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PREFACE 

In view of the fact that-M. EUg0ne Ionesco, French playwr.ight 

and representative of the theatre of the absurd, is still living and 

productive, an attempt to yze his complete works would be imprac_ 

tical for this study. This thesis is a.n attcmpt, not to ~l,y'b,lyze from 

a theatrical standpoint, t.he validity of these plays as literary V'lorks, 

but to categorize, "lith the aid of some prev"iously published criticisms I 

the satire contained in them and to comment upon their relationship to 

life and to man's c&asel0sssearcb fOl' lJ,bsolutes. 

The plays have been divided, by th~ author, into sever.rtl defi. 

nitive groups indicative of the ~turo of the plays. Deviating from 

the co.nvcntio pattern of classifying plays as either comedy or 

drama, M. Ionesco has subdivided his works into the categories of 

~ti-piece, D ~ ----A~- Pseudo_ 

'!::l • nd. P" 1d~, _omtj(.,ll~,C a ~ • His reasons for these seemingly contradic­

tory titles may bG summed up in his stat~~ent that Hme semble-t-il, 

Ie corniqua est tl~gique, et la trag~ie de l'homme, derisoire." 2 AI_ 

though rmmerous critics have atte:m-pted to place the 'YlOrks of Ionesco 

into ~arious arbitrary categories, the writer of this thesis will a~her0 

to the above categories. 

l cL list in appendix. 

2fu~ene Tonesco I Notes !2i contre-notes (Paris: Librairie Gftili_ 
mardi 1962)" p. 14. 
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Th~ Anti-nieces of Ioncsco arose from tho hostility with which- . 

he viewed the theater before ho became an integral part of it himself. 

T20 ~echanical movements of the characters and the speeches, compos~d 

mostJ.y of meaningless slogB_ns, reflect his unwillingu(':ss to a.ccept the 

truth of theatrical reality. 

Tha mmes comiou~ usuoJ.ly begin on a noh of re&li ty. of light 

comedy. which builds to a moment of tenseness, then gradUt.'\l1y dl'!teriorates 

into a chaotic, Ul1r6al. ;:t,nd often tnlc;ic •. ending. The su.rprise end.ings 

typical of th\)se plays. when considered ~long wi th the cat€:gory into 

\'Ihid: thiJse plays have been plt'l-ced. point out fl princip:;;.l tlK!IlC of m:D.ny 

of the plays of M. IonE~sco~- tho inability to con:.!IIU.nicatc wi th language. 

nat~alistes tend to indicate the results of a 
r 

balf_he3.i'tE-d attempt by IDn.n to resist col1..formity • When faced with 

prospect of r~sisting the dictates of naturs alrl of his society. tbe 

less deten~ined noncoluormist UBually capitulates and beCOffi&S another 

faceless member of the masses. devoid of individ~~ity. 

The hrcas tr;arla~ are concerned wi th man's relationship to 

his society. his inability to divert the flow of things. and th~ futility 

of hopo. The tragic part of the play issues f~om the seriousness of the 

so_cOl.ll~d plot, whereas thG farce is usually the incongruity of the 

action and the dialogue. Although they ar~ said to be more socially 

significant tr2D the &~rlier plays of ronesco, the presentation resembles 

that of the Dr.ames comigues in progressing from the re~listic to the 

utterly absurd. They go a bit bey'ond the "social commentw'y" implicit 

in the otbor pl&ys ann into the reelm of metaphysics. tsndi~~ to point 
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out IIman's \.utimate meaninglessness and the uselessneSls of his existence, 

sinc~ at last he must die baving said nothing, having found nothing. fa 

The pessimism in the Jarce.s tlWgu~ is apparent.• 

The PseudQ-dramas of M. lonesco resemble the conventiona~ drama 

in haVing a riddle at tbe beginning which must be solved at tbe endj 

but. in the plays of lon8seo I the riddle is not· solved. but is left to 

the imagination of the audience. The problems posed concern conformity, 

the dangers of indoctrii~,tion. lack of ability to communicate effective­

ly through the use of 19.J.1.guage, and the imbahmce of intellect 8,lil. 

emotion. 

In the Cam~ies of M. lonesco thfTe ls, at t.he beginning, a 

feeling of contentment. even ecstasy, which leaves the audience \.u~re_ 

pared for the main part \'Jhere Htvo teD.Bions play constantly against 

ea~h other, bouncing events and people off into the air in dazzling or 

grotesque gyrations. N4 Surr~alism is used more extensively in the 

Com6dies tban in ar~y of the other plays of lonesco. 

The vorks of M. lonesco categorized as Pieces have no common 

distin..-:,ouishing characteristics except that they do Dot fit into the 

previously mentioned categories. DJe to their ma~ differences, each 

will have to be considered separately. 

JLeonard C. Pronko, '--'-cf,~me Tonesco. (Nel'1' York: Columbia University 
Press. 196.5), p. 18. 

4Josephine Jacobsen and \~illiam R. Mueller, IOD~sco arrl Genet.: 
Playwri£hts 2f Silence (N~:Xork: Hill and W8,ng, .19681. p. 10). 
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Having selected sixteen plays as representative of the ~llthorls 

work throu.gh the 'B$renger ' series,5 the r/l'iter of th.'\.s thesis will 

attemp~ to treat the princi themes involv<:rl in each category. As the 

pla.ys tend to embi t several themes :md commentari es simultaneously. 

the writer has attempted to categorize the tJrpes of satire employed 

into the following classes: 

1 • 'I'he Tragedy of T:;!'l1l!UEl2:€! 

2. 'I'he Proliferation of Ma.tter
 

]. The Futility of Hope
 

T4. The Absurdi t J of ConfOrTilHJr 

5. The Imbal:::mce of Intellect and :Emotion 

6. The IR...ngers of Indoctrination 

Each play, regardless of the different types of satire involved, will 

be treated s~1fi.rately u.nder catego~y of satire found in the play. 

M. 10n8sco l 5 su.ccess in the tha~tre is due, in large part, to 

the con~roversies created by his plays. His plays, and even his persoll9~ 

vimm. hr:.ve been a.ttacked by a prominent critic as no more than Ifa flU1_ 

fair ride on a ghost t~~in. all hooting waxvlorks, from which we emerge
, 

into the far more intimid&ting clamor of diul~l reality.,,6 ~ a no 

less prominent critic he has been prs.ised for creatlng plays th'ilt 

5The 1Berenger1 series ees (1959),
Rhinoceros (1959), Le Ro1 se m~~rt (1962" Pieton de l'air (1962). 
1~e serie3 is so named be~se the principal character-in-each play is _ 
named BBrenger. 

6Kenneth Tynan, "Ionesco: M.an of Destiny" The Observer, London, 
June 22. 1958. .......... 
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"present a concrete rea,lization of metapl~rs and an ediate eA~erience 

of existence, grasped in the relations of the individl~l to his surro11nd_ 

iI"'~ ...,orld .117 J3y others he has been alternately pra,ised and disparaged, 

sometimes both by the S8.me person. Although not completely irn:mme to 

the reactions of the public to his plays. M. lonesco SGems to be a 

playwright, though far from typi cal, who has SOIT!GtMng to say and is 

saying it-~his way. 

Ma 
si 
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I 

THE LIFE OF EUGENE IOlilESCO 

Eug~ne Ionesco is a product of a bac~'ound that m8~ be considered 

as unusual and as nonconfomtst a.s some of the plays he writes. AI though 

he is usually referred to as a French pla~Yivright, he was born in Sla:tin':l., 

Rumania, on Hovember 26, 1912. His father 'NaB ~nian. His mother, 

c , , .. 1whose maiden name \'laS rr'hcrcse Ical'u, ';l8,S French, WhlCh probab "/l D.ccouuis 

for the fact that his early chilcTh.ood. from innnediately after his birth, 

was spent in Paris. His native langpage is French,and his first memo~ie~ 

aDd impressions are of his childhood in Paris. 

The apparent superficiality of some of the characters in his 

pla.ys may stem from some of his earlier experiences \';lhile accompanying 

his mother through the streets of Paris during the First 110rld Ha:r 

where, as a child on the dimly lit streets, the figures of the passers_ 

by impressed W.rn as "sombre silhouettes in agitated movement, people in 

a hurry--pbantom~lik~, hallucinator,y sbsdows.«1 This evanescent quality 

is apparent in Ionescofs earlier plays; less so in his later work~. 

The seemingly senseless cruelty displayed in Bome of Ionesco's 

plays (Tueur ~'\ns e""'J'G .... v"' .....,as du. devoir )appears to s tern from his 

early admiration and appreciation of the guignol shows that ~ere 

frequently shown in the vicini ty of the Im::emoourg gardens where he 

1M~tin ESslin, "Eugene Ionesco: Theatre and Anti_theatre N, 

The Theatre of the Absurd (ilil,rden City, Nei'l York: lliubleday and. 
Company. 1961'),p: 84. 
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was often taken by his mother. As Ionesco describes it: 2 

La spectacle du g'\.l.ignol me tel'1ait la, c01IlfDe stup~fait, par la 
vl~io}) de ces poupees qui ~rlaiEJnt., CI';1 :xntgaient, se m::tr8l.quaient. 
C'"etait Ie spects,c1e mame du roonde, qtLl, lllSolite, invrcl,lsemblable, 
mais plus vrai que :Le vrai, se I>r~sentait a. moi sous ill1e forme 
infiniment simplifi~e et caricatlll'O.le, comme pour en souligner 181. 
grotesqu.e et brutale verite. 

The perpetrators of cruelty in the ple,ys of Ionesco are 8S in~ensitive 

to the feelings of others M are the puppets of the guignol shows. 

At the a-ge of nine, 8.fte:t having spent a fe·w years in the loc[~l 

~cole co~le in PaTis, little us became anQillic and \:J£1,8 sent, in 

the company of his sister, to the vll1tl,gc of 119. Chapelle_Anthena.5.se. 

It was while he \las there that he showed the first inclination tm-re,rd 

actual participation in the theater, the llieJce.believe the.9.tre of the 

children of the village school. This ambition "las short-lived, aban... 

doned in favor' of sa.inthood. Through the reading of religious books 

available to him, he decided that to seek after the glory of saintli ­

"ness W8,S '\"n'ong. From his next childhood ambi tion, that of becoming a 

great warrior, arose his first play, a patriotic drams. This was 

written in Paris when he was thirteen. 

Shortly afterHards he \'las persuaded to return to Rumania to 

visit his father, from wp.orn his mother was separated. flhile attending 

school in Rumania, Ionesco learned the RLmanian language. He learned 

also some harsh lessons in reality, from the brutali ty and hatred 

present in the world. M. Ionesco explains: 

2!bg~ne Ionesc"o, Notes et contre-notes (Paris: Librairie Galli ­
mard, 1962),. p. 8. - -- ­
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, , I!t~ -,Je n'avals pas depasse l'~8 de l'enfance lorsque, des men arrives 

dans mOl1 second p.9.ys, je ptlS voir un homme assez jeUIl9, g:calJo. et 
fort, s 'a..charnor sur un veillard, 1. coups de pieds at de poing. 
Je n'ai IJ8.s d'aut1'8S 1.m9ges du monde. en dehors de celles expr1maD.t, , - ,~l'evanescence et la durete, 1a vanite et la colere, Ie neant ou la 
haine hid.eu.se I inutHe. CI est ainsi que l' existence a eonttmJ.~ de 
m'apparal't,re. Tout n'a fait que eonfirmer ce que j'avais w, ce 
que j'avais compris dans mon enfance: fureurs vaiues. et sordides, 
cris soudain ~touffes p~r Ie silence, ombres s'engloutissant, a 
jamais, o.8.ns la nui t (Note~.£!. .;;.oo,;",,;n;.-t_l"_e-notes i p. 132). 

It \-!as also dur).ng this period in his life that he experienced an 

inability to relate effectively to a person important to him. his 

father. This inability to co ·e~te with his father was to be pre­

sented later as a th'?me in his play Victime.s du d.evo:i.r. 

Ionesco remained long in Bumania wl1lere he becmlle a student of 

French at the Universi ty' of Buchar~st. l,lhile a st-ndent, he \,fTote some 

of his first poems and also ventnred. in the ret~lm of 11terary criticisms. 

He wr-ote and published a cri ticisrn of three of E1:mlania's leading li terary 

figures in which he v~~emently attacked thei~ ~orks and their vi~~s. 

+ater he published a second. en ticism of these S8Jl1e authors in "..hich 

their works \'1ere praised for its origj.na1i ty cnrl profundity. still 

later he published these two pamphlets std.e by side in an effort If to 

prove the possibili ty of holding opposi te vie"tls on the same subject, 

and the identity of contraries. 1f3 

In 1936, a.fter h3.ving finished. his studies and become a teacher 

of French 8,t the Bucharest l~c~e. Ionesco marrioo. Bodica Burileano. 

who has been often trillught to be Chinese because of the oriental cast 

of her- featur-es. In 1938. Ioneseo returned to Paris, ostensibly to do 

~lin, .2J2 •.s1-L, p. 86. 
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research under the sponsorship of a French government grant. It is 

said that ho has yet to write the first line of this thesis, which 

was to :b.a.ve dealt with tithe themes of sin a,11d dea.th ill Fremch poetry 

since BaurlelaJre,n4 

In 1939 I at the age of tiienty_s ix, he returned to the vll1.".J{';e,; 

of La. Cha.pelle-Anthem.ise in en attempt to find some significance in 

the memories of his childhood expedences, In the diary thB,t he \-las 

keeping at the time, he indicated the degree of significance he attri ­

buted to his contributions to the lite:re.ry \'lOrld and. to society, by 

the statement that althouGh he is a writer, not a public figure, he is 

like all the others, an easily recognized nonentity. ,,5 

Ionesco ,Tas in Marseilles at the outbre~~ of the Second World 

War, bu.t be later returned to Paris where he worked in, the production 

department of a publishing house. D.lring the war, in 1941-. , his daughter,l 

Marie-France, was born. At the end of the war Ionesco \'las nearly thirty­

'three and he had not yet shown any indication that he was destined to 

become a famous dramatist. At the time he even lk~ a rather deep-

seated. dislike for theatrical perfo ces. He 'f'as repelled by the 

obvious attempts to portray reality on the stage in contrast to the 

j:@olades of his childhood in "Thich there \"as no attempt to portroy 

reali ty, but rather to caricature real-life situations. He foW1d unac­

ceptable the idea of the actors repudiating their O~lll personalities in 

favor of that of the cbaracters they "Iere portrayin..g. Instead of seem-

1}Ibid._0­
5Ibid. 
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ing to be a representation of art. as a painting or a piece of music. 

or a two-dimeItsio mode of entertainment, such as the ciD~ma. the 

stage representations impressed him as cheap, vulgar tricks which bore 

little relationship to actual life. 

In 1948. at the age of thirty-six. EUgene ronesco decided to 

learn English. ~~le conscientiously copying ·sentences from his text­

book. b'!!\glais ~ peine, which used the Assimil method, he discovered 

that in addition to assimilating some English. he was learnine some 

astonishing truths: 

En les relisant attentivement. j'appris donc, non pa~ l'anglais. 
mai s des v~ri t~s surprenantes: qu' il y a sept jours dans la semaine, 
par exemple, ce que je savais d'allleursj ou bien que le plaDcher 
est en b~s. le plafond eh haut, chose que je savala ~galement. peut-
At i ~ la 11 . , . . . 'fl' ,. ,. tere, rna s a que G Je n avalS JaffialS re ocal serleusemen au 
que J'avais <lubli~e, et qui ml a.pparaissait, tout a. coup, aussi 
stu.pefiante qu'indiscutablement vraie (Notes et contre-notes, pp.
155-56). - ­

From these "astonishing truths" he Vlrote an ~-piece, ~ Cantatrice 

CbauV~1 using the same characters employed in his te.x:t. M. ronesco 

considered this playa serious dramatic effort in criticism of the 

conte~orar.Y thea,tre, although he did not consider it worthy of being 

performed. However. when he read it to some friends they found it 

extremely amusing and. suggested th3.t he ha.ve it presented. on the sta,ge. 

Due to the pecllliar nature of this anti-Eiece, the directors were 

reluctant to become involved with it. Nicolas Bataille, with the 

aid of some dedicated actors, agreed to present it in the small Noctam_ 

bules Th~tre in the latin Q.1.a.rter. The audience complained th3.t the 

title. La. Cantatrice ch!ulve I was misleading since DOvlhere in the play 
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does a sopr8,!lO of any sort appear, and only once is she mentioned. 

With the exceptions of Jacques LemarcD~nd and Armand Salacrou, the 

eri tics \lere quite firmly opposed to the play, which ran for only six 

weeks . 

