations on whether
one should speak of the cables” going in, or coming out, of

_the junction box, while Soma turis the crowd into a meeting

celebrating the religious rites of a cult of electrical generation.
The technological facts have been turned back into vagne emo-
tional mumbo-jumbo. The visionary alone remains on the
scene, still waiting for the colored glass that will stain the
white radiance of eternity. ,
The Hole is a philosophical fable. In his third play,ﬁ
W P ferse) Simpson combines this theme with the
fiburban nonsense world of A Resounding Tinkle. ‘When
asked for the meaning of the title, hie is reported to have replied
that it is merely a name, like London or Simpson. In fact it is
a kind of signpost indicating that the contents of the play arve
paradoxical. During its first run at the Royal Court Theatre,
where it opened {after a tryout in Brighton) on December 22,
1959, the play was subtitled “An Evening of High Drung and
Slarrit.” When it was transferred to the West End, this some--
what esoteric description was replaced by the more readily
understandable “A Farce in a New Dimension.”
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As in The Hole, a group of characters. is presented, each of
whom is preoccupied with a private world of fantasy. As Simp-
son himself put it in a radio interview, “In these plays each
man is an istand. The whole point about the relationship in the
family is that everyone is in fact preoccupied with his own
interests and makes very little contact, except superficially,
with the other characters in the play.”88 The family in ques-
tion are the Groomkirbys. Arthur Groomkirby, the father of
the family, earns his living as a private-enterprise keeper of
parking meters, a highly appropriate profession to choose in
present-day Britain, Like all good suburban fathers he has a
hobby. He combines an interest in the law with a passion for
do-it-yourself carpentry, and constructs, in the course of the
play, a very lifelike rephca of the court at the Old Bailey in his
own living room.

. Arthur’s son, Kirby Groomklrby, who has t'amed hlmse]f by
the Pavlov method and is unable to have a meal without hav-
ing heard first the bell of a cash register, is engaged on a gigan--

tic educational enterprise—he wants to teach five hundred -

“speak-your-weight” weighing machines to sing the “Hallelu-
jah” chorus from the Messich. Being of a logical mind, he

argues that if these machines can speak, they must be capable .

of learning to sing as well, And he is making progress. Once he
has taught the machines to sing, he hopes to transport them
to the North Pole, where they would attract large crowds of
people eager to hear them. These multitudes might then be:
induced to jump all at the s4me moment, thereby tilting the
axis of the earth, and causing an ice age in Britain, which
would lead to the death of 1many people. Kirby needs many
deaths, for he likes to wear black, but, being logical, he needs
deaths to give him an opportunity to don his mowning attire..
The teen-age daughter: of the family, Sylvia, is also pre-
occupied with death, or rather she wants to be, having been
given a skull as a memento mori. But she finds that the skull
does not work; it fails to remind her of death. On the other
hand, Sylvia is deeply dissatisfied with the human condition. .
She cannot understand why her arms aré not long enough to
reach lier knees; she cannot see the logic of the construction

of human hodies. There is an old aunt who sits in a wheel-,

chair and is, on Bergsonian principles, treated as a thing rather '
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than a human being. Only the mother of the family, Mabel,
is wholly matter-of-fact, not surprised by anything that goes

* on around her, and herself highly eccentric in her sanity. The

charwoman she employs, Myra Gantry, is used by her to eat
up surplus food, which is hard work, since much is lefi over,

In the second act, the homemade Old Bailey at the Groom-
kirbys’ house suddenly fills with judge, prosecutor, and de-
fense counsel, and while the household goes on with. its routine,
a trial develops, Arthur Groomkirby is called as a witness and
subjected to a fantastic cross-examination, which undermines
his alibi by proving that there are millions of places he has not
been to at a given moment, making the probability that he
has not been in a particular place so small as to be negligible.
After a nightmare game of three-handed whist with the judge,
Arthur Groomkirby retuns to the proceedings. Only now is it
anncunced that the accused is his own son, who has killed
forty-three people in order to be able to wear mourning for
them. Although it is proved that he has committed these mur-

- ders, he is acquitted because, as a mass murderer could be

sentenced for only one crime, this would mean cheating the
law of its retribution for the others. Hence he is discharged.
The play ends with Arthur Groomkirby preparing himself

.. to.act as the judge in his own courtroom-—apparently with

little chance of success,
One Way Pendulum owed its conmderablq.\sus:cess with the
public to-the Sustained _inventiveness of its nonsense and, n
partlcular, to the brilliant parody of Bntlsh ]gga]wproc_“ ure,
and Janguage in court scene, which occupies almost the
whole of the second act, In Fact, however, the play is far less
amiable than it appears at first sight. What seems little more
than a harmless essay in upside-down logic is essentially a

feroclous comrnent on contemporary British Ij
e play portrays a suburban family Ilvmg so_wrapped up
in 1ts private fa.ntasiEsT?taﬁﬁ'*atkaa‘t?li"c‘)’f«ft;y memmlght be in-
& & separaté planet. It also hints at the connection be-
tWeen the reticences—the mutual tolerance that allows each of
the Groomkirbys to plant his weird preoccupations in the
middle of the living room—and the deep undercurrents of
cruelty and sadism that lie behind such a society. Kirby's
Pavlovian self-conditioning is a key image of the play; it stands
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for the automatism.induced by habit.on.y which the suburban
commuting worl rests. To lead an emotional hfe, Klrby ‘has to
stun himself into unconsciousness; only then can he indulge in
sex, When waked out of one of these stupors by his Pavlovian
cash-register bell, he angrily exclaims, “I might have been
dreaming. . . . Might have stopped me stone dead in the
middle of an t:lrgasm!”64 :

Habit and social convention are the great deadeners of t'he

wmaufﬁentc society. "T0 Td a social justiication f&E wearmg

Kirby turns mt6 3 mass ‘murderer, . Represgion and babit,
however, are always accompmued by guilt, hence the ap-
pearance of the courtropm in the middle of the Groomk;rbys
suburban world. The proceedings may be hilarious parody, but
the trial that is being conducted has its aiﬁmtles with Kafka’s
trial of another guilty petty bourgeois. In the eerie three-
handed whist game durinig the recess, the judge assumes an
almost satanie tinge. Mr. Groomkirby faces him with earplugs
in his ears. When sent out by the judge to see if it is light,
he reports back that he kept his eyes shut, as he does not
intend “to be blinded suddenly by the su.tirise.” At one point
he loses the power of speech, and when the judge savagely asks
him, “Are you dentally fit?” he has no answer. No wonder
that after this mghtmare orgy of guilt, he greets the dawn with
“monumental relief.”

The actual proceedmgs of the comt are, in comparison, reas-
suring. They may express deep feelings of guilt, but at the
same time they provide a lightning conductor in their- total
irrelevance to life through the formalism of reasoning in' a
vacuum. Here Simpson needed only a minimum supply from
his rich fund of comic mvenho%mmmmm On

one level, his Old Bailey is a 2 fantasy of guilt in a suburban
world of respectability; on another level it is a powerful
gatirical image of tradition running down in formalistic irrele-
vance. One Way Pendulum m portrays a sgmﬂiaz-&at.has_l&cg@_
absurd. 1 a; dition.ha
ings into Pavlmggn autom. a@,, In that sense, Sxmpson is-a more

powerful social critic than any of the social ré: = His work

is proof that the Theatre of the Absurd js by no means un bl

to provide hlghly eftective social comment,

ned_human be-
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The work we have surveyed in this chapter shows that the
Theatre of the Absurd has had its impact on writers in France,"
Ttaly, Spain, Germany, Switzerland, Israel, and Great Britain.
The  relative-absence.of .dramatists of the Abm,d, in the United

S

however,. mﬂpuzzh;lg,ﬂparhcglarlyy in view of the facl:

cesars i i B

© ce or the draraatists of the Absurd in Euroy

. m‘lﬁ"g chagm{eﬁ:cwwuﬂsmYmﬁM AR A T
But the re or this dearth of examples of the Theatre of
the Absurd’in the United States is probably simple enough—the
convention of the Absurd springs from a feeling of deep disil-

(see

‘Tasionment, the dTAming away of the sense of meaning and

~piitpose it life, which has been characteristic of countries like

France and Britain in the years affer the Second World War.
To e United-States™ een no corresponding 1658 of
meaning and pur 56, The American dream of the good Tife is
‘stﬂik;fenry strong, :fn the United States the belief in progress

that characterized Europe in the nineteenth century has been

* miaintained ‘into the middle of the twentieth. There have

been signs, particularly since the shock administered by the
Russian successes in the space race, that disillusion and frus-
tration might become a factor in the American scene, but the

- rise-of phenomena like the beat generation has been marginal
compared to parallel developments in Europe.

At is certainly significant that such a notable work of the
American avant-garde as Robert Hivnor's Too Many Thumbs,
which has been compa.red to the fantasies of lonesco, is in fact
an affirmation of a belief in progress and the perfectability of
man, It shows a chimpanzee compressing his evolution to the
status of man—and far beyond that, to complete spirituality—
into a matter of months. The fantasy is there, but certainly no
sense of the futility and absurdity of human endeavor

il at the Provmcetown P]ayhouse w1th Beckett s Krapp s Last

| Tape, already showed the forcefulness and bitter irony of his

approach. In the realism of its dialogue and in its subject mat-
ter—an outsider’s inability to establish genume contact with a
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dog, let alone any human being—i%e Zoo Story is closely akin
to the work of Harold Pinter. But the effect of this brilliant
one-act duologue between Jerry, the outcast, and Peter, the
conformist beurgeois, is marred by its melodramatic climax;
when Jerry provokes Peter into drawing a knife and then im-
pales himself on it, the plight of the schizophrenic outcast is
turned into an act of sentimentality, especially as the victim
expires in touching solicitude and fellow feeling for his: invol-
untary murderer, _

But after an excursion into grimly realistic social criticksm
(the one-act play The Death of Bessie Smith, a re-creation of
the end of the blues singer Bessie Smith in Memphis in 1937;
she died after an auto accident because hospitals-reserved for
whites refused to admit her), Albee has produced a play that
clearly takes up the style and sub]ect matter of the Theatre of

{ The Amenccm re { 1959—-60; first performed at the York
Playhouse, New York, on January 25, 1g61) fairly..and

squarely attacks the 1ded§g_ﬁ_g£9§5miguﬁn,_aud_£a};h_m
e nahonal mission, and pours s c%ﬂlwmsenhmental 1deals

t:clanggggg andunwzllmgness to face theult:m ate iagts gf
,th&humanmudaaqnmmencawsmmﬂnan in Eu-

xepresent the essence.of bourgeois. assumptions.and atti-
i:udes ‘The American Dream shows an American family—

Mommy, Daddy, Grandma—in search of a replacement for the
adopted child that went wrong:and died. The missing member
of the family arrives in the shape of a gorgeous young man,
the embodiment of the American dream, who admits that he
consists only of muscles and a healthy exterior, but is dead

inside, drained of genuine feeling and the capacity for experi-

ence, He will do anything for money—so he will even consent
to become a member of the family. The language of The

‘combination of cllchés But these chchés tn their ¢ euEhem_l_s 2
lsaby-talk tone, are as characteristically American as Ionesco’s
are French, The most Tisagresable verities 4re hidden behind
the corn-fed cheeriness of advertising jingles and family-maga-
zine unctuousness. There are very revealing contrasts in na-
tional coloring of different versions of the absurd chché—the

o
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mechanical hardness of Ionesco’s French platitudes; the flat,
repetitive obtuseness of Pinters English nonsense dialogue;
and the oily glibness and sentimentality of the American cliché
in Albee’s promising and brilliant first example of an American
confribution to the Theatre of the Absurd.

Jack Gelber’s The Connection (1g95g) skillfully blends jazz
with Beckett’s theme of waiting. The image of the drug addicts
waiting for the arrival of the messenger carrying their drug is
a powerful conception. The presence of a jazz quartet impro-
vising onstage lends the play a fascinating element of spon-
taneity, and the dialogue has a lyricism of pointlessness that
equals much of the best writing in the Theatre of the Absurd.
But the play is marred by a laborious superstructure of pre-
tense at realism. Author and director appear, and go to great
lengths to convince the audience that they are seeing real
drug addicts; two film cameramen who are supposed to record

" the events of the evening are involved in the action, and one

is actually seduced into drug-taking. And, finally, the strange,
spontaneous, poetic play culminates in & plea for a reform of
the drug laws. The Connection, brilliant as it is in parts, foun-
ders in its uncertainty as to which convention it belongs to—the
realist theatre of social reform or the Theatre of the Absurd.

How difficult it seems in America to use the convention of

" the Theatre of the Absurd is also illustrated by Arthur L.

Kopit's intriguing play Ok Dad, Poor Dad, Mamma's Hung
You in the Closet and I'm Feeling So Sad (1960), which takes
the oblique approach of parody. Described as “A Pseudo-
Classical Farce in a Bastard French Tradition,” the play pro-
jects a young man’s feelings about a dominating mother who
tries to deprive him of contact with the outside world, But by
treating the horrible mother, who travels with her stuffed dead

husband in a coffin, and the retarded son, who finally strangles
‘the girl who is ready to make love to him, with a parodistic

snigger that deprives the playwright of the possibility of in-
troducing genuine tragicomic. effects (like those used by
Ionesco in Jacques, or Adamov in As We Were), the author
merely underlines the painfully Freudian aspects of his fan-
tasy. In seeming to say, “Don’t take this seriously, I am only
piling on the horror for the sake of fun!” Kopit spoils his op-
portunity to transmute his material into a grotesque poetic
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image. On the other hand, there is enough evidence of his
genuine concern with the problem of the play to prevent it
from being a mere parodistic joke, and Oh Dad, Poor Dad,
written while its author was still an undergraduate at Harvard,
shows considerable promise, Only time will show whether
Kopit will take the plunge into the Theatre of the Absurd or
revert to the psychological thrillers of Broadway.

/

Chapter Six

THE TRADITION OF THE ABSURD

It may seem strange that the chapter that tries to trace
an outline of the tradition on which the Theatre of the Absard
is-based should follow rather than precede the account of its
present exponents. But the history of ideas, like most other
history, is essentially. a search for the origins of the present,
and hence changes as the configurations of the present alter its
shape, We cannat look for the germs of a current phenomenon
like the Theaire of the Absurd without first having defined its
nature sufficiently to be able to discern which of the recurring
elements that combine and recombine in the kaleidoscopic pat-
tems of changing tastes and outlooks it is made up of. Avant-

. garde movements are hardly ever entirely novel and unprece-

' dented. The Theatre of the Absurd is a return to old, even
archaic, Taditions. Its novelty Ties in its somewhat mmusual

W and a survey of these will
show t Wi Tiay strike the unprepared spectator as icono-
clastic and incomprehensible innovation is in fact merely an
expansion, revaluation, and development of proceduves that
are familiar and completely acceptable in only slightly differ-
ent contexts,

It is only from the set expectatlons of the naturalistic and
narrative convention of the theatre that the man in the stalls
will find a play like Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano shocking and
incomprehensible. Let the same man sit in a music hall, and
be will find the equally nonsensical cross-talk of the comedian
and his stooge, which is equally devoid of plot or narrative
content, perfectly acceptable. Let him take his children to one

of the ever-available dramatizations of % lice in Wonderland,
. and he will find a venerable example of the traditional 1heatre
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of the Absurd, wholly delightful and not in the least obscure.
It is only because habit and fossilized convention have so nar-
rowed the public’s expectation as to what constitutes theatre
proper that attempts to widen its range meet with angry pro-
tests from those who have come to see a certain closely de-
fined kind of entertainment and who lack the spontaneity of
mind to let a slightly different approach make its impact on
them.

The age- -old ‘traditions that the Theatre of the Absurd dis-
plays in“Tew and individually varied oombmahons-——andi of
course, as the expression of wholly contemporary problems .
and preoccupations—might perhaps be classed under the head—
ings of:

THE THEATRE OF THE ARBSURD

*]\}‘Pure” theatre; i.e., abstract scenic effects as they are famil-
iar fn the circus or revue, in the work of ]ugglers, acrobats,
bullfighters, or mimes.

“}Clowmng, fooling, and mad-sceues

Verbal nonsense.

."j’I‘he literature of dream and fantasy, which often has a
- strong allegorical component.

These headings often overlap; clowning relies on verbal non-
sense as well as on abstract scenic effects, and such plotless
and abstract theatrical spectacles as #rionfi and processions
are often charged with allegorical meaning. But the distinc-
tions between them serve to clanfy the issue in many instances
and are useful in isolating the ’dﬁerent strands of development,

The el gwg:_a_mi,,pme,., bstract-theatre.in.the Theatre of the

‘ Absurd is an aspect of its anti-literary attitude, its tuming away

‘from language .as.an instrument for the expression ‘of the deep-'

1 estlevels of meaning,.In Genet's {;se of ritual and pure, styhzed
/ action; in the proliferation of things in Iomesco; the music-

hall routines with hats in Waiting for Godot; the externaliza-

. tion of the characters’ attitudes in Adamev’s earlier plays; in
. Tardieu’s attempts to create theatre from movement and-

sound aloné, and in the ballets and ‘mimeplays of Beckett and -
Tonesco, we ﬁnd a retirm to earlier nonxexha.],imwfhmggh'e
Theatre is always more than mere language Language ¥

PG
singing, an

N
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alone can be read, but true theatre can become manifest 6n1y
in performance. The entry of the bullfighters into the arena,
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* the procession of the participants at the opening of the Olym-

pic Games, the state drive of the sovereign through the streets
of his capital, the meaningful actions of the priest in celebrating
the Mass—all these contain powerful elements of pure, abstract
theatrical effects. They have deep, often metaphysical mean-
ing and express more than language could. These arc the ele-
ments that dis h‘i‘n‘?‘ﬁamrmance from the reading
of a play, elements that exist independent of words, as in the
performance of Indian jugglers that made Hazlitt marvel at
the ‘possibilities of man and gave him an insight into his na-
ture: “Is it then a trifling power we see at work, or is it not
something next to miraculous? It is the utmost stretch of hu-
man ingenuity, which nothing but the bending of the faculties
of body and mind to it from the tenderest infancy, with in-
cessant, ever-anxious application up to manhood, can accom-
plish, or make even a -slight approach to. Man, thou art a

- wonderful animal, and thy ways past finding out! Thou canst

do strange things, but thou turnest them to little account!™

“This is the strange metaphysical power of the concreteness

and skill in theatrical performance, which Nietzsche spoke of

_ _in The Birth of Tragedy: “The myth by no means finds its
- adeguate objectification in the spoken word, The structure

of the scenes and the visible imagery reveal a deeper wisdom
than that which the poet himself is able to put into words and

concepts,”?

There has always been a close relationship between the .7

performers of wordless skills—jugglers, acrobats, tightrope

»\..< o5

walkers, aerialists, and animal trainers—and the clown. This is -

a powerful and deep secondary tradition of the he theatre, from
which the legitimate stage has again and again drawn new.

strength and vitality, It is the tradition of the mimys, or mi
of antiquity, a form of popular theatre that c coexisted with
classmam;%ﬁmen far more - popilar

“and ﬁuenhal

gling, but based largely or on t the broadly dly realistic

TeDresentation..of, character. types_in. semiimprovised sponts-

neous. clownin
R T i

“Hermann Reich, the great historian and partlal rediscoverer

The Tiinus was 2 spectac ,gmt_)ntammg dancing,’
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of the mimus from obscure sources, tried to irace the line of
succession from the Latin mimus through the comic characters
of medieval drama to the Ytalian commedia dellarie and to
Shakespeare’s clowns. And while much of his evidence for the
direct handing on of the tradition has been discredited in the

half century since the publication of his monumental work, the -

deep inner connection of all these forms remains a self-evident
fact,
In the mimeplay of antiquity, the clown appears as the

moros o stupidisy his absard behavior arfsed Trom HImability

:to “understand the sm&c;sam“cgg:fm “Felaions, Kefeh quotes thie

charé‘ﬁf“eﬂw wﬁmwants to sell his house and carries one brick
about with himself to show as a sample—a gag which is hlso
atiributed to the Arlecchino of the commedia. delfarte. An-
other such character wants to teach his donkey the art of going

without food. When the donkey finally dies of starvatior, he .

says, "I have suffered a grievous loss; when my donkey had
learned the art of going without food, it died.”* Another such
moronic character dreams that he stepped on a nail and hurt
his foot. Thereupon he puts a bandage round his foot, His
friend asks him what has happened and, when told that he
had only dreamed he stepped on a nail, he replies, “Indeed, we
ate rightly called fools] Why do we go to sleep in bare feet?"s

Such grotesque characters appeared in the mimus within
a. crudely realistic convention, but, characteristically, these

S e e
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anes. In a gloss to Juvenal, the mimes are called paradoxi:
And-in fact everything fantastic is paradoxical, as are also the

- mimicae ineptiae, clowning and foolery. The expression prob-

ably refers to both these aspects. Thus, in the mimus, high. and
low, serious, even horrifying matters-are- muacuIOusly mingled
w1th the burlesque and humorous; flat realism with highly
fantasticated and magical eléments.”®

- Little of the mimus has been preserved. Most of its plays
were improvised and even those that were written down were
not thought reéspectable enough to be copied and handed on.
In the dramatic literature of antiquity that has come down:
to us, only the fheatre o%mtg&hﬁmﬁmmﬁﬂfm- |
dom of imagination #nd_the ‘mixture of faotasy, and, mb',ggﬂ,!

Syih a.ractenzed the wild and | vulgar mime pl

WWW&%M “the play;%& Anstop%]-
anes have had little impact on the development of at least the
régular, literary drama, I their spirit lived on, it did so in that
other stream of the tradition of the theatre—the anu-llterary,

: mprwsed folk theatre, which was always cqually unfettarad

in its topical comment, equally irreverent and extravagant.
Tt is this stream of tradition that was kept alive throughout
the Middle Ages—while the schoolmen copied the comedies

_ of Plautus and Terence—by itinerant ioculatores and clowns,
" who were the direct descendants of the Roman mimes. Their

clowning and fooling reappear in the comic characters, often

as Devils and personified vices, of French and English mystery
plays; in the numerous farces of French medieval literature;
and in the Cerman Fastnachisspicle.

Angther_dgscgndam. of the mimus of antiquity was t’bg.

AT S M gy

plays, which were often half improvised, Were re_nok bound b
any of the strict rules of the reg'ular tragedy dy or comedz,.

was 16 limitation on the miunber of characters; women. ap-
peared and played leading parts; the unites of time and Place-

et e S o R

were not observed. Apart from plays with prearranged plots

(hypotheses), there were shorter performances that remameg "

without plot and consisted 6F animal tmitations, GARCES, OF Jug-
gling tricks (peegnia). In later antiquity, fantastic plots with
dreamlike themes became prevalent, Reich quotes Apuleius as
saying, “Mimus hallucinatur,” and adds, “We shall have to
think not only of the lower meaning of hallucinari as “talking
at random, talking nomsense,” but also of its more elevated

% e 1 A8 R

= The long stick he carries was the wooden sword of the

- -comic actor in ancient times.” And both clowns and court

jesters appear in the comic characters. of Shakespeare’s. the-
atre, This is not the place for a detailed study of Shakespear-
.ean clowns, fools, and ruffians as forerunners of the Theatre of
the Absurd, Most of us are too familiar with Shakespeare to
notice how rich his plays are in precisely the same type of
inverted logical reasoning, false syllogism, free association, and

m-eaning of ‘dreaming, to talk and think strange things.” Indeed, 0 the poetry of real or feigned madness that we find in the plays
vinth all its realism; the mimus not infrequently contairied cu- . of Ionesco, Beckett, and Pinter. This is not to make any claim
rious dreams and hallucinations, as in the plays of Aristoph- ' that these latter-day playwrights should be compared to

£ TR
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Shakespeare, but merely to point out that both the fantastia.
_ﬂnd-—&e—nonsensmlm}gave quite.a respectable and generally
ccepted A
These elements in Shakespeare are merely parts of the
whole, embedded in a rich amalgam of the poetic and literary,
the popular and the vulgar, but they are present nevertheless
—in the earthy vulgarity of the low type of moron like Bernar-
dine in Measure for Measure who refuses ta attend his own
execution because he has a hangover; in the naive stupidity of
Launce in Two Gentlemen of Verona; in the childishness of
Launcelot Gobbo, or the melancholy madness of Feste, or r the
Fool in King Lear. There is also in Shakespeare the. personifi- ;
cation of the subconscigns.part.-of man- in great archetypal }
characters like Falstaff or Caliban, and the exalted madness of
Ophelia, Richard II, and Lear—real descents into the realms
of the jrratiopal. Again, in a play like. A Midsummer Night's
Dream, there is the savage parody of conventional poetic lan~
guage in the artisans’ play, and Bottom’s transformation into
an ass is used to reveal his true animal nature. But, above all.:
there is in Shakespeare a very strong sense of the futility and
al;u\ra ity Qf“fhéili’l—_manmcondltmn This is partlcularly appar-
ent in the tragicomic plays like Troilus and Cressida, where
both love and heroism are cruelly deflated, but # underlies
most of Shakespeare’s conception of life:

As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods;-
They kill us for thelr sport,

if in Shakespeare’s theatre e]ements of a vulga.r, spontane-
ous, and in many ways irrational folk {radition broke into litera-

" ture (though the presence of these very elements delayed

Shakespeare’s acceptance as a serious, regular poet for a very
long time), the Ahe tr d1t10n of spontaneous_drama (H_.ILS;[QG the

- Titerature™ solifiued. d. Hougished in Italy in the
dommedia Mether Reich’s contention that there is
4 Hlirect ink between the mimus and the nnprovlsed commedia
dell arte—with the Roman Sannic appearing as “Zanni (I Eng-
Iish” popular drama—Zany) and Scapin—is correet or not, the
deep affinity between the two genres is evident. They xeet the
_Same yery] human demand for fooling, | the release

A R e e B s et Sl s b
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bal and nonverbal pags of the commedia dell'arte—bear a close
family resemblance to those of the mimus. Here again we
have the stupid simpleton who cannot understand the meaning
of the most common terms and becomes entangled in endless
semantlc speculations and_misynderstandings. %g
ses of the sly and lecherous servant, the braggm't the glut-
ton, the senile old man, and the spurious scholar 'B”EOJect the
_basic urges of the human subconscions onto the stage in im-
“ages as QOWerful as they are coarse, Baswa]ly smﬁe\fye~
atre depends a great deal on the gheer professmnal skill of the
‘perfomlers”*As”I"‘éeph Gregor pomts ‘out, “Only if we ifiagine
these, in themselves hackneyed, motifs presented in an almost
superhuman confusion; the jokes, in themselves stupid enough,
delivered with superhuman dexterity of tongue; the acrobatics
performed with superhuman skill, can we get an idea of this
theatre.”s