Through this rather discouraging venture Ionesco sGemed to have 

rediscovered his childhood passion for the th~tre. He agrec~ to play 

the part of Stepan Trofimov'ich in an adaptation of Ibstoievski' S '11}~ 

Possessed, \Jhich was being presented by Nicolas B9.taille and. Ak,,'1.kia 

Viala. On February 20, 1951, tv/a days after the completion of the run 

of ~~ PosDessed~ Ionesco's second play, 1! Le2on, was presented at 

the Theatre de Poche. T'nis play, called a Drame comj.gue, again caught 

the audience unprepared. Being familiar with the nat\.\re of .!-e.. ea.ntatri£.~ 

ehauve, the audience came with no expectations of seeing a lesson of 

any kind~ but instead, they \Vere presented with a play consisting 

solely of an hour's lesson. Ia I.e£on was as unsuccessful finandally 

as was his first play, yet Ioneseo persisted in his interest in the 

theater. 

His third play, Jacques ~ ]..a ~ission, \'1hich he called. a 

"las written shortly after Ia 191[0n, in the summer 

of 1950, but was not presented until five years later. His third play 

to be presented was ~ Chaises, which he called a Parce tr~i~. This 

play is often considered one of Ionesco's greatest dramatic achievements, 

despite the early difficulties encountered durIng its first presenta­

tion, 'Which was April 22, 1952, at the ThUitre Iancry. Most of the 

critics were unfavorably disposed toward it, but it attracted some 
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ises was publishedrather distinguished supporters. A defense of 

in Arts. a well_knoi'm lite' magazine of Paris. and signed. by several 

prominent f'iblU"es of the time. including Arthur Adamov and Samuel 

Beckett. In spite of this show of support the perfol~ances were discon­

tinued after a rather short run, only to be revived. four years later by 

Jacques Hontclair. By this tim8 the tid.e of opinion bP..Ji changed so 

tbat the play was quite well received. by :;11 except the most stuboorn 

cri tics. 

The next play presented Qy M. Ionesco. Victimes ~ devoir. was 

placed in the category of P,!,eudo-drsme. Tbis is the first play in 

which he attempts to present ,directly to the audience his ideas an the 

theater. It was modelled. after the French cOll"ention3.! drama, having 

a riddle posed at the beginuil'lg. but it contn.ins numerous commentaries 

on various aspects of society, with the additional Ionesco~like cbarac­

teristic of leaving the riddle ~olved.. Several of the ideas which 

serve as the major th&~es of some of his other plays are combined in 

Victimes du devoir, which probably rmrrants its being described as 

lfcertainly among his most siguificant sk.tem~nts.,,6 

In September of 1953, the same yea,r as the first presentation of 

Vietimes du ~voir, seven of Ionesco's short plays were presented at 

the Theatre de la Huchette by'Jacques Polieri. Of these seven, only 

three remain in print. ~ Salon de !.'au.toMobile, La Jeun~ Fille ~ marier.. 

and. La M8,itre. All of these plays deal with the confusion between-
Esslin, £l2.ill.. p. 101. 
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animate and inanimate objects and their importance in the scheme of 

things. 

Ionesco I S first attempt to write a three_act play resulted in 

(1953), a comedy in three acts. 

~~e was first performed at the Theatre de fubylone on April 11-:1" 

1954. under the direction of Jelm...Marie Serreau. The principal themes 

deal ..,ri th the probl of communication, the imbalance of intellect 

and emotion, and prolifera.ting matter. later in the same year Iouasco 

wrote another play dealing wi th the proliferatlon of matter, Ie Nouveau 

Ioca.taire, ",rhich took him only three \-lee to urite. 

In 1955 IODesco wrote his o-pell1y polemical play, ~I Inroromptu £~ 

1 1Alma, a direct attack a.gainst some of his critics. L'Imnromntu is 
----	 -""""!!!!II!!!! 

considered by some to be the signal qy Ionesco of a break from his 

former style of \/ri ting. His next four plays ('l.'Ueur sans ~ 

ceros.	 te Roi Sa m~_ d Le Pi~ton ~ ~l~ir), sometimes referrei to 
~	 ~-....-...--..... 

as the "B8renger series ll , ShoH a Considerable developnent in the story 

line. contain at least one character with a more realistic psychology 

than we h~ve seen until now, and present ideas in a somffi~~t more ex­

7plicit	 manner.

After c~mpletion of the B€renger series in 1962, Ionesco did 

not write another play until 1966, when he wrote La Soif et 

He has since been engaged for a journalistic enterprise by ESquire 

~zine.8 ~!hether covering a news event. answering his many critics 

71€OIlD.rd C. Pronko, asco (Nffi1 York: Columbia University 
Press. 1965). p. 23. 

8uThe Peanut Vendors". Newsweek, May 6. 1968. p. 96. 
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in pUblica,tions. or pn;;:se:r\;ing his socially significant plays t M. 

Eug~ne Ioncsco is a sigluficant figure in the ~iterary world. 



C!HA~ II 

THE OF mAGE 

Ionesco1s first play, !§. Cante.trice cha!l~, lias presented in 

19.50 and \"as mea.nt as a parody on the superficiality of laI!gaage and 

its failul'e to communicate intensities of emotions and. profound. senti_ 

ments. Ionesco labelled. this pla.y an !!!ll-pi~ce because of its dis. 

similarity to the conv0ntiomu tyPe of theatrical production. In 

spite of this JJabel, the audience viewed the play with hostility, COll­

sidering its nature an attack on ODe of the sac:ced cows of soeietJr , 

language. Although the :ridiculousness of attempting to rely upon 

language' as a means of co . cation was still evident in the presenta­

tion. the label, indicated that the the!tter, not society 

in gene~l, was the tar~~t of the attack. 

The beginning diaJ.ogue of the first scene of Ia. Cs.ntatrlee 

~hauve consists primarily of a description, by Mme Smith, of the events 

surrounding their existence "dans les environs de lond.:res u1 and the 

meal '1bich they, have just finished.. J.l. Smi th 1 s responsive cla.eking 

of tbe tongue conveys his feelings towaru the situation as eloqaently 

as does the constant chatter-ir.g of ).fIl8 Smi tb. 

The discussion of the Bobby Watsons shows the chaos that can 

l'esul t from depending upon l~e for identific~.tioD. All the mem­

oers of a le..rge family ha.ve the same name, Booby Watson. This lea..ds 

1.fugene Ionesco, flIa. Cantatrice cbauve" , Thes.tl'e I (Paris: 
Librairie GeJ.limard, 1954), p. 19. -
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To inevitable confusion in distin~uishiDg between members of the clan, 

and even in describing a single manber of the fa.mily, as is sho\'Jn in 

~r. Smi-th's description. of Bobby '\1atson, the "-'ife of the deceased Bobby 

Watson: 

Elle a des traits re.guliers et pourtant OD ne peut pas dire quI elle 
est tres belle. Ella est trop gl~_e et trop forte. Ses traits 
ne sont pas reguliers et pourt..ant on peut dire quI elle est. tres 
belle. Elle est Ul'J peu trop petite et trop maigre. Elle est. 
professel1.r de ch9-nt(Ia 9p.lltc~tricC? ch::.u.ve. p. 23). 

The nonchaJ.a,nt ma!lTIer in \~htch M. Smith conveys this r;ontradictol'Y 

information is indicative of the relationship between one's abili tJr 

or lack of abili ty to cOlICI!Uliicate and one's desire or lack of d.esire 

to communicate anything of consequence. The bree.kdolln of cOIn.tll1.mic[l. tion 

and the lack of €)lotion behleen this aghlg couple is apparent in th~:d.r 

lack of interest in what each other is s~-iDg. 

The arrival of the Martins leads to another display of how 

comple,te reliance upon la.l1gue..ge as a means of communication may lead 

to false conclusions. The ¥.a.rtins, '\-lho arrive together, convey the 

impression that theya1'e st.rangers at first; but, with the aid. of some 

clever deductions. almost Aristotelian in their logic, they arrive at 

the conclusion that they are bus and wife. This seems quite logi­

cal considerh1g that they came to london from the same ci ty. at the 

same time. in the same coach of the same train, in adjacent seats. 

T'ney live at the same address. in the S8me apartment, in the same room 

with identical furnishings. They sleep in the same bed a.nd they both 

have a daughter. named. Alice \elho has a red eye and a \;Ihi t e eye. However, 

the Smi th 1 s d. ~{ar.1, quite easily invalidates this collection of 
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syllogisms ,rith her assertion: 

¥!3.is t.andia que l' enfant de Donald a. I' oeil blanc a c1r01 te et 
I' oeil rouge a gauche: II enfant d' Elisabeth, lui, a I' oeil I'011:gea droite et Ie blanc a. gauchel .A1nsi tout Ie syst?s-nle dfargmuent.a­
tion de D~mJ.d sf~croule en sa h€Ul'tant a ee dernier obstacl'e qui 
an~antit toute sa thoorie (Ia. Cantatrice ,chauve, p. )1).- . 

This is the first direct s~tion of the u~reliability of langaage 

as a means of communicating and. forming conclu-sions. 

The Smiths and the J.I~rtins rEisort to langllege as if in a despe­

rate attempt to fill a void in their lives. The ineffective ~~llncr in 

which they use language indicates that they are not sm'e of their iden­

tities and of their relationslnps to each other. The maid. who seems 

to be the only character "Jm is not going through an identity crisis I 

is the one who uses lo,nguage most effectively. She fundions as the 

voice of reason and the personification of reality. 

The arrival of the fir leads to a discu.ssion of the valu.e of 

language and the re~50ning process as opposen to practical observation. 

!fDe Smith is of the opinion that the rin,g;i.ng of the doorbell means that 

there is no one there. based. on her previous observations prlo:r' to the 

arrival of the fireman. M. Smith is of t,he opposi te opin:i.on beco;u.se. 

in his response to the fourth ringing of the doorbell. the fireman was 

there. The fir€:.~an settles the al'l!Ument with his astute observation 

that wllen the doorbell rings sometimes there is someone and sometimes 

there is not. 

After the departure of the fireman. the conversation between 

the two couples sbnws a rapid deterioration from the merely silly to 

the utterly" absurd: 
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t.iID6 ~1al'tin: Je peux acheter u.n couteau de poche pour mon fr0re. 
vous ne pouvez pas acheter l'IrlaDde pour votre grand-'Pelle~ 

~1. SnJith: On marche avec les pieds. mais on se recbauffe a .lClelec_ 
trici te OU au charbon. 

M. l-1.artin: Oe1ui gui vend aujourd 'hui un boeuf, dema.in au:t"a. un oe'J..f. 
Mme Smith: D:ms la vie i1 fau.t regard.er par I"" fen$tre(Ia Cants>tM.ce 

uv2, p. 51). - - ­

Whereas these sentences have scme valicli ty individua.lly. in the conver­

sation they slmw no ~elationship at all to each other, unless it is in 

their inaneness. 

The words are u~ed as objects to fill a vold in the lives of 

the cb8>racters and as the void becomes more evident, the desperation 

of the cba.,l.:'acters to fill it becomes mo~e apparent as is indicated in 

their abandonment of all I"l.des of grammatical structure in their haste 

to keep the stage alive with symbols of la~e. sound, no matter how 

disjointed or inco~uous•. 

The relationship between the characters' inability to comw~mi­

cate with each other and the breakdoyfll of the langu8~e is m~ested in 

ronesco's statement: 2 

..• Pour moi, il sf~tait ~ d'une so~te d'effondrement du- r~el. 
Les mots ~taient devemls·des ecorces sonores, delID.es de sens; les 
persolll~e~ et Ie moude m'spParaissait dans une lumiere insolite, 
peut-~tre dans sa v~ritable 11md~re, au_dela des interpretations 
et d'une cav~alite arbitraire. 

Near the end of the play, a complete failure of the language occurs 

when the lights are dimmed and 8~1 the characters chant a chorus of 

nonsense syllables more and. more rapidly as if b'J increasing the speed 

of the utterances light may be restored to their trivial and urdnterest­

2.EhgEme IOllesco, Noteset contre-notes (Paris: Librairie Galli­
mard, 1962) .. p. 159. - - - -- ---- ­



ing existence.). 

In Ionesco' s next p18.y. ~ ~xon3, which 'flaS presented. in 1951, 

the parody on language is not the matn theme bu.t there are cer1;ain 

evidences of the faHures of laumage and the difficulties that nlay 

result from it. The lesson begins with the arrival of a bright yOtU1g 

female student at the home of a timid professor "'ho ts to pr6p"-:lre her 

There is s"luficient communication between the 

professor and the pupil as long as the pupil seems to be in cOlmnalld. 

However, when the lesson turns to philology, the maid attempts to Wo.Xfi 

the professor tilat philology leads to calamity. This is the first in­

dication tD~t any mischief might lie in a simple lesson. As in the 

previous play. the maid. Marie. serves as the voice of reason and the 

personification of reality. 

As the p~ofes8or becomes more involved in his element, tllere is 

a transformation of personality characteristics. The professor, who 

lola,s the meek follo\>rer, exerts hls dominance over the student, in the 

fonn of the pedantic language wi th 'Which he showers her mercilessly. 

1113 the laoguag~ of the professor goes beyond the mental depth of the 

student, the student, due to her failure to understand, mentally rejects 

his premj.ses. Her mental rejection of the idea,s of the professor mani­

fests itself in the form of physical symptoms such as the assorted aches 

and pains of which she complains. 

Near the end, the professor, seeing that the student is unable 

or unwilling to accept his ideology, resorts to the ultimate form of 

3Eugene Ionesco, "La Le~on ", Theatre I pp. 57-93. 
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oppression by destroying the pupil mora~ly and physically in the symbolic 

rape-murder .scene. As the confusion of the stndent increases, so cloer; 

the frust~ation of the professor as he sees the symbols of language. 

upon which he bas based his life work, lose their effectiveness when 

used excessively. In a frenzied att~illpt to restore communica.tion with 

the now thoroughly disintereste.d student. the professor bl~ndishes a 

knife which is invisible to the audience. The apparent invisibility 

of the knife serves to confuse further the student liPo is then stabbed 

and killed by the professor with the unreal knife. The position of 

the body of the student relative to the professor is symbolic of an 

orgiastic experience by tbe professor follo\rlng the murder. The indica­

tion is that our moral standards are based on our ability to communi­

cate them, so ,."hen com:ITunication by language fails. our moral st8.ndards 

become. therefore, invalid. 

Later the maid illlorms the audience that this was the fortieth 

victim for today. The play ends with the arrival of the forty-first 

pupil who will undoubtedly suffer the same fate as the others. despite 

the I!laid's attempts to prevent calamity. In spite of the maid's sense 

of perspective and of reality. even she cannot halt the inevitable 

disaster which results from relying too heavily upon language for 

cornnnmi cation. 

Les Cbaises4 , which was presented in 1952. shm1S a similar-
resuJ.t of an over-dependence upon language. An old man, having spent 

4Iouesco. ilLes Chaises". !.h~tre! pp. 129-80. 
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his life in a round tower on an island with his wife, realizing that 

death is approaching, decides to leave to the world the message that 

he has learned from life. Due to the i~portance of this message, an 

illustrious group of persons, including the emperor, has been invited 

to the presentation. The old man, not wishing to rely upon his poor 

language abilities. has summoned a specialist ,. an orator, to deliver 

the message. The guests, invisiole to the audience, arrive and their 

presence is indicated by the chairs that accumulate on the st8~e, 

hampering movement and eventually separatillg the old man and his rlife 

from each other. 

With the arrival of the emperor and the orator, the old man 

feels that his life has reached its highest point and th'1t an exit. is 

in order. He and his wife leap to their deaths in the sea, content in 

the knowledge that the orator win relg,y to society the legacy that 

the old man wishes to leave. Althou@1 death has removed them from 

the misery of their existence, it has cheated them out of the immorta_ 

lity inherent in the message he has proposed for, when the orator 

attempts to speak, he can only mumble incoherent sounds. He is a deaf­

mute. 

Both the spectators on the stage and the audience in the theater 

must leave disappointed, because, in the moment ~lhen the only means of 

communication was through lang-nage, it has failed. them. In relieving 

himself of the responsibility of directing the delivery of his legacy, 

the old man surrenders what little control he has over his desti~. 



----

Ionesco wrote two plays ~hich he called Com~es ~~turalistes. 

In the first, Jacques ~ Ia soumission5, the family is trying to per­

suade the sou. Jacques, a young man of ID!lrriageable age who has not. 

sJXlken since he was fourteen. to utter the words that will indicate 

that he is willing to live by their standards. Jacques, Who is some­

times presented as the on.ly unma.sked charfwter, is the only one "1i t.h 

any depth of charac ter 0 r indhriduality . .M l.eonard Fronko describes 

it: 6 

As ~nth Bobby W3tson, the anonymity of humanity is pointed up by 
.the names of the chg,racters. All Jack's family bear the name 
Jack or some derivative, while Roberta1s parents are Robert father 
and Robert mother. 

After constant harassment from his relatives, Jacqu.es submits and 

utters the phrase, llJ caime les pommes de terres au lard u • which signi­

fies his absorption into a clan of nameless nonentities. 

When his father presents him tnth a fiancee. Roberte, Jacques 

makes another rather feeble attempt to assert his individuality by 

refusing to be betrothed. to a gIrl \'lith less than three noses. RobeTte 

I, who has two noses and is the "only" dau.ghter of the Robert family, 

is replaced by Roberte II, the tri-nasaled NonlyU dauo.;hter of the 

same fa.'llily. After having gained the sympat~1 of the recalci tl'ant 

Jacques, Roberte II proceeds to seduce him with some rather violent 

5Ionesco. IIJa.cques au la sotlmiss ion" I Th~'tre.! pp. 95-128. 

6LeODal"d Cabell Pronko, ~vant..garde: Tb ~.' erimental Theater 
in France (Berkeley and los Angeles: University of California-Press. 
T§6"2Y, p. 74. 
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erotic insinuatior~t which are suggested in the dialogQe between them. 

Jacques, Yleakened by the barrages of pers1:J,aBive tactics from the tliO 

families amt from his fiancee, finally capi tl21ates • He agrees to 

accept Roberte II as his bride. He signals his capitulation U<J shed­

ding his last sym1:Jol of rebellious individualism--he remo\"es his hat. 

lliring the se1uetion scene the bat serves as another symbol of 

the insignificance of language. When Hoberte II asks Jacques ~ihat is 

on his head, he replies that it is a kind of chat. This lec~.ds to the 

revelation that in the basement of her cmteuu, everything is symbolized 

by the "Word. chat.. All of the objects are called. chat and all la~~a.,ge 

is composed of tho single word~. If one wishes to say, tfJ1ai 

sornmeil. allons MUS coucher ll , he sill'iply says. f'Chat. chat. chat, chat, 

chat". Jacqnes, realizing the insignificant status to lihich langilr'J.-ge 

has sullie, states that it is easy to talk now, that in fact it is 

scarcely worth the bother. Pronko describes it in these terms: 7 

In these plays it(language) bas become the s~nbol of that anti­
spiritU8~, antihumaD presence that inevi ta1Jly wins out. !'Jords no 
longer have any profound meaning. 01" stand. for any real idea. 
Rather they ha:\Te become objects, thiIlgs I that by their very presence 
cro\'ld ou.t the meani"02: that might otherwise have existed. 

Thus, by relinquishing their ind.ividual roea.niV€s. the words of laIlt,~e 

also lose their effectiveness. 

Just as the langu~e loses its m~~ning and therefore its effGc­

tiveness as a means of communication, Jacques, in su~nitting to the 

standards of cont'orml ty advocated by the two families, loses his 

meaning and identity as a person, an individual. 

7Pronko, QE.cit. p. 76. 
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In the sequel to Jacgue~, ~' .__ ~_ S ou il faut 

de u ....I'~'J.e8. the s e cnaracters are involved in the 

sama ·theme after an interval of three years. Jacques and Roberte II, 

now happily married, have not changed. their position~ since the end of 

Jacques, in \1hich they \~ere locked. in each other's embrace. seeming ob­

liviou9 to the chanting of the other characters dancing aroUlld. them, 

The families are nOi'1 concerned with the couple's failure to produce 

offspring. Jacques t \'Jho is not yet at the mercy of the bnlta.l indoc.. 

trination to which he has been subjected, is reluctant to acquiesce 

completely. 

The incongruity of the langoage and the action is evid.ent in the 

rather confu.sing status of the gr8,!1.d.father, t:he, although described by 

the family a.s dead, SAMbi ts as much life as he does in Jacques, in 'Which 

he is as much alive as axe the otb.er characters. At the beginning of 

the phW I gmn:lfather J acqll€S is a living portrai t of himself f nw~ 

on the ~all of the set. As the play progresses. he leaves his frame 

and joins in the conversation despite the family's insistence that he 

is dead: 

Jacques-grand.-m~re: C' est parce que ton graDd-pere est mort(Jacques.. 
fils ne roo..git en aucune f~on). , 

Jacqueline. a Jacques-fils: Gr~~pere est mort(Elle donne un 
violent coup de coude a. Jacques)" 

Jacques-p~re: Ton gram-p~re est mort(Cou.p de coude a. Jacqu.es-fils). 
cTacques...mar.e: Ton grand-pel'eest lllort(Goup de cowie au meme. Jacques­

fils ns reagi t tuujours pas. Ihns 113 eoiu des Robert, on entend) • 
Robert".pere:' Son gr.and_pare est mort.'" 

'\ ,"­Roberta_mere: Son grand-pare est mort.
 
Boberte: Oui, pE1,pa. Qui, maman.
 

Ionesco. IIL l avanil' est dans les oeufs", Theatre II (Paris J 

Libraid e Gallim-3-rd, 1958). pp. 205-31 • - ­
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Jacques_pere. a son .fils: Tu n'entends pa.s que ~rand_pere es~ mort? 
Jacques_fi.ls: Non, Je n I entends pa3 gue grand.-pere est IDort(fl avenir 
est dans les 2-eufs, p. 215). 

Under. this 'tar-rage of evidence Jacques accepts the fact that his gl.'am­

father is indeed dead and he proceeds to ahed tears in great racking 

sobs, completely devoid of emotion. This leads to the l'Jbole family 

joining him in Cr-/ing over the dear departed .. The Robert family expresse~ 

its regrets: 

CbBleureuses cordol~ucest 
Jacques. sam Ie grand-pere, en cooeur: Enchantes(~'aVan1r 
les oeufs. p. 216). 

rfhether the grandfather is alive or dead is irrelevant to the reality 

or lack of reality of the play. The fact that he does not behave like 

a dead person according to our standards is just another indication 

that the language symbols have lost their me.anings and cannot be relied 

upon. 

The superficiality of co ication through the use of la~e 

is presented as one of the thenles in several of the plays of Ionesco. 

In one of Ionesco I s more recent plays. lfuinoceros. 9 \-ihich was presented. 

for the first time ill 1959. there is a scelle in which the interchange­

abili ty of lan.:,.ouage is very vividly indiCr:1te.i. Several people are 

ga.thered in front of a small cafe on a Sunday morniug in a provincial 

to\m in France. when a rhinoceros runs headlong through the streets. 

Among the witnesses to this event are ~renger) the principal character. 

9.fugene 10nesco, ~c~ros l eds. Reuben Y. ELlison and Sto1,~ell 
C. Goding (New York: Holt. ~·--;;li"l.rt and Winston, 1967), ~12 pp. 
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his friend Jean, an old man. and. a logician. Prior to the urI'ival of 

thG rhinoceros, Jean, seated. at a table Hi th B~renger, is tryilJg to 

persuade :Berenger to use his time more constrllctively in order to im­

prove himself soc:l.ally. At a nearby table, the logician, sea.ted with 

the old man,. is trying to per e the old man to use his tirr,e more 

constructively in order to develop his ability' to reD~on. Although the 

discu.ssioDn are on different subjects, the phr'ases used are so simila.r 

as to seem parts of the same conversation: 

Ie vieux monsie-u.!' (au logicien): Il y a plusieur.s solutions 1X'Bsibles.
 
Le logicien (au vieux monsieur): Di tes.
 
Berenger (a Jean): Ensuite, que faire? Dites •.•
 
Ie logicien (au vieux monsieur): Je vous ecou.teo
 , (') ,
Berer~er ~a Jean: Je vo~s eco~te. .
 
Jean (a Be~enger): Vous etes tlmide, malS vous avez des dons.
 
Berenger O~. Jt:".an); Moi, j'ai des dons7(Hhinoceros, p. 63) 0
 

A little later in the same conversation: 

Ber0nger (a Jean): J'ai si peu de temps libre. 
Le logicien: Vous a;v-ez des dons, 11 suffisait de les mettre en 

valeu:r 0 

Jean: Le peu de telflps que VOI.(S avez, mettez-Ie done a profi t. Ne 
vous laisser pas aller a 1a d~rive. 

Le vieux monsieur: Je n1aiguere eu Ie temps. Jlai ete fonctioill'Ja,ire. 
La logicien (au vi~QX monsi~): On tl~uve toujours Ie temps de 

s I ins tl"uire. 
Jean (a B8re~~er): On a toujours Ie teraps.
Berenger (a. J san): CI as t trop taro. 
La vieux monsieur (au logicien): G'est un peu. trop tam pour mol. 
JS9~ (a Berellger): II nlest jmnais trap tard. 
La logicien (au vieux monsieur): 11 n l est jamais trop tard.(Rhino­
eerQE.. p. 61+) 0 ­

The interc~~ngeability of the l~j~e s.1IDbols is, in this case, indica­

tive of the assembly_line nature of language, and the fact that any 

objects, conditions. or situations so devoid of personali~. reduce the 

people who depend upon it entirely to a similar statue devoid of indi­

viduali ty. 
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Al though in Rhinoceros the cha.racters have more psychologlcal 

depth tban the Jacques, the Smiths, the Martins, etc. of the earlier 

plays·, by using laJJgU.age in a similar manner, they are l"educed a.l.mos t 

to the state of automatons. The deeper character of. BOrenger, of 

~inoceros. enables him to communicate deeper .feelings to his friends 

through his behavior and his persoroJ.i ty than is possible in characters 

such as Ja.cques, whose means of colI1Il!W1icstion is limited to lcw.guage. 

As is indic--:l.tc-d in each case \"Ihere there ":~$ a b1"6ak:d.own in the Rb:\.lity 

to communicate beti'leen people, the language s;ymbols that wore being 

used were simply not sufficien.t to convey the clepths of EilOtioDS of 

which people are capable. 



CHAPTER III 

THE PIDLIFERATION OF MATTER 

The use of material objects to symbolize some weakness or a'bs'urd_ 

ity in the human character is at times represented by an increase in the 

number of objects, sometimes by an increase in· the size of tho objects, 

and sometime::! by an StLllJ. number of id entical 0 bjec ts • Sometimes the 

objects are used to sho''l slmply the results of uncontrolled increase of 

mattSl'r.and sometimes thel'e is a more symbolic meaning. 

taire1 • which ..-las presented. in 1955. we see a 

man become 11 terally buried by his own insignificance. The new tenant 

arrives at the apartment where he is met by the concierge who has her 

OTtffi id(?as about how the apartment should be· kept' and '\-!ho would like to 

exert her influence upon the temnt. The temnt. however, is qo.i te 

firm in his refusal to allow her to interfere in his life except in 

her professional role. 

After having decided that the apartment is acceptable, the tenant 

begins to direct the placement of the fu:rni. ture which is being brought 

in qy two movers. As the fUl-niture becomes more ma,ssive. the tenant 

exhib1 ts more pronounced symptoms of wi thd.:rawal from society. Even 

before the arrival of the furni ture. he n3,s insisted that the one window 

be closed. thereb,y effectively shutting out the outside world. Later 

he begins to show an uncownon interest in matters of little significance. 

1:Ehg~me Ionesco. "Le Nouveau lDcataire 'l • ThMtro II> (Paris: 
Librairie Gallimard. 1958). pp. 173-203. - .. 
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With the reduction of his universe even the little things assume massive 

impor ceo Each object tll'llSt be placed. on a certain designated spot. 

a.ncl on no other. It becomes very important to him that a table is 

placed. an inch or t\10 to the left or right of the door. The radio 

~JSt be placed near the chair in the center of the floor b6c~1Se it 

does not work. 

As the furni tu.re continues to accurtll.11ate. there is a mome-nt of 

doubt as t.o "'Thich is the dominant force. the man or the furni bure. 

Wi th the increase in t of the arrival of the fllrnlture the tenant 

becomes more robot-like in his directiotiS to the movers: 

La Monsieur, tandis que les d~m~na.geurs appor~Gent tOlljours les 
meubles, qulils lui po.sent 1~, dGmW:nd.e silenciouse. ql.1 1 on volt les 
meubles entrer. pOusses du dehors. etc .• est au centre. une main 
sur Ie dossier du fautenil. l't:,utre i.ndiouant .__ Ira.. .. la... 1:1••. 

) ..1\ , a.. . l' , Is...., 1" l' .. la... l' fa. •• la... l' a... la.. . a. . .a. .. .a.. • • ..:loa .. 
l3.. .. 1a... l~... 1a..... 1e.... le.... 1a... la... 1l~... la... l~... 
lao .• la •.. la .•• (I.e Nouveau lDcataire. p. 1-97).

~,' 

It is as if the pieces of fllrni ture have assum.ed. command of the si tuaticm. 

as if they are rebelling against the position to which they have been 

assigned. They become the adversary of man because "they have escaped. 

from their proper posi tion of subservience to the DOw-threatened. human 

values rr2 • In shutting himself off from the rest of society. the tenant 

has rejected the standards of society and by living alone he is subjected 

to allegiance only to his O'fn values. 

Near the eni of the play we are informed that the house, the 

corridor, the streets.a.nd even the Thames is jammed with furniture. 

2Josepbine Jacobsen and \'-1illiam R. Mueller. Iq,nesco ~d ~J 
Pla.Y:llrights of Silence (New York: Hill and 'ileJ:lg. 19b8r. p. 99. 
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This proliferation of furnishings might be interp):~eted as the omnipre­

sence of society pressing down upon confol~ist man. The terant, seeing 

that he c&n retr8~t no further to avoid the stifling effects of society, 

cuts himself off from it, fi~~tively, by instructiD~ the movers to 

extinguish the lights leave him to himself. 

Some critics see in the attitu~e of the'te~~nt and in his ~anner 

of dress a suicida.l tendency of conformist man to surrender to oblivion 

in the face of unbea.rable adversity. The tidy black sUit, the gloves, 

~nd the shiny shoes of the tena,nt in combin:.~,ti.on 'Ii th his n:..'cher resigned 

manner, remind one of the atmosphere of a. morbmrv. At the er..d. of tho 

play the firs t mover climbs EJ, ladder and. tbrO\'lS sene floHel's dOim to 

the tenant, indicating that the t8I1?nt has a.cCeptErl the "living death 

that the universe seems to force upon us; he has come prepared for his 

own funeral. •• "3. The tenant has thus resigned. himself to the livtng 

death of solitu.de. 

In Les Chaises4, the stage literally fills up \"lith apparently 

empty chairs. To the audieD.ce they seem empty, but that raises tbe 

question of 'r!hat is real on the sts.ge, that \-1hieh is conceived. by the 

audience or that which is conceived by the actors. On the stage, the 

occupants of the chairs are as real to the old couple as the chairs 

are to the members of the audience. 

The chairs are as real as is the underlying tone of estr-aDge­

3Leonard C. Pro 
France. (Eerkeley and Los ~~~ 
'1'962), p. 91. 

4cf. pp. 15-16 . 
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ment between the old men and his wife. 1hey have spent a lifetime to_ 

gether, bound by a type of love l'~hich, while holding th6l1l together and 

Imaking them inte:rclependent, ".;ill eventl18J.ly separate them emotionallYt 

in much the same manner as they are separated by the cha.irs in the last 

moments of their lives. At the time when togetherness was for them 

very important, their dead love. the chairs, ered. their cornmuni­

eating "lith each other, so that, "lhile dying simultaneously, each one 

died alone. 

In losing control of the proliferatiol't of thG chai.rs, the old 

couple conceded defeat to the factors "lhich mad.e them siDlU.ltaneously 

emotionally interdependent and €motiomlly estr-,:mged. fr·um €8.ch other. 

They 'Here dependent upon each athol" s illusions that their lives 'Here 

still useful to society ar~ that th~ were still carable of influen~ 

cing future events. That they are alienated 1.n their seuse of perspec~ 

tive and their idects regarding reali ty is evident when the old WOl!l::m 

tells one of the invisible guests that the old couple had a lovely son 

who left home at the age of seven, only to have the old man deny that 

they ever had a son. The old woman insists that the old man was a 

good and fro thful son to his parents. The old man admi ts that he left 

his mother alone, dying in a ditch. Whether either is being truthful 

or not is irrelevant. The relevancy is only that they are alienated 

by conflicting conceptions of reality, represented by the chairs. 

The dead love of the couple in Amedee5 is represented by the 

__~ __ e I5B~ene Ionesco, N '~ee ou comment slen debarasser u, 
(Paris: Librairie Galli 1954), pp. 273-333. 
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steady grO'·;rth of a corpse in the bed_room. This corpse has been there 

since their wedding night, fifteen yca,rs ago. During this time Amedee, 

"Iho is a playwright. has written only tliO lines of a play. Madeleine. 

his \life, must eke ou.t for them a meager existence by opera.ting a 

switchboard in the living room. Bis failure as 8. plaY',;right and her 

failure as a "nfe are constant sources of irritation for th£m. 