So strong was the appeal of the commdm dellarte that it
has, in various guises, survived into the present, In France it
was ahsorbed into legitimate. d.rama through the work of such
dramatists as Moli¢re an. . But, in an unliterary form,
it also persisted in the pantomlmes of the fummbules where
Debureau created Kis g e of 118n,t,v=11_ale,
lovesick Plerrot In England, it Was t_&wlmade tth.t

' mediq da gll into the nines,

teenth century, when it reached a peak in the msplred clown—
ing of“GFiaMli. The harlequinade formed the basis of the .

later English pantomime, which, in a somewhat modified
shape, co%ﬁ?é‘?mday as an irrepressible form of truly
vulgar folk theatre,

"Other elements of the harlequinade merged into the tradi-}
tion of the English.music.hall and American. vandeville, with |
its cross-talk comedians, tap-dancers, and comic songs. The
greatest performers of this genre reached heights of tragicomic
pathos that left much of the contemporary legitimate theatre
far behind. One of the greatest of these was Dan Leno, of
whom Max Beerbohm wrote, “That face puckered with cares

. . that face so tragic; with all the tragedy that is writ on the
face of a baby monkey, yet ever liable to relax its mouth into
‘a sudden wide grin and to screw up its eyes to vanishing point
over some little triumph wrested from Fate, the tyrant; that
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poor-little personage, so ‘put upon’ yet so plucky with his
squeaking voice and his sweeping gestures; bent but not
broken; faint but pursuing; incamate of the will to live i a
world not at all worth living in—surely all hearts went always
out to Dan Leno.”® Dan Leno’s patter sometimes contained
passages of almost philosophical nonsense strongly reminiscent
of the Theatre of the Absurd, when, for example, he asked,
“Ah, what is man? Wherefore does he why? Whence de he
whenceP Whither is he witheringp”10

And so the line from the mimus of antiquity, through the
clowns and jesters of the Middle Ages and the Zanni and
\ Arlecchini of the commedia dellarte, emerges in the comedians

"y

‘; of music hall and vaudeville from which the twentieth century

. derived what will in all probability be regarded as its only
- great achievement in popular art—the silent-film comedy of the
Keystone Cops, Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, and a host of
other immortal performers. The type of gag and the fast-and-
furious timing of the grotesque comedy of the silent cinema
stems directly from the clowning and acrobatic dancing of
music hal! and vaudeville. But the superbuman dexterity of
movement of which Gregor spoke in describing the effect of
the commedia dellarte is even Further and more miractlously
enhanced by the magic of the screen.

v e silent-film.comedy-is without doubt, one of the decisive
1 influences on the 'T’Heagje of the Absyrd. 1t has the drézmalike

strangeness of 2 world 35t from outside with the uncompre-
| hendmg eyes of one cut off from reality. It has the quality of
 nightmare and displays a world in constant, and wholly pur-
 poseless, movement. And it repeatedly demonstrates the deep
‘poetic power of wordless and purposeless action. fThe great
performers of this cinema, Chaplin and , are the
perfect embodiments of the stoicism of man when faced with
a world of mechanical devices that have gone out of hand.

i ""*'z-ﬁ"‘i‘ﬁﬂ
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told the andience at the American premiére of The Shepherd's
Chameleon that the French Surrealists had “nourished” him
but that the three biggest influences on his work had been
Groucho, Chico, and Harpo Marx.12

With the speed of their reactons, their skill as musical
clowns, Harpo's speechlessness, and the wild Surrealism of
their dialogue, the Marx Brothers clearly bridge.the.tradition
between the commedia dellarte and vaudeville, on the, ong
hand, and the Theatre of the Absurd, on the other. A scene
Tike the famous one in A Night &t the Opera in which more
and more people stream into a tiny cabin on an ocean liner
has all the mad proliferation and frenzy of Ionesco. Yet the
Marx Brothers are clearly recognizable representatives of the .
ancient and highly skilled tribe of itinerant clowns. They be-
long to the same category as the great W. C. Fields, also a
brilliant ‘Surrealist comedian and at the same time a skilled
juggler, and the equally great Grock, who was both an acrobat
and an astonishingly accomplished musician.

. In the cinema at present, only one worthy representahve of

this art is still active, and he, if anything, is too conscious and

sophisticated an artist and thus lacks some of the glorious

- paiveté and vulgarity of his predecessors. Still, Jacques Tatis

Monsieur Hulot is a figure helplessly enmeshed in the heartless

* mechanical civilization of our time. Tati’s approach is closely

related to that of the Theatre of the Absurd, particularly in!
his. deflation of language by using dialogue mostly as an in-:
distinct background murmur, and his subtle introduction of §
highly charged symbolical imagery, as in the masterly final
scene of Mon Oncle, where his departure from an insanely
mechanized and busy airport is subﬂy raised into an image of
death

The tradition of the commedi appears in a nums

I The coming of sound in the cinema killed the tempo and

. fantasy of that heroic age of comedy, but it opened the way :

I‘. ;4‘ for -other aspects of the old vaudeville tradition. Laur B "Jw""ﬁ““‘w*ay, (T

{ i ;}‘ * Hardy, W. C. Fields, and s alfo cxercised ~ Absurd.

‘ 1 %“ eir influénce on the Theatre of the Absurd; In Ionesco’s The ; In Central Europe, the tradition of the commedia dellarte’

it ‘“‘;h “Chairs the old man impersonates the_ month of February by . merged with that of the clowns and ruffians of Flizabethan
it “scratching his head like Stan Lauviel,™! and Ionesco himself England to produce a long line of Pickelherrings, Hans Wursts,

commedia dell arte.xe
ber of other guises. Its characters have survived in the Euppeﬂ
theatre and the Punch and Judy shows, which also, in
e

writers of the Theatre of the
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and other coarse comic characters who dominated the folk
theatre of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the
Austrian folk theatre, this fradition fused with another line of
development, that of the baroque spectacle play and. the alle-

gorical drama of the Jesuits, to produce e}ﬁgﬁgg_mbmg
clowning with allegorical imagery that forefhadows many ele-
m‘ﬁmmrmad This is the genre of which

Schikaneder’s libretto for Mozart’s The Magic Flute is an un-
distinguished example, and which found its greatest master in

the Viennese actor-playwright Ferdinand Raimund (17g0-.
18367 Th Ralman e 6%, i

unlmown outside Aushria, owing to the strongly local color of
its language, we find scenes in which' broad comedy merjes
into naive poetic allegory, In Der Bauer als Milliondr {The
Peasant as Millionaire), the vulgar, broadly comical new-rich
millionaire Wwrzel is confronted with his own youth, in the

shape of a lovely boy who ceremoniously takes leave of him,

whereupon Old Age is heard knocking at the door and, when
refused entry, breaks it down. Here, as in the best examples
of the Theatre of the Absurd, the hurman condition is presented

which has remained relatively .

to us as a concrefe poetic unamnmga has become flesh on the
stage and thaf i s at t the same time broadly comic and deeply

tragic.

J_%_m;unds successor as the dominant figure of the Viennese

folk theatre, Ebw (18011862}, also wrote allegori-
ff cal tragicomedies in this vein, but he excelled as a master of I:_'r_1_-_
z tip_absurdity and as a ruthless W&t&m

%ﬁ: thus also anticipating some of acteristics of the
“I'heatre of the Absurd. Most of Nestroy’s dialogue is untrans-
" latable, since it is in broad dialect, full of local allusions, and

based on elaborate multiple puns. But i a short passage like

the following from his Judith und Holofernes (184g—a parody

of Hebbel’s Judith), it m1ght be pOSS1bIe to get a glimpse of
hls Surreahst quality:

I am nature’s most briliant piece of work [boasts the
great warrior Holofernes]; I have yet to lose a battle; I am
the virgin among generals. One day I should like to pick a
fight with rayself, just to see who iy stronger—I or I8

On a more literary level, the traditions of the commedia
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dellarte and that of Shakespeare’s cl
forebear. of-the-Theatre-of-the Absurd} Georg Buc]:me
1837), one of the greatest dramatists of%ﬂlg*ﬁfman-spealang

world. Biichner's delightful comedy Leonce und. Leng (1836),
which is inscribed with a motto from As You Like It:

O that I were a fool,
I am ambitious for 2 motley coat . . A%

deals with the futility of human existence, that can be re-
Leved only by.love-and.the ability.to see oneself as absurd.
“As Valerio says, in language derived from that of Shakespeare’s

fools:

The sun Jooks like an inn sign and the fiery clouds above

it like an inscription—Tavern of the Golden Sun, The earth

. and the water below are like a table on which wine has

been spilled, and we lie on it like playing cards with which

God and the Devil play, out of boredom, and you are a

- playing-card king and I a playing-card knave, and all that

is lacking is a queen, a beantiful Queen with a gingerbread
heart on her breast.1%

|

‘The same B;chner,yvho wrote this gently resigned comedy\

_of autmnnal clowning is also_one of the pioneers of another

1e Theatre of the Absurd—the. violent, brutal drama of

. mental aberrahonﬂgd,_obsesswn W “which he left un-

Buiskied when he died, at the age of twenty-three, in 1837, is

one of the fi ake a tormented
creature, almost feeble-minded and beset by hallucinations,

Teoora t:ra%edy In the grotesque nightmare figures that tor-

ture the helpless’ Woyzeck (above all the docter who subjects
him to scientific experiments), and in the violence and extrava-

‘gance of its language, Woyzeck is one of the first modern plays

~the germ of much of Brecht, German Expressionism, and of
the dark strain of the Theatre of the Absurd exemplified by
Adamov’s early plays,

" Biichner’s contemporary, Christian Dietrich @( 1801~
1836), may not have had Biichner’s genius,  but he too
belongs in the group of the poétes.mgaudits. who have in-

- fluenced the Theatre of the Absurd. His comedy Scherz, Satire,
Ironie und Tiefere Bedeutung (Joke, Satire, Irony and Deeper

/
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Meaning), in which the Devil visits the earth and is mistaken
for & maiden-lady novelist, is a masterpiece of humour noir

the title Les Silénes), .

{ From Grabbe and Biichner, the line of development leads
| straight to Wedekind, the Dadaists, German Expressionism,
1\ and the early Brecht, .

- But before we turn to these and other direct aniecedents

of the Theatre of the Absurd, we must take up the storyof

i _lanother of the strains that have contributed to the peculiar
Hlk ~, quality of its plays—the literature of verbal nonsense. .
- “Delight in Nonsense,” says I'reud in his study of the sources

‘of the comic,® “has its root in the feeling of freedom we en- .

/joy when we are able to abandon the strait jacket of logic.”
At the time Freud wrote his essay, more than fifty years ago,
he hastened to add that this delight “is covered up in serious
life almost to the point of disappearance,” so that he had to
find evidence for it in the child’s delight in stringing words to-
,  -gether without having to bother about their meaning or logical
?rder, and in the fooling of students in a state of alcoholic
j Intoxication. It is certainly significant that today, when the
i need to be rational in “serious, adult life” has become greater
than ever, literature and the theatre are giving room in increas-
_ing measure to that liberatioh through nonsense which the
St botgEois World of“VighnA Berore TS Kt World War
Wotild ot admit W ERT EERe T -

PERT AT AR Y

gl lustful Telease from the shackles of logic for many centuries, )
Robert Benayoun opens his fascinating Anthologie du Non-
sense with French scholastic nonsense poetry of the thir-

i} teenth century, And so we read in the Fatrasies of Philippe

I de Rén"ii,‘ Sire de Beaumanoir (1250-1296), of a sour herring

L] that laid siege to the city of Gisor, and of an old shirt that

1 wanted to plead in court: ' ' '

i o Une vieille chemise
{ 1\ ' Avait pris @ tdche.

‘a\ : : De savoir plaider,

\ Mais une ceiise

Tet@om?ié%e Titeratire #nd nonsensé poetry have provided ;

and was translated inta French by Alfved Jarry himself (under .

N
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Devant elle §est mise

Pour la vilipender.

Sans une vieille cuillére
Qui avait repris haleine

En gpportant un vivier,
Toute Leau de la Tamise
Fiit entrée en un penierd?

Though this may be among the earliest preserved examples of
nonsense verse, we can be sure that nonsense rhymes have
been sung to children and chanted by adults since the earliest
times. There is a magic about nonsense; and magic formulas
often consist of syllables that still have rhyme or thythm but
have lost any sense they may originally have contained.

The nursery rhymes of most nations include a large number
of nonsense verses, In their Oxford Dictionary of Nursery
Rhymes, Iona and Peter Opie produce evidence for versions of
that great nonsense rhyme “Humpty Dumpty” from es far
afield as Germany, Denmark, Sweden, France, Switzerland,
and Finland. And in their study The Lore and Language of
School Children, the same authors have collected nonsense
thymes still being handed on by word of mouth among British
school children—proof that the need for liberation from the

_constraints of logic is as mwwﬁm Freud's day
or in the thirteenth centy iy, MW\‘

The literature of verbal nensense expresses more than roere
playfulness. In trying to. burst the bounds of logic and lan-
guage, it batters at the enclosing walls of the human condi- |
tion itself. This is the impulse behind the exuberant vision of }

perhaps the greatest of the masters of nonsense prose and

i

2 o G
yerse,| Francois Ra Pelanswhen e imagined a world of giants
with superhuman appetites, a world he §escriﬁea i language
0 rich and extravagant that it transcends the relative poverty

" of the real world and opens up 2 glimpse into the inﬁnite.fT(L“ .

the poverty..of sense and its ggsmbﬁogs, Rab*grldg_i*s__gpgose&’-# a
vision of infinite freedom, which goes far*beyond the rule of

“His Fumanist Abbeye de Theléme, “Fay ce que vouldras,” but
includes- the. freedom fo creste new concepts and.new worlds
of the jmaginafion.’ ' :

" Verbal nonsense.is. in _the truest.sense a metaphysical en-
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! gweg-\:or,la strmng_ to enlarge a and to transcend Ahe. limits of the
i Tniverse and its logic: ~

lee to the mowing tones of unspoke speeches

Or like two lobsters clad in logick breeches;

Or like the gray fleece of a crimson catt,

Or like the moone-calf in a slipshodd hatt;

Or like the shadow when the sun is gone,

Or like a thought that nev’r was thought upon:
Even such is man who never was begotten S
Untill his children were both dead and rotten, . , J18

sang Richard Corbet (1582-2635), Ben Jonson’s friend and
at one time Bishop of Oxford. And it is precisely the desire to
grasp the shadow when the sun is gone, or to hear the tones
of the unspoken speeches of mankind, that lies behind the im-
pulse to speak nonsense. It is thus no coincidence that the
greatest masters of English nonsense should have been %]312’-"
; gicfan_and mathemiatician, Lewis Canoﬂ,_gnd a_naturalist
" Edward Lear. These mmaung writers offer infinite ma-
terial Tor aesthetic, philosophical, and psychological inquiry. In
our context here, it will be enough if attention is drawn to the
connection between language and being in their work.

r‘ Both Lear and Carroll are great inventors of unheard-of

w,..ﬂﬁiﬂ-}&t receive their existence from their nemes. Lear'’s
Nonsense Botany, for example, cortains flowers like the “ “Fickia -
Orologica,” with blossoms in the form of pocket watches; or the
“Shoebootia Utilis,” which giows boots and shoes; or the
“Nasticreechia Krorluppia,” which consists of a stem up which
nasty creatures crawl. Yet these iaventions pale before the
poetry of Lear’s greatest nonsense songs, like “The Dong with
a Luminous Nose,” who lives by the great Gromboolian Plain
and was once visited by the Jumblies, who went to sea in a
sieve; or the Yonghy-Bonghy-Bo, who inhabits the “Coast of
Coromandel where the early pumpkins blow,” or the Pobble, '
who has no toes—all the spontanecus creations of fantasy freed
from the shackles of reahty and therefore able to create by
the act of naming,
There is; of course, also a destructive, brutal streak in Lea.r

Countless cha.racters in his Limericks are being smashed, de- .,
voured, killed, burned, and otherwise annihilated;
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There was an Old Person of Buda,

Whose conduct grew ruder and ruder;

Till at last, with a hammer, they silenced his clamour,
By smashing that Person of Buda.

In a universe freed from the shackles of logic, wish-fulfill- |
ment will not be inhibited by considerations of human kind- /
ness. Yet here too the fate of the chazacters is ruled by the
names of the places they inhabit. If the old person of Buda
had to die because of rudeness, thJs was entirely a geograph—
ical accident. For

There was an Old Person of-Cad_iz
Who was always polite to all ladies,

which, incidentally, did not prevent him from being drowned
in the exercise of his good manners. As in the Theatre of the |
Absurd, and, indeed, as in the vast world of the human sub-
conscious, poetry and cruelty, spontaneous tenderness and de- |
structiveness, are closely linked in the nonsense universe of |
Edward Lear. s
But is the arbitrariness of a world determined by the

" assonance of names less cruel than the real world, which de-

termines the fate of its inhabitants by the accidents of birth,
race, or environment? .

" There was an old man of Cape Homn
‘Who wished he had never been bormn;
So he sat on a chair; till he died of despair,
That dolorous Man of Cape Horn.

That is why, in L, Carpolls.nonsense.world, there gLeKcrea-l
tures that It-:r_y to break the determinism of meaning and, and gj \
cance;, which cannot be shaken off in reality:

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a
scornful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—
neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make
words mean so many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be.
master—that’s all.” _
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This mastery over the meaning of words can be lost when
the inexpressible is encountered. That is what happened to the
Banker in: The Hunting of the Snark when he met a Bander-
snatch:

To the horror of all who were present that day
He uprose in full evening dréss, :
And with senseless grimaces endeavoured to say
‘What his tongue could no longer express,

Down he sank in his chair—ran his hands through his haxr—
And chanted in mimsiest tones

Words whose utter inanity proved his msamty,

While he rattled a couple of bones,

The Hunting of the Snark is an expedition into the_ unknown
~to the limits of being, When the hero of the poem; the Baker,
finally encounters a Snark, it is a Boojum, and contact with a
Boojum means that one vanishes away into nothingness. There
is, ig.Lewis Carroll, a curious yearning for the yoid where both
bemg and Ianguage cease, -

"As Miss Elizabeth Sewell suggests in her fascinating study
of Lear and Carroll, The Field of Nonsense, one of the most
significant passages in Through the Looking-Glass is Alice’s
adventure in the wood where things have no names. In that
wood, Alice herself forgets her own name: “Then it really has

happened after alll And now, who am I? I will remember, if

1 can! I'm determined to do it¥/But she has forgotten her name
and thus her identity. She encounters a fawn that has also
forgotten its identity and “so they walked on together through
the wood, Alice with her arms clasped lovingly round the soft
neck of the fawn, till they came out into another open field,
and here the fawn gave a sudden bound into the air, and shook
itself free from Alice’s arm, T'm a fawn! it cried out in a voice

of delight. ‘And, dear me! Youre a human childl” A sudden -

look of alarm came into its beautiful brown eyes, and in an-
other moment it had darted away at full speed.”

" Miss Sewell comments, “There is a suggestion here that to
lose your name is to gain freedom in some way, since the name-
¢ less one would be no longer under control. . . . It also suggests

¢ that the loss of language brings with it an increase in loving
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| unity with living things.”*® In other words, individual identityy

defined bg__lg;;gua.ge,whavmgwa .name,.-is.the. s0Uree. oF..our
separateness _and.the. origin_of .the restrictions. imposed on our
méTEing in the unity. of being. Hence it is through the destruc-
tion of language—threugh nonsense, the arbitrary rather than
the contingent naming of things—that the mystical yearning for
unity with the imiverse expresses itself in a nonsense poct like J
Lewis Carroll.

‘hig. metaphysical impulse is even more clearly visible in
Chiistian g;geﬁm@m (1871-1914), the German nornsense

~ poet. More openly philosophical than Lear or Carroll, Mor-

genstern’s nonsense verse is frequently based on his taking all
conceEts as equally real. In “Der Lattenzaun” (“The & Wooden

Fence”), for example, an architect takes the spaces between

the boards of the fence and uses this material to build a house:

The fence was utterly dumfounded: .
.Each post stood there with nothing round it.

A sight most terrible to see.
(They charged it with indecency.)2?

‘There is also a strong streak of humour noir in Morgenstems
Galgenlieder_(Songs from the Gallows), with their grotesque
faixtire of | punning and cosmic fear—a knee wandering through
The World on its own, since the man to whom it once belonged
was destroyed all around it in some war; a dead man’s shirt
crying in the wind; or a piece of sandwich paper that, lying
l.n a lonely wood in the snow,

. Commenced, from fright, there is no doubl:

Te t]unk, commenced began, set out

To think, just think, what here combined,

Received (by fear}—a thinking mind .
thereby anticipating Heidegger's phdosoPhy of being (the
poem was first published in 1916) but being eaten by a bird
in the end.

Like Edward Lear, Morgenstern was an , inveterate inventor

of new species of animals; like Lewis Carroll, he attempted to
write poetry in a language wholly his own:
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Kroklowafzi? Seffiemetiil
Seiokronto—prafriplo:
‘Bifzi, bafzi; hulalemi:
quasti, bast, bo. . . -
Lal lalu lalu Ial22

~ Edward Lear, Lewis Carroll, and Christian Morgenstern are
. the most important among a host of poets who have found an
| _outlet in nonsense. A surprising number of major, otherwise

wholly serious, poets have occasionally written nonsense verge;,

they range from Samuel Johnson and Charles Lamb to Keats
and Victor Hugo. The limits of nonsense verse are fluid. Do

the outrageously witty thymes of Byron’s Don Juan belong to’

nonsense, or the fantastic puns and assonances of Thomas
HoodP Do the brilliantly illustrated verse stories of Wilhelm
Busch, that static anticipator of the cartoon film, rank as non-
sense? Or the cruel verses that accompany Struwwelpeter? Or
Hilaire Belloc’s Coutionary Tales? All these contain some of
the elements of the true nonsense universe—its exuberance o,
its cruelty, which is also an outstanding feature of Harry Gra-
ham’s Ruthless Rhymes or Joachim Ringelnatz’s Kutteldad-
deldu and Kinder-Verwirr-Buch,

" The field of nonsense prose.is equally large, extending from

Latrence Sterne to the aphorisms of Lichtenberg, from Charles
Nodier to Mark Twain and Ambrose Bierce, There are also the..

delightful nonsense playlets of Ring Lardner {1885-1933),
which Edmund Wilson has compared {0 the work of the
Dadaists but which nevertheless basically belong to the Anglo-
Saxon tradition of nonsense prose. Though written in dramatic
form, and even occasionally performed, these miniature mas-
terpieces of the art of gentle non sequitur are 1ot really plays.
Some of their funniest lines occur in the stage directions, so

that the little plays become more effective when read than

when seen, How, for example, is a stage direction like the fol-

lowing, in Clemo Uti (The Water Lilies), to be acted?

(Mama enters from an exclusive waffle parlor. She exits
as if she had had waffles.)
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its psychological_relevance .in retuming agein_and again to |
basic buman relations. In The. Tridget. of Griva, one of the
charasters (who are sitting in rowboats préténding to fish) asks
another, “What was your mother’s name before she was mar-
ried?” and receives the reply, “I didn’t know her then.” In
Dinner Bridge, one of the characters reveals that his first wife
is dead, He is asked, “How long were you married to her?”
and retorts, “Right up to the time she died.” In I Gaspiri (The
Upholsterers), one stranger asks another, “Where was you
born?” and is told, “Out of wedlock,” whereupon the first
stranger comments, “That’s a mighty pretty country around
there.” When asked, in turn, whether he is married, he an-
swers, “I don’t know. There’s 2 woman living with me, but I
can’t place her.”

Ring Lardner’s nonsense is closely related to the nonsense
monolognes of Robert Benchley. Another among the large
number of brilliant American practitioners of nonsense prose
is 8. J. Perelman, who was responsible for some of the best}
dialogue in the Marx Brothers films and who has therefore,
directly influenced the Theatre of the Absurd. e

Most nonsense verse-and-prose-achiévé their liberating effect.

by expanding th ]jn:!_i_ts_of sense and opening up vistas of

freedom from lo ramping convention. There is, how-
e¥er, another kind of nonsensé; which telies on a contracﬁoﬂ*'\-}
rather than an expansion of the scope of language. This pro-
cedure, much used in the Theatre of the Absurd, rests on the|
satirical and destructive use of cliché—the fossi_]jzed débris of‘-}
dead language. _ i
_Ihe foremost pioneer of this type of nonsense is Gustaye,
o1t} who. was greatly preoccupied with the problem of }
human' stupidity and composed a dictionary of cliché a.n%
automatic rg es, the Dictionnaire des-Fibes Regues, Which
sppeared as an appendix to his posthumously published novel
Bouvard et Pécuchet. Additional entries have since come to
light, and the dictionary now contains no fewer than nine hun-
dred and sixty-one articles, listing in alphabetical order the

most commen -clichés, conventional misconceptions, and ac-

cepted associations of ideas of the nineteenth—centufy .French
bourgeois: “Money—the root of all evil,” as well as “Diderot—

{ For all its amiable inconsequence, the dialogue of these
| i short plays, like most writing based on free association, has
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always followed by d’Alambert,” or “Jansenism—one does not

know what it is, but it is very chie to talk about it.”

h clichés into the Gertie McDowell-Nausikaa

episode of Ulysses. And the Theatre of the Absurd, from

e

1 lonesco to Pinter, continues to tap the inexhaustible resources

' of comedy discovered by Flaubert and Joyce in the storehouse
-of clichés and ready-made language.

Equally basic among the age-old traditions present in the'.