There have been numerous references attachai to the corpse in 

the bedroom. In the play there are some suggestions tl~.t it may be the 

corpse of a lover t:b..at came to call fifteen Yf:ars ago and. ",as killed 

by Amedee in lit fit of jealousy. Or it might have been the corpse of a 

baby, belonging to a neighbor, for 'vllom they were carillg. Of course, 

there rCimains the question of "\>lby the baby died. Neither of the prir..ci­

pal characters seems willing to admit that it is really the corpse of 

their. dead love. killed on their wedding night by the repulsion of an 

ardent lover, Am$dee, bye, frigid wife, tliM.eleine. 

In a flashback scene, depicting the cou.ple as they l!erGl as newly­

weds, it is evident that their love was the victim of sexuBl incompati­

bility. During this sc~ne ~~eI8ine complains of rus piercing voice 

and the pain he is causing her lihile ).J]~J~dee begs her for love. While 

Amedee sees in their marriage the voices of spring and of children. 

Madelei ne sees only the unpleasant aspects of ~'1.rria.ge. While .Amedee 

dreams of B house of glass and of light, Mndelehle dl'e:lllS of a house 

of brass and of night. 

In this scene '....e see presented simultaneously tbe two basic 
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moods of Ionesco' s experience of the tro!'ld6 • The heaviness 8Jld the 

prolifel~tion of matter represent the depressive, antispirittml aspect 

of life. The lightness a.nd evanescence repre.sent the fleeting moments 

of relief from the oppressive heaviness. As we can see in huedec, the 

existence of the couple has been in the shadow of this depressive or 

antispiri tual aspect. In an effort to conceal. from their neighbors th..IZl 

death of their love, the couple has remained inside the apartment, with 

the corpse, during the last fift(:~cn years. .An their incompatibiB ty 

becomes more apparent, thoir mere presence near ~~ch other becomes an 

irri tant of gigantic proportions. That this rela.tionship between them 

is beyond saving is evidenceQ by the growth, in their apartment, of 

mushrooms, which grow only on dead ma.tter. 

Despite their efforts to conceal the corpse, the l~,te of its 

growth increases in relative proportion to the length of time that it 

has existed, so that after fifteen years it is noH threatening to 

break down the "TalIs and expose its presel)ce to the public. The couple 

is now faced with the dilemma either of allowing their old love to 

. expose itself to the public a.s a corpse or of facing up to the death of 

their love and starting a new relationship on a different basis. 

Due to her bavi~~ become accustomed to the situation, Madeleine 

is reluctant to part wi th the corps e. AI though not preventing Amoo.ee 

from attempting its removal, she is not much help, constantly getting 

in the Hay, reminiscing over the past. Indicating the part played. by 

(Garden Ci ty, New 
Yo:rk: 



29 

emotion in giving mea-nine to life. Madeleine states tp-at the house "lill 

seem qUite empty \d thout the corpse. which ms been "1e temoin mU'3t de 

tout un ~SeH(Ameqee, p. 296). Toeir deep attachment to the ghost of 

their love is evident in the stage directions involvi~ the removal of 

the corpse, which states that the corpse must give the impression that 

the house is being draP'oE;ed along \;lith it and. that it is tearing out 

the entrails of the characters. 

An1E~{lee succeeds in r€1Iloving the corpse from the house. but in 

the street he encounters numerous other difficulties. A group of reve­

lers including two American soldiers, a prostitute, and the bar-mmer, 

who is also Amooee l s landlord. notice thG corpse belng dra.gged thrO"llg!l 

the streets by AmOO8G, but "no ODe is alarm€u b.1 the presence of ~ 

corpse. They are all, dUG to their present vocations, quite familiar 

wi th the sordid aspects of life. One dead love more or less is nothing 

to cal~e them any alal~. 

Upon the arrival of the police, Amedee resorts to evasive action. 

However, the secret is now out, the corp~e is plainly visible. Tho 

~~ill concern of Amedee now is to avoid paying the penalty for having 

caused the death of a young love. The co~~se itself soon relieves him 

of this anxiety. With the knowledge of its existence made public, the 

corps e no longer weighs heavily upon Amedee. I t "becomes light, and 

evanescent and. carries him 6J"Tflay in the manner of a balloon or a p3..ra­

chute. The indication seems to be that it was not the corpse of his 

love that oppressed him and held him in a dull, uncreative existence, 

but rather the secret surroll.nding it, and. the presence of Madeleine, 
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the unresponsive object of his affection. 

Amed~e was Ione3co's first attempt at writing a three-act play 

and the transition, from a feeling of heaviuess ani claUBtrophobia in 

the first hoJo acts to one of openne.ss and lightness i1;1 the last, is a 

difficult one to stage. Consequently, ronesco bas tended to avoid such 

complicated requirements in his later plays. 

In L'Avenir est aans le ~ .9l! 11 ~ ~ ~ l?Q~l1' faire £E- ,---~ 

mOD!le7 , the mechanical, uneq1.otional move;nents of the- characters plus 

the production of a seemingly infinite l'lulil11sr of eggs give the appear... 

ance of an assemblY'-line production 1.lnit. 'llhis is essentially the 

role of Jacques in his rel.;;ttionship to society. Throu,gl1out his existence, 

as is indicat€d in Ja.cques ~ la ........ -....... ..~ ... u ... llaS been subjected to 

external forces "1h1ch "'ould force him into 8. p9.ttern of cor::fonni ty in 

accordance t'1i th the sto,ndaros of h.:1s tmmediate societ;)r. Having acqulescccl 

to the vlishes of his family that he express a desire for hashed brown 

potatoes and that he accept a bride, he has not yet become fully auto­

mated until he fulfills his function as a unit of production. He must 

produce, not only an heir for the fDmily, but as many offspring as it 

takes of types to make a ..../Orld. 

Roberte, who is offstage, is producine eggs at an alarming r~ate 

and the other members of the families are bringing them in by the basket 

and dumping; them into the hatchi~ basket "Jhere Jacques is contributing 

his part to production by fertiliZing the eggs. Jacques is again 

7cf. pp. 19_20 . 
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reluctant, as in the previous play. to become just another cr~racter-

less nonentity, but in the f8~e of his relatives I insistence he proceeds 

to hatch eggp destined to become 

Des o:wortunistes t Des nationalis tes I Des inter.uationa..1i.stes t 
Des revolutionnaires t Des antirevolutionnairesl- Des radis t Des 
radi queux 1 Des populistesl Des actionnairesl .Des reactionuairest 
. . . (bI aV611i r ,as t dans las oeufs" p. 229). 

. . 
At first the rate is slow if not reasonable. k3 the time p.3.sses the 

rate of production of the eggs increases UIltil Jacques is in danger of 

being completely buried by his yet unborn offspring. The eggs in this 

inBtance represent the antispirHuaJ. prssence 'Which has materializ.ed so 

as to dr out any last traces of iru:lividuali ty in Jacques. Jacques 

attempts to express some last traces of individuality near the er3. of 

the play vhen he indicates a desire that some of his progeny should be 

pessimists, anarchists, and nihilists. To the reproaches of his family 

and his i~laws, he expresses a sentiment similar to that exhibited OJ 
8Ar.aooee in the play of the same DEllDJ3 , when he states I1Je veux: uneI 

fontaine de lumiere, de 1 1 eau incaJ'ldescente, un feu de glace, des 

neiges de feufi(Jacgges ~ 18. soumissioD, p. 230). Jacques is also 

seeking relief from the oppressive forces of life. 

Unfortunately, however, Jacques has become just another robot­

like automaton for, amidst the cries of 11vive la productionl Vive la 

race blanchellf(~acques ~ ~ scmmission. p. 230), the stage upon which 

he is seated begins slowly to sink under the oppressive heaviness of 

the eggs of yet unborn generations of conformists. 

8~f: pp. 26-30. 
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In 1953 Ionesco te Victimes du devoir9 , which adhered to tho ... ­
strQctures of tho conventional theater more closely than his previous 

works. The Major theme seems to be the loss of individual liberty 

resulting fro~ too close observance of the duties ass~gned to one by 

society. In each of the characters this loss of liberty is manifested 

in a different manner. In the detective and Madeleine the loss of 

liberty is indicated by a tr.ansfonk~tiou of char8~ter, from the dominated 

to the dominant. The detective, despite his wishes to be on friendly 

terms Hi th Choubert and ?viad.eleine, must resort to his official persona­

lity of mdeness and arrogance in order to extract from them the infor­

mation his superiors have assigned him to obtain. 

Madeleine's loss of liberty results from her eage~Dess to accept 

the dictates of society. It is expressed in her movements becoming 

more mecha~ical as she responds to eve~ wish of the detective. 10 Her 

character chanc;es to fit the occasion. At the beginning of the play 

she is wife to Choubert. Later she becomes his mother and, even later, 

mistress to the detective. Being a victim of duty, she no longer has 

the right to decide on her per~onality. 

Choubert is presented at first as a mild sort of nonconformist 

who is skeptical even of the recommendations of society because of their 

tendencies to turn into orders and the suggestions "lhich seem suddenly 

to resemble mles. Because of his nonconformist attitude, Cboubert 

9Ionesco, "Victimes du devoir". ~leatr€ I (Paris: Librairie 
Gallimard. 1954), .pp. 181-235. ­

101BO Fronko, O~. ci t. I p. 87. 
~-
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becomes the victim of the victims of duty. The detective forces him 

to delve deep into his subconscious in an effort to locate the detective's 

quarry·, YJallot. with a t or 8. d. The detective feeds Choubert great 

quantities of brean in an effort to plug the holes in his memory. This 

materialization of brean represents Choubertls loss of liberty, not 

only does he become subservient to Madeleine and the detective. but 

also to the dominance of inanimate objects, such as coffee cups and 

bread. 

Mecmwhile Madeleine begins to serve coffee to the detective in 

an interminable array of cups which pile up on the sideboard and threaten 

to overru~ it to the floor. Madeleine's ee~erness to obey the l~es of 

society has subject.ed her to domin?~nce by the ina.nimate objects '-lhich 

are symbolic of that society. By cooperating nnthinki.ng1y wi th the 

establisbment she unwittingly brings out her machine-like quE~ities 

which a.re manifested in the shuttling action bet'ileen ki tchen and Iivivg 

room in her quest for coffee cups. 

Choubert is finally rescued. from the tortures of the detective 

by a. friend and poet. Nicolas d'eu, who kills the detective. The detec_ 

tive' S \-IOrdS, "Vive 10, race blancheu , are reminiscent of ~I ~venir ~~ 

. , 

da.~ les oeu~s in which Jac~les succl~bs to the dictates of society to 

the accompaniment of the cries, IlVive la race blanche!:, The references 

to the continuation of the white race might be interpreted as an allusion 

-'-~-*Nicolas d'eu is a parody on Nicolas Deux, last Czar of Russia 
(Fronko i £E. ci t " p. 86). 
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to the crimes and atroci ties that bave been perpetrated in the name of 

keeping a supposedly superior race pure. 

The uselessness of the detective's sacrifice of his life is 

apparent in that little note is taken of his demise except to remove 

his body to the sofa so that it 'ofould not present an obstacle to the 

continued persecution of Choubert. Nicolas' reason for killing the 

detective seems at first to be the torture to which Choubert was being 

subjected, bu.t this is quickly forgotten as Nicolas himself takes the 

place of the detective in forcing Choubert to attempt to plug the gaps 

in his consciousness by feeding him hunks of cea.rse bread. As in pre­

vious plays of Ionesco. the tempo of confornii.ty(adhcrence to dut~r) in­

creases to a.lmost fever pitch. The chant of 11l-1astiquezt Avalezl Mas­

tiquez I Avalez t" become~ contagions and. infect.s the impg.ssive worn;:m 

who bas been S1 tting unconcernedly on the stage. The mass hysteria 

has now involved all the p3.rticipants on the stage in an effort to 

divest illwubert of the last vestiges of his liberty by figul'atively 

stuffing him with conformity. 

~ ~ ~es11 I which was written in 1959, was the first of 

the Berenger series to be staged by Ionesco. It is concerned less 

with man's dominance by objects than \nth urban man's nonchalance and 

his policy of noninte~erence on the individual level. In a recent 

reviel~ by Marcel Lasseaux of an Rnerica.n film, The Incident. a phrase 

used by r.im seemed. equally applicable to the play Tueur ~ f.E{!;es. 

11Ioneseo. "Tucur sans gages" I Theatre II (Par1s: Librairie 
Gallimard , 1958) I pp. 59-171. ­
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M. LaSSe8UX'S assertion tD~t "ce film hallucinant ne releve pas de la 

fiction pure, mais s'inspire directe~ent de la ment8~ite 'new-yorkaise, 

fai te de violence, de couardise et de to tale indifference aux tribulations 

des a'U.tres ll12 describes quite ",ell the attituo_e of th~ citizen.ty of the 

radiant city of Ionesco's play. 

Berenger, . a tragi-comical little figure\'lho has a' tendency to 

exaggerate the importance of things, is a,t first very impressed \~i th the 

radiant city u.ntil ho discovers that a killer stalks the streets, murcl,er­

iug several persons a, day. Despi te the physical at tractiveness of the 

ci ty lit is spiri tl.mlly dead bec13-Use of the lack of human feeling and 

c'oncern on the part of the citizens. Those wno are members of the 

administration a.re qu.i to immune to the threa.t of the killer. It is only 

those who lIlUSt depend upDn the administration or those who wi thdra:<.-; 

from it who are SLlbject to attack from the killer. 

Berenger is being shown around the city by the architect, who is 

80130 the police superintendent. Berenger shows mild concern for the 

situation at first, ~~t 8£ter the m1lrder of Dany, the architect's 

former secretary, with whom he has fallen in love, he eDgages himself 

passionately in an effort to ca.pture and punish the kille:r. Upon return­

ing to his apartment he encounters Edouard, a friend of his, who bears 

some characteristics similar to those of the killer. However, Berenger 

fails to notice this. Even when Edouard's brief case falls open reveal­

iJ~ the various paraphernalia connected with the killer, Berenger exhibits 

1%rcel Lasseaux, II Cinema" , Plaisirs de France, Mai. 1968, p. 61. 
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not the slightest bit of suspicion toward IDiowJ,rd. They both set out 

for the police station to report the evidence to the proper authorities. 

On the way they encounter a political ds.nagogue whose entire platform 

is based on a reversal of existing values. At an intersection they 

become engaged in a traffic problem where the dominance of matter over 

human interests becomes app::1:rent in the traffic policeman I s refusal to 

help B8renger because llJe_suis_dans_la-circl1lation ff (Tueur ~ ~I 

p. 156). Tr-affic is at a stand.still yet the policenu;l,l1 refuses to help 

Berenger to get to the superintendent because of his obligation to his 

duty '{,hich makes him a victim of the objects symbolizing his duty, the 

traffic. 

In the scene immediately preceding the traffic problem. Berenger 

realizes that he has lost the evidence in the form of the brief case. 

However, he then realizes that nearly eve~one around him has a simi­

lar brief case. One brief case is hardly distinguishable from another 

as there is no distinction between the apathy and nonchalance displayed 

by the citizens in allo\'ling the killer to continue undeterred.. 

In the plays of Ionesco no specia2. significance is given to pro.. 

liferating matter except as it applies in each individual case. In 

~ Chaises the apparently empty chairs represent the stifling and 

estranging effect of the relationship between the two old people. The 

fQrniture in r~ Nouveau Locataire represents conformist man shutting 

off and limiting his potential by allowing society to close in around 

him and. bury him. A useless and dead relationship between a man and 

his wife is manifested in the corpse in Amedee. The antispiritu21 
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presence represented by the eggs in 11~venir est dans les oeufs threatens 

to bury Jacques by its dominance over him. In Victimes ~ devoir the 

accumulating coffee cups symbolize the mechanical characteristics 

assmned by Madeleine, whereas the bread being fed to Choubert is indi­

cative of the lel~th to which society will go to stifle individuality. 

The apathy and nonchalance of modern urban mmi is pointed up by the 

similarity of the brief cases 1n l~lr sans ~~. 

There are sometimes controversies arising over the question of
 

the true significance of matter in certain pla~s, but an interpreta­


tion of the role played by objects is valid. only ·as it is conceived by
 

,. the interpreter. lJhether it is a critic, a pla;y1:right, an intellectual, 

or simply a membe~ of the petty bourgeoisie. Whether acc~.uating 

masses of matter represent sioply the effect of proliferating matter 

or some symbol of the relationships betl1sen me;nbers of hum~.nit;t, it is 

sufficient to make the audience become concerned about the role cf 

inanimate objects in life. 
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THE FUTILITY OF HOpE 

Ioneseo has often been accused of diagnosing tho ills of society 

without prescribing al1Y probable cures. He points out the ineffective~ 

ness of language, but he offers nothing with which to replace it. He 

indicates the absurdity of conformity, yet his nonconformists are also 

confronted with problems of adjustment. He satirizes our value system 

while admitting that any system of values is inherently justifiable. 