Theatre of the Absurd is the use of mythical, allegorical, and
dreamlike modes of thought—the projection into .concrete

terms of psychological realities. For there is a close connection

lg_gwt_gygin.mﬂg@_d___ dream; myths have been called the col-
lective dieaft iiapes of mankmd TS World of myth has al-

ST entirely ceased to be effective on a collective plane in
most rationally organizved Western societies (it was most effec-’
tively in evidence in Nazi Germany, and remains so in the
countries of totalitarian Commumism), but, as Mircea Eliade

. points out, “at the level of individual experience it has never -
' completely disappeared; it makes itself felt in the dreams, the
: fantasies and the longings of moderm man,”?8 It is these long-
. ings that the Theatre of the Absurd seeks to espress. As Tonesco™

put it in one of his most impassioned pleas for his kind of
theatre:

The value of a play like Beckett's Endgame . . . lies in’
its being nearer to the Book-of Job than to the boulevard
theatre or the chansonniers. That work has found again,
across the gulf of time, across the ephemeral phenomena of
history, a less ephereral archetypal situation, a primordial

subject from which all others spring. .. . The youngest, the

most recent works of art will be recognized by, and will

~speak to, all epochs, Yes, it is King Solomon who is the
leader of the movement I follow; and Job, that contemporary
of Beckett.2¢ ' '

The literature of dreams has. always. been strongly linked .

egorical elements; after all, symbolic thought is one of

‘the characteristics of drearming. Plers Plowman, Dante’s Di-
vine Comedy, Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, and William Blake’s

e followed Flaubert in working a whole encyclo-

Yy
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prophetic visions are essentially allegorical d.reams.";}The alle-
gorical element can often become mechanically intellectualized
and pedantic, as in some of the aufos sacramentales of the
Spanish baroque theatre, or it can retain its poetic quality
while maintaining jts meticulously worked-out correspond-
ences, as does Spenser’s Faerie Queene, ‘

In the theatre it is Qnot,al}vma_tymsw easy to trace Pglig‘_dividmg

T L NI A

line between the poetic representation of and the open-
] eam, world. Shakespeare’s ight’s

D“;éqnp»&eals with dreams and delusions, Bottom’s metamor-

" phosis, and the lovers’ bewitchment, but at the same tif e the

whole play is itself a dream. The plot of A Winter's Tale ap-
pears impossibly labored and mannered if taken as real, but,
will immediately fall into place and become moving poetry, if
the play is seen as_a dream of guilt redeemed. in.a glorions
fantasy of.wish-fulfillment. In fact, the Elizabethan theatre in
some ways shares Genet’s conception of the hall of mirrors, in ;
that it sees the world as a stage and life as a dream. I’
Prospero says, “We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and
our little life is rounded with-a sleep,” he hjjj_;self is part_of
a fairy-tale play of dreamlike quelity. If the world is a stage,
and the stage presents dreams; it is a dream within & dream..
" The same idea appears in the theatre of Calderén, not only
in a play like La Vida Es Suefio, in which life is equated with
a dream, but also in a great allegorical vision like El Gran
Tegtro del Mundo, which presents the world as a stage on
which each character plays the part assigned to him by the
creator, the author of the world, The characters enact their
life upon the stage of the world as in a dream from Which
death is the awakening into the reality of eternal salvation or
damnation. Calderén’s play is said to be based on a text by
Seneca (Epistolae LXXVI and LXXVII) in which occurs the
image of the great of this world being no better than actors
who have to return their insignia of power after leaving the

In another great allegorical drama of the baroque period, 1fhe
German Jesuit Jakob Bidermann’s Cénodoxus (1635), whm.h
shows devils and angels fighting for the hero’s soul, the choir
sings in the hour of death:
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Vita enim hominum
Nihil est, nisi somnium.

The baroque. plays, o ant. cruelty, of which the
tragedies of Tohn Webster, and Cyril Toarneur's The Reveng-
er's Tragedy are the best-known examples, are dreams of an-
other kind—savage nightmares.of suffering anc ¢ rﬁvenge
“With the.decline of the faslnon for allegory, the element of
fantasy begins to dominat siich satitical Tantasies as Swift's

Gailliver’s”: Travels ot n_Gothic novels like Walpole's T/
Castle of Otranto, in which a mysterious helpét crashies fhto
the castle with the dreamlike inevitability of the growing
_corpse invading Amédée’s apartment in Ionesco’s play. Ifsthe

dream world of baroque allegory.was sxmbolmal but stnctlz

ﬁﬁonal the dream hterature of the eighteenth and early nine-,
teegph centuries makes increasing nse of Hiid i identities, §"’E_fden
tr;nsformathns of ¢ cl,;taractgra,i‘and nightmarish Shits of time
i an . - Hoffmani) ‘de Neérval;and Barbey
dAnrevilly ‘avé the ?nasters of this genre. Their fantastic tales
may have appeared to their contemporaries as a kind of science

fiction; today they are seen to be essentially dreams and fan-

. ___,._-,M—“"““J

tasies ‘Prolwhoniyimggrmm sire. The extrava-
gant, or%“‘fﬁéntasms of the M adejare even more
clearly projections of a psychological reality in the form of
Literary fantasy.

In dramatic literature, the dream. meotif also appears, in the -
LR ISR o

form of real events that are, made to lo look like a dream to. the
simpletdfi™Who is put throu Tr theme—on ﬁle ]mes of Sly s ad-

Veiiturein the frame-plot of {The Taimis , or in
such great and savagely ruthléss comedies as Ludv1g Holberg ]
Jeppe paa Bjerget (1722). The drunken peasant Jeppe is first
made to believe, when waking in the Baron’s castle, that he is
in Paradise, hut later he has another awakening—on the gal-
lows, {Goethe jventured into a real dream world in the two
Wm the first and second parts of Faust,

ere are scenes of-dreamlike fantasy in Ibsen’s Peer Gyni;
Madach’s The Tragedy of Man, one of the masterpieces of
Hungarian drama, centers on Adam’s dream of the coming
history and extinction of mankind;. but _@wke
stage a dream world in the spirit of modem _psycholog-: '

ped= i ot

"Ghost Sonata { 1907) are masterly transc,rlptlons of dre

ot
i
1
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L

ical thinking was ?August Strindhbe ;@The three parts of To~
Damascus (1898—1904), A Dre Dream Play (1go2), and The

,,,,, e

s plays the sh]ft from “the oblecbve ‘veality of tbe
world of outside, surface appearance to the subjective reality '
of inner states of consciousness—a shift that marks the Water- }.
shed between the traditional and the modemn, the representa- |
tional and the Expressionist projection of mental realities—is |
finally and triumphantly accomplished. The central character

" in To Damascus is surrounded by archetypal figures—the -

woman, who represents the female principle in his life; the
other man, who is his eternal, primordial enemy—as well as by
emanations of his o ersonality: the tempter, who repre-
sents his evil tendencies; the confessor and-the beggar, who
stand for the better sides of his self. In the samé way, the stage
space that encloses these figures is a mere emanation of the
bero’s, or the author’s, mental states—the sumptuous banquet
at which he is entertained by the government as a great inven-
tor suddenly turns into an assembly of disreputable outcasts
who mock him because he cannot pay the bill. As Strindberg
says in the introductory note to A Dream Play:

In this dream play, as in his former dream play To
Danmsous,ﬁ_he author has sought to reproduce the discon-
" nected but apparently logical form of a dream. Anything can
happen; everything is possible and probable. Time and
space do not emsﬂ On a slight groundwork of reality, im-
agination spins and weaves new patterns made up of mem-
ories, experiences, unfettered fancics, absurdities, and im-
provisations. The characters are split, double and multiply;
they evaporate, crystallize, scatter, and converge. But a
single consciousness holds sway over them all-that of the
dreamer. For him there are no secrets, no incongruities, no
scruples and no law. . . 28

While To Damascus leads up to & solution of religious faith
and consolation, A Dream Play and The Ghost Sonata show
-a world of grim hopelessness and despair, Indra’s daughter, in
A Dream Play, learns that to live is to do evil, while the world
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of The Ghost Sonatq is a charneThouse of guilt, obsession, mad-
ness, and absurdity.
o It is a significant and somewhat paradoxical fact that the
¢ development of the psychological subjectivism that manifested
 itself in Strindberg’s Expressionist dream plays was the direct
and logical development of the movement that had led to
naturalism, It is the desire to represent reality, all of reality,
., that at first leads to the ruthlessty truthful description of sur-
‘ faces, and then on to the realization that.objeetive xeality,. sur-

7 faces, are.only.part,.and a _relatively unimportant part, of the

real World _This is where the novel tzkes the leap from the
eticulons descriptions of Zola to the even more metzculpus
and microscopic description of the world, as reflected in ‘the
[ mind of one observer, in the work of Proust. In the same way,
“Strindberg’s development led from his early historical plays to

the romantic dramas of the eighties to the ruthless naturalism

of obsessive pictures of reality like The Father, and from there
to the Expressionistic dream plays of the first decade of the
new cenfury.

The development offfL}ﬁ_r'ﬁ:{{_]_ngwas analogous on a differ-
ent plane. In his youth he learned Norwegian to be able to
read Thsen in the original, and in his early play Exiles, and in
his meticulously observed Dublin stories, he tried to capture
the surface of the real world, until he decided that he wanted

to record an even more total reality in Ulysses. The Nighttown .

episode in this noy ittep in the form of a dream play. is one
of the great early examples Gf the T catre of the

Bloom's dream of grandeur and degradation, and Stephens
dream of guilt are here merged in swiftly changing scenes of
grotesque humor and heartbreaking anguish.

It is no coincidence that almost forty years after Joyce com-
pleted Ulysses, there should have been several, by no means
unsuccessful, attempts.to stage Ulysses, and the Nighttown
sequence in particnlar?6 For by .that time the success of
Beckett and Iohesco had made it possible to stage Joyce's
scenes, which not only anticipate the Theatre of the Absurd
but-in many ways surpass it in boldness of conception and
originality of invention.

f Joyee’s Finnegans Wake also anticipates the Theatre of the
i Absurd’s preocougat:on w1th language, its attempt to penetrate
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to a deeper layer of the mind, cloger to the subconscious.matrix,
of thorght. But here too Joyce has in many respeets. gone ;

further and probed deeper than a later generation.

If the dream allegories of the Middle Ages and the baroqué™,
period expressed a stable and generally accepted body of belief - 5 o
and thus ‘concretized the acknowledged myths of their age,
writers like Dostoevski, Strindberg, and Joyce, by delving into
their own subconscious, discovered the universal, collective

signifi of their own private obsessions. This is also true
of {Franz Kafka) whose i e Absurd
. has been as powerful and direct as that of Strindberg and
Joyce,

Kafka's short: stories and u,nﬁmshed novels are essentially,
“meticulously exact descriptions of nightmares.and of obg,g\gg;pps;

IR PPa ——

—the anxieties and ghilt ‘Feelings of a sepsitive human being lost lost

‘ina ‘world of of convention ana routl.ne The nnages of K

guilt at being unable to regain it—the nightmare of K. accused
of a crime against a law he has never known; the predicament
of that other K., the surveyor, who has been summoned to a
castle he cannot penetrate—have become the supreme expres-
sion of the situation of modern man. As Ionesco chserves in
a short but flluminating essay on Kafka:

This _theme of man.Jost in.a lab;:r;nth, without a.guiding
thread, is basic . . . in Kafka’s work. Yet if mar no longer
‘has a guiding thread, it is because he no longer wanted to
have one. Hence his feeling of guilt, of anxiety, of the ab-;
~ swrdity of history.2”

Althongh Kafka is known to have been greatly attracted by
the theatre, only one short dramatic fragment by him is ex-
tant, Der Gruftwiichter (The Guardian of the Crypt), the
opening scene of an unfinished play, in which a young prince
summons the old guardian of the mausoleum where his an-
cestors are buried, and is told by the old man about the
terrifying fight he has each night with the spirits of the de-
parted, who want to leave the pnson of then' tomb and invade
the world of the living. '

Yet even if Kafka’s own modest attempt to write a play came
to nothing, the directness of his narrative prose, the concrete

e,
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clarity of its images and its mystery and tension, have proved

a constant temptation to adapters who felt that it was ideal
material for the stage. Perhaps most important among a whole
series of such adaptations of Kafka’s novels and stories. was
The Trigl by André Gide and ]ean—Loms,”‘Ba.t;gguIt which

AT i

opened at the Thédtre de Marigny on October 10, 1047.-

This was a production that deeply stirred its public. It came
at a peculiarly propitious moment—shortly after thé nightmare
world of the German cceupation had vanished. Kafka’s dream
of guilt and the arbitrariness of the powers that rule the world

was more for the French audience of 1947 than a mere fan- -

tasy. The author’s private fears had become flesh, had turned
into the collective fear of nations; the vision of the world as
absurd, arbitrary, and irrational had been proved a highly
realistic assessment. . _

The Trial was the first play that fully represented the Thea-

tre of the Absurd in its mid-twentieth-century form. It pre-
* ceded the performances of the work of Ionesco, Adamov, and -

Beckett, but Jean-Louis Barrault’s direction already antici-
-pated many of their scenic inventions and united the traditions

i of clowning, the poetry of nonsense, and the literature of dream
;. and allegory. As one bewildered critic put it at the time, “This

i$ not a play, so much as a sequence of images, phantoms,
hallucinations.” Or, i the words of another, “This is cinema,
ballet, pantomime, all at once. ¥t reminds one of flm montage,
or of the illustrations in a picture book.” 28

- In using a free, fluid, and grﬂtesque]y fantastic style of pro-
duction, Jean-Louls ] Barrault fused Kafka’s work with a 1 style

6 which he himself had been nurtured and which is in the di-
rect literary and stage lineage of the Theatre of the Absurd—
the tradition of the iconoclasts: Jarry, Apollinaire, the Dadaists,
somne. of the German Expressio

sts, the Surremts énd the

This was the movement that began on that memorable eve-
ning of December 10, 1896, when Jarry’s Ubu Roi opened at
Lugné-Pod’s Thédtre de 'Euvre and provoked a scandal as

Hernani, in 1830, v&;hichlopened the great dispﬁte abdut_Ro-
manticism in the French theatre.
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EAL&,QQ |ar§ §(1873—1907) is one of the most extraordinary
afd eccentric Hgures among the podtes maudits of French lit-
erature; when he died he was regarded as little more than one
of those bizarre specimens of the Paris Bohéme who merge
their lives and their poetry by turning their own personalities
into grotesque characters of their own creation that disappear
when they perish, as Jarry did, from overindulgence in absinthe
and dissipation. Yet Jarry left an ceuvre that has been exert-
ing a growing influence ever since he died and that still con-
tinues to increase.

Wild, extravagant, and uninhibited in his use of language,

- Jarry belongs to the school of Rabelais, But his imagery also

owes much to the dark, brooding, haunted dream world of
that other perverse and unhappy podte maudit, Isidore Du-
casse, who called himself the Comte de Lautréamont (1846
1870) and was the author of that masterpiece of the Romantic
agony, Lés Chants de Maldoror, which later became the in-
spiration of the Surrealists. Jarry also owes much to Verlaine,

Rimbaud, and, above all, Mallarmé, in whose writings on the
theatre there are a number of scattered pleas for a revolt
against the rational, well-made play of the fin de sidcle. As
ecarly as 1885, Mallarmé demanded a theatre of moyth that
would be wholly un-French in its irrationality, with a story
“freed of place, time, known characters,” for “the century, or
our country that exalts it, has dissolved the myths by thought.

Let us remake them|™22

certainly created a mythical figure and a world of
grotesque archetypal images, Originally the play had been a
schoolboy prank aimed at one of the teachers at the Iycée in
Renmes where Jarry was a pupil. This teacher, Hébert, was
the butt of much ridicule and had been nicknamed Pére Héb,
or Pére Hébé, and later Ubu. In 1888, when Jarry was fifteen,
he wrote a puppet play about the exploits of Pére Ubu and
performed it for the benefit of his friends.

Ubu is a.savage, caricature of a stupid. selfish bom'geoxs
seen through the cruel eyes of a schoolboy, but this Rabeélaisian
character, with his Falstaffish greed and cowardice, is more
than mere social satire. He is a terrifying image of the animal ..
naturg of man, his cruelty and ruftilessness, Ubu makes himself
ng of Poland kills and tortures all and sundry, and is finally
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chased out of the comtry. He is mean, vulgar, and incredibly
brutal, a monster that appeared ludicrously exaggerated in
1896, but was far surpassed by reality by 1943, Once again,
an intuitive image of the dark side of human nature that a
poet had projected onto the stage proved prophetically true.

Jarry consciously intended his monstrous puppet play,

* which was acted by a cast clad in highly stylized, wooden-
¢ looking costumes, in a décor of childish naiveté, to confront
- a bourgeois audience with the horror of its own complacency

and ugliness: o

L

I wanted the stage to stand, as soon as the curtain went

up, before the public like one of those mirrors in the fairy

_ rtales of Madame Leprince de Beaumont, where the vicious
villain sees himself with bull’s horns and a dragon’s body,

. the exaggerations of his own vicious nature. And it is by no
medns astonishing that the public was stupefied at the sight

of its ignoble doitble, which had never before been presented

to it in its entirety, made up, as M. Catulle Mendés has ex-

" cellently put it, “of the eternal imbecility of man, his eternal
lubricity, his eternal gluttony, the baseness of instinct raised
to the status of tyranny; of the coyness, the virtue, the pa-
hic;i:iig;, and the idesls of the people who have dined
well,

The public was indeed stupefied. As soon as Gémier, who
played Ubu, had uitered the opening line, “Merdref” the storm
broke loose. It was fifteen minutes before silence could be re-
established, and the demonstrations for and against continued
throughout the evening, Among those present were Arthur
Symons, Jules Renard, W. B. Yeats, and Mallarmé. Arthur
Symons has left a description of the décor and production:

The scenery. was painted to represent, by a childs con-
vention, indoors and out of doors, and even the torrid; tem-
perate, and. arctic zones at once. Cpposite you, at the back

" of the stage, you saw apple trees in bloom, under a blue

sky, and against the sky a small closed window and a fire-
place .., . through the very midst of which . . . trooped in
and out the clamorous and sanguinary persons of the drama.
On the left was painted a bed, and at the foot of the bed a*
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bare tree and snow fzlling. On the right there were palm
trees . . . a door opened against the sky, and beside the
door a skeleton dangled. A venerable gentleman in evening
dress . . . trotted across the stage on the points of his toes
between every scene and hung the new placard [with the
description of the place where the action was laid] on its
hail 81
Yeatstrightly sensed that the scandalous performance he
attended marked the end of an era in art. In his autobiography,
T8 Trembling Vell, he left an exact description of what he
felt when confronted with Jarry’s grotesque drama, with its
stark colors and deliberate rejection of delicate nuances:

The players are supposed to be dolls, toys, marionettes,
and now they are all hopping like wooden frogs, and I can
see for myself that the chief personage, who is some kind of
King, carries for sceptre a brush of the kind that we use to
clean a closet. Feeling bound to support the most spirited
party, we have shouted for the play, but that night at the
Hétel Comeille I am very sad, for comedy, objectivity, has
displayed its growing power once more. I say: “After Sté-
phane Mallarmé, after Paul Verlaine, after Gustave Moreau,
after Puvis de. Chavannes, after our own verse, after all our
subtle colour and nervous rhythm, after the faint mixed tints
of Conder, what more Is possible? After us the Savage
CGod.”s2

Yet Mallarmé, whom Yeats invoked as one of the masters of
subtle nuance, congratulated Jarry:

You have put before us, with a rare and enduring glaze
at your finger-tips, a prodigious personage and his crew,
and this as a scber and sure dramatic sculptor. He enters
into the repertoire of high taste and haunts me.3?

Another among those present on that memorable first night
was Jacques. Copeau, one of the greatest creative artists of the
modem French theatre—he was then seventeen years. of age.
Almost half 4 century later he summed up the significance of
the event:

. in my view the chief claim of the Thédtre de
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I'Buvre to the gratitude of the friends of the art of the
_ theatre [lies in] the presentation of Uby Boi in a cacophony
of birdcalls, whistles, protests and laughter. . . . The
fchoolboy Jarry, to mock a professor, had without knowing
it created a masterpiece in painting that somber and over-
simplified caricature with brushstrokes in the manner of
Shakespeare and the puppet theatre, It has been interpreted
as an epic satire of the greedy and cruel bourgeois who
: m.ake's himself a leader of men. But whichever sense is at-
tributed to the piece, Ubu Roi . . . is “hundred pé'r'-‘cent
theatre,” what we today would call “pure theatre,” synthetic

and creating on the margin of reality, a reality based on
symbols.3¢

And so a play that had only two performances in its first run
and evoked a torrent of abuse appears, in the light of subse-
quent developments, as a landmark and a forerunner.

. Jarry himself more and more assumed the manner of speak-
ing of Ubu, who makes an appearance in a number of his
subsequent works (as indeed he had in the earlier Les Minutes
de Sable Mémorial and César-Antechrist, a strange cosmic
fa:n_tasy: that mixes mystical and heraldic elements with Ubu’s
kingship of Poland in its third, terrestrial act}. In 18gg, 1go1
and. 1902, Jarry published Almanachs of Pére Ubu, while a
full-scale sequel to Uby Roi, Ubu Enchainé, appeared in 1g0o0.
In this play, Ubu has amrived in exile in France, where, in
order to be different in a country of free men, he turhs laiintself
into a slave. o

. Some of Jarry’s most fmportant works appeared only after
~ his death, notably Gestes et Opinions du Docteur Faustroll

{1911), an episodic novel modeled on Rabelais in whigh the

hero, whose nature is indicated by his name, is half F aust,
half troll (Jarry knew the Scandinavian nature sprite from
Ibsen’s Peer Gynt), and is the chief spokesman of the science
of pataphysics. Originally it was Ubu who professed himself a
doctor of pataphysics. (in his first appearance in Les Minutes
de Sable Mémorial), simply because Hébert had been a phys-
ics teacher. But what had started as a mere burlesque of sci-'
ence later turned into the basis of Jamy’s.own aesthetics. As
defined I Faustroll, pataphysics is: B
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.. . the science of fmaginary solutions, which symbo]i—

cally attributes the properties of objects, described by their
virtuality, to their lineaments.33

Tn effect, the definition of a subjectivist and expressionist ap- ~

proach that exactly anticipates the tendency of the Theatre

of The Absurd to express psychological states by objectifying |

them on the stage. And so Jarry, whose memory is kept green

by the College of Pataphysics, of which Ionesco, René Clair,
Raymond Quencau, and Jacques Prévert are leading members

. and in which the late Boris Vian played an important part,

must be regarded as one of the originators of the concepts on
which 2 good deal of contemporary art, and not only in litera-
ture and the theatre, is based.

Something of the verve and extravagance of Ubu can be
found in. another play that caused an almost comparable scan-
dal nearly twenty years later-{Guillarme™Apoliinaire'si Les
Mamelles de Tirésias (ITeHETs BTO0T, staged 4t the Lhé-
atre Maubel in Monmarire on June 24, 1917. In his preface
to the play, Apollinaire claims that most of it was written
much earlier, in 1903. Apollinaire, who knew Jarry well, was

‘a friend of the young painters of genius who founded the

Cubist school and became one of its most influential critics

"and theoreticians. He labeled Les Mamelles de Tirésias “drame__

surréaliste,” and can thus claim to have been the first to invent
‘a term that later became the hallmark of one of the important

. aesthetic movements of the century.

However, Apollinaire’s use of the term is quite different from
the meaning it was given in the writings of André Breton,
which defined Surrealism in its later sense. Here is Apollinaire’s

explanation of the term: ™

~ To characterize my drama, I have wsed a neologism, for
which I hope to be forgiven, as it does not happen often
that I do such a thing, and I have coined the adjective “Sur- 7
realist,” which does not mean symbolical . . . but rather
well defines a tendency of art that, if it is no newer than
‘anything else under the sun, has at least never been utilized
to formulate an artistic or literary creed. The idealism of
the dramatists who succeeded Victor Hugo sought likeness
to nature in a conventional loeal color that corresponds to
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the trompe-lcedl natoralism of the comedies of manner,
.« « To attempt, if not a renovation of the theaire, at least
a personal effort, I thought one should return to nature itself,
but without imitating her in the manner of the phetogra-
phers. When man wanted to imitate the action of walking,
he created the wheel, which does not resemble a leg. He
has thus used Surrealism without knowing it. . . 3¢

Smrrealism for Apollinaire was an art more real than reality,
expressing essences rather than appearances. He wanted. a the-
atre that would be “modem, simple, rapid, with the shortcuts
and enlargements that are needed to shock the spectator.”37
Les Mamelles de Tirésias is a grotesque vaudeville that pur-
ports to have a serjous political message~it advocates the radi-
cal repopulation of France, decimated by war and the eman-
cipation of women. The Tiresias of the title starts out as a
woman called Thérése, who wants to enter politics, the arts,
and a number of other masculine occupations and decides to
turn joto 2 man—an operation accomplished by the release of
her breasts, which float into the air as colored toy ballpons.
Her hushand thereupon decides to fulfill the function of Thé-
rése, who has now become Tiresias. In Act II, he has suc-
ceeded in producing forty thousand and forty-nine children,
simply by wanting them very hard. In the end, his wife returns
to him. All this takes place in Zanzibar, in front of the people
of Zanzibar, represented by a single actor who never says a
word but sits by a table equipped with all kinds of instruments
suitable for the production’of noises—from guns, drums, and
castanets to pots and pans that can be broken with a bang.
The play is preceded by a prologue in which the director of
the company of actors presenting it sums up Apollinaire’s dra-
matic creed: '

For the theatre should not be a copy of reality

It is right that the dramatist should use

All the mirages at his disposal . . .

It is right that he should let crowds speak inanimate objects
If he so pleases

And that he no longer should reckon with time

Cr space Ny
His universe is the play . :
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Within which he is God the Creator

Who disposes at will 7

Of sounds gestures movements masses colors
Not merely in order

_{ To photograph what is called a slice of life
{ But to bring forth life itself in all its trath . . 28

Apollinaire’s play Couleur du Temps (The Color of Time),
which was in xehearsal when he died of Spanish influenza on
November g, 1918 (the day of the Armistice), though very
different from Les Mamelles de Tirésias, also creates its own
universe. It is a curious verse play in which a group of aviators
escape from the war, amive at the South Pole, where they
want to find eternal peace; discover a beautiful woman frozen
into the ice; and kill each other fighting for her—another al-
legorical dream that, coming from the author of Tirésigs, testi-
fies to the close connection between the grotesque nonsense of
that play and the atmosphere of myth in this.