We are urged to hold out for individuality, but 'rle are given no hope_a 

because there is no hope. 

The old couple in Les Cbais~s 1has placed all of its hope for the 

future upon the appeal'Bnee of an orat.or who '~ould present to the llorld 

the 'message from the old man. The old man has spent his entire life 

in the acquisition of the knowledge which would UO\'l be passed. to future 

generat ious jamessage tbat \-Iould insure pea.ce to the men 0 f the fu ture 

and immortality to the old m- He and his wife make elaborate prepara­

tions for the deliverance of the messa.ge end are quite content to die 

in the kt10Hledge that the message \'1Ould be delivered in the most effec­

tive manner possible. IIowever, he fails to take into consideration that 

r~alization is not based upon justification. Despite the sacrifices he 

and his wife had. undergone for this supreme moment, the climax of an 

othen-7ise useless existence, they a.re denied. the imortali ty inherent 

in the message. Their hope has been based on an illusion, for the orator 

• ilIu __ 

1cf. pp. 15-16 and 25~26. 
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is incapable of comrn:u.nicating any message. He is a deaf.mute. There 

is even SOIDB doubt that there ever was a message. If there was a mess­

age, it was not a message of hope. , The message is a symbolism typical 

of Ionesco, tba,t there is no messa~e, and therefore, there is no hope, 

for the past, present, or future. 

A person viewing the play for the first: time might be inclined 

to consider the invisible guests as simplY figments of the dementsd 

minds of the old couple, but after the double suicide of the old couple 

and. the departure of the orator, the only other visible member of the 

cast, Olle would have doubts. There is evidence that, although invisible, 

the unseen guests are indeed real: 

On entend pour la premiere fois les bruits huma-ins de la foule 
invisible: ce sont des eclats de rire, d.8S mmi'!!ures, des f1d1l1tll, 

des toussotements ironiquesj fdbles au debut, ces brllits vont 
grandissant; pllis, de nOJ).veau, progressivOOIent, s'aff,dblissGnt 
(~~ Cbaises, p. 180). 

This situation is prolonged sufficiently to impress upon the minds of 

the members of the audience that this is not an instance of unreal 

detached absurdity. It is the bt~an condition. We are all subjected 

to situations in which the only solutior. is to rely upon hope. Whether 

this hope will release us from our anxieties or not depends upon arbi­

trar,r chance. Neither society nor fate owes us a second chance. Man 

is inclined to place his hope in an organization representing a higher 

power, such as religion, or other socially sanctioned organizations. 

Ionesco's premise is that hope placed in such a higher power is not a 

guar'dlltee of hope fulfilled. 

The old man of Les ~Jises is someti.mes looked upon as a kind of 
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meddling do_gooder who would reform the world, a savior, for whom the 

'World has been wai ting. His failure to cause f);ny change in the structure 

of society and of the world is evidence of the contempt that Ionesco has 

for the saviors-of-the_world: 

Si la planete est aujourd'hul en danger mortel, c'est paree qulil 
y aura eu des sauveurs: un sauveur ba-i t l'humani t~. puisqulil ne 
l'accepte pas (Notes et contre-not,£! 

TIms all saviors are automatically destined for failure of a sort bc­

cause of the contempt in which they hold the objects of their mm 

efforts, humanity. 

to bear torture by the detective. when the arrival of Nicolas d'eu gives 

him temporary relief. One "10uld thiuk that one so finnly set against 

the principles practiced by the detective as was Nicolas ~ould be very 

hesi tant about applying the same principles himself. This is not the 

case 3$ it is not the case in similar real-life situations. In gaining 

release from one sort of adversity one o~y becomes available to a 

number of others. Nicolas d1eu kills the detective who represented 

the fo~ces of the establisl~ent;but, alrr,0st immediately, he begins to 

continue the persecution of Choubert in the same manner as had the 

detective. 

Chaubert, representing nonconformist man is subjected to anti­

spiritQal forces regardless of his inclinations. When one rebels against 

the establishment he receives from it the special treatment which is 

reserved for rebels. When one is no longer able to communicate effec­

Choubert,'in Vict _ 

2cf. pp. 32-,34. 
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tively with onels o~vn coll~est he receives a like kind of persecution. 

The differences between these two types of persecution are so negligible 

aD to be in..distiIlc~i8ha,ble, one from the other. Choubert, representing 

an Ionesco_tjpe theater, becomes subjected to the ostracism of tho estab_ 

lished society. However, when the oppression of the establishment is 

removed., he is still persecuted, because it is .the fate of the nOllcon... 

formist to be persecuted. 

In the scene depicting the fantasied conversation between Choubert 

and his father, a role here played by the detective, one is led to believe 

that there is a probability of real communication between the child and 

the father but, before 8J~ real co~~ucation can be achieved, the 

father becomes again the rude, arrogant servant of the people, the de­

tective, adhering to his Aristotelian logic, faithful to his duty, and 

fuil of respect for his bosses(Victimes du 9:f:;voir, p. 227). Ghoubertls 

hopes of achieving some meaningful relationship with his father are, 

like his hopes of becoming freed from the influence of established 

society, based on insubstantial illusions, which, at the moment of truth, 

collapse into nothingness. 

The scene depicting a failure to comrtiUllicate betvleen father and. 

son is probably a product of the lack of communication between Ionesco 

and his. father. At the age of thIrteen Ionesco "Tent to Rl11mm~.a to live 

with his fa Jcl1er who was estranged from his mother. He spent the next 

fourteen years in Rumania, but there still existed a gap in tile com:rruni~ 

cation between him and his father. Choubert's excursion int,o the past 

reveals that the generation gap is as much a deterrent to tho establishment 
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of effective communication as is the language gap3. 

G~es4 B~renger is the only credible character who 

has not yet lost faith in hope. All old man expresses concern over the 

capture of the killer, but the fact that he is looki~ for the Danube 

in France raises doubts as to his credibility. The citizens of the 

radiant city, devoid of any hope for release from the terror of the 

killer, have resigned themselves to their fate. Conste..ntly reminded of 

his presence by the news item about his most recent victims, the citizerm 

regard his presence a.s just a:nother risk involved in living, Theil' 

nonchalance is quite well explained. by the architect to Eereng6r: 

II faut vivret Tout Ie temps U. y a des er!fants egorgGs, d.es 
vleillal\.'is affarues, des veuves lU&'1.1bres. des orphelines J des mod... 
bonds, des erreu.rs judiciaires, d.es Ina.150m qui s I effond-rent. sur 
les gens qui les habi ten.t. . • des morlb,tgnes qni s I Gcroulent. . • 
et des ma.ssa.cres, et des deluges, at des dJJens eCr8.sE~s. . . De 
cette fa~on les jour~~listes peuvent g2~ner leur pain. Toute chose 
a son bon cote. Fi nalement, c I es t Ie ben cote qu'l1 farJ.t rebuir 
('fueur sans gages I p. 91). 

B6renger 1 s encounter with the killer seems to substantiate only too 

well this feeling of fats~ism. 

On his "ilay to delivel" evid.ence of the killer's identity to the 

superintendent of police Berenger encounters numeroUB difficulties, 

the final one of which is the killer himself. Alone, in the presence 

of the killer, 138renger realizes th.3.t his salvation depends uIX>n him 

alone. AI though very recently in the midst of a heavily congested 

traffic jam, in his confrontation with the killer, B€renger, as are all 

men in their inevi table confrontation with fate, is alone. 

3cf. chapter II ..
 

4cf • pp. Y+-37.
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Noticing the puniness of the killer, Berenger mocks him at first: 

Vous ne me fa! tes pas peurt Regardez-moi I regardez comme je suis 
plus fort que vons. D tune ,chi quemde, je peux vous fai re tomber. 
Je vous mets dans rna poche (Tueur ~~, p. 162). 

The killer's reply, as is'h~s reply to all that B6re~er says, is an 

emotionless chuckle. Berenger, being a civilized man, attempts to 

reason with the killer. He tells him about the anguish and anxieties 

suffered by the people who are affected by the murders. He mentions 

the incongrui ty of such monstrous deeds taking place in the l's.diant 

ci ty. He mentiOllf:) the unpleasant aspects of his pro"h'l.ble capture and. 

punishment. Be tries to instill in the killer some respect for the 

brotherhood of man. He even offers to ps.y" the killer to stop the kill­

ings. The ridiculousness of this propo~dtion is evide,nt in the title 

of the play, Tump.· 13 rga.ges. The killer has no intElrest in monetary 

rewards. Berenger then resorts to ridicule in an effort to sway the 

killer from his self-appointed mission. He threatens him with massive 

reprisal from society itself. In answer to all these r88.Sons the InlIer 

merely shrugs his shoulders, chu.ckles, and advances nearer to B6renger. 

Near the end. Berenger realizes that all of his arguments have 

been in an effort to justify to himself the reasons for the killer's 

behavior. He suddenly realizes that he can find no reason why the 

killer should kill, but neither can he find any reason why the killer 

should not kill. Berenger1s system of values forbids indiscriminate 

taldng of lroman life, "but the killer is burdened by no such conventions. 

Although neither system of values can compromise itself with the existence 

of the other, each is justifiable by its mere existence. 
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Berenger finally concedes tbat all of his good intentions are 

of no avail in the face of ullreasoning and unbiased fate. He Im'rers 

his defenses and alloHs the killer to approach him. Martin Esslin 

describes the effect of the killer upon Berep~er in this manner: 5 

The ~ller (who, !onesco suggests in a stage direction. might not 
be seen at all, only his giggle healu in the shadows) represents 
the inevi tabili t;), of death. the absurdity of hunwn existence itself. 
This is the murderou.s p1"8Sel"l..ce tba,t lurks behind even the most 
euphoric moods of liehtness and radiant happiness and tuxns them 
back into the cold. gray rainy November of our everyday existence. 

The last scene leaves DO doubt tbat !onesco considered deat~ as an 

inevi tabili ty against ~l}.lich any efforts at resistEl,nce l/ould bel futile 

to the point of seeming ridiculous. 

The inevitability of death seems to be the theme of another of 

ronesco's plays, ~ ~ S€ meu.!16. ~nrlch was presented for the first 

time in 1962. As in ~_~_~ ~. the central coo,racter is named 

Berenger. but this time he is a king of a small country which is b€com­

iug progressively smaller. due to internal conflicts and corruption. 

After having lived for several centuries as the lord of all that he 

surveyed. King Berenger r is inforerIoo that he shall die in one and 

one-half hours. or at the end of the play. The royal surgeon. who is 

also bacteriologist, executioner, and court astrologer, apprises him of 

the situation and suggests that he klloo it ~S1t wail'calmly for the 

511.artin Esslin, The Theater of the Absurd (Garden City. New 
York: Doubleday and COmpa-~f 19b1),-Pp:-122-22. 

6ronesco, IlLe Roi se meurt tJ , Th~atre IV. (Paris: Librairie Galli­
mard,1966),pp. 1-14. ....­
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end. Berenger's first ~dfe, QQeen Marguerite, likewise suggests tb~t 

it is the inevitable result of living and tb8,t the significaJlce of death 

lies in the dignity with "'hich one meets it. The king's second and 

favorite wife, Q.1een Har.ie, refuses to recognize the inevitability of 

death. She insists that love can conquer all adversities. 

Throughout the one and one-balf hours of the play, there is pr.e­

sented physical evidence of the collapse of the reign of Berenger I. 

Cracks appear in the walls of the pala.ce, royal orders from the kir1t: go 

unheeded b.Y his subjects, Berenger experiences assorted aches and pains, 

he loses control of his physical being, and he is il~ormed of the COll­

tinual shrinkage of the frontiers of his country, the desertion of the 

principal officials. and the repeated defeats sustained ~ his al~. 

Finally, in the fa~e of all this evidence, Berenger concedes that he is. 

as are all men. mortal and that the hour of death is indeed upon hiIP. 

This realization weakens him, c8TIsing him to lose some of the dignity 

of his position, therefore becoming easy prey to death. Thus B6reng'er 

fades into the mist of nothincuness from which he came. 

King Berenger has been taken to represent the decline of royal 

1C1ver in government and in society?, but this, seems to be too limiting 

an interpretation to be placed on the work of an author such as ronesco. 

The characteristics of his disintegration could be as easily applied to 

nearly any aspect of society, or of man. There is even something of 

7Josephine Jacobsen and William R. Mueller, Ionesco and Genet: 
¥.la~·lrigpts of Silence (New York: Bill and Wang, 1968),' pp.--69-70. 
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the Nietzschean Udeath of God ff philosophy presented.. Jacobsen and 

Mueller describe ·ill.ng nerenge~ as "an allegorical catcp.all, representing 

individual man, society in the fom of the state, and Ck>d llS • Thus the 

appa.rent demise of B8renger I indicates that the UsU8.~ end of a reign. 

whether it be political. sociaJ., ethniC8.I, or spiritual, is not with a 

bang. but with a gradual fading away into the nonexistence of its origin. 

The principal character in 16 Pieton i~ 1'8.ir9i8 again named 

Eerenger, Herbert Eerenger, an English dramatist, feeling that he is 

going to die, is vacationing wi th his "rife Josephine and their da'l.1..ghter 

Marthe in France. While out for a stroll in the countryside, Eerenger 

discov'ers that he can fly. To the co:nsternution of the spectators, he 

takes off and disappears over a hill. Upon his return he reveals to 

the spectators th~t his journE~ was through the dimensions of time more 

so than those of space. He ~~R indeed been given a glimpse into the 

future of our society and our world. He reports 88.£1ly that his vIsion 

into the future revealed no possibili ty of relief from the turmoils 

and difficulties now persisting in the world. His descriptions of the 

other world make the pet~ty distlu'bances of this one seem inconsequential. 

One would be inclined to apply the revelations in Pieto~ de !'air 

to the physicGl~ world to which 'lIe are confined, but the theme in Piaton., 

as in Tueur ~ ~ ~nd 16 ~ ~ maurt, is the relationship of life 

to death. Jacobsen and Mueller quite effectively state the implications 

8loid. p. 69·-
9Ionesco( fiLe Pietonde l'air", Theatre III (Paris: Librairie 

Gallimard, 1963J, pp. 106-66. 
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of Berenge~'s vision: 10 

A Stroll in the air suggests that the intimations of the world 
beyond death are to be found not in the occasional joys of this 
earth OlJ.t in its griefs and sufferings; that the desert wastes of 
this ~orld are but dim adumbrations of the full horror and nothing­
ness "'hich is to come: that to see face to face will reveal a ter­
ror, the clarity of which our present dark mirror gently obfuscates. 

This revela.tion makes Berenger's fear of his own approaching death seem 

groundless and of little consequonce. Death itself is merely another 

experience of life. 

Ionesco seems less concerned with the complete elimination of 

reliance upon hope as he is ~nth placing it in its proper perspective 

relatlve to reality. The failure of fulfillment of the hopes of his 

characters is not a condemnation of all hope. It is merely an indication 

of the difficulties that can result from pla,cing one's destiny in the 

control of a power other tllan.oneself. In placing all of one's hope 

in a higher power, self-control is surrendered, thereby rendering one 

devoid of what little mastery he had over his destiny. 

10Jacobsen and ~meller, £E. cit. p. 69. 



CHAPTER V 

TlIE A:BSURDITY OF CONFOR-HTY 

EUgene lonesco has been typed as a firm believer in nonconformity, 

but somehow his rebelliousness hr::l'ues seem to end up by conforming or 

being defeated by the forces of conformity. lonesco's plays are con_ 

cerned, not as much with espousing nonconformity as with em~1asizing 

the dehumanizing effects of corl?ormi t:r. 

__ rn ~ ;;)uUWJ.~UU!-l, and. .Y~enir ~_~ 9,;~~ }..§.s 

0~£~1, is re~ar~~ble, not because of his final subillission to the per. 

suasions of his relatives, but b8~ause of his initial refusal to sub­

mit. He is not guided by any creed, but by a simple aversion to the 

mechanical aspects of his relatives and acquaintances, to the almost 

complete lack of individuality among his famUyand tba"t of his fiancee. 

The two families have one well-defined and uno.lterable goal, the 

production of more members of the white race. Anything which J.Xlsed. a 

threat to the realization of this ambition had to be "progrllmmed lf so as 

to remove all of its distracting facets. Jacques' behavior towards 

hashed bro~rn potatoes has deeper implications than a simple distaste for 

a dish favored by the family. Jacobsen and l.fu.eller make the following 

statement regarding Jacques and-the potatoes: 2 

That such issue should be m?~e of so trivial a matter as onels 
culinary taste bears a fine ridiculousness. The serious "impli­
cation is that, for would-be-oppressors, no matter is so trivial 
as to be left to the discretion and choice- of the individual. 

1cf. pp. 17-20 and 30-31. 