The Paris Bohéme of Jarry and époﬂmalre was a World in
which paintin oetry, and Mthmeatre e mingled, and the efforts
to find a modern art overlapped The décor for Ubu Roi had
been painted by Jarry himself with the aid of Pierre Bonnard,
Vuillard, Toulouse-Lautrec, and Sérusier.®® Apollinaire. was ‘
t'ne advocate and propagandlst of the Cubist rgpvement and a |
ﬁgl:ﬁ;atﬂ.t,!:ﬁ!.x:_l.s.(;ﬁnd.thmc;g:umep_t;.or;= oﬁ,,art as, mere munemg,g;,rpta— '
Hon,of. appearances, was, carried forward on a ] broad front and
the Theatre of the Absu.rd 1is as 1 much mdebted to the. co]lages
of PIcagssor Tiuan Gris 2 and “the ‘the pain Tee " (the Htles !

i «yx:-w

of “Which Ere6f¥en il Tonsense poems) as to the work of ?;)

itg literary forebears, ... o

The Dada mov:*-:ment’g which began in Ziirich durmg the
waf, &mong French, German, and other Européan refugees
and conscientious objectors and which thus merged a Pari-
sian with a Central European tradition, also mingled writers,
painters, and sculptors. On February 2, 1 the Ziirich pa-

pers announced the formation of the Cabaret Voltaire. On Feb-
ruary 5, the first evening’s entertainment was provided by
Tristan- Tzara (born in 18¢6), the young Rumanian poet,
reading his own work. Hugo Ball (1886-1927) and his wife,
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Emmy Hennings (1885-1948) ; Richard Huelsenbeck (born in
1892); Hans Arp, the sculptor and poet {born in 1887); and
the painter Marcel Janco, another Rumanian (born in 18g3),
were the other founder-members of the movement, which
owed its name to a Jucky dip into a French dictionary. Huel-
senbeck and Ball, looking for a name for a singer in the cabaret,
came across the word “dada”—hobbyhorse EThe aim of the
Dadaists was the destruction of art, or at leastthe convenﬁonal
art of the bourgeois era that had produced the horrors of war. |
The program of the Cabaret Voltaire at No. 1 Spiegélgasse;”
in the old town of Zirich—right opposite house No. 6, in-
habited by Lenin, who must have been disturbed every. eve-
ning by the noisy goings on there—was on a modest scale—
songs, recitations of poetry, short sketches, an occasional play.
Here the tradition of the literary cabarets of Munich, where
Wedekind and his citele had cultivated an impertinent and
witty kind of chanson, merged with the French tradition of
popular song that had produced Yvette Guilbert and Aristide
Bruant, Hugo Ball's diary lists readings of poems by Kandin-
sky, songs by Wedekind and Bruant, music by Reger and
Debussy, Arp read from Ubu Roi; Huelsenbeck, Tzara, and
Janco performed a Poéme Simultan, a simultancous recitation
of three different poems, producing an indistinet and inarticu-
late muwrmur, “showing the struggle of the vox humana with
a threatening, entangling, and destroying umiverse whose
rhythm and sequence of noise is inescapable.™ In June, 1916,
the Dadaists published what temained the only number of a
periodical, Cabaret Voltaire, which included contributions by
'Apollinaire, Picasso, Kandmsky, Mannetti Blaise Cend.rars,
and Modigliani.
The first play performed at a2 Dada soirée, in new and larger

mises, was Sphinx und Strohmann by the Austrian painter
E@@mm in 1886). Marcel Jafitcs Was-sesponi=

sible for directing the play, and he designed the masks. Hugo
Ball, who played one of the leading parts, has described the
strange performance in his diary under the date of April 14,
1917:

'_I‘iie play was acted . . . in tragic body-masks; mine was

“s0 large that I could comfortably read my part inside it,

A

e AT T e

B
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The head of the mask was lit up electrically, and it must
- have made a rather strange effect in the datrkened audito-
rium, with light coming from- the eyes. . . . Tzara, in the
back rocm, was responsible for thunder and lightning as
. well as having to say “Anima, sweet Anima” as the voice of
the parrot. But he was also looking after entrances and exits,

' thundered and lightninged in the wrong places, and gave

the impression that this was a special effect intended by the
" director; an intended confusion of backgrounds .

Kokoschka’s play, labeled by the author “a curiosity,” is a
remarkable example of carly Expressionism (it had already
been given an improvised performance at the Vienna School
of Arts and Crafts in 1goy). Its theme revolves around Mr.
Firdusi, who is in love with Anima, the female soul. Kautschuk-
mann (Rubber Man), a “snake man” and obviously the em-
bodiment of evil, pretends he is a doctor who can cure Firdusi
of his love. Firdusi's head is turned by love, which means that
it is actually turned backward on his' straw body. 8o even

- when he is face to face with Anima, he cannot see her, The

cure of love is death; Kautschukmann makes Firdusi jealous
by letting the parrot call on sweet Anima, and as he cannot
turn his bead to see what is really happening, he dies of grief.
A chorus of top-hatted gentlemen with holes instead of faces
quickly pronounces a series of nonsense aphonsms and Death,
who alone among all the characters has the appearance and
costume of an entirely ordinary human being, leaves with
Anima, whom he “attempts to console, with good results.”*?
Trara noted in his diary, “This performance decided the
role of our theatre, which will leave the direction to the subtle
invention of the explosive wind [of spontaneity], with the
scenario in the auditorium, visible direction, and grotesque
means—the Dadai_st theatre.™® But in spite of these high
hopes for Dada in the theatre, the movement never produced
a real impact on the stage, And this is not surprising. Dada was
essentlally destructive and so radical in its nihilism that 1t could :
hardly be expected t6"Bé creative ifi afi art i thut'y necessar—
11y relies on constructive co-operation. As (,eorges es Ribemont-
essa“i'@”f'fes one of the leading French exponents of Dada, rec-
ognizes in his autobiography, “Dada consisted of opposing,
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incompatible, explosive tendencies. To destroy a world so as
to put another in its place in which nothing more exists, that

_ was, in fact, the watchword: of Dada.”44

The plays the Dadaists produced and largely performed

: themselves are essentially nonsense, poems. n_dialogue form,

accompanied by equally nonsensical business and decorited

“with bizarre masks and costumes. The Dada manifestation at

the Théitre de '(Euvre in Paris (which had bécome the cen-
ter of Dada after the end of the war) on March 27, 1920,
presented a selection of plays that included La Premiére Aven-
ture Céleste de M. Antipyrine (The First Celestial Adventure
of M. Antipgrine), by Tuzara, in which a “parabola” regites
verses that contain lines like: . ’

This bird has come white and feverish as :
from which regiment comes the clock? from that music
humid as : : ' : -

M. Crieri receives the visit of his fiancée at the hospital -
. in the Jewish cemetery the graves rise like snakes =

Mr. Poet was an archangel—really . -~ = -

he said that the druggist resembled the butterfly

and our Lord and that life is simple like a bumbum

like the bumbum of his heart.4 : o

Ribemont-Dessaignes’s Le Serin Muet (The Silent Canary),
‘which was performed on the same occasioniby André Breton,
Philippe Soupault, and Mlle, A. Valére, had one of the charae-
ters perched on top of a ladder; while another was a Negro who
believes he is the composer Gounod and has taught all his com-
positions to his mute canary, who sings them most beautifully
without uttering a sound. Similarly bizarré dnd largely im-
provised plays performed at. this manifestation were S’Il Vous
Platt (If You Please), by Breton and Soupault, and Le Ven-
triloque Désaccordé (The Out of Tune Ventriloquist), by Paul
Dermée. Lugné-Po&, the director of the (Euvre, who had per-
formed Ubu twenty-five years earlier, was go delighted with
the sucoes de scandale of this Dada manifestation that he asked
for more Dada plays. Ribemont-Dessaignes was the only one
who responded to the offer. He composed a play called Zizi

de Dada, “of which the manuscript is lost. The Pope was in it, \

enclosed in a chalk circle from which he could not leave . . .
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bt what happened? Even the memory of it is lost]"*® Lugné-
Poé gave the piece careful consideration, but rejected it in the
end as Deing somewhat improper. .

At a second Dada manifestation at the Salle Gaveau, on May
26, 1920, the program included another play by Tzara, I:u
Deuxiéme Aventure Céleste de M. Antipyrine (M. Antipyrine's
Second Celestial. Adventure); another sketch by Breton and
Soupault, Vous M'Oublierez (You Will Forget‘Me);. a piece
by Aragon, Systéme.DD; and Vaseline Symphomque, by
Tzara, a cacophony of inarticulate sounds, performed by an
ensemble advertised as twenty strong, that aroused the pro-
tests of Breton, whe did not like being reduced to the role
of a musical instrument. Among the other participants in that
evening’s entertainment were Picabia and Eluard. ,

Most sucoessfyl among the Dadaist plays was g‘ﬂzngmarsvtbxeeﬁ
act Figce Le Coour . Gaz (Lhg. Gas Hegt), first perform‘ed ;
June 10, 1g21, at the Studio des Champs-Elysées, a wen*dg
recitation by characters representing parts of the ] Pﬁéy'_:
the ear, -the. netk, the mouth, the nose, and the eyebrow.
Ribemont-Dessaignes confesses that he cannot remernber the
performance because, clearly, he did not see if. Yet he ap-
peared in the play in the part of the mouth, together'. with
Soupault, Aragon, Benjamin Péret, and Tzara h_ims‘t‘alf,_ in the
part of the eyebrow. Le Ceeur 4 Gaz is a piece of “pure the-
atre” that derives its impact almost entirely from the subtle
rthythms of its otherwise nonsensical dialogue, which, in the
use of the olichés of polite conversation, foreshadows Ionesco.

Trzara himself called the play “the biggest swindle of the cenq
tury in three acts,” which “will make happy only the indus-|
trialized imbeciles who believe in the existence of men of gen~
fus. 'The actors are asked to give to this piece the attention due
to a masterpiece of the power of Macheth or Chantecler, but
to treat the author, who is not a genius, with little respcct and

‘to note the lack of seriousness of the text, which contxibutes

nothing new to the technique of the theatre.”*” A revival of
Le Coeur & Gaz with professional actors at the Thédire
Michel on Tuly 8, 1923, led to one of the most memorable
battles of the declining years of Dadaism, with Breton and
Eluard jumping onto the stage and being thrown out after
hand-to-hand fighting, -
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More substantisl than any of these short plays, whose main
f!nil)cﬁon was to shock :E bourgeois audience, are two works by
Ribemont-Dessaignes that really try to create a poetic uni-
verse with validity o5 the stage. L’Empéreur de Chine (The
Emperor of Chini), written in 1916, and Le Bourreau du
Pérou (The Executioner of Peru), published in 1928,

The first of these deals with the themes of sexuality, vio-
lence, and ‘war. The herdine, Onane, Princess of China, is a
willful and cruel sex-kitten; her father Espher, who becomes
Emperor-of China, a sadistic tyrant. Onane is accompanied,
by two slaves, Ironique and Equinoxe, who arrive in the open-
ing scenc in cages, as presents from the Emperor of the Philip-
pines, - They are eccentrically dressed in top hats, kilts, and
tuxedo jackets. Ironique has his left eye bandaged, Equinoxe
his right eye, so. that they have to look at the world. together.
War and torture play 2 great part in the action. The Minister
of Peace takes up the study of strategy and becomes Minister
of War, and scenes of rape-and violence follow. Only those
women who drink the blood of those already killed will be
spared by the soldiers. In the end, the bureaucrat Verdict kills
Onane, who is in love with him. The final scene is a duet of
nonsense words by the two slaves. The final lines are:

roNIQUE: When love dics . .
EQuINgxE: Urine. '
VOICE oF VERDICT (in the shadows): God.
_monIQuE: Constantinople. -~ T
EQUINOxE: An old woman died of starvation yesterday in
Saint-Denis, 48’ ' A

{L’Empéreur de Chinais a powerful plé.y that g&uﬁ}]g&l‘g,estt‘hgh,

elements of nongense and violence which charactetize.the, The:

ai:reqo?"ﬁleAbsug‘d Its weakness lies in the insufficient blend-
ing of its elements into an organic whole, and.in the length of.
its somewhat rambling design.

~Le Bourreen du Pérou expresses préoecupations similar to
those of the earlier play. The government abdicates and hands
the sacred seals of state to the hangman, and a peﬁoﬁ_of
gratuitous murder and execution ensues. Here again, in a/curi-
ous way, the free flow of the imagination and the reléase of
the subconscious fantasies of a poet assume ‘a ngp’hetic con=

L

L

st
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tent. The outbreak of violence in the era of the Second World
War is exactly forecast by L’Empéreur de Chine and even
more drastically by Le Bourreau du Pérow. It is as though the
destructiveness of the Dadaists were a sublimated release of
the same secular impulse toward aggression and violence that
found expression in the mass murders of the totalitarian move-
ments. .

- While Dadaism had shifted its center of gravity to Paris
after the end of hostilities, other members of the Ziirich circle
went back to Germany, transplanting the movement to Berlin
and Munich, where it merged and coexisted with the powerful-
Stirrings of German Expressionism. Thé dramatic products of |
the Expressionist movement were on the whole too idealistic !‘
and politically conscious to rank ag forerunners of the Theatre |
of the Absurd, with which, however, they share. the tendency |
to project-inner-realities and to objectify thought and feeling.
The only major writer among the Expressionists who definitely
belohgs to the antecedents of the Thea the Absurd is
gm Goll !1891—1950), who, bomn in the disputed temitory
of Alsace-Lorraine, had gone to Switzerland at the outbreak
of the war. There he met Arp and other members of the Dada-
ist circle. Later he went to Paris. Goll, who described himself
as without a homeland, “Jewish by destiny, bom in France
by chance, described as a German by a piece of stampe.d
paper,”®® became a bilingual poet who sometimes wrote in
French, sometimes in German. =

Coll’s dramatic work during his Expressionist-Dadaist period |
was written in German. Clearly under the influence of Jarry f
and Apollinaire, Goll was also greatly impressed with the/[
possibilities of the cinema. Die Chaplinade (1920), which he
describes as a “Alm poem,” is a highly imaginative combina-
tion of poetry and Hlm images. Charlie Chaplin’s little tramp
is its hero. Chaplin’s image comes to life on & poster, escapes
from the billsticker, who tries to pin him back, and floats
through a series of dreamlike, filmlike adventures, accom-
panied by a doe (which turns into a beautiful girl and is killed
by a huntsman). He is involved in' revolutions and riots and
finally returns to his poster, This is a beautiful work, probably
the first to recognize the poetry and poetic potentialities of

the cinema. .
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During the same year, 1920, Goll published two plays under
the joint title Die Unsterblichen (The Immortals), which he
subtitled Uberdramen, or superdramas, in the sense in which
Apollinaire used the term drame surréaliste i his subtitle for
Tirésins. In his preface, Goll explains his conception of a new
kind of theatre. In Greek drama, the gods measured them-
selves against human beings; theatre was a vast enlargement
of reality onto a superhuman scale. But in the nineteenth cen-
tury, plays sought to be nothing but “interesting, challenging

in the manner of an advocate [of a cause] or simply descrip-,
tive, imitative of life, not creative.”5° The dramatist, of the

new age must again find a way, tg_peneh-ate behind the surs

o e

face of reaﬁt}z‘“‘"'

N

The poet st again know that there are worlds quite
different from that of the five senses: a superworld (Uber-
‘welt). He must come to grips with it, This will by no means
be a relapse into the mystical or.the romantic or the clown-
ing of the music hall, although it has something in common

* with all of these—the probmg into a world beyond the senses.
“.. . It has been quite forgotten that the stage is nothing
but a ‘magnifying glass.’ Great drama has always known
this—the Greek walked on the cothurnus; Shakespeare spoke
with giant spirits of the dead. It has been qu1te forgotten

" that the first symbol of the theatre is the mask. . In the
mask there lies 2 law and this is the law of the theatrewthe
unreal becomes fact. For a moment it is proved that the

" most banal can be unreal and “divine” and that precisely in

. this there lies the greatest truth. Truth is not contained in

§reason it is found by the poet, not the philosopher. .

E i The stage must not only work with “real” life; it becomes

{ “surreal” when it is_aware of the things behind the things,

“Blire tealism was the“g?sarégﬁme’fﬁu BTt

- The theatre must not be just a means to make the bo,urgem“sm
comfortable it must fnghten him, turn him in mto _afl,

to laughter. The ‘monotony and stuplchty of human bemgs
are 5o enormous that they can be adeguately represented only
by enormities. Let the new drama be an enormity.”s2 To
create the effect of masks in our technical age, the stage must
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use the techniques of recording, electrical posters, mega-
phones. The characters must be caricatures in masks and on
stilts.

This is an. l.mpresswe manifesto, which accurately describes
many of the features and the aims of the Theatre of the Ab- .
surd. Yet the two plays in which Goll sought to translate these
ideas into action are disappointing. Der. Unsterbliche, in two
acts, shows a musician of genius who loses his Toitiéss to a
tycoon and sells his soul to him for a large sum of money. His
soul is abstracted in the process of filming it, making him im-
mortal. In the second act, the musician’s mistress desperately
seeks him, but flirts with the bridegrdom of a newly married
couple who come to be photographed by her tycoon-husband.
In the end, Sebastian, the musician, comes to life again—on
film, crying out for her—but she finally departs with an officer,
Although the play uses the technique of projected stills and
film, and some of the characters appear as grotesque masks,
its contents are, after all, the old romantic, sentimental clichés
of the artist who loses his soul to commerce and the beloved
woman who cannot resist money or power.

The second Uberdrame, Der Ungestorbene (The Not Yet

' Dead), deals with the very ; similar dilemma of the philosopher

who wants to improve the world and lectures on eternal peace.
This time his wife, who sits at the box office of the lecture
hall, is seduced by a journalist who battens on the thinker,
and persuades him, for the sake of sensationalism, to die in
pubhe, to prove that he is serious about progress. But after
his public death for humanity is advertised, the philosopher
fails to die. Nevertheless, the newspaper still proclaims that
he has died for humanity. In the end, his wife returns and he

- launches a new series of lectures, this Hme on “The hygienic

conditions of bedbugs in hotels.” Again a good many technical
devices are used by Goll to translate his ideas into stage reality
—the mad dance of modern publicity is expressed in a dance
of advertising columns, the public at the hero’s. lectures is
represented by a monstrous giant figure, a student throws his
brain on the floor and later picks it up again and puts it back
m his headmbut again the Surrealist devices cannot. hide the

of origina oF the basic 1dea the eommerclahzan

1deahsm by the press.
me




270 THE THEATRE, OF THE ABSURD

The same discrepancy between the modernity of the means
of expression employed and the tameness of the contents chsr-
acterizes Goll's most ambitious attempt in this genre, the “sa-
tirical drama™ Methusalem, oder Der Ewige Biirger (Methu-
salem, or The Eternal Bourgeois). Again the theoretical pref-
ace is far more original than the play itself:

The modern satirist must seek new means of provocation.
He has found them in “Surrealism” (Uberrealismus) and in

“a-logic.” Surrealism is the strongest negation of realism.

The reality of appearance is unmasked in favor of the truth -

of being. “Masks”—rough, grotesque, like the emotions of
which they are the expression,
spiritual form of humor, and thus.the best weapon against
the clichés that dominate our whole life. . . . So as not to be
a tearful pacifist or salvationist, the poet must perform a
few somersaults to make you into children again. For this
is his aim—to give you some dolls, to teach you to play and
ther to throw the sawdust of the broken doll into the
wind.58

But M ethusalem, witty end charming though it is, proves to

be little more than the conventional satire against the Spigss-
 biirger with his shoe factory and his greedy, businesslike son,
" who instead of a mouth has the: mouthpiece of a telephone,

whose eyes are five-mark pieces, and whose forehead and hat
consist of a typewriter topped by radio antennas. Again there
is the student-idealist who is a -poet and a revolutionary and
seduces Methusalem’s daughter, and who in one scene appears
split into three parts—his “I,” his “Thou,” and his “He.” The
student is killed in a duel with Methusalem’s son, but in the
last scene he is alive again; has married the daughter, who
has given birth to his child; and is on the point of becoming a
hourgeois himself. For revolutions end “when the others no
longer have villas,” and new revolutions start “when we have
gpt one.” And the outcome of all the romantic love is the young

mother’s cry: “If only [our son] would not piss so much!” -

Again Goll uses film in a sequence of Methusalem’s dreams,
In another dream seguence, the animals that adorn his house-
hold, alive or dead, call for a revolution against the tyranny
of man. Dead characters come to life to show that life always

. .. Alogic is the meost’
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goes on in one form or another, and that the theatre can never

furnish valid, final solutions, But the most successful parts of

this ambitious play, which was published with illustrations by

Georg Grosz, the leading German Dadaist painter, and per-

formed in 1924 in masks designed by him, are the dialogues

of the bourgeois and his guests, which consist entirely of cki-

chés, and thus_anticipate"ToResco. This fact, surely, reveals
AGéM)lI:s;;ggi;_sj;gjge.:“he, who Was a great and sensitive lyric poet;
and a master of language, fell victim to the seduction of new

techniques, and, in subordinating his imagination to the de-
mands of masks and flm, l}_gyfﬂiledﬂ.ﬁnﬂj;cgmutmlﬁsﬁmatenlﬂl
into.the.new.poetry of the Absurd, which he had so dearly.

E e S

foreseen and so effectively formulated in theory. Perhaps Goll
was too tender and gentle a soul to be able to live up to the
harshness of his satirical objectives.

Among Goll's German contemporaries, the one who came
nearest to the realization of a theatre as cruel and grotesque
as the one Goll had postulated was'Bertolt.Brecht? who hailed
Goll’s first published plays in a review published in December,
1920, calling him the Cousteline of Expressionism. In the
course of his development from anarchic poetic drama, in the
style of Biichner and Wedekind, toward the austerity of the
Marxist didacticism of his later phase, Brecht wrote a number
of plays that come extremely close to.the-Theatre-of.the.Ab-
surd, both in_their uss.of.clowning and.music-hall-knockabhont
Biimor and in_their, prevccupation-with. the problem of the
identity, of the-self. and.its fuidity.

Frecht was deeply influenced by the great Munich beer-
hall comedian Karl Valentin, an authentic heir of the harle-
quins of the commedia delfarte. In Brecht’s one-act farce Die
Hochzeit (The Wedding), written circa 1923, the collapse of
pieces of furniture externalizes the rottenness of the family in
which the wedding takes place, in exactly the way that objects
express inner realities in the plays of Adamov and Jonesco
while, at the same time, giving an opportunity for broad music-
hall gags. : o :

. In a far more serious vein, Brecht’s most enigmatic play, and
one of his greatest, Im Dickicht der Stidie {In the !Eﬁ%lf of
Cities), written 192123, foreshadows the Theatie of the Ab-
\sﬁ% its deliberate rejection of igtivation, The play shows
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a fight to the death between two men, Garga and Shlink, who
are linked in a strange relationship of love-hatred. It opens
with Shlink’s attempt to buy Garga’s opinion of a book. He
offers Garga, who is employed: in a lending library, a large
sum of money to make him declare that he likes a book for
which he has expressed a dislike. From this point, the fight
develops; it is always a matter of making the one man ac-
knowledge the other’s superiority -through forcing him into
either gratitude or aggression. All this takes place in a gro-

tesque Chicago of gangsters and lynching mobs. coE

Im Dickicht der Stédte not only deals with the impossibility

of knowing the motivation of human beings in their actions -

(thus anticipating the techniques of Pinter), it also presents

| the problem of communication between human beings, which
preoceiipies Beckett, Adamov, and Ionesco. The fight between
Shlink and Garga is essentially an attempt to achieve contact.
At the end they recognize the impossibility of such contact,
even through conflict. “If you crammed a ship full of human
bodies tll it burst, the loneliness inside it would be so great that
they would turn to jce . . . so great is our isolation that even
conflict is impossible.”54 .

The “comedy” m&w {Man Equals Man), written
1924-25, describes the transformation of a meek little man
into a ferocious soldier. Here Brecht uses the techniques. of
llge music hall again, The transformation scene, o which the
victim is induced to commit what he believes to be a crime, is
tried, sentenced, and made to.think that he has been shot
(after which he is resurrected in his new personality), is pre-
sented like a variety act—a series of conjuring tricks. In pro-
ductions ‘of this ‘play Brecht used stilts and other devices to
turn the British colonial soldiers who peiform the transforma-

| 3 tion into huge monsters. Mann Ist Mann anticipates the The-

> atre of the Absurd in its thesis that human nature is not a
constant, and that it is possible to transform one character into
‘.:l;]iother in the cours(?hof aplay .,.., [Eviepndeniting m««m,m
The recent publication of a hitherto unpublished poem by
Brecht has thrown an interesting light on the connection be-
tween Mann Ist Mann and his earlier Im Dickicht der Stiidte.

- This poem comes from an early draft-play, Der Griine Gar-
raga (Green Garraga), and deals with a citizen, Galgei, who
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was turned into another human being, Thus Galy Gay, the
victim of Mann Ist Mann, was originally identical with Garga,
the vietim of aggression in Im Dickicht der Stidte. And in fact
Shlink’s attempt to buy Garga’s opinion is an attempt to rob
him of his personality, just as Galy Gay is robbed of his per-
sonality in the later play. Both plays are about the ADPropria-..
-tion of human pe:i%gmm&m@mgﬁg;&hggﬁal-
g of O identity, as a form. of.rape, Aad.this.is.one.of
“The themes of the Theatre.of .the.Absmd-as.well:. Ioneseo's

acqigss G La Soumission is o clear.case.in.point.

A e o o S R T

In t]g_@gﬁp’s short interlude (written to be performed in the
‘entracte of Mann Ist Mann) Das Elephantenkalb.(The Baby,

Elephant;) 192425, the automatic writing of Surrealism is'
as much anticipated as the problem of shifting identity. A baby
elephant, accused of having murdered its mother, can prove
that the mother is not dead at ail and is not its mother in any
case. Yet the case is proved and the baby elephant found
_guilty, This is pure anti-theatre, and dramatizes its author’s
subconscions mind as ruthlessly as Adamov’s early plays pro-
ject his neurosis. -

Like Adamov, Brecht later rejected this phase of his artistic
development. Like Adamov, he turned toward a socially com-
mitted and, at least in outward intention, fully rational theatre.
Yet Brecht’s case also shows that the jrrational Theatre of the
Absurd and the highly purposeful politically committed play
are not, h-irrgconcilable contradictions as, rather, the
obverse and reverse side of the same medal. Tn Brechts case,

the neurosis and despair that were given free rein in his anar-
chic and grotesque period continued as actively and as power-
fully behind the rational -facade of his political theatre, and
provide most of its poetic impact. )

In fact, Kenneth Tynan in quoting Brecht to Ionesco as an
example of his socially committed ideal, and Ionesco in attack-
ing Brecht as the embodiment of the arid ideclogical theatre,
are hoth equally wide of the mark. Brecht was one of the first

m‘wﬁﬁ_&gﬁg@gﬂm&h&ﬁm@,@f,ﬂm Absurd;-and his case shows that
/ the pidce & thése stands or falls not by its politics but by its!
poetic truth, which is beyond politics, since it proceeds from far)
deeper levels of the author’s personality. Brecht’s personality!
contained a strong element of anarchy and despair. Hence
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even in his pohtwally commltted period, the picture he pre-
senteid of the capitalist world was essentially negative and ab-
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surd; the universe of The Good Woman of Sefzuan is ruled.

by imbecile gods, that of Puntila.is modeled on a Chaplinesque
formula of slapstick, and in The Caucasian Chalk Circle justice
is done only by the unlikeliest of accidents.