Pla 
Jacobsen and William i{Qeller, lonesco and Genet: 
~ (New York: Hill and \fang, 1968L pp. 38-39. 
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Thus. by tra.nsfonning; the situation into one of COUlOOY I Ionesco succee:d.s 

in establishing that there is no fine line distinguishing be"tYleen the 

comedY of DDn.conformi ty and the tragedy of confonni ty. 

The removal of Jacques I hat near the end of Jacques ~ la soumissi.~!! 

is more tr..an a symbol of acquiescence to the demands of his family and 

the family of his fiancee. It is a total subjUgation to the system as 

personified ~J the families. QQite often in totalitarian govermnents 

the removal of the bat is an indication of passivity and sub~~atioll. 

This scene may be taken as a sign of suhnission also when related 

to an incident which occurrad during the adolescence of Ionesco. Short­

ly after returning to RJmania he l'lit118SScd. the bI'L'ttal assm1lt of an old 

man who neglected to remove his bat during the passing of a parade3 • 

Although the old man "las not consciously defyi:ng the autb.orities, the 

pere,lty was the s~e, as is the usual case with totalitarian societies, 

conform or be crushed. 

Jacqu r)$' role in 1'~. ~...... ",v~s ~ il ~ ~e tout 

~!: fai~ ~ monde is similar to that in Jacques ~ 1a s 18sion, 

except here he is concerned not only in conforming himself , but he is 

urged to aid in the production of more conformists. The families call 

for the production of the numerous tyPes of petty bourgeois who woulu 

be content, productive members of society. .Although Jacques has capi­

tulated physically, he is still mentally averse to their ideas of con­

formity. He expresses a desire for the production of nihilists, anarchists, 

3Bettina Kna~PI "Eugene Ionesco N, Anthology of 20th c~tu 
Fren~~ Theater (Paris Book.Center Inc., 1967), p. 597. 
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ano others who would not be satisfied with the status quo. 

The play ends, as do most of Ionesco's plays, with no solution 

to the quandary of Jacques. He has committed himself to a life of 

physical conformity, while unable to commit himself mentally. Tonesco 

does not attempt to prescribe a cure for conformity, he simply diagnoses 

its presence. 

The unending cycle that results from conformity is stated rather 

forcefully by M. Smi th in ~ Cantatrice cbtmve ;'Jhen he says, flPrene'z 

un cercle, carressez-le, il deviendra vicieu..x U(la Cantatrice chauve., 

p. 52). The ;viciousness of personalities which have become devoid of 

color is illustrated in the last scene of the play during 'rlhich the 

characters rather forcefully bombard. E:!wh other wi th the sounds of 

meaningless syllables. The cycle becomes complete at the end of the 

play 1,-lhen the curtain is r<:d.soo to reveal the Ma:ctins in the same rela.tive; 

posi tions as were th.e Smiths at the beginning of the play. Their per­

sonalities are so lifeless and devoid of iIrliv'iduality that either 

couple m~ replace the other with r~ loss of identity. 

With ill Cantatrice chauve being labelled an ~-.mJce, H is 

often presented as Tonesco's personal attack on the conformity practiced 

by some of his colleagues. However, the objects of the satire in ill 

Cantatrice cPEuve is the petty bourgeoisie ill generoal. The fact that 

the setting 'Has in london does not limit th.e idea of bourgeois man to 

the Englishman, but rather the tyPe of man Ionesco describes in his 

Notes et contre-notes: 
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•.. la petite bourgeoisie a laquell@ ~e pensais, n'etait pas 
une classe liee a te11e ou telle societe car Ie peti t bourgeois 
etait paUl" moi un etra se trouvant dans toutes les societes, dites 
revolutioDIlP-ires ou r~tionnaires; Ie petit bourgeois n' est p'oul'moi 
qUe l'hornme des slogans, ne pensant plus par lUi-mtmc, mais repe­
tant les v'en tbS toutes faitcs, et ):>3.S cela mortes ,. que d I autres 
lui ont imposees. Bref, Ie petit bourgeois, c'es~ Ilhomme dirige 
(Notes et contr~_notes, p. 49). 

Ionesco I s contempt for this sort of nonentity' is the basic theme of 

I.a Cantatrice Cbau:ve. 

In Tue~r ~ ~4 Ionesco's satire seems to be aimed at the 

results of conformity, not in the sense of the physical, l~t of the 

ment~.1 apathy ...~hich becomes a part of the confoHlist. In this 5itu.a­

tion none of the citizens are ill overt su~rt of the killer, yet none, 

except BCrenger,' is attempting to do anythiD.g to cha.nge the situation. 

One is inclined, 8.11 too readily, to relate Tucu!' .8f;,.U.S ~!~.3 to 

Nazi Germany. as is often the case with Rhinoceros, but Ionesco 113s--.. ..:.-....-.-' 

stated repeatedly" that his plays are universel. not limited to a'.lY 

particular did.a.ctic polemidsm. The radiant city is limy city or group 

whose citizens or members a.re guilty of a similar a.pathy. The guilt of 

apathy, a,ltbough not legally punishable, is morally equivalent to being 

an accomplice. 

The brief DJEes are Ionesco's finger of 

accusation, pointing out tbe killer's accomplices. The killer is knO'fffi 

to carry a brief case containing various para.phornalia, i.ncluding the 

photograph of a colonel. Berenger first encounters such a bri~f case 

in the possession of his friend. Edouard. He recognizes the objects as 

1}cf. pp. 34-37 and 42-44. 
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belonging to the killer; but, bUnied by the fervent desire to capture 

the ki ller, he does not once suspect Wouard, even when Eiouard conven­

iently forgets to bring along the incriminating brief case when they go 

to see the superintendent of police. 

In the streets of the radiant city Berengcr encounters several 

other persons carrying identical "brief cases. ·SomehOTrl, still not sus­

pectirJg either of these persons is the actual killer, he begins to 

suspect a conspiracy of complacency a.mong the citizens, eVen the members 

of the administration. Be now r&'l.lizes that ho must stand alone in his 

struggle against the killer, Who in not being opposed by the citizens, 

receives their unspoken support. 

The Berenger of RhillOC01"OS5 is qUi.te a contrast to the confident, 

enthusiastic Mrenger that we find in ~e~lr ~;B~ g,?:iiss. This Mrengor 

is an indolent, easygoing R~~r-dl~ard who, instead of rebellit~ 

against a society of which he disapproves, hides behind the euphoria of 

a continous alcoholic daze. His friends and colleB~es, more accepti~~ 

of and more accepted by society, are more inclined toward adjusting their 

lives to fit the dictates of society and therefore more susceptible to 

rhinoceritis. Oreste rucciani eA-plains this susceptibility:6 

••. la rrdnocerite n1est rien.d'autre que la conformisme social. 
C'est clair comme Ie jour, pretend-on. Ces rhinoceros, clest la 
grande masse des humains qui betement--c'est bien Ie cas de Ie dire-_ 
se ruent et foncent, les uns a.la suite des aut res , dans une grande 
entreprise de destruction. i~is justement, si les hornmes deviennent 

5ci. pp. 20-22. 

60res te F. Pucciani , Noll va Ionesco?", French Review, October, 
1961, p. 69. . 
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parfois des rhinoceros, pourquoi ne devienQraient-ils pas aussi des 
moutons OU, a. la rigueur, des licornes? 

A mass. of rhinoceros is more destructive than their equivalent in sheep, 

just as a mass of uni-directional conformists is potentially more d.Clllger­

ous than the relatively feeble mass of resistance which it encounters. 

The rhinoceros' reliance upon bru.te force to co mcate its feelings 

and opinions is more representative of the bebE,vior of conformists than 

would be the behavior of sheep. 

At the presentation of Rhinoceros in Berlin, any implication that 

could be a reference to the Nazi regime and its degrading effects was 

qu.i te loud~y applauded by the audi ence. Em-lever, the universal signifi­

cance of 'Rhinoceros is not limited to the nazisj but, as Professor 

Pueciani states it: 7 

Capi ta~istes a ~40scou, Nazis 011 P~,racbutistes a Paris I Americains 
a Cuba, Cubains a Nel'l York, ees rhinoceros sont universellement 
coupable et lliJiversellement iImocents. Us sont la, pour noh'e con­
fort et pour Ie repos de nos consciences. lIs sont la surtout pour 
nous divertir et s l ils n'y reussissent pas, clest que ,M. loneseo 
a porte un peu trop loin un caleul de provocation. 

Wi thout attacking any certc:dn group, M. lonesco effectively condemns a~J. 

such groups, impersonally and unemotionally, as does the killer of Tu6\lr 

~ gages; and, like the killer, he offers no alternatives to their 

cries of "Que peut-on faire? "(Tueur sans ~es. p. 171). He diagnoses, 

but ho does Dot prescI1be. 

71bid. 



THJG IMP.ALANOE OF IlflTEI.uooT AND D-iOTIOlf 

CIUPTER-vr 

I.e Salon de l' autODlobl~. seem 

tion.s .from an imbalance of intellect and 

leader return to a\'lai t the approach of the leader. The announcer deseribes 

the manuscripts to four have been los t. The three rf-'Jnaining plays. 

to resist making an effort to see the appro8.ching master, yet they must 

t!~ to remove themselves as far from his path as the walls of the set 

Le . __ -_~ 

to have as their basic themes the supeTficiality of the value system 

young man and young '\oloman meet oustage and decide to get married. After 

the:tr departure from the stage the announcer and the t,w admirers of the 

a female, express reactions mixed \vi th fear and a\ie. They seem w.able 

will penni t. Several times. when it appears tb..at the lea_der is about to 

In 18 lIL8.itre1 , an announcer repeatedly informs a couple of fans 

of the leader that thei r idol is approaching. ~be admirers. a male and 

of supposed civilized societies and the incongruities that can re~~lt 

leader in his approach--he is delayed or detoured, caUBing the arillouneer 

and the admirers to run off-stage in an attcillpt to corne into his presence. 

During the first diversion, while the stage is vacated. another 

make an appearance__ the aJll10uncer describes minutely the action of the 

In September of 1953, at the ~1eatre de la Huchette, seven s~~rt 

plays of Ionesco's ,~ere presented by Jacques Polieri.· Of these seven, 

1Ionesco, ~Le Maftre, Theatre II (Paris: Libl~irie Gallimard, 
1958). pp.233-L~3. 
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to the t~lO admirers the behavior of the leader which includes signine 

autographs, dancing lvi th a partner while stroking a hedgehog, being 

photographed, greeting the cro~u, spitting a great distance, c.hanging 

his shirt behind 8, red scr.-een, putting on his tie, reading his newspaper 

\'lhile drinking his morning coffee, gettiDg up unaided after falling from 

a broken parapet, accepting a bouquet of flO\'lers from a EttIe girl, 

M.ving his trousers pressed, tasting flowers, fruits, alld. the roots of 

trees, and suffer.-ing little chHdren to come unto mm. Again, just 8.S 

the leader seems at the point of shovling himself, he detours, causing 

Qthem to chase aftel him and the lover.-s to eba,se 62vch other across the 

s,tc9,ge. After a thiro. such inddent tho lovers, the admirers, e,nd the 

announcer meet on the sta.ge sirr.ul taneously. At this moment the annOUl1cer 

declares the arrival of the l~~er. In ro1 effort to prevent blocking 

his path, the two couples em1)race each ,other against th.e 1-fall, the young 

lover embracing the girl admirer and tbe 1ou.ng man admirer ambracing the 

girl-friend of the young lover. 

At long last, the leader arrives, in full view of the actors 

and of the audience. but to the consternation of everyone. except perhaps 

the announcer, the leader is heonless. After the departu_re of the leader 

the girl admirer comments upon his 18.ck of a heaA to which the announcer 

replies. IIIl n'en a pas besoin. puisqu'il a du genie"(Le Maitre, p. 117). 
,. . 

This leads everyone to inquire into the identity of the others. Because 

of their total im.mersion into the life of follO\/- the-leader, no one had. 

taken the time to establish any individual identity. Upon becoming dis_ 

illusioned "Ii th the leader, each one recognizes a need to relate to the 

other person as an indiviu.ual instead. of as a member of a group. 
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There is DO clear reference indicating whether the loader is a 

literary figure, a celebrity, or a political figure; hO'1ev8r, the total 

immersion of the participa,nts in the admiration of the le2ner with the 

resultant alienation from each other may be related t9 an idea expressed 

by Ionesco concerning the alienating effects of politics: 

Je crois que ce qui nous separe les uns des autres est cotta 
"poli tique", qui eleve des bfl.rrilhes entre les hommes et est 
une somme constante .de malentendus (~ et contT'~-no~es, p. 73). 

AlthoU&h involved with each other physically, the mind.s 'of the leader's 

subjects are almost totally in the possession of the leader. 

The reactions of the characters point out the manner in 'l\Thich 

Borne people neglect their own individuali tjt by becoming too much absorbed. 

by the groups of which they are members. The group members begin to think 

of themselves only in term of how they relate to the group, not in terms 

of the most important ba..sic relationship, tr..at of individual to individua.l. 

The members who hold the more exalted positions are the ones who become 

the most absorbed by their ovm work. In reference to this M. Ionesco 

states: 

Je crois que toute societe est aliena,nte, meme ou surtout t1socialistell 
(en Occident, en Arl-.gleterre, en France, les.classes se nivellent ou 
slinterpenetrent davantage) ou Ie chef politique se pense elite parce 
que chef eelaire, et ou il est absorbe pa,r sa fonction. au il y a 
fonction sociale, il y,a alienation (Ie social clest l'organisation 
des fonctions) car encore une fois Ilhomme n'est pas que fonction 
sociale (Notes et cont~notes, p. 89). 

In becoming a social function, man voluntarily rescinds his o~~ indi­

viduali ty, therefore his O1m liberty. 

The members of a group will often become so a.bsorbed. by the group 

and the ideals of the leader tbat they will become blind. to the fau~ts 
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and/or l-leaknesses evident in the ideals and policies of the grou.p. This 

is apparent in the reBlction of the announcer to the revelation that the 

leader is headless. He intirn8,tes that the leader's other qllalities COffi­

pensate for his lack of a human cmracteristic su.ch as a head. which 
- . 

would be a superflui ty OD. the machine \'lhich the lead.er bas 1-ecollle. 

The three characters in IB. Jerffi~ Fille ~ marier2 are satires on 

our value system and the arbi trary manner in i'lhich importance of S1 tu­

ations or objects is established. The play opens with a oonvel~ation 

bet\'!een a ;',loman and a man in which the ''loman is describing to the man 

the many assets of her daughter who bas juBt finished hes studies and 

is about to talee a job as a typist at a firm which deals in fraudulent 

transactions. The convei~satiol1 sops erratically from banGlli ty to more 

banali ty until the arrive.l of the d.aughter of the ,.,oman. The daughter 

is a man. about thirty years old. robust and virile. with a busby black 

moustc9.che, wearing a grey suit. 

The fact tbat the gentleJnan is not surprised at the appearance 

of a·man as the dau2hter of the woman is indicative of the trend through­

out the play. Things that l'muld under ordimry ci rcums tances be considered. 

trivial in their importance are given the greatest significance in this 

play. The statement by the woman. "II nly a pas de sots metiersl"(La 

~ F~lle a marJle~L p. 254). is c~~sidered by the man to be si~ificant . 
eno~h to meri t the croix d f bonneu:r . Yet. in spea.k:i.ng 0 f the a tom bomb, 

the woman ignores its tremendous destrLlctive possibilities and dismisses 

2Ionesco. I1I..aJeune }"Hle amarler lF • Theatre II (paris: Librairie 
Gallimard. 1958).pp. 245-56. . 
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situation, to the actoro if not to the audience. 

58 

The major ~rt of 

was set, the typical young 

tioD, 'fAht Celle_la, alors ••• , II pa.rait qulil 

the society in which La Je ~ _ 
_ill ,~ 

. 
the play is concerned "Ii th a discussion of children, because the woman 

M. ronesco's theme here seems to be a repudiation of the idea 

that our ci,~lized society is based on intellect. His allegation is 

Society burdens us with certain starrlards to govern our system of 

Values are therefore relativ'e to the society in \-lhich the practitioner 

lady is robust, virile, moustachioed. deep-voiced. and has all of the 

physical crn..ra.cteristics we usually attnbute to a man. Judging from 

the reactiolliJ of the charact.ers in the play. this was quite a usual 

, .­
nous a ch..ange Ie temps I Les saisons, on ne sait plus ce que c1est. c;a 

ideal young woman would be blonde h~ir, blue eyes. height of five feet 

five inches, weight of 110 potuIDS, and measurements of 34-Z2-36. In 

that values in society are established arbitrarily, and are justifiable 

only due to their existence, not by any intellectual, logical evaluation 

of the~. 

values while allm'ling us a number of chDices vlHhin this Umi tation. 

finds himself. In certain societies the physical clUlracteristicsof au 

a tout bouleversel1l(Ia'Je~neFi.......~ 

it with the excl 

understands them, therefoloe, to ber, they are important. The atom bomb, 

other societies this tJ~e of young wom~n w~11d be considered u~derfed. 

underdeveloped, and altogether unacceptable in appearcu1ce. PerhB,ps. in 

"TMch she does not underst.a.nd, i.s not considered of suffic5.ent importance 
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The third of this trilogy,. L€J ~ S!2. !1§.utomol1w3• is a 

potp::m.rri of incongruiUes. The three principal characters are a mao, 

a lady, and an automobile salesman. Although a.ssorted animal sound.s 

are heard. in the background, the opening lines establish the setting a·s 

the sho\'iroom of a car lot. The young lady introduces the customer to 

a saleaman "'m begins to describe the vari01Ls attributes of each model. 

In order to aid his vision, not his smell, the customer borro\'/s the young 

lady I S nose. with the assurance that "up bon Ii€Z va,.llt mieu.x que deux: tu 

l'auras(sic)r1(Le Salon de Pauto.mobile, p. 196). In demonstratirlg an- - ..,-­
automobile, the salesman pinches it causing it to emit the sound of a 

trumpet. When the Cll.stOlll.er pinches the same car it emits the sonnd of 

a horse I s whinny. O-ther SOYl.Dds heard. throughout the play are those of 

a railroad, a gui tar, hO\l do lOu~. a sa~l, Ifmince alors, ca coupe ff , 

a trumpet, scrap-iron, and a heavy body falling on the floor. When the 

customer decides to buy a male car, the salesman suggests that he buy 

also its female counterpart. The female counterpart to the car is, of 

course, the young lady to whom the customer "las speaking at the beginning 

of the play and from whom he has borrm~ed a nose. He decides to bu.y the 

female instead of the male car and to marry her himself. They leave the 

sll(n~room amidst the sounds of a farmyard, frogs croaking, horses whinny­

ing, cows mooing, and best wishes from the salesman. 

An audience watcbing a performance of 19 Salon de l'~tomobile 

. ­
would be inclined to find the incongruities comic, but this comedy is 

' 3ronescg\ "Le SalaD de l'a..utomobile 1t , Theatre IV" (Paris: 11brairie
Galllma.rd, 196 I • .J?p. 193-99· 
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valid only when using our system of values and identities as the standard 

of measurr.ment. Regardless of the seeming incongruities present in Le 

Salon de l'automobile,in a system based on different values the entire 

production could be a model of logic and feasibility.. In this ylay, not 

only is there a credibjlity gap of identities and values, but, there is 

also a language gap4. The characters seem to be speaking the same language 

as the audience, but words seem to have different meani11gs. The comic 

effect results from the incongruities between the audience's conception 

of the meanings of the "'ords and the apparent meanings as indicated by 

the actors. 

In I.e Ilbi se meurJ:.5, King Berenger is quite a""are of his condition 

from an intellectual point of view, but he is reluctant to accept it be­

cause it is more pleasant to contemplate it from the emotioUB.l Viewpoint. 

The evidence of the degeneration of his power is all around him: desertion 

of his lieutenants, mutiny of his subjects, defeat of his armies, deterio­

ration of his castle. m1d. his Ovm physical disintegration. The realists 

among his subjects. the Queen Marguei~t~.and the surgeon, t17 to pre­

pare him for his inevitable demise in an intelligent and dignified man­

ner. However. the sentimentalist, Queen ~tarie, appeals to his instinc~ 

tive desire to remain alive by reminding him of the pleasures of his 

younger days and that he is the master of his own destiny. Despite 

4cf: chapter II. 

5ci. pp. 44-46. 
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B~renger's preference for the emotional vie~point, the realistic viewpoint 

is the one to which he is subject. It is logical tllat mortals should 

eventually die, and being mortal he must die. 

Al though logic -triumphs over emotions in this playlit is not a 

testimony Qy Ionesco of the inherent logic of existence. Tonesco is 

well aware of the existence of justifiable contrasts. As he states in 

Notes ~ contre-notes: 

Bien n1est atroce, tout est atroce. Rien n1est comique. Tout est 
tragique. Bien nlest tragi que , tout est comique, taut est reel, lr­
reel, possible, impossible, concevable, inconcevable. Tout est 
laurel, tout est leger..• (Notes et contre-notes, p. 194). 

The satire is not on the lmman condi tion beil"..g constantly controlled 

by logic, but rather on the hwnan weakness of emotion. 

The basic premise of the four plays treated in this chapter is 

that reliance upon intellect is reliance upon a 'system based upon" previous 

arbitrarily established standalcis, whereas an emotional response is indi­

vidual and is dependent upon the inclividual I s O'fffi interpretation of the 

si tua.tion and the probable results of his response. According to Iones_ 

co's inferences, neither system is superior to the other; and, in spite 

of the contrasts, either is or both are inherently ju_stifiable, in any 

given play. 



Cl:IAPTER	 VI I 

THE DAl~'..r OF INIDCTRINATION 

Of the plays ~ritten by Ionesco have touched upon the subject 

of indoctrination. The satire involved in these works is not limite1 

to the types of indoctrination associated with. politics, but to various 

si~aations in which the opinions or doctrines of a group are beine 

foreed upon another group or an individual. 

As a result of the controver~i'8s t.hat often CeD~-;el' around hi S 

plELyS, Ionesco hiros.elf has often be~en the subject of att.empts e,t iudoc­

trination, especially by proponents of ce~t~in literary ideals. In 

spite of his rev~dintion of E~~" claims to associution with any type of 

theatrical movement, h8 is repeatedly typed £J,s 9, founder of the n.ya]!­

garde theClter1• In an effort t.o show the tradition~l r3.sis of his ';.lorks, 

~ )Thich lla.!l presented for the fil~st time 

at the Studio des Champs-Elysees in Febrtm,ry, 1956. The similarity of 

the title to previous literary works, Moliere's 1'1.!!!!?!.0!DP~ de ~.erSa1J.les 

and Giraudouxls !::'!u,,,~,,,,u"tn... did not go unnoticed by his critics, 

as was the intention of Iotlesco in choosing that title. 

b'imRrom~~ de l'Al~~ is Ionesco's most polemical play in which 

he responds to some of his critics in the guise of the character who is 

presented in the playas Ionesco. The other characters are Bartholomeus I, 

1Ionssco, Notes et contre-notes (Paris: Librairie Gallirnard, 1962), 
p.	 25· -.- ­

2Ionesco, 111' impromptu. de I' tl 
t (Puris: Libr~irie 

GalUmard., 1958), .pp. 7-58. 



Bartholomeus II. :R9.rtholomsus III ancl t.he maid. tfu.rie. '\lho. as in Lc 

type of theater. 

E3.Ch 

, a Bartholomeus, Bar.t II.and. as in 1'.~r-v~~v~ 

. . 
again knocking on the door, but this time it is ignored by- the three 

of the play. When Ionesco rearls the pl~y for Bart II, at tbe appropri_ 

6J 

the play "'hich Iones"co is in the process of \"lri ting for him. He ex.pl<;',ins 

that he is a representative of a ne~... -type scientific theater "Jhieh would 

to have one of Ionesco I splays \<1i th vhich to experiment in the 11tHe 

theater. "To Bart lis insistence that he read the play, Ionesco reads 

the first lines which 8.re the same as the first lines for L' irnprorm2t'
cn·_ 

JAg a matter of convenience, the three Bartholomeuses will be 
referred. to as Bart I. Bar.t II, and. Bart III. 

learned scholars and the plaYW1~ght. Ionesco. 

appears at the appropriate moment. Bart II and Ionesco then repeat the 

same lines which had. been spoken by Bart. I and Ionesco at the beginning 

all arou.Ild. Bart III and Ionesco go through the same dialogue as bad 
. . . . 

the t\'lO previous "Barts. lhring the third reading of the play there is 

ate moment another Bartholom~ls, Bart III J appears. After salutations 

The play opens with Ioneseo asleep in his room. his head on his 

desk. a ball-point pencil sticking out of one [.land. The bell rings, 

BartbolomeusJ presents the voices of the various critics of Ionesco's 

awe.kenine Ionesco. who goes to the door and opens it to furt I. B:,ut I. 

who is "fearing a scholar's gO\vn of the time of Moliere, .inquires about 

de I'-­
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The sch~lars then subject ronesco to a long term of innoctrination 

during 'flhich each scholar attempts to impress uIJOn Ionesco the va.liclity 

of his(the scbola.r's) doctrines of theatrology, which are usu.;J,l1y in 
-

conflict \ii th the doctrines of the hvo other scholars.. 

Ionesco is informed by the scholars that all of his previous pre­

paration for his vocation was ineffectual since he is not a scholar but 

a playw-right and therefore inherently stupid. 'l'lhen he reminds tbem 

that he has read the 'tlorks of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and' :EUripides he is 

told that they are all dead, outdated, and of no use 'ilhatsoevor. "lhen 

ronesco refers to Shakespeare he is told that Shakespeare ....:a,s not a 

French writer, bu.t Russian and ther8fore ir~elevant. Moliere is ridi­

culed as a reactiona.ry who got his inspir,dion from Ita.lians-_Foreigners. 

Aristotle is accused of h-:'lving copied from AdE~ov* ; 

As soon as the scholal's det.ermine amoIlg the,r.selves tl~l,t the the­

ater of Ionesco is based on irrelevancies, they begin to vie for n~cep-

tancs of their indivi.dual ideas by Ionesco. Be is held a virtual prison­

er in hts o'rm rOOID, even "f,!heo the maid secks entry. rJhen it seems appa1'ont 

that the maid would have to be allowed to enter, the learned scholars 

begin to make elaborate pre~~ration to construct a theatricel set of 

roneseo's room. The fUMliture is rearranged, signs are posted, and 

ronesco is recostumed as a f;chol~,l'. The maid finally forces entlj'- into 

)contemporary .avant-garde dramatist. 
Ls.,Parodie, L9 Sans de la Marcha, Tou.s 
10 Paoli I etC':' -- - - ..... . 
~~.. 
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the room and aids lonesco in remaining dominance in his own room. 10ncD­

co explains to the aurlience the significance of the activities that have 

just occurred and in so doing so launches into a long tirade quite in­

distinguishable from the pedantic utterances of the tbree learnecl doctors 

of theatrology. The maid indicates this by dr~,piDg around his shou~ders 

the robe of a scholar. 

The three doctors of theatrology represent the vE>,rious types of 

cri ticisros to \vhich lonesco had been sl1:bjected. Their al'{;,"UlDents for a 

certain type of theater and against certain other types of theater are 

valid only when viewed tive to certain predetermined stand~rds. 

.Each seems to have bis mm. special set of standard.s @.ccord.ing to. "1hich 

his Rrguments are valid:; but, in the light of the other standards, the 

other arguments are just as valid. Each critic, while justifi~n in 

criticizirlg, may do so only by objective ste..ndards. lonesco sta,tes it 

thusly: 

5i le cri tique a tout de rneme bien 1e droi t de juger, il ne doi t 
juger que selon les lois memes de 11 expression artistique, selon 
la propre mytl~logie de 110euvre(~liIDvromptu de !'Alma, p. 56). 

Therefore, tbe critic may express his orinion concerning the artistic 

value of a work of art. but, in suggestil1g wa;ys of improving or altering 

the work, the crt tic becomes a pedant thereby loses his objectivity . 

. lonesco's pedantic attitude at the end of the play indicates the 

result of forcing an artist to defend the standard by which he creates 

his "'ork. In defending his work, he becomes pedantic, like the critic, 

and the work loses its effectiveness as a work of art. The patrons are 

no longer allowed to enjoy their individual artistic experiences. but 
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must interpret the work according to the didactic standards of the author 

or artist. 

The author cannot lirni t himself to standards which might h-::tve 

been created for a situation quite remote fro~ the situation in which 

the author finds himself. As the times c e, the modes of artistic 

ex-pression must change accordingly. This is e~ldent in Ionesco's 
, ;

reference to the subtitle of l' ~ de 1;' Alrr'-:9;, lrJ Cameleo,g §,-U 

Berger: 

Si vous voulez I je suis tout de rneme Ie berr,er. 10 thea.tre etant 
le cameleoD puisque j'ai embrD,sse la carriere the~tn>..le, at 1et 

thegtre cb.aDge, bien sur, car le theatre Clost Ie. vie. Il est 
changeant CO~6 la vie••• L€ c8meleon aussi clest la viel(1 I im­
promptu ~ 11~. p. 15)· -­

In order for their criticisms to be valid, the critics must also change 

with the times or they will be outdated as are the three scholars in 

~ I impromptu de l' Alm~. 

~T.hereas, in the above-mentioned play the theme is the pressures 

to which an artist ~~y~~~y ou la sOTh~ission and l'avenir 

the subject of the indoctrination is the avera~e 

mBmber of society. In the first play, Jacques is pressured Qy his 

family into u.ttering the phrase IfJ'aime les pommes de terre au lard lf 

which indicates his acceptance of their standards. He is pressured 

also, through the erotic overtures of his fiancee, into accepting a 

wife against his initial impulse. In the second play Jacques is again 

subjected to pressures from his family a~d his in-laws to produce 

~ pp. 17-20, 30-31, and 48-50. 
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offsp7.'ing. 

The iruloctril;::~tlon to which Jacques is subjected is of t"io types, 

intellectu8J. a.nd emotio!: ~1. At fi:cst the P'lrents and. his sister' berate 

him wi th reasons r~hy he should accept their stal)da:ros. ~lben it seems 

that he is imIIDlne to their line of logic J his father plays l.lpOn his 

feelings for the faInily by thrmtening to leave home, thereby bre'l.king 

up the family. His sister, Jacqueline, then appeals to his self-con­

sciousness by suggesting that he is ,~mbj6ct to the "'Jorkings of time. 

~••~V'~......~y ......~_e. From his fiancee, Roborte II t he receives the most 

basic all.D. least resistamt type of indoctrtnatiDD-_she a.ppe~ls to his 

sexU2~ instincts. 

Although Jr..cques 1'",,';8 spurts of rebelliousness , at the end. he is 

overwhelmed by the sheer \'ieight of tbe indoctrination to which he is 

su'bjected. The eggs ":1 th \'lhich he is being cove,red symbolize Dot only 

the triumph of the anti-spiri t1.1.a.1 ov'er the human. bnt eJ.so the triumph 

of inc3.octr1n::ttion over individuali ty. 

TD.at there is also sorne socia,l significance in the pl8-Y is evident 

in the cries of I1Vive la ra.ce bla,nche lf from the fa.znilies du:ring the pro­
. , 

duction scene of L'avenir est dans los oeufs. The source of the indoc­--"- ~--------

trinatioD is not j~st the family ~~t the entire social structure to 

""horn Jacques finally SUbili ts. His aVO'fiG} of a liking for hashed. brown 

potatoes was the equivalent of a pledge of allegiance, aDd his reluct8,nt 

agreement to produce mOl'"e eggs ...ras not.·j~st to pl'"oduce an heir for the 

family. but more subjects for the st8.te, or whatever type of to tali taris.n 

society urrler which he existed. 
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In ~ I.eipn5 Ionesco shows the ultimate degradation suffercd by 

a victim of ind.oetrination. Not onJ..;)7 is the victim of the iL.doctrilk'1tion 

degraded and demunGl.nized but so is the perpfJtl'a,tor of the l.ndoetl:'ination 

process. The one "1ho has become so much a p:1rt of the system tha..t he 

thinlts only of the system becomes depor-dent upon it. f ..S is the professor 

in .Ia Leeron. After having systematically reduced the bright. confident 

pupil to a whimperine; puppet, the professor s;ymbolically rapes and mur. 

del'S her. Caught up in the fervor of his beliefs. he does not rC?...alize 

the possible consequE;nc6s of his act 1.1Xltil aftel"\'la..rds. In the la.st 

scene. the maid giYes him .an armtand, perha.ps a Nazi swastika, tellin;g 

him that he would be safe ,';hile v:e:.u·ir,g it. The indication is that, 

regardless of the El.pparent immoIHali ty of em act I if it is sanctioned 

by the systen: under ,,;hieh one lives. it is justifiable. 

The significance of communications to indoctrination is pointed 

up by the maid's wariness of the lesson on philology. However, the 

professor. heedless of the warning, continues the lesson wi th disastrou..s 

resuJts. The professor's resort to violence might have been the result 

of his inability to COlJ1J((llTncate ..Ii th the rtudent. By depending upon 

philology he unwi ttingly subrli ts himself to this frustration, for liThe 

apex of philological art is reached when nothing is communicatEJdu6 ~ . 

When communications between the professor and his pupil cease, the only 

alternative is calamity. 

5cf. PI>. 1,4-15. 