While in Germany the impulse behind Dadaism and Ex-
pressionism had flagged into the Neue Sachlichkeit by. the

middle twenties, and the whole modern movement was swalt .

lIowed up in the intellectual quicksands of the Nazi period in

the thirties, the line of development continued unbroken in .
- France, The destructiveness of Dadaism had cleared the air,
! ];}ft‘_ti.;a._ wag reborn in a changed form in_the Surrealist move-
i ment. Where Dada was purely negative, Su.rreallsm believed

subgonscious mind.

" in"the great, positive, healing fo
As André Breton put it in his famous deﬁnmon of the word

in the first Surrealist manifesto of 1924, Surrealism was a “pure
psychic automatism by which it is proposed to express, ver-
bally, in writing, or in any other way, the real fimctioning of
thought.”

This is not the place to trace in deta11 the fasmnatmg story .,
of the struggles and internal conflicts of the Surrealist move-
- nent or its achievements in poetry or painting. Iithe theatre,

the harvest of Swrrealism proved a meager one. The stage is
far too deliberate an art form to allow complete antomatism in
the composition of plays. ¥t is most unlikely that any of the
plays we can today class as Surrealist were written in the way

* Breton ideally wanted them composed.

Louis Amgou s volume Le Iibertinage (1924) contains. two

such | plays L'Armoire & Glace un Beau Soir (The Mirror-

Wardrobe One Beautiful Evening) is a charming sketcl, in the

" prologué We meet an assortment of fantastic characters. A
‘soldier meets a nude woman, the President of the Republic

appears with a Negro general, Siamese twin sisters appeal to
the President for permission to mariy separately. A man on a
tricycle passes; his nose is .50 long that he bhas to lift it when
he wants to speak; Théodore Fraenkel (a member of the
Surrealist circle) introduces a. fairy, The play proper opens
with the familiar scene of a husband returning home, while his

)
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wife nervously eyes the wardrobe, implores him not to go near
it, and gives every indication that her lover is hidden inside

. it.- After suspense and jealousy have been built up inte an at-

mosphere of sexual excitement, the couple disappear- into the
next room. Finally, after a long and charged pause, the hus-
band returns with his clothes in disorder and opens the cup-
board. Out march all the fantastic characters of the prologue
in solemn procession; The President of the Republic sings a
nonsense song. _
Au Pied der Mur (At the Foot of the Wall), Aragon’s sec-
ond play in Le Libertinage, uses the same method—a fairly
conventlonal action mterrupted by. Surreahst interludes. The

man, +who has been left by his mistress, forces the mald in the
country inn where he has sought refuge to kill herself to prove
her lave for him. In the second act, the young hero, Frédérie,
and his. mistress roam the high mountains of the Alps, and
finally Frédéric faces the narrator of the framework scenes as
his own double. The appearance of fairies and Parisian work-
men in overalls cannot disguise the fact that basically this is
a romantic play in the vein of Musset or Victor Hugo, reveal-
ing, through its modernistic trappings, Aragon’s essential tra-

. ditionalism, which later also emerged in his beautiful wartime

poetry and his monumental social novels.

Aragon and Breton jointly wrote a play, Le Trésor des
Jésuites (The Treasure of the Jesuits), from which they both
dissociated themselves aften Aragon’s break with the Surrealist
movement, and which has therefore never been republished.
One of the most remarkable fedtures of this play is that, more
than ten years before, it forecast the outbreak of the Second
World War in 1g3g, substantiating Breton's claim that the
Surrealist method of automatic wntmg awakens powers of
prophecy and clajrvoyance. .

More important than most of the dramatic productlon within
the Surrealist movement was the work some of its members

‘produced after they had left, or been expelled from it. Antonin

Artand {1896-1948), one of the finest of the Surrealist poets
and also a professiondl actor and director who became the
most powerful seminal influence on the modern French thea-
tre, and Roger Vitrac (18gg-1g52), the ablest dramatist to
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emerge from Surrealism, were both banished from the circle
by Breton because they had yielded to unworthy commercial
instinets, to the extent of wanting to produce Surrealist plays
in the framework of the professional theatre. Artaud and Vi-

~ trac were proscribed by Breton toward the end of 1926. They

beceme associates in a venture appropriately named the
Théhtre Alfred Jarry; which opened on June 1, 1927, with a
program that included a one-act play by Artaud, Ventre
Brilé, ou La Mere Folle (Upset Stomach, or The Mad
Mother), and. @ Les Mystéres de T Amour (The Mystexjes
of Love}. : {} '

~>Les Mystéres de TAmour (three acts, five scenes) is prob-
ably the most sustaimed.effortto-write a-trul »est»'npiiay.,
Tt could well be The product of automatic writing, consisting,
as it does, largely of the tender and sadistic fantasies of two
lovers. The author himself appears at the close of the first
scene. He has tried to commit suicide by shooting himself, and
enters bathed in blood but shaking with helpless laughter. At
the end, he reappears, none the worse for his experience. Lloyd

‘Geoige and Mussolini also form part of the cast, and Lloyd

George in particular appears in a gruesome light--he is saw-

~ing off heads and trying'to dispose -of fragments of corpses.
‘The sets are modeled on Swrrealist paintings. Thus, the fourth

scene represents, at the same time, a railway station, a dining
car, the seashore, 2 hotel hall, a draper’s shop, and the main.
square of a provincial town. Past, present, and future merge in
dreamlike fashion, the actual and the potential are inextricably.
jnterwoven. Yet in this chaos there are passages of remarkable
poetic power, At one point, in e dialogue between the hero,

Patrice, and the author, the basic theme, of the Theatre of the..

Absurd, the problem Of-latiguage, is squarely faced:

1ae’ svtEOR: Your words make everything impossible, my
friend. S

pATRICE: Then make a theatre without words.

THE AvTHOR: But, my dear sir; have I ever wanted to do
anything elseP '

parrice: You have: you have put words of love into wmy
mouth. : : : ' '

TBE AUTHOR: You ought to have spat them out.’

"y

“¥64ds genuine extracts from Le Matin of September 12, 190g;
. there is a similar mixture.of-the.parody..of the conventional
_theatre.and.pure" absurdity. Yet Vitracs play lacks the sense
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rarnicE: I tried, but they changed into shots or vertigo,
e AUTHOR: That is not my fault. Life is like that.5?

Vitrac’s second Surrealist play, Vicior, ou Les Enfants ou
Pouvoir (Victor, or P, o the Children), first performed un-
der Artaud’s direction on December 24, 1924, has already left
the chaos of pure autematism behind and adopts the conven-
tion of the farcical and fantastic drawing-room comedy we find
again in Tonesco’s work. Victor is a boy of nine, seven fect tall
and with the intelligence of an adult. He and his six-year-old
girl friend Esther are the only rational beings in a family of
mad puppetlike adults. Victor's father has an affair with Es-
ther’s mother, but the children expose the lovers, and Esther’s
father hangs himself. One of the characters is a woman of
breathtaking beauty but disconcerting carminative inconti-
pence. In the end, Victor dies of a stroke on his ninth birthday
and his parents commit suicide, As the maid rightly points out
in the last line of the play, “Mais, cest un dramel”

Victor anticipates Tonesco in many ways: the banality of a
é-Taden langnage is parodied when one of the characters

of foim and the poetry that gives Ionesco’s madness its method |
—and its charm. Here the blending of the elements is not com- {
_p_lete,‘the nightmare alternates with the students’ rag.

Vitrac's later plays return to a more traditional form, but
some of them still bear traces of his Surrcalist experience. Even
so sociological and political a play as Le Coup de Trafalgar
(a picture of a slice of Parisian society before, during, and

‘after the First World War, first performed in 1934) shows

traces of a delightful crazy humor, while in Le Loup-Garou
(The Were-wolf), a comedy that takes place in a fashionable
mental hospital, the author’s Surrealist experience is clearly de-
tectable in his mastery of the technique of lunatic dialogue.

IAntonin directed Vitrac’s Surrealist plays and is the

.author of one or two remarkable dramatic sketches, but his

real importance for the Theatre of the Absurd lies in his theo-
retical writings and in his practical experiments as a producer,
One of the most extraordinary men of his age, actor, director,



278 THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

prophet, blasphemer, saint, madman—and a great poet—
Artaud’s imagination may have outrun his practical achieve-
ment in the theatre. But his vision of a stage of magic beauty
and mythical power remains, to this day, one of the most ac-
tive leavens in the theatre. Although he had worked under
Dullin and had directed the performances of the short-lived
Théétre Alfred Jarry, Artaud’s revolutionary conception of the
theatre crystallized only after he had seen the Balinese danc-
ers at the Colonial Exhibition of 1g31. He formulated his ideas
in a series of impassioned manifestoes later collected .in the.
volume Le Thédtre et Son Double (ig38).

Diagnosing the confusion of his time as springing from the
“rupture between things and words, between things and the
ideas that are their representation”7 and rejecting the psycho-
logical and narrative theatre, with it§ “preoccupation with per-
sonal problems,”58 Artaud passionately called for a retum to
myth and magic, for a mithless exposure of the deepest con-
flicts of the human mind, for a “The elty.” “Every-
thing that acts is a cruelty. It is° upon this idea of extreme
action, pushed beyond all limits, that theatre must be re-
built.”®® By confronting the audience with the true image of
their internal conflicts, a poetic, magical theatre would bring
liberation and release. “The theatre restores to us all our dor-
mant conflicts and all their powers, and gives these powers
names we hail as symbols—and behold! Before our eyes is
fought a battle of s symbols , . . for there can be theatre only
from the moment when the Jmpossﬂ:)le really begins and when
the poetry that occurs on the stage sustaing and superheats the
realized symbols,”8¢

This amounts to a complete rejection of realism and a de—
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Under the influence of the powerful impression made on him
by the subtle and magical poetry of the Balinese dancers,
Artaud wanted to restore the language of .gesture and move-,
ment to make inanimate things play their part in the action,
and to relegate dialogue (which “doés not belong specifically
to the stage, it belongs to books”)¢2 to the background. Quot-
ing the music hall and the Marx Brothers as well as the Bali-
nese dancers, he called for a true language, ofhthemtbeggg,
which would be a wordless language. of shapes, light, moye-:
ment, and gesture; “The domain of the theatre is not psycho-‘

mand for a g roiect. collective archetypes:
o theatre will never find 1tself again . . . éxcept by furnish-

ing the spectator with the truthful precipitate of dreams, in
which his taste for crime, his erotic obsessions, his savagery,
his chimeras, his utopian- sense of life and matter, even his

cannibalismn pour out on a level not counterfeit and illusory,.

but interior. In other terms, the theatre must pursue by all its
means a reassertion not only of all the aspects of the objective
and descriptive external world but of the internal world; that
is, of man considered metaphysically.”s1

- Togical but plastic and physical. And it is not a question of

whether the physical language of theatre is capable of achiev-
ing the same psychological resolutions as the language of |
words, whether it is able to express feelings and passions as |
well as words, but whether there are not attitudes in the realm |
of thought and intelligence that words are incapable of grasp- |
ing and that gestures and , . , a spatial language attain with
more precision.”ss

-The theatre should aim at expressmg what language is in-
capable of putfing into.words. “It is not a matter of suppress-
iy speech in the theatre but of changing its role, and espe-
cially of reducing its position.”* “Behind the poetry of the

~ texts, there is the actual poetry, without form and without

text.%s . . . For I make it my principle that words do not
mean everything, and that by their nature and defining char-
acter, fixed once and for all, they arrest and paralyze thought
instead of permitting it and fostering its development. . . , I
am adding ancther langnage to the spoken language, and I
am trying to restore to the language of speech its old magic,
its essential spellbinding power.”80

In theory, Artand had formulated some of the basic tend-
encies of the Theatre of the Absurd by the early nineteen- '
thirties. But he. liglggi,mgppgm;mty either as dramatist or '
as a director to put-these ideas into practice. His only chance

to achieve his aims came 1n 1935, when he found the backers
to give a performance of his Théitre de la Cruauté. He de-

~ cided to make his own adaptation of the griesome story of the

Cenci, which Stendhal had written as a story and which

-8Shelley had made into a tragedy. But in spite of some beauti-

fl_.l]- points of detail, the performance was a failure. Artaud him-
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self played the part of Count Cenci. His ritual chanting of the
text was intriguing, but it did not convince the audience.
Financial failure followed and played its part in driving Artaud
into abject poverty, despair, and long spells of insanity. Jean-
Louis Barrault, then twenty-five years old, acted as the secre-
tary of the production, and Roger Blin, one of the most im-
portant directors in the Theatre of the Absurd, -assisted Artaud
as director and played the part of one of the hired assassins.
Artaud, who made his debut as an actor under Lugné-Poé
at the Théétre de '(Buvre; who knew and acted with Gémier,
the first Ubu; who appeared in 1924 in Yvan Goll's Methu-
salem when it was performed in Paris; Artaud, who was be-
friended by Adamov in the period of his mental illness, forms.
the bridge between the pioneers and today’s Theatre of the
Absurd, Ou diy his endeavors ended in utter failure and
Trental collapse. And yet, in some sense, he triumphed.
Another important poet who emerged from the Surrealist
movement was Robert Desnos (1900-1945), the author of
elegiac and nonsense verse, recorder of delicate and dreadful
dreams; and writer of numerous Surrealist film scenarios that
were never made into films. His only dramatic work is La
Place de PEtoile, written as early as 1927, revised shortly be-
fore his arrest and deportation in 1944, and published after his
tragic death in the concentration camp of Theresienstadt,
where he was found emaciated and dying at the end of hos-
La Place de [Etoile is a pimning title; it refers not to the
Paris landmark but to the starfish, which is the poetic symbol
of the dreams and desires of its hero, Maxime. People ask
Maxime to give them his starfish, and he refuses. But when he
does give it away to the woman he loves, not only does a polics-
man come almost immediately to bring it back, having found
it in the street below his window, but groups of people come
and bring him more and more starfish, Twelve waiters enter
with twelve starfish on silver platters, and the streets of the
town are so full of starfish that one can barely walk. :
L.a Place de PEtoile is also a romantic love story of Mazime
and two women, Fabrice and Athénais, but in its dreamlike
atmosphere, in the conversations of drinkers in a bar, which

provide a kind of Greek chorus, the play foreshadows much
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of the Theatre of the Absurd. Desnos gave the play the sub-
title Antipoéme, and thus anticipated Ionesco’s anfi-piéce.. .

So strong was the tendengy of the times and the influence of
the pioneers.of abstractart in painting and sculpture that even
outside the Surrealist movement attempts were made to

the conventions of the. natyralistic theatre.[Jean Coctéay ex-

peiiented with 4 theatre of pure movement. Pardde, devised
by Cocteau with décor by Picasso and music by Satie (who
was a masterof humous noér in his own right), and performed

" by the Diaghilev Ballet Russe in 1917, is a return to the circus

and music hall, while Cocteau’s Le Beeuf sur le Toit (The
Steer on the Roof, 1920), with décor by Dufy and musie by
Milhaud, was performed by such famous music-hall actors as
the three Fratellinis. Les Mariés de la Tour Eiffel (The Married
Couple of the Eiffel Tower, 1921) is a mimeplay and ballet
accompanied by narration spoken by actors in the costumes of
giant phonographs. - :
Although most of Cocteau’s later work oscillates between the
heavily romantic and the merely playful, it bears the stamp of
his preoccupation with some of the basic elements of an ab-
stract and dreamlike theatre, most clearly perhaps in his poetic
and haunting films, from Le Sang d’un Poéte (The Blood of a

"Poet) to La Belle et la Béte (Beauty and the Beast); Orphée,

with its brilliantly realized fmages of the land of the dead; and
the final Testarment d’'Orphée. Ionesco has paid tribute to
Cocteau for precisely his playfulness and baroque taste: I
think Jean Cocteaun has been reproached for having merely
touched upon grave problems lightly. I feel that this {s wrong;
he raises them in a moon-struck, enchanted décor. He has been
reproached for an impurity of style, his fairyland of cardboard
stage sets. It is precisely his confetti that I love, his serpen-
tines, his baroque fairground sphinxes. As everything is but a
mirage and life a fairground, it is not amiss that there should
be sphinxes and that there should be a kind of fair. Nothing
expresses better than these itinerant and precarious festivities
the precariousness of life, the fragility of beauty, evanes-
cence,”87

- A play that clearly anticipates Ionesco’s' onslaught on the}
bourgeois family and that originated in Cocteau’s_circle is Les!
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Pélicans (The Pelicans, 1921), by that precocious genius Ray-
mond Radiguet (1903-1923). In two short acts we meet the
Pelican family, anxious to do great deeds to make their name
so famous that it will no longer sound ridiculous. The lady of
the house comes riding in on the back of her swimming teacher,
who does not know how to swim but has an affair with her.
"The son tries to become @ jockey, and the daughter, wanting to
commit suicide, wins a skating trophy on the frozen Seine. The
play ends with a grotesque family group. »

At about this time, Armand Salacrou, who later became. 3.
leading playwright in a robust stage idiom, wrote some deli-
cate near-Surrealist plays intended tc be read rather than
acted, Most of these are lost, but Les Trente Tombes de
Judas (The Thirty Tombs of Judas) and Histoire de Cirque
(Cireus Story) escaped destruction and have recently been re-
printed.®® Set in a dance hall and a cireus, these little plays
combine the traditions of clowning and the dream—oranges
spout blood, strange plants grow before our eyes, and the circus
tent vanishes to let the lovesick youth die in a snowstorm,

In 1924, while still boys at school, René Daumal (1908
1944) and Roger Gilbert-Lecomte (1907—1943) composed a
series of miniature playlets, in a truly Jarryesque spirit, which

"have been published under the auspices of the Collége de
Pataphysique, with the title Pefit Thédtre. They are delightful
nonsense and wholly beyond interpretation. Both authors de-
veloped into considerable poets. Daumal carried his explora-
tion of the dark regions of theisoul to the point of repeatedly
committing a kind of controlled suicide by inhaling toxic fumes
so that he could reach the frontiers of life. He is regarded as
one of the most authentic followers of Jarry, and his memory
1is cultivated by the Collége de Pataphysique, '

Even more important_as, a nonsense dramatist among the
- pataphysical heroes is \Julien TO¥E 1g02—1933), another
! poetic vagabond and p, maudit who drifted through life

i with sovereigt unconcern until he disappeared in the Austrian

Alps, walking out of his hotel never to return. Torma, who .

despised the Surrealists for their publicity-seeking and exploi-
tation of their personalities, wrote some extraordinary-nonsense
<plays. Coupures (Cuts), “a tragedy in nine scenes,” and the
one-act play Lauma Lamer appeared during his lifetime in 2

Y

" roll, Edward Lear, and Christian Morgenstern.
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limited edition of two hundred copies. His most ambitious
play, Le Bétrou, was posthumously published by the College
de Pataphysique. .
__Coupures is remarkable chiefly for a_character who spe 's”"“;
all the stage directions and is presented as a god who arbi- |
trarily dominates the action. Fé s gl USHiT and evidently |
represents fate in all its absurdity. After the play has ended,
Osmur is pulled offstage on a wheeled platform and revealed
as a mere mechanism. In dccordance with this, the action it-
self, dictated by a mechanical -and senseless mechanism, can-
not make sense, except that it shows images of eroticism. and
violence. Leuma Lamer is a nautical nobsense play. The hero
of Le Bétrou (which is in four acts, numbered backward from
rminus’ three to zero) is a strange creature who inspires his
pumerous wives with terror, The Bétrou speaks in inarticulate
stammers and has his utterances interpreted by an astronomer,
At the-end of the second act (or, rather, Act Minus 2), prac-
tically all the characters have been killed by the Bétrou, but
they are resuscitated in the next act (Minus 1), to be killed
again; are again alive and kicking in the final act (Zero), in
which the action reaches its appointed end—the quantity of
nothingness. : . S o

There is an element of suspense here—the Bétrou is being

taught to speak and reaches a point where he can imitate cer-

tain animal noises. This, however, somehow seems to diminish
his power. He flees in disorder, and the play ends in chaos. As
the learned pataphysical editors explain, “The essential ele-
ment of the play is in the psychological paralysis that reigns
everywhere and in the ‘phraséolalie,” or, if one wanted to put
it like that, in the verbal material which dominates everything
and is the veritable destiny.”®® This is analogous to the domi-
nance of language over fate in nonsense poets like Lewis Car-

Torma explainedhis ideas in clearer language in a slim little
volume 6f aphorisms, Euphorismes (1926), a remarkable book
the copy of which in the Bibliothdque National is inscribed by
Torma with a dedication to Max Jacob: “If God existed, you
could not invent him!” Some of the aphorisms probe into the
ethics of homosexuality, but others contain a resolute rejection
of language. “As soon as one speaks, there is a stink of the
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social,”™ or even more drastically, “T'o express oneself-.
‘the word itself borrows the scatosociological urge and conse~

crates it as the model of elocution,”™ so that language be-"

comes “caca-phony.” Hence Torma's endeavor to “give back
to ‘thought the fundamentsl -and wunthinkable "ambiguity,
which, however, is reahty—to deossify langua.ge and-to lecwe
literature.”72 .~
/~ Torma; who knew and corresponded w1th Daumal and
‘; Deénés, is a writer’s writer and will probably never be read
| outside a narrow circle of enthusiastic connoisseurs of poetic.
* nonsense, He did not want to have an impact or to be taken
seriously: “I am neither a man of letters nor a poet. I do not
even pretend to be interested, I just amuse myself. . . For
me even the admission of tragie silences is too much I dont
‘have any confessions to make, I do nothing in particular—just as
: } 1 have perpetrated ‘these poems, lightly.””3 He was one of the

!{few who had the courage to take their Tecognition of the ab-
{ surdlty of the human condition to its logical conclusion—he
; irefused to take anything seriously, least of all himself. The

casual manner of his death shows that thJS a.l:l:ltude was any-
thing but a pose.

As strange and eccentric as Torma and, in his own pecuhar
way, as mﬂuentlal on contemporary writing, Was Raymond
Rousgel (1877-1933). Immiensely rich, he traveled all over
the world without taking the trouble to look at it. Having ar-
rived at Peking, he drove once. through the town and then
locked himself in his hotel rogin. When the ship he traveled
on lay in'the harbor of ‘Tahiti, he remained in his cabin,
. writing, not even looking out of the porthole. In his writings

1 as well, Roussel aimed at excluding the real world completely.

: He wanted to.. mmw‘&Rmmamw and based,
*like That of Torma or the nonsense poets, on-the logic of as-
* sonance and verbal association,

Some-of Roussel's novels dre constructed on the principle
of two cornerstonie sentences, similar in sound but different

in sense, which he made into the opening and closing phrases

of the book and then tried to link by a chain of propositions
that would constitute an unbroken sequence of such verbal
logic—a logic of metaphor, pun, homonym, association of ideas,

and anagrams. "The same internal logicdl mechanisms actuate

“.Z
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his plays, I’Etoile au Front (The Star on the Forehead, 1924)

 and La Poussiére de Soleils (Sun Dust, 1026).

These long and complicated plays, which he had produced
at his own expense and which were performed to giles of
derisive laughter, must be among the most undramatic, dramas
‘ever written. They consist almost exclusively of “chains of very
complicated and fantastic stories that the characters tell each

other i a curiously static, stilted language: Roussel’s thealre -

is more truly “epic” than Brecht’s and infinitely more anti- -

theatrical than anything that Ionesco has ever written. At
the same time, the incredible fantasy of Roussel's invention,
-combined with an involuntary primitivism that make him the
Douanier Rousseau of the theatre, gives his work an almost
hypnotic power and has made him the idol of Surrealists and

-pataphysicians. Roussel committed suicide—in Palermo-in

| 1933
From Apollinaire to the Surrealists and beyond an_ex- ;

tremely close link has always existed between the pioneérs.g of
pamtmg and sculpture and e avant-p;arde ofwﬁgew and dra-
matists, Teckett has written a sensitive study of the abstract
"f)"'amter Bram Van Velde,™ and Ionesco is a friend of Max
Emst and Dubufflet. The influence ewof.the-leading

ainters of the age on eatre of the Absurd is clearly
%cerm ble in the unagery and décor of its pIays (mde the
girl with three Ti6505 10 lonesco's TJacquesy.

Moreover, a good many “of the painters and sculptors of
our time have ventured into the field of avant-garde poetiy
or drama. We have already referred to Kokoschka’s pioneer-
ing Dadaist play, which he-followed up with a number of
‘other dramatic experiments. The great German Expressionist
sculptor Ernst Barlach (1870-1938) also wrote a series of
haunting plays that antcipate some of the dreamlike, mythi-
cal features of the Theatre of the Absurd. And{¥Icasso jis the
author of two avant-gardist plays, Le Désir Atirapé par la

Queue (Desire Caught by the Tail, 1941) and the thus far
‘unpublished The Four Little Girls (1952).

The first of these, which was given a pubhc Teading on
March .19, 1944, under the direction of Albert Camus and
with the participation of Simone de Beauvoir, Jean-Paul Sar-
tre, Michel Leiris, Raymond Queneau, and other distinguished
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personalities of the world of literature and the arts, consists,
like Tzaras Le Ceur & Gaz, of dialogues between dis-
embodied feet (some of which monotonously complain of
chilblains} and other dehumanized characters, There ig little
. plot, but the action reflects wartime worries in its preocoupation
with images of cold and of food shortages. In its mixture
of humor and grimness, the Jitile play says what one of Picasso’s
paintings would say if it came to life for 2 moment and could
speak. It has the playfulness and the sensuality of its master’s

style. A
" The same seems to apply to The Four Little Gzrls from
which Roland -Penrose quotes in his biography of. P1casso ‘

and which containg stage directions like, “Enter an énormous
winged white horse dragging its entrails, surrounded by wings,
an owl perched on its head; it stands for a brief woment in
front of the little girl, and then dlsappears at the other end of
the stage.”78

- The modern movement in painting and the JTheatre of the
Absurd TiestT-their Tejection of the dlscurswe and narrative
elements, and in theit concentration on the goetlc image as.a
concretization of themd;g;“mal;ty of the conscious and_sub-
QDnSCIOllS Tin “and the archetypes by whlch 1t lives.

A TR -

" In S_R_@_n—the homeland of Picasso and Goya, the country
of the allegorical autos sacramentales and the barogue. poetry
of Quevedo and Géngora—some of the tendencies of the
Surrealists found their hterar)ar,para]lels in the work of two
important dramatists.