6J"osepbine Jacobsen and 'William R. Mueller, I .... u~~~. Genet: 
?la;ywrights of Sil,ence (New Y!)rk: Hill and \'1 . -~ 



69 

The admirers of the leaner in La Maltre? have become so ilrloctri ­

nated by the announcer. perhaps a party subordinate. that they have lost 

all perspective of each other's ia.enti ty and of their- relationships to 

each other. ~le annOUIlcer, being closer to the leade~ from an official 

point of view. is not even al','are of the wee.kness of the leader. The 

fact tbat the leader is heanless is quite exc~u.sable to the 8~illuncer. 

After all. the lead.er is a genius. 

The many trivial acts of the leader offstage are ~considered of 

more importance than the a.t tempts of the lovers ons tage to communi cate 

wi th a.nd relate to each other. Even the cbEl.nglnG of hi~s shirt ~by the 

leader is considered irnmen..."ely more important than the proposed marriB-ge 

betwp.en the young couple. The leader, representing the established 

order of society. is the one to whom all the c1Jaro~ct.(~rs must l'E::late. 

They may find some rele.tionship to ea.ch other only ""hen it no longer 

interferes with or go contrary to the doctrines of the society repre­

sented by the leader, that is established society. 

The detective of Viet~ID~!3_ du devoir8 is the prim8.ry instrument 

of society- ,~hose duty it is to indoctrina:t.e others into accepta.nce of 

the society represented by hJm. In his efforts to cause Choubert to 

cOl)fonn to his st.andards, the det.ective becomes oblivious to human 

suffering and humiliation as he forces Choubert to plug the gaps in IUS 

memory with hard. coarse bread. The detective j being a victim of a 

duty \'lhich includes indoctrination, becomes 81so a victim of irxloctrination. 

7cf. pp. 54-57.
 

8cf. pp. 32-)4, and 4D-42.
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Vict11I1es du devoir is also, a.s is b'ilf,pr-omptu d.e llAlma9, 8. 

statement by the author of his opinions tot··jaros the theater, but it is 

not so.polemical in its statement as is Yi.!nJ2romptu de !'~. The 

voice of the ronesco_type theater is represented in Victimes du de¥oir 

by the charo~cter of Nicolas d 1 eu raw attempts to explain the basis for 

the type of theater advocated. by ronesco. The many theatrical problems 

posed in the play a11ol'1 ronesco to d.emonstrate the solutions to these 

tradi tional problems which hav0 confronted dralllatists from Aeschylus to 

the present. 

At the beginning of the play, rlhen Choubert types ell the plays 

fr.om Ancient Greece to the present as thrillers, the foundation is . 

laid for a refutation of this opinion. The entire play fo11o\~s the 

general format of a thriller with ODe exception. As in the thriller, 

a problem is presented near the beginning, whether Mallot is spelled 

with a t or a d. As in the thrillers, numerous efforts are made to 

solve the problem. However, up~ike the t~itiorwU thriller, ronesco 

leaves the problem unsolved in Victimes du ~~voir, as there are more 

pressing problems at band. Ionesco is mOle involved with the problems 

of existence in the theater and the solutio~~ to theoe problems. 

\'lhether these prol1lems are solvable to the sa,tisfaction of the 

general public is still left unanswered. The detective, a representa­

tive of the general public, is killed by the dictatorial Nicolas d'eu, 

who then begins to subject Choubert to the s~ne kind of indoctrination 

9cf. pp. 62-66. 
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as did the detective. He is still forced to plug the gaps in. his memory 

with bread. Nicolas, representing the colleagues of lonesco, shm>!s that 

the proponents of the experimental theater are as unrelenting a!id as 

dictatorial in their. standards as are the members of the theater-goil~ 

general public. Whereas they might be inclined to defend a colleague 

against criticism from an uninfo:rmed public. they are just as insishmt 

that that collea.gu.e adhere to the stc.:.ndards proposed by them. 

The poli tical implications of Rhino,ceros10 may be 'eDsily associ­

ated \-Ii tb. the Rumania of 1938, just before lonesco left there to retu.rn 

to Frs~nce. Tl1e Fascist movement of the Iron guard was becoming incr~tS­

ingly popular amo:r..g acquaint8.T1CeS of lonesco .11 In an interview in 1960 

lonesco gave a basis for associating his Rhinoceros with popular move­
~ -.-... 

ments: 

les gens tout a cou.p se laissent envahir pa.r une religion nouvelle, 
une doctrine, un fanatisrne ... On assists alors a uolle veri taNe 
mut8.t.ion mentale. Je ne sais p8,s si "\I-OUS l'8vez rP.marque, mais 
lorsgu.e les gens ne partagent plus votre opinion. lora~l'on ne 
peut plus s'entendre avec eUJ{. on a l'irnpression de .s'adresser a 
des monstres ... 

A des rhinoceros? 
Par exemplo, Ils en ont la candeur et la ferocite melees. 11s 

vous tueraient en.toute bonne conscieL~e si vous De pensiez pas 
COlnffie eUI. Et 1 'histoir-e nous a bien prouve au COUl'S de ce dernier 
quart de siecle que les personnes ainsi trausfonnees, ne resseraolent 
~s seulement a des rhinoceros, ils Ie dev18Dnent veritablement 
(Motes et contv8_.notes, p. 182)._. ~ 

The ease wi th which Rhinoc~ros may be associated_ YJi th recent historical 

eVEmts probably accO\mts for its populari ty "'i th audiences in every 

10cf . pp. 20-22, and 52-53. 

11Martin Esslin, The ~eatre of the Absurd (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday and Company, 1961), pp. 125-2;:-­
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country in \'Ihich it bas been performed. 

Ionesco1s satire in oce~s is not concerned with the methods 

of indoctrination, but, rather ....lith the average human's weakness for 
,

and susceptibility to the appeals of popu~ar movements. Berenger's 

resistance to the sYMptoms of rhinoceritis is not a triumph of hu~anity, 

but rather an indication that a perpetuAl misfit is so becffi~se of per­

SOn9~ preference, not because of society's rejection of him. B~reDger's 

celf-righteous stand at tbG' end of the pla.y, where he cries I IIJe je 

capi tule pas, II, is definitive onljT arte)." he realizes that he is no more 

co,pable of ce,tchil'lg rhinoceri tiE; thr:.l.n are the other members capable of 

resisting it. T"ne rhinoceri tis of his fo1"11.1.er f.ellml_hu.mEi,ns simply f;:i-ves 

him reason for bebavior fm.' "lhiah he d5.d not previously' bave rt".Q.sons. 

The reasons why the characters SUccut1ced to rhinoceritis are 

varied, a different reuson for each person. Jean joins the movement 

because of admiration for the brute force represented by the pachydenns 

and because of a disenchantment wi th the overtClno.crnass of h.:til..lan feelings 

and sentiments. He sees in rhinoceri tis the sirnplicity of a return to 

a state of nature. In this state he does not have to rea.son nor tax 

his intelliGence, he simply relies upon instinct. futaro. W.9,S overcome 

by his tendency to join anything that S88ms contrary·to the established. 

ma.nagement. His last words. tin faut su.ivre son tempsrr(Bhinoc~ros, p. 
. ,. 

, 167), are typi cal of that tyPe of J.l.U,lJlaLJ flotsam that is swept alOI1~ with 

the tide, regardless of the ultin~te results. ~.dard joins out of loyalty 

to his friends who are Edready members of the movement. Statistical 

reports indicate that the movement is ovel~~~elming and Dudard's loyalties, 
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sentiments I and other persoll8.l feelings are regulated by those of hi.s 

friends, Daisy joins because she simply call1lot bear to be outside of 

the current stream of thiDgS. 

The refusal of Berenger to join the throng of ~hyd.erms is indi­

cative of the tragedy of the individualist who c8,:nnot bring himself to 

concede and join the relative contentment of less sensitive people. This 

comment on the inD~ility of the sensitive person to ignore the misgivings 

of society and to succumb to the doctrines of the masses'may be applied 

to the difficulties encountered by Ionesco in his controversies with 

his critics and his fello,", dramatists. He did not refuse out of stub­

bonmess or recalci trance. Being an inlivid.iJ2.lis t t he simply could. not 

ignore his Olm convictions. 

As in his commentaries on variou.s other social we8knesses. Ionesco 

offers no prescribed C1.1re for the ills of societ~y. He dio,gnoses beca1.1s€ 

of man! s tendency to overlook the mOl'e u..npleasE.l.I1t aspects of his exis­

tence. The less sensi tiv'e person. instea,d of aI:l8.lyzing his condi tioD 

and of:fering al ternatives. simply rides the cur'rent of popular opinion. 

with a result8~t loss of his own individuality. 

The mecha,nical. slogan-chanting petty bourgeois so abhorred by 

Ionesco. is the easiest victim of massive indoctrination. He accept.s 

unquestioningly the dictates of his superiors. completely ignoring his 

own inherent ability to reason for himself. :By rescinding his own 

huma.nity. by joining the herd. a11 individual perpetrates the ultimate 

act of surrender to the forces of society. 



VIII 

CONCIDSIONS 

In summarizing the effects of the satire in the works of EUgene 

lonesco, ODe is inclined to ask, IfBu.t what is the use of it all1 ll • The 

answer to this question is left to 
,. 

the choice of the individual. lones­

co has implied in many of his responses to criticism, that his plays 

are not. designed to prescribe, simply to diagXIDse. His .plays are pre­

sented as objective descriptioJ~ of the world) prescnteQ to a public, 

W{1..o, either throu.gh apathy or ignorance, seems u.na'\:Jare of the \'leaknesses 

inherent in their society. In an interviffi1, lonesco defended his. work 

trro..sly: 1 

Je tache de dire comment Ie monde m'apparalt. ce qu'il me semble 
etre, 1e plus honnetement possible, sans sauci de propagande. sans 
intention de diriger les consciences des contemporains, je ta~he 
d'etre temoin objectif dans ma sUbjectivite. 

Instead of presenting dida.ctic treatises OD. the social HIs of today, 

lonesco has chosen a,s his technique, satire, e, well-blended mixture of 

the comic and. the tr8~ic. 

In Ionesco'B satire on the tr~gedy of langu2~e, he is concerned 
. . 

primarily wi th an over-deperldence upon the meri ts of language to the 

exclusion of man's other, usu..ally more effective, means of communicating. 

From the nonsense syllables of la Cantatrice cr~uve to the overly pe_ 

dantic rantings of tho professor in ~ ~2~n, the results are. still a 

1Eugene lonesco, Notes et contre-notes (Paris: Librairie Galli­
.maN) 1962)" p •. 131. ­
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catastrophe when the last hope is a reliance only upon laIlcou..9,ge. 

Ion8sco IS tre-.atment of the proliferation of matter is an effort: 

1) to sho'" SOIDe relationship between proliferating matter and human 

emotions by using objects to represent various emotional relationships 

between people, and 2) to indicate some probable results of an uncontrol­

led accumulation of material objects. 

The major premise. in Ionesco's satire on the futili~ of hope, 

is that there is no hope. Any release from the adversities that are a 

part of the human condition is based upon probabilities, not a respon­

sible destiny. If lie sometimes lose and sornr~times '\'le gain, it is the 

result of pl).re cbance, not an orderly arm,ngement of losers and "tinners. 

The ·absurdi ty of conformi 'by is made ql\i te apparent in the works 

of M. Ionesco, but only so far as it concerns the individual. Problems 

of adjustment and matters of choice are conii tions ,;hich help to make 

the lmman condition interesting and challengin.g. Under the yoke of 

conform:i. ty one is relieved of these responsiblllties, but in losing his 

responsibilities. he loses also his individuality. 

The imbalance of intellect and emotion is presented in hlo manners 

in IonGsco's plays. in the three short pl~s2 the audience is presented 

wi th situations that defy logic, as the usual audience is accustomed 

to it. The resultant incongruity creates, for the audience, a comical 

situation, but the comedy of the situation is dependent upon the system 

of logic and values used. In the play Ie Roi -£. ml!"l!'t. the pd ncipal 

char.acter, King B8rcnger I. is presented with two choices. the logical, 

2cf. chapter VI. 
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wHh its unpleasant aspects, and the emot3.onal, which would promise 

only pleasures. Despite his preference for the emotional choice, he 

succl.Imbs to the logical one, not because of any inherent virtues ill 

logic, but because in this case, the logical side is the stronger one. 

Althoueh lonesco offers no escape from the pitfalls of indoctri ­

nation, he does offer the consolation that the persons who indoctrinate 

are no less victims than the objects of the indoctrination. They are 

more deserving of symp~thYI because they are often more absorbed in 

the ideals and. policies that they advocate than are the persons ,.,rho are 

merely being int,rodu.ced to them. As a result of this absorption into 

the group. the indoctrinator l s life is no longer enti rely his o"m, but 

owes its allegiance to the group. 

Because of the nature of his plays. 10nesco has been grouped 

with several other Fl-ench d atists under the label avant-g,arde drama­

tist. lonesco repudiates this label on the premise tllat avant-ga~e 

does not exist and is detectable only after the event is past. Referring 

to the Larousse3 definition of av.a~-ga~~ as lIce qui precede son epoque 

par ses audaces~. 10nesco contends the lahel is valid only after public 

acceptance of the medium employed by the dramatists so labelled. 

The theater of Eugene 10nesco seems to have as its basic motive 

that of shocking the audience into an awareness of the absurdity of the 

reality as portrayed by the conventional theater. Some of the basic 

modes of the conventional theater, such as the congruity of action, 

.........
3Nouveau Peti t .......... U' ~ (Paris: Iibrairie Larousse, 1968). p. 80.
 
doli· . ­
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language, and objects, h~ve been rearranged or ignored to such an extent 

as to cause a shock irnp~t upon the audience. A reversal of values alxl 

of identities is in effect so that there is often a confusion of animate 

and inanimate objects. Much importance is attached to objects or con~ 

di tions which wonld not ordim,rily warrant such a degree of significance. 

This is evident in the scenDS in 18 Maitre during which the announcer 
.', 

descri bes minutely the behavior of the approaching leader. In Rhinoce,ros, 

much importance is placed on determining ,·:hether a certain rhinoceros 

is bicornecl or Ul1iCOTI1OO. one is led to 

expect the arrival of a ravishingly attl~ctive young lany, Ofuyto be 

pres ent ed \-li th a grey-sui ted, vi rile rnouste-chioed man of thi rty.. Thes eI 

strategies 8,re not ernploycd. for their own sake. but to shock the audience 

into an awareness of the absurdity of reality as it is usually portr.ayed. 

There is often a juxtaposition of concretions and abstractions 

so that langlmge is USCQ to fill a space on the stage to a point where 

its presence bears down upon and oppresses the audience and the actors 

alike. Language is sometimes employed in very much the S8me manner as 

material objects, handled. accUlliD~ated. tnssed back and forth, and 

frecplently discarded negligently when its uselessness' and ineffective­

ness become apparent. 

The cha,racters and s1 tuations created by Ionesco tend to portrny 

a M\'lorld out of control'!. Jacques Guicharnaud states his opinion about 

the theater of Ionesco tbusly:4 

Ionesco -thus uses nonsense as a counterpart of reality. The 

Ioneseo: A World out of Control", 
to Eec~e~~ (New Haven: Yale Un:i.vl'lr­

s 
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spectator l~unces ~ck from the play into his O\VU universe with the 
greater kno\-11edge that O)Je system is vlOrth another on the level of 
underl~ring jUf:>tific.ations a:nd reasons for being. 

In this manner Ionesco justifies the action on stage and its relation­

ship to real. life. 

Ionesco hB£ shown a steady progression towards more conventional 

theater techniques since his earlier p18,ys, in 'ihich both the characters 

and the si ttl.ations \..;e1'e mecbEmical and UIlJ'88,I. His first attempt to 

wri te a three-act comedy', ectee, ShOyTed quite an improvement in the 

depth of the charcJ.Cters involved. The problems presented were a bi t 

more real and offered more opportunity for audience empathy, a.lthough 

it was still quite a change from the conventional theater. 

The Berenger series p:r:-esented a deeper insight into the problems 

confronting man in his relationship to his society and the conflicting 

emotions ~Ihich re~ult. M. !ODesco seems to haye finally arrived at a 

cl1aracter whicll represents for him the typical man. Berenger, who may 

or may not be the same character in each of the four plays, is an indi­

vidv~l who is at the S8me time both cornie and tr.e~ic. His opim.or~ to­

ward.s society and the part he should play in shapirJg it are comical 

~lhereas the situ~tionB forced upon him by this society indicate the 

tr.e~edy of manls infinite insignifiegnce. 

The outstanding significance of the pla,ys of Ionesco is that he 

presents to the audience some of the ills of society, but in such a man­

ner as to merely maJ~e it aware of what could othen~ise quite easily be 

overlooked. He offers no dida~tic prescriptions, nor any escape plans. 

Ionesco's theater is a theater of ~~~reness t not of reform. 
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