Ramén del Valle-Incldn (1866—1936) a great novelist and
dramatist practically unknown outside Spain, from about 1g20
onward developed a style of dramatic writing that he called
esperpento (the grotesque or ridiculous), in which the world
is depicted as inhabited by tragicomic, almost mechani-
cally actuated marionettes. As Valle-Inclin explained it, the
artist can see the world from three different positions. He can
. look upward, as if on his knees before it, and present an
idealized, reverent picture of reality; he can confront it stand-
t ing on the same level, which will lead to a realistic ap-
s proach; or he can see the world from above—and from this

dlstant vantage point. if w111 appear ndlculous and absurd
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for it will be seen as through the eyes of a dead man who

e locks back on life. Valle-Inclan’s esperpentos, notably Las -
Galas del Defunto (The Gala of Death) and Los Cuernos de
Don Friolera { The Horns of Don Friolera), written about 1925,
are bitter caricatures of life in which deformed and ugly lovers .
are pursued by witless and ridiculous husbands while ‘the .
rules and mannerisms of society appear as mechanical and de-
humanized as machines gone mad and functioning in a void. !
Among the younger dramatists of the Absurd, Arrabal acknowl-
edges Valle-Inclan as an important influence on his work.

In a gentler and maore poetic mood, some of the plays of
Federico Garcfa Lorca clearly show the ‘influence of the French
Surrealists, Less well known and earlier than Lorca’s great
realistic tragedies, these include the charming short scenes of
Teatro Breve {Short Theatre, 1928), one of which, El Paseo
de Buster Keaton (Buster Keaton’s Walk), openly derives from
the American silent film (like Goll's Chaplinade); the pup-
pet play Retablillo de Don Cristobal (The Little Altar Piece
of Don Cristobal, 1931), with its charming brand of slap-
stick and outspokenness- derived from Andalusian folk enter-
tainment; the more intellectualized Surrealism of Asi que
Pasen Cinco Afios (So Pass Five Years, 1931), a legend of
fime, in a dream idiom; and the two scenmes from an un-
finished play EI Publico (The Public, 1933) that are very
near to the Theatre of the Absurd, especially the first, in which
2 Roman emperor is confronted with two nonbuman- char-
acters, one wholly covered i in vines, the other wholly covered
-in golden bells.

and Surrealism has been shght Gertrude Stein wrote a number’
of pieces she described as: “plays.. them are
short absiract prose. poerhs in which single sentences or short
paragraphs are labeled Act I, Act II, and so on. Even
a work like Four Saints in Three Acts, which has been
staged successfully as a ballet opera (with choreography by
.Frederick Ashton and music by Virgil Thomson), is essen-
tially an abstract prose poem on -which elements of “pure
theatre” can be imposed in a more or less arbitrary fashion,
‘When, toward the end of her life, Gertrude Stein wrote a play

i In the English-speaking theatre, the influence of Dadmsnh




i play revolves around the story of Me and Him,
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with a plot and dislogue, Yes Is for ¢ Very Young Man, it
tumned out to be a fascinating but essentially traditional piece
of work about the French Resistance and an American ex-
patriate lady’s unspoken affection for a young French Resist-
ance fighter, written in a mildly Steinian idiom.

In some ways, ¥, Scott E;;zggraldﬁvglayw The-V. egemble,
which was staged, ‘and failed dismally, in November 1922,
must be regarded as an_early example of the Theatre of th of the
Absurd, at least in its middle part, which gives a grotesque
‘nonsense version of life at the White House. But this satirical
sequence of scenes is laboriously miotivated in , the first act by
making the hero, Jerry Frost, drunk on -bootleg liquor so as
to jusiify the satire as an alcoholic nightmare; in the third
act the action is. equally laboriously” brought back to earth.
The Vegetable is an attempt to leave the naturalistic con-
vention, and fails by remaining firmly anchored within_it,

This pitfall has been brilliantly avoided imiE, i

him (1927), one of the most successful plays in the Surreahst

style, and far more integrated as an artistic whole than flhis
majority of the French Surrealist plays of the period. Here a
spiritual odyssey of a man and a woman is embedded in a
dreamlike sequence of fairground scenes and fantastic inci-
dents. Eric Bentley has given an ingenious interpretation of
the play as the fantasy of the heroine, Me, “who is lying under
an anaesthetic awaiting the birth of 2 child,”™ so that the
“a young
American couple and their quiest for reality.” The chorus of
weird sisters talking 2 nonsense language; the vaudeville scenes
of fairground barkers and soap-box salesmen; the skits on
gangster films, popular ballads, Americans in Europe, and
Moussolini’s Italy, all fit beautifully into this interpretation.
Bentley, however, also quotes Cummings’ dialogue between
the Author and the Public, in which the author says, “. . . so
far as you are concerned Tif¢’ is a verb of two voices, active,
to do, and passive, to dream. Others believe doing to be only
a kind of dreaming, Still others have discovered (in a mirror
surrounded with mirrors). something harder than silence but
softer than falling: the third voice of %ife’ which believes itself

and which eannot mean because it is.”77

This, surely, is a perfect statement of the philosophy of "

\
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the Theatre of the Absurd, in which the world is seen as a
hall of reflecting mirrors, and reality merges imperceptibly into
fantasy,

The Theatre of the Absurd is part of a rich and varied tradi-
tion. If there is anything really gew in it, it is the somewhat
unusual combination of different strands of yarious familiar
basic attitudes of m%ﬂte rary i 1y idiom, and, above all, the
“factthaetor the HIC e this approach has met with a wide
1esponse from a broadly based,. public. This is a actenggc
ot 50 much o heatre of the Absurd as of its epoch, |
Surrealism admlttedly lacked the qualities that would have
been needed to create a real Surrealist drama; but this may
have been due as much to the lack of a real need for such a
theatre on the part of the public as to a lack of interest or appli-
cation on the part of the writers concerned. They were ahead
of their time; now the time has caught up with the avant-
garde of the twenties and thirties, and the theatre ]arry and
Cummings created has found #ts public,




Chapter Seven

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ABSURD

When Nietzsche's Zarathustra descended from his moun-
tains to preach to mankind, he met a saintly hermit in the
forest. This old man invited him to stay in the wildemess rather
than go into the cities of men. When Zarathustra asked the
hermit how he passed his time in his solitude, he replied:

‘T make up songs and sing thém; and when I make up
songs I laugh, I weep, and I growl; thus do I praise God.

Zarathustra declined the old man’s offer and continued on
his journey:

But when he was alone, he spoke thus to his heart; “Can
it be possiblel This old saint in the forest has not yet heard
that God is deadl™ -

Zarathustra was first published in 1883. The number of

| people for whom Ged is deid has greatly increased since
\ Nietzsche's day, and mankind has leamed the bitter Jesson
g of the falseness and-evil nature of some of the cheap and vulgar
{ substitutes that have been set up to take His place. And so,
|‘; ; after two terrible wars, there are still many who are trying to
i'ﬂ ! come to terms with the implications of Zarathustra’s message,
\ searching for a way in which they can, with dignity, confront
ag%universe deprived of what was once its center and its living
A

rinciple, “lich has become disjointed, purposeless—absurd.

g
" The Theatre of the Absgd is.one gﬁ;bg&xpressions»ef this
B seaich. It Bravely fices up to the fact that for those to whom
l tha~world has lost its central explanation and meaning, it is .

no longer possible to accept art forms still based on the con-

urpose, a world deprived of a generally accepted integrating
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tinuation of standards and concepts that have lost their validity;
that is, the possibility of knowing the laws of conduct and ul-
timate values, as deducible from a fima foundation of re-
vealed certainty. about the purpose of man in the universe.

In expressing the tragic sense of loss at the disappearance

" of ultimate certainties the Theatre. of the Absurd, by a strange
paradoz, is also a symptom of what probably, comes nearest
to being a genuine religious quest'in our age: an effort, how-
over timid andtentafiv "to Jaugh, 1o weep—and to
grawi—if_not in_praise.of God {whose name, in Adamov’s
phrass, has for so long been degraded by usage that it has lost

l its meaning), at least in sear

an effort to ma-Eg 11"1‘&”11““%’
gonﬁijionﬁf&wﬁ{s@ in him again th
and primeval anguish, to shock

Ba§ betorie anioal, complacent, and deprived of the

a dignity that comes _of awareness. For God is dead, above afl,

to the masses who live from day to day and have lost all.con-
tact with the basic facts—and mystexies—of umap, condi-

N iaie et LT

o with which, in former times, they were kept in touch

- “through the living ritual of their religion, which made them

, parts of a real community and not just atoms in an atomized
society. : B ’ _

The Theatre of the Absurd forms part of the unceasing en-
deavor of the true artists of our time tg_breach this dead wall
of complagency and automatism and to re-establish an aware-
fess of man’s situation when confronted with the ultimate
reality of his condition. As such, the Theatre of the Abgurd
fulfills. 2 dual purpose and presents ce: with a two-
fold_absurdity. e | -

On the one hand, it castigates, satirically, the absurdity of
lives lived unaware and unconscious of ultimate reality. This~
is the feeling of the deadness and mechanical genselessness of
half-unconscious lives, the feeling 6f “human beings secreting
inhumanity,” which Camus describes in The M yth of Sisyphus:

In certain hours of lucidity, the mechanical aspect of their
gestures, their senseless pantomime, makes stupid every-

~ thing arocund them. A man speaking on the telephone behind
a glass partition—one cannot hear him but observes his friv-
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jal ‘gesturing, One asks oneself, why is he aliveP This

. malaise in front of man’s own ithumanity, this incalculable
letdown when faced with the image of what we are, this
“nausea,” as a contemporary writer calls it, also is the
Absurd.2 '

This is the experience that Ionesco expresses in plays like
The Bald Soprano or The Chairs, Adamoy in La Parodie,
“or N, F. Simpson in A Resounding Tinkle. 1t represents the
satirical, parodistic aspect of the Theatre.of .the Absurd, ifs..
social criticism, its pillorying of an inanthentic, petty society.
This may be the most easily accessible, and therefore most.
widely recognized, message of the Theatre of the Absurd,] but
it is far from being its most essential or most significant feature.
~ Béhind the satirical exposure of the absurdity of inauthen-
tic ways of life, the Theatre of the Absurd is facing up to

| a deeper layer of absurdity—the_ absurdity. of. the human con-

dition jtself in a world where the decline of religious belief has
- deprived man of certainties. When it is no longer possible to
accept simple and complete systems of values and revelations
of divine purpose, life must be faced in its ultimate, stark real-
_ity. That is why, in the analysis of the dramatists of the Absurd

in this book, we have always seen man stripped of the acciden-
tal circumstances of social position or historical context, con-
fronted with the basic choices, the basic situations of his
existencei man faced with time and therefore waiting, in Beck-
ett’s plays or Gelber’s, waiting between birth and death; man
running away from death, climbing higher and higher, in
Vian's play, or passively - sinking down toward death, in
Buzzati’s; man rebelling against death, confronting and ac-
cepting it, in Ionesco’s Tueur Sans Gages; man inextricably
entangled in a mirage of illusions, mirrors reflecting mirrors,
énd forever hiding ultimate reality, in the plays of Genet; man
trying to establish his position, or to break out into freedom,
only to find himself newly imprisoned, in the parables of
Manuel de Pédrolo; man trying to stake out a modest place for
himself in the cold and darkness that envelop him, in Pinter’s
plays; man vainly striving to grasp the moral law forever be-

yond. his comprehension, in Arrabal’s; man caught. in the in~

escapible dilemma that strenuous effort leads to the samie re-

e

-y

e
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sult as passive indolence—complete futility and ultimate death™
_in the earlier work of Adamov; man forever lonely, iminured
in the prison of his subjectivity, unable to reach his fellow
man, in the vast majority of these plays. ‘ _

" Concerned as it is with the ultimate realities of the humaﬂ
condition, the relatively few fundamental problems of life and

eath, isolation and communication, the Theatre of the Absurd,
however grotesque, frivolous, and irreverent it may appear,

represents a_return to the original, religious function ‘of, the

* . theatre—the confrontation of man with the spheres.of myth.and /

religious reality. Like ancient Greek tragedy and the medieval
mystery plays and baroque allegories, the Theatre of 'the

~Absurd is intent on making its audience aware of man’s pre-

carious and mysterious position’in the universe. o
~“The difference T merely that in ancient Greek tragedy—and
comedy—as well as in the medievdl mystery play and the
baroque auto sacramental, the ultimate realities concerned
were generally known and universally accepted metaphys-
ical systems, while the Theatre of the Absurd expresses the
absence of any such_gemerally accepted cosmic system of
values. Hence, much more modestly, | the Theatre of .the
Absurd .makes. no, pretense at explaining the ways of God
‘to_man. Tt can merely present, in anxiety or with derision,
an individual haman being’s intuition of the ultimate realities
as he experiences them; the fruits of one man’s descent into the
depths of his personality, his dreams, fantasies, and nightmares,/
While former attempts at confronting man with the ultimate
realities of his condition projected a coherent and generally ¥

- recognized version of the truth, the Theatve of the Absurd

merely communicates one poet’s most indmate, and_ personal

infuition of the human situation,. his own sense of being,, his
P R e - it e ot
_individual Vision of thEWrld, This Is the.suf

..... G

tter of th

ey

surd, and it determines its form, which must,

A Gfm‘ Erib)

- of necessity, féprese‘nt a convention of the stage basically

different from.the “realistic” theatre of gur time.

Aiﬁf Theatre of the Absurd is not concerned with convey-
ing information or presenting the problems or destinics of
characters that exist outside the author’s inner world, as it does

- not expound a thesis or debate ideological propositions, it is

not concerned with the representation of events, the narration
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| of the fate or the adventures of characters, but instead with the j presents a concretized poetic image the play’s ‘extension in '
presentation of .one individual’s basic situation. It'is a theatre, , tme js purely incidental. Expressing an intuition: mdepth o

1 of situation. as against a theatre of events in sequence, and - ¢ it should ideally be apprehended in a single moment, andOnl;r \

Theretore it uses a language based on patterns of conerete because it is physically impossible to present s0 complex an.

images rather than argument and discursive speech. And since | image in an instant does it have to be spread over a period.
‘it is trying to present a sense of being, it can neither investi- | of time. The formal structure of such a play is, "herefﬂl‘é,

| Eﬂ?,@.!!@l',,,sf?lve problems of conduct or morals. S mérgly a device to express a complex total fmage by unfolding -
it in a sequence of interacting elements. :

. |

‘Because the Theatre of the Absurd projects its author’s per- ' ‘

A sonal world, it Jacks objectively valid characters. It cannot ‘ The endeavor to commusicate a total sense of being is an
i show the clash of opposing temperaments or study higman 1‘; attempt to_present 2 truer picture of reality itself, reality as }

passions locked in conflict, and is therefore not dramatic in the L4 prehended individual: The Theatfe of the"Absurd is :
: gc;cépted sense of the term. Nor is it concerned with telling " the last link in a line of development -that 'started with

naturalism. Once the idealistic, Platonic belief in immutable

['a story in order fo communicate some moral or social lesson, ) _
j | as is the aim of Brecht’s narrative, “epid” theatre. The action | essences—ideal forms that it was the artist’s task to present in
I { ' in a play of the Theatre of the Absurd is not intended to tell T ! a purer state than they could ever be found in nature—had
Ik - ‘2 story but to communicate a pattern of poetic images. To i - foundered in the aftermath of the rise of the philosopby of
i, give bt one example: Things happen in Waiting for Godot, | Locke and Kant, which based reality on perception and the
but these happenings do not ‘constitute-a plot or story; they " inner structure of the human mind, art became mere imitation -
| are ’g;j'_ima‘ge of Beckett’s intuition that nothing really ever of external nature. Yet the imitation of surfaces was bound-to
1‘1 happens. in  man’s existence. The whole play is a complex ' prove unsatisfying and this inevitably led-to the mext step—

“Poetic image made up of a complicated pattern of subsidiary . the exploration of the reality of the mind. Ibsen and Strind-.

| images and themes, which are interwoven like the themes of
- a mugical composition, not, as in most-well-made plays, to pre- ]

-~ senf a line of development, but to. make in the spectators’ mind | minutely realistic stories and ended up with the vast multiple
-i‘ a total, complex-impression of a basic, and static, situation. In . ‘. structure of Finnegans Wake. The work of the dramatists of
| this, the Theatre of the Absurd is apalogous-to a Symbolist or” i the Absurd continues the same development. Each of these
\H ‘ 'Aamagist‘_pﬁem, which also,presents a pattern of im'argééx"‘ané -plays is an answer to the questions “How ddes thisr:indivi(‘iual
1‘“ “associations in a mutually interdependent structure. ‘ feel when confronted with the human siteation? What i the

berg exemplified that development during ﬂ1e'span_fof ‘thelr
own lifetime’s exploration of reality. James Joyce began with

While the Brechtian epic theatre tiies to widen the range } " basic mood in which he faces the world? What does it feel
: like to be him?” And the answer is a single, total, but-complex
and confradictory poetic image—one play—or a succession
of such images, complementing each other—the dramatist’s

euvre.

‘ ‘ '_"of drama by introducing narrative, epic elements, the Theatre
‘ “of the Absurd aims-at concentration and depth in an essen-

Hally Iyrical, poetic pattern. Of course, dramatic, narrative, and

i Iyrical elements are present in all drama. Brecht’s own theatre, L Co : - Ly
like Shakespeare’s, contains lyrical inserts in'the form of songs; Kny really fundamental analysis of reality as perceived by
i even at their most didactic, Ibsen and Shaw are rich in purely man léads to the recognition that any attempt at communi-
‘ : : The Theatre of the Absurd, however, in "~ cating what we perceive and feel consists of the dissection

. poétic mpements, . . :
abandoning psychology, subtlety of characterization, and plot. of a momentary, simultaneous infuition of a complex of per-
' into a sequence of atomized concepts structured in

| in the conventional sense, gives the poetical element an in-{ '} ceptions
linear 5. ~ tme within a sentence, or a sequence of sentences. To convert

our perception into. conceptual terms, into logical thought =_a.nd

"‘comparébly'g'reatei' emphasis,” While the play with a
| plot describes a development in time, in'a dramatic form that
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language, we perform an operation analogous to the scanner
that analyzes the picture in a television camera ‘into rows of
single impulses:{THe poetic image, with its ambiguity and its
t simultaneous evocation of multiple elements. of sense associa-
tions, is one of the methods by which we ean, however imper-

¢ fectly, communicate the reality of our intuition of the world. |

" The highly eccentric German philosopher Ludwig Klagés
—who is almost totally unknown, and quite unjustly so, in the

English-speaking world—formulated a psychology of percep-" :

tion based on the recognition that our senses present ug'with

~ images (Bilder) built up of a multitude of simultaneous im-
pressions that are subsequently analyzed and disintegrated in
the process of translation into conceptual thinking. For Klages,
this is part of the insidious action of critical intellect upon-the
creative element of the mind—his philosophical magnum opus
is called Der Geist als Widersacher der Seele (The Intellect
as Antagonist of the Soul)—but however misguided his at-
tempt to turn this opposition into a cosmic battle between the
creative and the analytical may have been, the basic idea that
conceptual and diseursive thought impoverishes the ineffable
fullness of the perceived image remains valid, at least as an
illustration of the problem of what it is that is being com.-
municated in poetic imagery. '

- And it js in this striving to cormmunicate a basic and as yet
jundissolved totality .of perception, an intuition of being, that
we can find a key to the devaluation and. disintegration of lan-
guage in the Theatre of the;Absurd. For if it is the translation
of the total intuition of béing into the logical and temporal
sequence of conceptual thought that deprives it of its pristine
complexity and poetic truth, it is understandable that the art-
L ist should try to find ways to circumyent, thig.influence of dis-
Lursive speech and logic, Here Jies the chief difference between
poetry and prose: FPoeify is ambiguous and associative, striv-
ing to approximate the wholly unconceptusal language of mu-
sic. The Theatze.of the Absurd, in.carrying the same poetic
endeavor into the concrete imagery of the stage, can go furthex

than pure poetry in dispensing with lo ic,.disqirsive thonght,
and Janeuagé "The stage is a multidimensional medium; it al-
ows the simultaneous-use of visual elements, movement, light,
and language, It is, therefore, particularly suited to the com?

E

1
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‘munication of complex images consisting of the contrapuntal
interaction of all these elements. : :
In the “literary” theatre, language remains the predominant
component. In the antiliterary theatre of the circus or the
music hall, language is reduced fo a very subordinate role. The
Theatre of the Absurd has regained the freedem of using lan-
guage as merely one—sometimes dominant, sometimes sub-
-merged—component of its multidimensional poetic imagery.
" By putting the language of a scene in contrast to the action,™.
by reducing it .to meaningless’ patter, or by abandoning dis-
«-¥ cursive logic for the. poetic_logic.of association or assonance,
" the Theatre of the Absurd has opened up a new dimension of
the stage. . eneaup a)
':\ " “In it deyaluation of languageythe Theatre of the Absurd is
\in tune with the trend of our time. As George Steiner has
pointed out in two radio 5 entitled The Retregt from the
Word, the devaluation of language is characteristic not only
of the development of contemporary poetry or philosophical
~ thought but, even more, of modern mathematics and the nat-
ural sciences. “It is no paradox to assert,” Steiner says, “that
much: of reality now begins outside language?® . . . Large
areas of meaningful experience now belong to non-verbal lan-
) ‘Ws, Tormulae, and logical symbolism.
Others belong to ‘anti-languages’ such as the practice of non-

/ objective art or atonal music. The world of the word has

shrunk.” Moreover, the abandonment of language as the best
instrument of notation in the spheres of mathematics and sym-
bolic logic goes hand in hand with a marked reduction in
the popular belief in its practical usefulness. Language ap-
pears more and more as being in contradiction o reality, Theé
‘trends of .thought that have the greatest influence on contem-
.porary popular thinking all show this tendency. :
...Take the case of Marxism. Here a distinction is made be-
‘tween apparent social relations and the social reality behind
them. Objectively, an employer is seen as an exploiter, and
therefore an enemy, of the working class. If an employer there-
fore says to a worker; “T have sympathy with your point of
view,” he may himself believe what he is saying, but ob-
jectively his words are meaningless, However much he asserts
- ‘hig sympathy for the worker, he remains his enemy. Language
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here belongs to the realm of the purely subjective, and is thus
devoid of objective reality. -

The same applies to modern depth psychology and psycho-
analysis. Fvery child today knows that there is a vast ¥ap be-
tween what is consciously thought and asserted and the psy-
chological reality behind the words spoken, A son who tells his
father that he loves and respects him is objectively bound to
be, in fact, filled with the deepest Oedipal hatred of his father.
He may not know it, but he means the opposite of what he
says. And the subconscicus has a higher content of; reahty
than the conscious utterance.

" The relativization, devaluation, and criticism of language

are also the prevailing frends in qgm_mg_h_slgggpb% as
exemplified by Wittgenstein’s convigtiop, in the last phase of
his thinking, that the philosopher.mu, mumoc_leavor to disentangle

thought from the conve;;xgqgsmaggdﬁgﬁés g‘ﬁ_,kg,;, mmar, which.

“have been nustgrc'é;i for the riles of logic, “A picture held us

caphive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our

. language, and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.

. + . Where does ewr investigation get its importance from,
‘since it seems only to destroy everything interesting; that is,
all that is great and important? {As it were, all the buildings,
‘leaving behind only bits-of stone and rubble.} What we are
destroying is nothing but houses of cards, and we are clear-

" ing up the ground of langaage on which they stand.”® By

a shiict criticism of Janguage, Wittgenstein’s followers have de-
clared large categories of statéments to be devoid of objective
meaning. Wittgenstein’s wqrd gapres” have much in com-,

mon with the Theatre of the Absurd. , s
But even more significant than these tendencies in Marxist,
psychological, and philosophical thinking is the trend of the
times in the workaday world of the man in the street. Exposed
to the incessant, and inexorably loquacious, onslaught of the
mass media, the press, and advertising, the man street
becomes more and more skeptmal towa.rd the language hepy;
‘ HE tiizens OF torattafian countries know full

well ﬁat most of what they aret told is double-talk, devoid of

real meaning, They become adept at read‘ivﬁmgmen the lines;

that is, at guessing at the reality the language conceals rather N

than reveals, In the West, euphemisms and circumlocutions

e )
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£ the press or resound from the pulpits. And advertising, by
its constant use of superlatives, has succeeded in d vaﬁmg
language to a point where it is a generally accepted axiom that
most of the words one sees displayed on hillboards or in the
colored pages of magazine advertising are as meaningless as
the jingles of television commercials. A yawning gulf has
opened between language and reality.

Apart from the_general-devaluation of language in the flood
of. mass communications, the Mgéggg@gg_ﬂg&gj_gf_ghas
made the exchange of ideas on an_increasing number of sub-
]ects 1mposs le between™ thembers of different spheres of life
which have each developed its own specmhzed jargon. As
Jonesco says, in summarizing and enlarging on, the views of
Antonin Artaud;

m our knowledge becomes separated from life, our cul-
ture no longer contains ourselves (or only an insignificant
part of ourselves), for'it forms a “social” context into which
we are not integrated. So the problem becomes that of
bringing our life back into contact with our culture, mak-
.~ ing it a living culture once again. To achieve this, we shall
first have to k1II “the respect for what is written down_in
black and white® '“to"break up our language so that. it
can be it together again in order to re-establish contact
with “the absolute,” or, as I should prefer to say, “with -
_multiple reality”; it is imperative to “push human heings
again toward seeing themsclves as they really are.”® 3

ication. between. human beings is.so
tate_of breakdown in the Theatre of the
y a satirical magnification of the existing

That_is why com
often shown ina
Absu:d It is mer

" state of affairs, Language has run riot in an age of mass com-

mumcatlon It Muced to its proper function—the ex-
pression of aythentic content rather than its concealment. But

: ﬂus will be possible only if man’s reverence toward tho. spoken )

or written word as a means‘of communication is. restored, and
the ossified clichés that dominate thonght (as they do in the

" limericks of Edward Lear or the world of Humpty Dumpty)
‘are replaced by a living language that serves it. And this, in

turn, can be achieved only if the limitations of logic and dis--
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cursive language are recognized and respected, and the uses of
poetic language acknowledged. .

-~ The means by which the dramatists of the Absurd express
their critique—largely instinctive and unintended—of our disin-
tegrating gqénociety are based on suddenly confronting their

'\ andiences with a grotesquely heightened and distorted picture
. owm&wmﬁ“,ﬁgm- This is a shock therapy that

_achievés what Brechts docirine of the “alichation.effect” pos-

THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD

e In theory But failed to achieve in practice—the in-
hibition of the andience’s identification with the characters on.

fhe stage (which is the age-old and highly effective method
of the traditional theatre) and its replacement by a détached,
critical attitude. _ b ;

If wo identify ourselves with the main character in a play,
we automatically accept his point of view, sece the world in
which he moves with his eyes, feel his emotions. From the
standpoint of a didactic, Socialist theatre, Brecht argued that
this time-honored psychological link between the actor and the
audience must be broken, How could an audience be made to
see the actions of the characters in a play critically if they were
made to adopt their points of view? Hence Brecht, in his Marx-
ist period, tried to introduce a number of devices designed to
break this spell. Yet he never completely succeeded in achiev-
ing his aim. The audience, in spite of the introduction of songs,
slogans, nonrepresentational décor, and other inhibiting de-
vices, continues to identify with Brecht’s brilliantly drawn char-
acters and therefore often terids to miss the critical attitude
Brecht wanted it to assume toward them. The old magic of the
theatre is too strong; the pull toward identification, which
springs from a basic psychological characteristic of human na-
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tion and their nature, the less human the characters become, ,
the more difficult it is to becarried away into seeing the world

- .from theéir point of view. Characters with whom the audience

fails to identify are inevitably comic. If we identified with the
figure of farce who loses his trousers, we should feel em-
barrassment and shame. If, however, our tendency to iden-
tify has been inhibited by making such a character grotesque,
we laugh at his predicament. We see what happens to
him from the outside, rathér than from his own point of
view. As the incomprehensibility of the motives, and the
often unexplained and mysterious nature of the characters’ ac-
tions in the Theatre of the-Absurd effectively prevent identifi-

cation, such theatre is a comic theatre in spite of the fact that

‘its subject matter is somber, violent, and bitter. That is why the
Theatre of the Absurd transcends.the. categories.of. comedy

| and tragedy and combines langhter. with-horror. -

.........

But, by its very. nature, it canmot provoke the. thoughtful
attitude of detached social criticism that was Brecht’s objec-
tive. It does not present its audience with sets of social facts
and examples of political behavior. It presents the audience
with a picture of a disintegrating world that has lost its um'fying\
principle, its meaning, and its purpose—an absurd universe.

" What is the audience to make of this bewildering confronta-

tion with a truly alienated world that, having lost its rational
principle, has in the true sense of the word gone mad?

Here we are face to face with the central problem of the
effect, the aesthetic efficacy and validity, of the Theatre of the
Abswrd. It is an empirical fact that, in deflance of most of
the accepted rules of drama, the best examples of the Theatre

of the Absurd are effective as theatre—the convention of the;

Absurd works. But .whg does it work? To some extent, the
éondemn her for her acceptance of war as a business, which answer has been given in the foregoing account of the nature
inevitably leads to the loss of her children. The finer the char- of comic and farcical effects. The misfortunes of characters
acterization of a human being on the stage, the more inevita-  { ‘we.yiew with a cold, critical, unidentified eye are funny. Stipid
ble is this process of identification. : characters who act T Ed Ways have always been the butt of

4 In the Theatre of the_ Absurd, on the other hand, the derisive laughter in the circus, the music hall, and the theatre.
{ audisics & eorfionted.with characters whose motives and ac- But such. comic characters usually appeared in a rational
b ﬁgng}gﬁl;n :i;ngelg incomprehensible. With such characters . § * framework, and were set off by positive characters with whom
| {it is almost impossible to identify; the more mysterious their ac- ' f  the audience could identify. In the Theatre of the Absurd, the

ture, is overwhelming, If we see Mother Courage weep for her
‘son, we cannot resist feeling her sorrow and therefore fail to

e R R e e S
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whole of the action is mysterious, unmohvated and at ﬁrst
sight nonsensical and mad.

The alienation effect in the Brechtian theatre is mtended
to activate the audience’s critical, intellectual attitude. The
Theatre of the Absurd speaks to a deeper level of the audi-
ence’s mind. It activates psychological forces, releases and lib-
erates hidden fears and repressed aggressions, and, above all,
by confronting the audience with a picture of disintegration, it
sets in motion an active process of integrative forces in the

mind of each individual spectator. Ea
As Eva Metman says in her remarkable essay on Beckett:

In times of religious containment, [dramatic ‘art] has’

shown man as protected, guided, and sometimes punished
by [archetypal] powers, but in other epochs.it has shown
the visible tangible world, in which man fulfills his destiny,
ag permeated by the demonic essences of his invisible and in-
tangible being: In conterporary drama, a new, third orienta-
tion is crystallizing in which man is shown not in a world
into which the divine or demonic powers are projected
but alone with them. This new form of drama forces
the audience out of its familiar orientation: It creates a
vacuum between the play and the audience so that the
latter is compelled to experience something itself, be it a
reawakening of the awareness of archetypal powers or a
reorientation of the ego, or both, . . .7

One need not be a Jungian of use Jungian categories to see
. the force of this diagnosis, !ﬁuman beings who in their daily

lives confront a world that has split up into a series of dis-

{ connected fragments and lost its purpose, but who are no
i longer aware of this state of affairs and its disintegrating effect
; on their personalities, are brought face to face with a height-
i ened representation’ of this schizophrenic wmiverse)“The vaco-
{ yum between what is shown on the stage and-
become so unbearable that the latter has no altemative but
either to reject and turn away or to be drawn into the enigma -

e onlooker has

of the plays in which nothing reminds him of any of his pur-
poses in and reactions to the world around him.”® Once drawn

into the mystery of the play, the spectator is compelled to -
come to terms with his experience. The stage sitpplies him with'
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apumber of disjointed clues that he has to fit into a meaningful
pattem. In this manner, he is forced to make a creative effort

- .of his own, an effort at interpretation and integration. The

time has been made to appear out of joint; the audience of
the Theatre of the Absurd is being compelled to set it right,
or; rather, by being made to see that the world has become
absurd, in acknowledging that fact takes the first sl:ep 1n com;
ing to terms with reality. (‘4 ~ehoamal Ao - of Ve wfferi ;’
The .madness of the times lies. precisely in the existence, -
side by side; of a large number of unreconciled: beliefs and |
attitudes—conventional morality, for example, on the one hand,’
and the values of advertising on the other; the conflicting
claims of science and religion; or the loudly proclaimed striv-
ing of all sections for the general interest when in fact each
is pursuing very narrow and selfish particular ends..On each
page of his newspaper, the man in the street is confronted with
a different and contradictory pattern of values. No- wonder
that'thé art of such.an era shows a marked resemblance to the

. symptoms of schizophrenia. But it is not, as Jung has pointed

out in an essay on Joyce's Ulysses, the artist who is

"schizophrenic: “The -medical - description of schizophrenia

offers.only an analogy, in that the schizophrenic has apparently

~ the same tendency to treat reality as if it were strange to him,

or; the. other way around, to estrange himself from reallty

"In the modem artist, this tendency is. not produced. by .any

disease in the individual but is a manifestation of our time.”?
The challenge to make sense out of what appears as a sense-,
Iess and fragmented action, the recognition, that the fact that *
the modern world has lost i “uﬁﬁf;prmmple is the source
of jts bewilde; d ing quality, is therefore more

than a mere intellectual ex: ; it hadfa %Eerageutlc eHect)

In Greek tragedy, the spectators were made aware of man’s
forlorn but heroic stand against the inexorable forces of fate
and the will of the gods—and this had a cathartic effect upon
them and made them better able to face their time. In the:
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face of enphemisms.and.aptimistic. llysions. And this, in turn,

. results in the liberating effect of anxicties overcome by being,
;| formulated. This is the nature of all the gallows humor and
. humour noi-of world literature; of which the Theatre of the
Absurd is the latest example. It is the unease caused by the
presence of illusions that are obviously out of tune with reality
that is dissolved and discharged through liberating lauchter
at the recognition of the fundamental absurdity.of theamiverse.

The Ereater the gifdtétes and the temptation to indulge in

illusions, the more beneficial is this therapeutic effect—hence -.

the success of Waiting for Godot at San Quentin. It was a
relief for the conviets to be made to recognize in the tragicomic .
“situation of the tramps the hopelessness of their own waiting
for a miracle, They were enabled to-langh at the tramps—and
at.themselves, : ' : : :

As the reality with which the Theatre of the Absurd is
concerned is a psychological reality expressed in images that
are the outward projection of states of mind, féars, dreams,
nightmares; and conflicts within the personality of the author,
the dramatic: tension produted by this kind of play differs.
fundamentally from the suspemse created in a theatre eon-
cerned mainly with the revelation of -cbjective characters
through the wnfolding of a narrative plot. The pattern of ex-
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le Bon Dieu (Lucifer and the Lord), and Caliguls allow the
audience to take home an intellectually formulated philosophi-
cal lesson. , . .
_The Theatre of the Absurd, however, which proceeds not
by intellectual concepts but by postic images; neither poses |
an. intellectual problem in its exposition nor provides any "
clear-cut solution that would be reducible to a lesson or an
apothegm. Many of the plays of the Theatre of the Absurd have
a circular structure, ending exactly as they began; others pro-
gress merely by a growing intensification of the initial situation.
And as-the Theatre of the Absurd rejects the idea that it is pos-
gible-to motivate all human behavior; or that human character
is based on an immutable essence, it is impossible for it to base
its effect on. the suspensé that in other dramatic conventions
springs from awaiting the solution of a dramatic. equation
based on the working out of 2 problem involving clearly defined.
quantities introduced in the opening scenes. In most dramatic
conventions, the andience is constantly asking itself the ques-
tion “What is going to happen next?” .. . '

e

+ {'In the Theatre of the Absurd, the audience is Qﬁ;zﬁontéd

with actions that lack apparent motivation, characters that are

iri‘constant flux, and often happenings that are clearly outside
__the realm of rational experience, Here, tod, the audience can

ask, “What is going to happett next?” But then anything may

position, conflict; and final solution mirrors a view of the world, J‘

. in which solutions are possible, a view based on a recognizable “f" ;
and generdlly BcGepted pattern of an objective reality that can 'Tf{gj‘ﬂ:g

be apprebended so that the purppse of man’s existence and the g; :
- rules of conduct it entails can be deduced from it.. ' B
“This is true even of the lightest type of drawing-room com-
edy, in which the action proceeds on a deliberately restricted
view. of the world—that the sole purpose of the characters in-
volved is for each boy to get his girl. And even in the darkest

bappen next, so that the answer to this question cannot be
worked out according to the rules of ordinary probability based
on motives and charagterizations that will remain constant
throughout the play.fg; relevant question here is not so much®
what is going to happen next but what is happening? “What |
does the action of the play represent§” o

_ This constitutes a different, but by no means less valid, kind

of drs suspenseinstead of being provided with a solu-

pessimistic tragedies of the naturalistic or Expressionist thea-
tres, the final curtain enables the audience to go home with'a
formulated message or philosophy in their minds: the solu-

tion may have been a sad one, but it was a rationally formulated -

conclusion nevertheless. This, as I pointed out in the intro-

tion, the spectator is challenged 0 Tormulate the questions that
he will have to ask if he wants to Approach fhe meaning of the
play. The total action of the play, instead of proceeding from
Point A to Point B, as in other dramatic conventions, gradu-
ally builds up the complex pattern of .the poetic image {*11.515{F

duction, applics even to the theatre of Sartre and Camus, f  theplay expresses. The spectator’s suspense consists in wait-
: ing for the gradnal completion of this pattern which will
* engble him to see the image as 2 whole. And only when that

which is based:on a philosophy of the absurdity of human ex-

| istence. Even plays like Huis Clos (No Exit}), Le Diable et "
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image is assembled—after the final curtain—can he begin to
explore, not so much its meaning as its structure, texture,
and impact, '

- Tt is certainly arguable that this new kind of suspense rep-
resents a higher level of dramatic tension and evokes a more
satisfying, because more challenging, aesthetic experience in
the audience. Of course, the poetic. gualities of great drama,
of Shakespeare, Ibsen, and Chekhov, have always provided. the
audience with a deeply complex pattern of poetic association

and significance; however simple the motivations may appéar.

to be on the surface, the profound intuition with which the
characters are drawn, the multiple planes on which the action
proceeds, the complex guality of traly poetic language. com-
bine in 2 pattern that transcends any atterpt at a simple and
rational apprehension of the action or its solution. The-sus-
pense in a play like Hamlet or The Three Sisters does not
lie in an anxious expectation of how these plays will end. Their
eternal freshness and power lie in the inexhaustible quality of
the poetic and infinitely ambiguous image of the human con-
dition they present. In a play like Hamlef, we do indeed ask,
“What is happening?” And the answer. clearly. is that it is.not
just a dynastic conflict or 2 series' of murders and sword fights,
WWe .are .confronted with .a - projection. of ‘a psychological re-
ality and with human archetypes shrouded in perpetual mys-
tery. o o

This is the element the Theatre of the Absurd (without
making any claim at reaching-the heights the greatest drama-
tists have attained with intuition and ‘the richness of their
creative capacity) has tried to make ‘the core of its dramatic
convention. I Ionesco, in secking to trace the tradition to which
he belongs, singles out the scenes of Richard II's loneliness and
degradation, it is because they are such poetic images of the
human condition: ' S

All men die in solitude; all values are degraded in a _sté.te
of misery: that is what Shakespeare tells me. . . . Perhaps

Shakespeare wanted to relate the story of Richard II: if he
“had narrated merely that, the story of another human
being, it would not have moved me, But Richard IT’s prison
is not.a truth that has been overtaken by the flow of history,
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Its invisible walls still stand, while so many philosophies, so
many ideologies have crumbled forever. All this endures
. because this langnage is the language of living evidence, and
not that of discursive and demonstrative thought. It is the
theatre which provides this eternal and living presencs; it
corresponds, without doubt, to the essential structure of the
tragic truth, of -stage reality, . . . This is a matter of
archetypes of the thestre, of the essence of the theatre, of
the language of the theatre1° . '

It is this language of stage_imég_es that embody a truth beyond

the power of miets discursive thought which the Theatre of the
Absurd places at the center of its endeavor to build & new
dramatic conventon, subordinating all other elements of stage-
craft to it.

But if the Theatre of the Absurd concentrates on the power

of stage imagery, on the projection of visions of the world
dredged up from the depth of the subconscious; if it neglects

 the rationally measurable ingredients of the theatre—the highly

polished carpentry of plot and counterplot of the well-made
play, the imitation of reality which can be measured against
reality itself, the clever motivation of character—how can it
be judged by rational analysis, how can it be subjected to

- griticism’ by objectively valid standards? If it is a purely sub-

jective expression of its author’s vision and emotion, how can

the public distinguish the genuine, deeply felt work of art

from mere impostures? . :
.-These are the old questions that have been asked about each
phase in the development of modern art and literature. That
they are questions of real relevance is clear to anyone who has
seen the bewildered attempts of professional critics to come to
terms with works in any of these new conventions—the art crit-
ics who miss. the quality of “classical beauty” in. Picasso’s grim-~
mer pictures, as well as the drama critics who dismiss Ionesco
or Beckett because their characters lack verisimilitude or trans-
gress the rules of polite behavior that are to be expected in

_ drawing-room comedy. o
. But all art is subjective, and the standards against which the :

critics measure success or failure are always worked out &
posterior from an analysis of accepted and empirically ‘suc-
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cessful works. In the case of a phenomenon like the Theatre
of the Absurd, which is the outcome not of the conscious pur-
suit of a collectively worked-out program or theory (as the
Romantic movement was, for example} but of an unpremedi-
tated response by a number of independent authors to tend-
encies inherent in the general movement of thought in a
period of transition, we have to analyze the works themselves
and find the tendencies and modes of thought they express,
in order to gain a picture of their artistic purpose. And once
we have gained a clear idea of their general tendency and aim;.
we-can arive at & perfectly velid judgment of how they meas-
ure up to what they have set out to do. =

g If in the course of this book, therefore,] {we have estabhshed
that the Theatre of the Absurd is concerned essentially with
the evocation of concrete poetic images designed to communi-
cate to the andience the sense of perplexity that their authors
 fee! when confronted with the human condition, | we must
: judge the success or failure of these works by tlié"degree to
' which they suceceed in communicating this mixture of poetry
% ' and-grotesque, tragicomic horrorf And this in turn will depend
“on the quality and power of the poetlc images evoked.

How can we assess the quality of a poetic image or & com—'
plex pattern of such images? Of course, as in the criticism of
poetry, there will always be a subjective element of taste or
personal - responsiveness to certain associations, but on the
whole it is possible to apply objective standards. gﬁ‘hese stand-
ards are based on such elements as suggestive poj"v'w'rer, ongmal—
ity of invention, and the psychological6Tith of the i 1mages
concerned; o1 their depth and Ve T 6h The ¢ degree
of skill with which they are translated into stage terms,
superiority of complex images like the tramps waiting for
Godot, or the proliferation of chairs in Ionesco’s masterpiece,
over some of the more childish pranks of the early Dadaist
i  theatre ig as evident as the superiority of Eliot’s:Four Quartets

over the doggerel on a Christmas card, and for the same- self-
evident and purely objective reasoms—higher complexity;
‘ greater depth, more brilliant and sustained invention, and in-
finitely greater craftsmanship. Adamov himself rightly puts a
play like Le Professeur Taranne above a play on a similar sub-
ject like Les Retrouvailles because the former sprang from a
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genuine dream image while the latter was artificially con-
rived. The criterion here ig thai.of psychelpgical truth and

even if we did not have th authors own evidence, we could

" deduce the greater psychological truth, and hence the greaber

validity, of Le Professeur Taranne from an analysis of its
imagery. It is clearly more organic, less symmetrical and less
mechanically constructed, far more intense and coherent than
the imagery of the later play.

Touchstones of judgment such as these—depth, originality ™,
of invention, psychological truth—may not perhaps be re-
ducible to quantitative texms, but they are no less objective
that the same criteria applied to making the distinction be-
tween Rembrandt or a mannerist painting, -or- between a
poem of Pope’s and one of Settle’s.

" Valid criteria certainly exist to assess the success of works
within the category of the Theatre of the Absurd. It is mare’
difficult to place the best works in this convention into a gen-
eral hierarchy of dramatic art as a 'whale, but this, in any case,

. -is--an.impossible task. Is Raphael a greater painter than

Brueghel, Miré a greater painter than MurilloP While it is
clearly futile to argue, as is so often done in discussing abstract
painting’ or the works of the Theatre of the Absurd, whether

__such apparently effortless products of the imagination deserve

the title of works of art simply because they lack the sheer

- effort and ingenuity that go into a group portrait or a well-

made play, it is worthwhile to refute some of these popular
misconceptions,

- It is not true that it is mﬁmtely more difficult to construct a
rational plot than to summon up the irrational imagery of a
play of the Theatre of the Absurd, just as it is quite untrue
that any child could draw as well as Klee or Picasso, There is
an 1mmense difference between artistically and dramatically

nonsense and jJust nonsense.” Anyone Who Ids seriously
tried to write nonsense verse or to devise a nonsense play will

"confirm the truth of this assertion. In constructing a realistic

plot, as in painting from a model, there is always reality itself

~.and- the writer’s own experience and observation to fall back
.on—characters one has known, events one has witnessed.

Wiiting in a medium in which there is complete freedom of

. - invention, on the other hand, requires the ability to create
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images and situations that have no counterpart in nature while,
at the same time, establishing a world of its own, with its own
inherent logic and consistency, which will be instantly accept-
able to the audience. Mere combinations of incongruities
produce mere banality. Anyone attempting to work in this
medinm simply by writing down what comes into his mind
will find that the supposed flights of spontaneous invention
have never left the ground, that they consist of incoherent
fragments of reality that have not been transposed-into a valid

imaginative: whole, Unsuccessful examples of the Theatre of .
‘the Absurd, like unsuccessful abstract painting, are usually
.characterized by the transparent way in which they still bear,

sthe mark of the fragments of reality from which they are matle
‘up They have not undergone that sea change through which
the merely negative quality of lack of logic or verisimilitude
is transmuted into the positive quality of a new world that
makes imaginative sense in its own right.

Here we have one of the real hallmarks of excellence in the
Theatre of the Absurd. Only when its invention springs from
deep layers of profoundly experienced emotion, only when it
mirrors real obsessions, dreams, and valid images in the sub-
conscious mind of its author, will such a work of art have

- that quality of truth, of instantly recognized general, as dis-

tinct from merely private, validity that distinguishes the vision
of a poet from the delusions of the mentally afflicted, This
quality of depth and 1 ision is instantly recognizable
ahd eyond trickery. No degree of technical accomplishment
and mere.cleverness can here, as in the sphere of representa-
tional art or drama, cover up the poverty of the inner core of
the work in question.

To write a well-made problem play or a witty comedy of
mannérs may therefore be more laborious or require a higher
degree of ingenuity or intelligence. On the other hand, to in-
vent a generally valid poetic image of the human. condition
requires’ unusyal depth of feeling and intensity of emotion,
and a far higher degree of genuinely greative vision—in- shert,
Tpwatlon, It 15 a widespread but vulgar fallacy that bases
a hierarchy of artistic achievement on the mere difficulty or
labotiousness of the process of composition. If it were not
futile from the outset to argue in terms of position on-a scale
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of values, such a scale could be based only on the quality,

“the universal validity, the depth of vision and insight of the

work itself, whether or not it was produced in decades of

 patient plodding or in a flash-of inspiration,

The criteria. of achievement in the Theatre of the Absurd
_are not only the guality of invention, the complexity of the
‘poetic images evoked, and the skill with which they are com-
bined and sustained but also, and even more essentially, the
realzt “pdmtmtkweﬁ-themwsmnwthese-amage@embedy For all

freedom of invention and spontaneity, the Theatre of the
Absurd is concerned with communicating an experience of
béing, and in doing so it is trying to be uncompromisingly

honest and fearless in exposing the reality of the human condi-
fioR ' =

. This is the consideration from which it is possible to
resolve the controversy between the “realistic” theatre and the
Theatre of the Absurd. Kenneth Tynan rightly argued in his
debate with Ionesco that he expected what an artist communi-
-cated to be- true. Bul Ionesco, in asserting that he was con-

-cemed with communicating his personal vision, in no way
- contradicted Tynan’s postulate. Ionesco also strives to tell the
~-truth—the truth about his intuition of the human condition.
-The truthful exploration of a psychological, inner reality is in

no way less true than the exploration of an cutward obijective
reality. Indeed, the reality of visicn is more immediate and

- nearer to the core of experience than any description-of an

cbjective reality. Is a painting of a smflower by van Gogh
less real, less objectively true, than a picture of a sunflower
in a textbook of botany? In some senses, perhaps, but certainly
not in others, And the van Gogh painting will have a higher

- level of truth and reality than any scientific illustration, even

if van Gogh'’s sunflower has the wrong number of petals.
' Realities of vision and perception are as real as quantita-
tively verifiable external realities. There is no real contradje-

‘Hon between what claims to be a theatre of objective reality
-and a theatre of iub}echve reahw Both are equally realistic—
but concerned wi erent aspects of reality in its vast com-

, plexity.

This also disposes of the apparent conflict between an

“jdeological, politically oriented theatre and the seemingly
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apolitical, anti-ideological Theatre of the Absurd. A piéce @
these on, say, as important a subject as capital punishment
will try to present a set of arguments and circumstances to
illustrate its case, If the circumstances presented are frue, the
play will be convincing. If they are obviously biased and
manipulated, it will fail. But the test of the truth of the play
must lie ultimately in its ability to communicate the truth of
the experience of the characters involved. And here the test of
sts truth and realism will ultimately coincide with its nner
reality. However correct the statistics and descriptive detailsof .
the play may be, its dramatic truth will depend on the author’s
ability to convey the victim’s fear of death, the human reality
of his predicament. And here, too, the test of truth will lie"in
the creative ability, the poetic imagination of the author. And
this is precisely the criterion by which we can judge the truth
of the wholly subjective creations of a theatre not concerned
with social realities, !

The contradiction does not lie between realistic. and un-
realistic, objective and subjective, theatre but merely between
.poetic vision, poetic truth, and imaginative reality on the
' one hand, and arid, mechanical, lifeless, poetically untrue writ-
ing on the other, A piéce d these written by a great poet like
.Brecht Is as true as an exploration of private nightmares like
Tonesco’s The Chairs. And paradoxically some plays by Brecht
in which the poet’s truth bas proved stronger than the thesis
may be politically less effective than that very play by Ionesco,
which does attack the absirdities of polite society and
bgurgeois conversation.
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beings, that the decling of religion has left as.a deeply felt
deficiency in our civilization, We possess at least an approxima-
‘tion to a coherent philosophy in the- scientific method, but we
lack the means to make it a living reality, an experienced focus
of men’s lives, That is why the theatre, a place where men
..congregate to experience poetic or artistic insights, has in
-many ways assumed the function of a substitute church, Hence
the immense importance placed upon the theatre by totalitar-
dan creeds, which are fully aware of the need to make their
doctrines a living, experienced reality to their followers.
- The Theatre of the Absurd, paradoxical though this may
appear at fivst sight, can be seen as dn attempt to communi-

" pate the metaphysical experience behind the scientific attitude

and, at the same time, to supplement it by rounding off the

partial view of the world it presents, and integrating it in a

wider vision of the world and its mystery. . '

- For if the Theatre of the Absurd presents the world as

- senseless and lacking a unifying prineiple, it does so merely in -

the terms of those philosophies that start from the idea that
human thought ean reduce the totality of the universe to a
complete, unified, coherent system, It is only from the peint of

-view of those who-cannot bear a world where it is impossible

1o kmow why it was created, what part man has been assigned

in’it, and what constitutes right actions and wrong actions

t!iat a picture of the universe lacking all these clear-cut defini-
tions appears deprived of sense and sanity, and tragically ab-

_surd. The modern scientific attitude, however, rejects the pos-

tulate of a wholly coherent and simplified explanation that

- must account for all the phenomena; purposes, and moral rules

\ rin-trying to deal with the ultimates of the human condition:
ot in terms of intellectual understanding but in terms of com-
{ fmunicating a metaphysical truth through a living expefience,

=\ FTaatis 5T the Absurd touches the religious sphered There

43 a. vast difference between knowing Something 1o be the case
in the conceptual sphere and_experiencing.if as.a.livix g reality.
Tt is the mark of all great religions that they not only possess

. a body of knowledge that can be taught in the form of cos-
mological info i#n or ethical rules but that they also com-
municate the”essence of this body of doctrine in the living,
recurring poetic imagery of ritual. It is the loss of the latter
sphere, which responds to a deep inner need in all human

of the world. In concentrating on the slow, painstaking explo-
ration of limited areas of reality. by trial and error—by the con-
struction, testing, and. discarding of hypotheses—the scientific
-attitude cheerfully accepts the view that we must-be able to
-live with the realization that large segments of knowledge and

- experienice will remain for a long time, perhaps forever, out-
-side our ken; that ultimate purposes cannot, and never will
 -be, known; and that we must therefore be able to accept the
. fact that much that earlier metaphysical systems, mythical,

. religious, or philosophical, sought to explain must forever re-
" “main unexplained, From this point of view, any clinging to

]
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systems of thought that provide, or purport to provide, com-
plete explanations of the world and man’s place in it must
appear childish and immature, a flight . from reality into il-
tusion and self-deception. : B Lo
v The Theatre of the Absurd expresses the anxiety and de-
E{spair that spring from the recognition that man is surrounded
iby areas of impenetrable darkness, that he can never. know his
‘true nature and purpose, and that no one will provide him
with ready-made rules of conduct. As Camus says in The Myth

of Sisyphus: Cd

The certainty of the existence of a God who would give
meaning to life has a far greater attraction than the knowl-
edge that without him one could do evil without being pun-
ished. The choice between these alternatives would not be
difficult. But there is no choice, and that is where the bit-
terness begins.*

But by facing up to anxiety and despair and the absence of

divinely revealed alternatives, anxiety and despair can be over-
come. The sense of loss at the disintegration of facile solutions
and the disappearance of cherished illusions retains ifs. sting
only while the mind still clings to the illusions concerned. Once
they are given up, we have to readjust ourselves to the new
situation and face reality itself. And because the illusions we
suffered from made it more difficult for us to deal with reality,
their loss will ultimately be felt.as exhilarating. In the words
of Democcritus that Beckett igifond of quoting, “Nothing is
more real than Nothing.” - :
To confront the limits of the human condition is not only
equivalent to. facing up to the philosophical basis of the
scientific attitude, it is also a profound mystical experience. It
is precisely this experience of the ineffability, the emptiness,
the nothingness at the basis of the universe that forms the
content of Bastern as well as Christian mystical experience.
For if Lao-tzu says, “It was from the nameless that Heaven
and Earth sprang, the named is but the mother that rears the
ten thousand creatures, each after its kind,™2 St. John of the
Cross speaks of the soul's intuition “that it cannot comprehend
God at all,”1% and Meister Eckhart expresses the same experi-

ence in the words, “The Godhead is poor, naked, and empty, -

o P
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as though it were not; it has not, wills not, wants not, works
not, gets not. . . . The Godhead is as void as though it were
ot In other words, in facing man’s inability ever to com-
. prehend the meaning of the universe, in recognizing the God-
+head’s total transcendence, His total otherness from all we can
.understand with gur senses, the great mystics experienced a
.sense of exhilaration and liberation. This exhilaration also
springs from. the recognition that the language and logic of
_.cognitive thought cannot do justice to the ultimate nature
of reality. Hence a profoundly mystical philosophy like Zen
* Buddhism bases itself on the rejection of conceptual thinking
itself: '

" The denying of reality is the asserting of i, °
And the asserting of emptiness is the denying of it.1%
A - The recent rise of interest in Zen in Western countries is an

expression of the same tendencies that explain the success of
the Theatre of the Absurd—a preoccupation with ultimate re-
¥ glities and a recognition that they are not approachable
through conceptual thought alonz.l Ionesco has been quoted as

" drawing a parallel betwdetths fiethod of the Zen Buddhists

"and.-the Theatre of the Absurd,'® and in fact the teaching

- methods of the Zen masters, their use of kicks and blows in re-

ply to questions about. the nature of enlightenment and their

- setting of nonsenise problems, closely resemble some of the pro-
.cedures of the Theatre of the Absurd. ¢ :

Seén from this angle the dethronement of language and
logic, forms' part of an essentially mystical attitude toward the
basis of reality as being too complex and at the same time too
-unified, too much of one piece, to be validly expressed by the

. analytical means of orderly syntax and conceptual thought.

As the mystics resort to poetic images, so does the Theatre

.of the Absurd. But if the Theatre of the Absurd presents

.analogies  with the methods and imagery of mysticism, how
can it, at the same time, be regarded as expressing the skep-
ticism, the humble refusal to provide an explanation of ab-
solutes, that characterize the scientific attitude?

The answer is simply that there is no contradiction between

~the recognition of the limitations of man’s ability to compre-

hend all of reality by integrating it in a single system of values
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and the. recognition of the mysterious and ineffable oneness,

‘beyond all rational comprehension, -that, once experienced,
gives serenity of mind and the strength to face the human
condition, Q%ese are in fact two sides of the same medal—the
¢ mystical ekperience of the absolute otherness and ineffability
- of ultimate reality is the religious, poetic counterpart to the
rational recognition of the limitation of man’s senses and in-
tellect, which reduces him to exploring the world slowly by
trial and error) Both these attitudes are in basic contradiction

to systems of thought, religious or ideological (e.g., Marxism), -

.that claim to provide complete answers to all questions of
ultlmate purpose and day-to-day conductﬁ;
. The realization that thinking in poetic images has its val:dlty

side by side with conceptual thought and the insistence on a

clear recognition of the function and possibilities of each mode

-does not amount to a rehirn to irrationalism; on the con-

trary, it opens the way to a truly rational attitude.

Ultimately, a phenomenon. like the Theatre of the Absurd
-does not reflect despair or a return to dark irrational forces
but expresses modern man’s endeavor to come to terms: with
the world in which he lives. It attempts to make him face up
" to the human condition as it really is, to free him from iltu-
sions that are bound to cause constant malad}ustment and dis-
appointment. There are encrmous pressures in our world that
seek to induce mankind to bear the loss of faith and moral

certainties by being drugged into oblivion—by mass entertain-

‘ments, shallow material satisfactions, pseudo-explanations of
reality, and cheap “ideologies,” At the end of that road lies
Huxley’s Brave New World of senseless euphoric automata,
Today, when death and. old age are increasingly concealed
‘behind euphemisms and comforting baby talk, and life is
“threatened with being smothered in the mass consumption ‘of
“hypnotic mechanized vulgarity, the need to confront man with

the-reality of his situation is greater than ever. For the dignity

‘of man les in his ability to face reality in all its sense-
lessness; to accept it freely, without fear _without ﬂlusmns—
and tolangh at it.

" That is the -cause to Whlch in thelr varmus mdlwdual
modest, and qumotlc ways, the dramatists of the Absu.rd are
dedicated; . ' .
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Fin de Partle suivi de Acte sans Paroles, Paris: Ed. de Minuit,
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Act without Words, New York: Grove Press, 1p58. Eng,
edition, London: Faber & Faber, 1958. L

All That Fall, London: Faber & Faber, 1957 (U.S. edition:
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Reprinted New York: Grove Press, n.d. :
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Journal du Voleur, Paris: Gallimard, 1949. A translation, THe
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La Cantatrice Chayve (written 1048, first performance 1950),
in Théfire T { Arcanes), also Thédtre I (Gallimard). Trans-
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Allen, in Plagjs I { New York: Grove Press ), Jacques or Obedi-
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(Le) Rhinocéros (the definite article on the title page is an
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. Evergreen Revlew, No. 13, May—June 1960,
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1g60. . . ,
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Soumisston, Le Salon de I'Automobile. A second volume of
this edition, announced as being in preparation in 1953 did

Bibliography 343

not appear. It was to contain Les Chaises, Victimes du
Devoir, La Nidce-Epouse, La Jeune Fille @ Marier.
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of Amédée. Translation: Flying High, New York: Mademoi-
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des Saisons from No. 2, October 1958, ). Translation: L. C.
Pronko, New York: Theatre Arts, June 1958. Donald Wat-
son, in Plays I, London: Calder.
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“Expérience du Théitre,” Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, Febru-

" ary 1958. Translation: L. C. Pronko, “Discovering the The-
atre,” Tulane Drama Review, September 1959. .
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1959. :

Interview with Claude Sarraute, Le Monde, January 17, 1g60.

Interview with himself, France-Observateur, January 21, 1960.
Reprinted in Dossters du Collége de Pataphysique, No. 10~
11, 1g6o. .

Interview, Paris: L'Express, Jannary 28, 1g60. -

“Pages de Journal,” Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, February 1960.

“Printemps 193g. Les Débris du Souvenir. Pages de Journal,”
Cuhiers Renaud-Barrault, No, 29, February 1g6o.

“Propos sur mon Théitre et sur les Propos des Autres,” Brus-

. sels; L'VII, No; 3, 1980, - ‘

“Le Rhinocéros & New York,” Paris: Arts, February 1g61.

“Some Recollections of Brancust,” trans, by John Russell, The
London Meguzine, April 1961,

ON IONESCO:

Abenteuer Ionesco, Das. Beiiraege zum Theater von. Heute
{with contributions by Ionesco, ‘A, Schulze Vellinghausen
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MURASAKT, LaDY The Tale of Genji, trans. Waley
Vol. I—ASS

SCOTT, A. €. Literature and the Axts in Twentieth Century China, A343

T5A0 HSUEH-CHIN = Dream of the Red Chamber, trans. Wang, A159




ANCHOR BOOKS

POETRY

APOLLINATRE, GUILLAUME  Alcools: Poems 1898-1913, trans, Meredith, A444
AUDEN, W. H,, EALLMAN, CHESTER, & GREENBERG, NOAK, eds., An Elizabethan
Song Book Al6 :

BLACKMUR, ®, P, Form and Value in Modern Poetry, A%6"

BLOOM, HAROLD, ed. - English Romantic Puetry, Vol I! Blake, Wordsworth
Coleridge & others, A347a :

_A3 English Romantic Poetry, Vol. II: Byron; Shelley, Keats & others,

47b

cnilzlggn, GEOFFREY The Canterbury Tales of Geoffrey Chaur:er, ed, Cook,

CRANE, HART The Comp[ete Poems of Hart Crane, ed. Frank, A128

DEUTSCH, BARRTTE Poctry in Our Time, A344 -

DICKINSCN, EMIELY Selected Poems and Letters of Emily chkmsoﬁ ad,
Linscott, A192

FITZGERALD, ROBERT, trans. The Odyssey, A333 .

FLORES, ANGEL, ¢d. An Anthology of French Poetry, Al134

—— An Anthology of Spanish Poetry, A268

GorTHE  Goethe'’s Faust, trans, Kaufmann, A328

GRAVES, ROBERT The Poems of Robert Graves, A139

HENDERSON, HAROLD G. An Introduction to Hafku, A150 .

HOFPMAN, PANIEL, 8d. American Poetry and Poetics, A304

HOMER The Odyssey, trans. Fitzgerald, A333 .

KARYY, HSU, trans. & ed. Twentieth Century Chinese Poetry—An Anthol-
ogy, A413

EANG-HU, KIANG The Jade Mountain—Being Three Hundred Poems of the
T’ang Dynasty 618-906, trans. Bynner, A411

KAUFMANN, WALTER, trans., Goethe’s Faust, A328

KELLY, ROBERT & LEARY, PARIS, eds. A Controversy of Poets, A439

KIPLING, RUBYARD A Choice of Ktpl.mg s Verse, ed. Bliot, A301

MELVILLE, HERMAN Selected Poems of Herman Melville, ed.- Cohen, AS'?S

MILLER, PERRY, ed. . The American Puritans, AS0

——, trans, & éd. The Ring of Words—An Anthology of Song Texts, A428
_SAPATTAYANA, GEQRGE Three Philosophical Poets: Lucretius, Dante, Goethe,
17

SAPPHO Lyrics in the Original Greek with Translations by Willis Barn—
stone, Ad400

SIDNEY, SIR PEILIF The Psalms of Sir Philip Sidney and the Countess of
Pembroke, ed. Rathmell, A311 -

TERRY, PATRICIA, trans, The Lays §f Courtly Love, A369

VAUGHAN, HENRY The Complete Poetry of Henry Vaughan, ed. Fogle, ACT

VIRGIL The Aeneid of Virgil, trans, Lewis, A20

—— The Bclogues and Georgics of Vlrgll In the Ongmal Latin with a
Verse Translation by C. Day Lewis, A300 _

WILLIAMS, JOIN, ed. English Renaissance Poetry: A Ceolection of Shorter
Poems from Skelton to Jonson, A359
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ANCHOR BOOKS

BIGGRAPHY, AUTOBIOGRAFPHY AND LETTERS

ANDRADE, £, N. da ¢. Rutherford and the Nature of the Atetn, $33

—— 8ir Isaac Newton, S42

EEETHOVEN, LUPWIG VAN Beethoven: Letters, Journals a.nd Conversations,
trans, & ed. Hamburger, A206

BENDIX, REINHARD Max Weber: An Intellectual Portrait, A281

CASALIS, GEORGES Portrait of Karl Barth, A422

COLETTE My Mother’s Honse and The Vagabond, A62

DE BEER, S1E Gavey  Charles Darwin, N41

DICKINSON, EMILY Selected Poems and Letters of Emily Dickinson, ed.
Linscott, A192

ESSLIN, MARTIN Brecht: The Man and His Work, A245

FULLER, MARGARET Margaret Puller: American Romantico—A. Sclectlon
from Fler Writings and Correspondence, ed, Mﬂler, A336

GATHERY, R, MUG0 Child of Two Worlds, A468

GEIRINGER, KARL Brahms: His Life and Woﬂ: A243

— Haydn, A361

GRAVES, ROBERT Good-Bye to All 'I‘hat Al123

GREVILLE, CHARLES CAVENDISH FULEE ‘The Great World: Portraits and
Scenes from Greville’s Memuoirs, ed, Kronenberger, 4409

JowEs, ERNEST ‘The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, ed, & abr. in 1
vol, Txilling & Marcus, A340

KENDALYL, PAUL MURRAY Richard the Third, A455

LEWIS, W. H, The Subset of the Splendid Century: The Life and Times of
Louis Auguste de Bourbon, Duc du Maine, 1670-1736, A333

MAC DONALD, D. E. ¢. Faraday, Maxwell and Kelvin, 533

NEALF, J. B. Queen Elizabeth 1, A105 . .

NEWMAN, JAMES B, Science and Sensibility, A357

SHATTUCE, ROGER ‘The Banquet Years, A238

TAYLOR, &. B. Socrates, A9

;. LINGUISTICS AND LANGUAGE

'mm., ROBERT 4,, JR. Lingnistics and Your Language, A201

JESPERSEN, 0TT0 Growth and Structure of the English Language, A46 ’
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ANCHOR BOOKS

BSSAYS, BELLES LETTRES &
LITERARY CRITICISM

AUERBACH, ERICHE Mimesis, A107 )

BARZUN, JACQUES Classic, Romantic and Modern, AZ55

BERGSON, HENRT Laughter (with Meredith’s Essay on Comedy) in Comedy,
AB?

BLACKMUR, R. P. Form and Value in Modern Poetry, AS6

BLOOM, HAROLD ‘The Visionary Company, A372

BROOKS, VAN WYCK America’s Coming-of-Age, A129-

BURKHART, CHARLES, & TRASK, GEORGIANNE, eds. Storytellers and Their Art,
A354 .

CARY, JovcE Art and Reality, A260.

CASTIGLIDNE, BALDESAR The Book of the Courtier, trans. Singleton, A136

CHASE, RICHARD ‘The American Novel and Its Tradition, A116 . .

FERGUSSON, FRANCIS The Human Image in Dramatic Literature, Al124

— The Idea of a Theater, A4 -

FORSTER, E. M. Alexandria: A History and a Gnide, A231 '

FULLER, MARGARET Marparet Fuller: American Romantic—A . Seléetion
from Fer Writings and Correspondence, ed. Miller, A336

GRANVILLE-BARKER, H., & HARRISON, G. B., eds. A Companion to Shakespeare
Studies, A191 .

HOFFMAN, DANIEL, ed. American Poetry and Poetics, A304

HOWARD, LEON Literature and the American Tradition, A329

EAUFMANN, WALTER From Shakespeare to Existentialism, A213

KAZIN, ALERED On Native Grounds, A69 :

RITTO, H. b, ¥. Greek Tragedy, A38

ERONENBERGER, LOUIS, ed. Novelists on Novelists, A293

MC CORMICK, JOHN, & MAC INNES, MATRY, eds. Versions of Censorship, A257

MEERDITH, GEORGE Essay on Comedy (with Berpson’s Laughter) in
Comedy, A87-

NIETZSCHE, FRIEDRICH The Birth of Tragedy and The Genealogy of Morals,
ABl

CRTEGA ¥ GASSET, JosE The Dehumanization of Art and Other ‘Writings
on Art and Culture, AT2

ORWELL, oECRGE A Collection of Essays, A29

ROURKE, CONSTANCE American Humor, Al2

SCOTT, A. ¢, Literature and the Arts in Twentieth Century China, A343

SHATTUCK, ROGER The Banquet Years, A238

SHAW, GEORGE BERNARD Shaw on Music, ed, Bentley, A33

SYPHER, WYLIE Four Stages of Renaissance Style, A4S

TOELAS, ALICE B. The Alice B, Toklas Cook Book, A196

TRAVERSI, D. A. An Approach to Shakespeate, A74

TRILLING, LTONEL The Liberal Imagination, Al13

VAN DOREN, MARK Shakespeare, All

WILLEY, BASTL The Seventeenth Century Background, A19
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" ANCHOR BOOKS, DOLPHIN BOOKS

DRAMATISTS

Anonymous, THE THREE CUCKOLDS The Classic Theatre, Vol, I, A155a

Anouilh, MEDEA The Modern Theaire, Yol. 5, Adle .

—— THIEVES' CARNIVAL The Modern Theatre, Vol.-3, AdBc

Aristophanes, THE BIRDS, THE FROGS, THE CLOUDS, THE WASPS, LYSISTRATA
Five Comedies of Aristophanes, AS7 :

Beanmarchals, FIGAR0’S MARRIAGE  The Classic Theatre, Vol, IV, A155d

Becque, WOMAN oF PARIY  The Modern Theatre, Vol. 1, AdBa .

Beerbohm, A $0CTAL. success The Modern Theatre, Vol. 6, Ad8f

Belolic&)i gvmum RETURNS FROM THE WARS The Classic Theaire; Vol.

, Al55a

Brechi, BasL  An Anthology of German Expressiontst Dramar A Prelude to
the Absurd, A36S

wnmm THE MEASURES TAXEN The Modern Theatre, Vol, 6, A48

———— MOTHYR COURAGE The Modern Theatre, Vol. 2, A48b

~——w THE THREEPENNY OPERA The Modern Theatrg, Vol. 1, Ad8a

Biichner, woyzeck The Modern Thegtre, Vol, 1, Ad8a

—— DANTON'S DEATH T'he Modern Theatre, Vol. 5, AdSe

Burrows, Loesser, & Swerling, 6UYs ANp poLLs The Modern Theatre,
Vol. 4, Ad4Bd . S :

Calderén, LIFE 15 A DREAM  The Classic Theatre, Vol. I, A155c

——— LOVE AFTER DEATE The Classic Theatre, Vol. 1, Al55c

Cervantes, THE STEGE OF NUMANTIA The Clgssle Theaire, Vol, III, A155c

Conrad, ONE DAY MORE The Modern Theaire, Vol, 3, AdBc

Corneille, Taw ¢t The Classic Theatre, Vol. IV, A153d

Fiichhgaﬁmm JINES OF THE HORSE MARINES The Modern Theatre, Vol.

'y

Ghelderode, ESCURIAL.  The Modern Theatre, Vol. 5, AdSe e .

Gilbert, THE MIKADD, RUDDIGORE, THE YEOMEN OF THE GUARD, THE GONDOLIERS,
UTOPIA UNLIMITED, THE GRAND DUKE The Mikads and Five Other Savoy
Operas, C158 ’ '

Girandonx, ELECTRA The Modern Theatre, Vol 5, AdBe

—— JupITH The Modern Theatre, Vol. 3,- AdBc

Goethe, EaMoNT The Classlc Theatre, Vol. 11, Al55b

Gogol, AMBLERS The Modern Theatre, Vol. 3, AdSc

— THE MARRIAGE The Modern Theatre, Vol. 5, Ad8e

Goldc;:sﬁ, THE SERVANT OF TW0 MASTERS The Classic Theatre, Vol I,
Al55a -

—— MIRANDPOLINA The Classic Theatre, Vol, I, A155a
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Goll, TWO SUPERDRAMAS; THE IMMORTAL ONE An dnthology of German
Expresslonist Drama: A Prelude to the Absurd, A365

Gozzl, THE KING sTAG The Classic Theatre, Vol. 1, A155a

Hasenclever, HUMANITY dn Anthology of German Expressionist Drama:
A Prelude to the Absurd, A365

Tvsen, BRAND, A215a

—— HEDDA GAPLER, THE PILLARS OF SOCIETY, THE WILD DUCK, LYTTLE EYOLF
Hedda Gabler and Three Other Plays, A215¢ .

-—— PEER GYNT, A215d -

=—m.= THE LADY FROM THE SEA, THE MASTER BUILDER, JOHN GABRIEL BOREKMAN,
WHEN WE DEAD AWAKEN Wken We Dead Awaken and Three Other PIays,
A215b

Kaiser, MAN IN THE TUNMEL; ALKIBIADES SAVED 4n Anthology of German
FExpressionist Drama: A Prelude to the Absurd, A365

KIe]st, PENTHESILEA The Classic Theatre, Vol. 11, A155b

—-— THE PRINCE OF HOMBURG The Classic Theatre, Vol. II, AlSSb

:

Kokogchka, MURDERER THE WOMAN'S HOPE; JOB Anr Anthology of German

Expressionist Drama: A Prelude to the Absurd, A365

Kornfeld, EPILOGUE TO THE ACTOR An dnthology of Germcm Express!anfst
Drama A Prelude to the Absurd, A365

Labiche & Marc-Michel, AN ITALIAN STRAW HAT The Modern Tkeatre,
Val. 3, Adfc

Lauclmer, CRY IN THE STREET dn Anthology of German Expre.s‘szanisi‘”

Drama: A Prelude to the Absurd, A365

Lesage, TURCAREY The Classic Theatre, Vol. IV, A155¢

Lope de Vega, FUENTE oVEYUNA The Classic Theatre, Vol. III, Al55c

Machiavelli, THE MANDRARE The Classic Theatre, Yol. I, A155a

Marivaux, THE FALSE CONFESSIONS The Classic Theatre, Vol. IV, Al155d

Mitchell, THE NEW YORK 1IbEA_ The Modern Theatre, Vol, 4, A48d

Molire, THE MISANTHROPE The Classic Theatre, Vol, IV, A155d

Musset, PANTASIO The Modern Theatre, Vol. 2, A48b

—— LORENZACCIO The Modern Theatre, Vol. 6, A48f

0Casey, COCE=A-DOODLE DANDY The Modern Tkeatre, Vol. 5, Ad8¢

Ostrovsky, THE DIARY OF A SCOUNDREL The Modern Theatre, Vol. 1, Ad8a

Pirandello, Luipi Pirandello’s One-Act Plays, irans. Murray, A404 )

Plauius, AMPHITRYON, THE POT OF GOLD, CASINA, THE MENAECHMUS TWINS,
PSEUDOLUS, THE ROPE §ix Plays of Plautus, A367

Racine, FHARDRA The Classic Theatre, Vol. IV, A133d

Rojas, ceLEsTINge The Classic Theatre, Vol 111, Al55c

Rubiner, MAN IN THE CENTER An Anthology -of German Expressionist
Drama: A Prelude to the Absurd, A365

Saroyan, THE MAN WITH THE HEART IN THE HIGHLANDS Tke Modern Theatre,
Vol, 4, Ad8d
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Schiller, poN-caxLos The Classie Theatre, Vol, IT, A155b.

MARY STUART Thke Classic Theatre, Vol, II, A155b -

Schnitzler, 1A RoNDE The Modern Theatre, Vol. 2, A48b

Sorge, THE BEGGAR -An dnthology of German Expressionist Dmma A
Prelude to the Absurd, A365

Sternheim, THE sTRONG BOX An Anthology of German Expressiamst
Drama: 4 Prelude to the Absurd, A365

~—— THE UNDERPANTS The Modern Theatre, Vol. 6, A43f

Strindberg, CREDITORS, CRIME AND CRIME, THE DANCE OF DEATH, SWANWHITE,
THE GREAT HIGHWAY Five Plays of Strindberg, A219

—— THE FATHER, MISS JULIE, THE STRONGER, FASTER, A DREAM FLAY, THE
GHOST SONATA Six Plays of Strindberg, AS4

Tirzc;sge Molina, THE TRICKSTER OF sEvILLE The Classte Theatre, Vol. III,

[

Verga, CAVALLERIA RUSTICANA The Modern Theatre, Vol. 1, Ad48a

Wedekind, sPRING’S AWAKENING The Modern Theatre, Vol. 6, A48f

Wilde, VERA, THE DUCHESS OF PADUA, LADY WINDERMERE'S FAN, A WOMAN OF
NO IMPORTANCE, SALOME, AN IDEAL HUSHAND, THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING
EARNEST The PIays of Oscar Wilde, C137

Wilder, PULLMAN CAR HTAWATHA The Modern Theatre, Vol. 4, A48d

Yeats, PURGATORY The Modern Theatre, Vol. 2, A48b

BOOKS ON DRAMA

Bergson, Henri, & Meredith, George CcOMEDY, A87

Cornford, Francis Macdonald THE ORIGIN OF ATTIC COMEDY, A263

Esgslin, Martin BRECHT: THE MAN AND HIS WORK, A245

== THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD, A279

Fergusson, Francis THE HUMAN IMAGE IN DRAMATIC LITERATURE, A124

—— THE IDEA OF A THEATEE, A4

Gaster, Theodor H. THESPIS, A230 .

Granville-Barker, H., & Harrison, G. B., eds. A COMPANION TO SHAEESPEARE
STUDIES, Al191

JYones, Ernest HAMLET AND QEDIPUS, A3l

Kitto, H. DB, F. GREEK TRAGEDY, A38

Lauter, Paul, ed, THEORES OF COMEDY, A403

Nietzsche, Friedrich THE BIRTH 0F TRAGEDY and THE GENEALOGY OF MORALS,
ABl :

. Rose, Martial, ed. THE WAREFIELD MYSTERY PLAYS, A371

Scott, A, C. LITERATURE AND THE ARTS IN TWENTIETH CENTURY CHINA, A343
Traversi, D. A, AN APPROACH TO SHAKESPEARE, A74
Van Doren, Mark SHAKESPEARE, All
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