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ABSTRACT 

The reality of man's existence became a great source of inspira

tion in Eugene Ionesco's theatre. The aim of this thesis is to exa-

mine Ionesco's ideas on the victimization of man in his universe. 

In our present~tion of his concepts, examples will be shown from 

various works (La Le"con, La Cantatrice Chauve, Les Chaises, Jacques " ~ 

ou La Soumission, Rhinoceros, Victimes du Devoir, Amedee ou Comment -

s'en debarrasser, and Jeux de Massacre) in order to fully examine 

his particular vision of life. Such a study aims at bringing about 

a realization and understanding of the conditions man is exposed to 

in the universe. 

iib 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I should like to express my appreciation to Dr. B.S. Pocknell, 

whose advice and encouragement have been invaluable to me in the com

position of this dissertation. 

iii 



Introduction 

Chapter I 

Chapter II 

Chapter III 

Conclusion 

Bibliography 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Victims of Language in La Lecon 
;) 

Victims of Language in La Cantatrice Chauve 
and Les Chaises 

Victims of Social Pressures in Jacgues ou La 
Soumission 

Victims of Political Pressures in Rhinoceros 

Victims of the Absurd 

Victims of the Nightmarish World of the Present 
in Victimes du Devoir 

Victims of a Death-like Existence in Amedee ou 
Comment slen debarrasser 

Victims of Death in Jeux de Massacre 

iv 

1 

27 

50 

79 

104 

106 

116 

125 

136 

139 



INTRODUCTION 

Ionescols contribution to contemporary drama is of signifi-

cant value to mankind because of its sincere attempt to re-establish 

an awareness of the human condition. Firstly, one must realize that 

this contemporary dramatist is part of the enormous upsurge in crea

tive exploration. One recalls the names of Samuel Beckett, Jean 

Genet, Arthur Adamov and numerous other avant-garde writers in Italy, 

Britain, France, Germany - all of whom attempted to transform and 

broaden manls understanding of the world. 

It is perhaps, however, Arthur Adamov who first expressed a 

deeper, more intense and more open approach to seeking the balance 

between the curable and incurable sides of human existence. As an 

author of some of the most powerful plays in contemporary drama, he 

considered the realistic value of formulating obsessions and preoccu-

pations as an important part of the theatrical presentation. In his 

particular works, he clearly poses the alternative between the theatre 

as an instrument for eXpressing the individual IS anxieties, nightmares 

and obsessions and the theatre as an instrument of social collectivism 

and political ideologies. 

A second writer, Eugene Ionesco initially expressed the same 

premises in his formative years. He, too, developed a similar aes

thetic o'f the absurd, depicting a senseless, brutal and nightmari.sh 

world. Adamovls later career, however, developed into a realistic 

theatre based on the presentation of manls existence being centred 

around a definite social purpose. 
... 

Although Eugene Ionesco'S career 
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closely parallels this late 1940 dramatist, his conclusions are 

emphatically opposite. 

Ionesco is oftentimes considered to be an avant-garde writer 

because he does not incorporate the traditional modes with the inno

vations of the modern theatre. By moving away from the presentation 

of realism, Ionesco depicts a deeper sense of reality - the expres

sion of an incommunicable reality. 

Ionesco's analysis and elucidation of man's existence goes 

beyond the approach of other dramatist's like Giraudoux, Sartre or 

Camus. Their definitions are based on a logically constructed rea

soning. For Ionesco, however, objective reality does not help to 

formulate our understanding. Man must be stripped of all illusions 

in order to consciously face the tragedy of the human condition. 

Ionesco believes that the first step lies in the renewal 

of language, like revolution which will revitalize our comprehen

sion of the absurdity of commonplace. We shall, in his early works 

(La Cantatrice Chauve, La Le~on, Les Chaises) show how his devalua

tion of language is a magnification of the existing state of affairs. 

By reducing language to its proper function, our anxieties and illu

sions of the absurd become recognizable. Ionesco endeavours to show 

us the enormous political (Rhinoceros) and social pressures (Jacques 

ou la Soumission) which seek to induce mankind to lose faith with 

himself, the superficial material satisfaction of the bourgeois world 

(La Cantatrice Chauve), mass consumption, death (Jeux de Massacre) 

and old age (Les Chaises). 
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Ultimately, we shall show that Eugene Ionesco·s works do not 

necessarily reflect despair nor a return to irrational forces, but 

moreover, his presentation of man as a victim is a valid attempt to 

face up to the human condition as it exists. It is an attempt to 

free him from the illusion, social pressures, loss of faith and mecha

nization and to allow him for the first time to face with dignity an 

acceptance of the senselessness of existence. 
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CHAPTER I 

VICTIMS OF LANGUAGE IN LA LECON 
!) 

Ionesco's works are not expressions of realism, but are excur-

sions into the world of reality. In terms of the theatre, realism fal-

sifies man's actual existence making rational assumptions of various 

concepts that surround man in his daily existence such as psychological 

conti nui ty, time and space, and cause and effect. IIReal ism, whether it 

be socialist or not, falls short of reality. It shrinks it, attenuates 

it, falsifies it; it does not take into account our basic truths and 

our fundamental obsessions: love, death, astonishment. It presen~s man 

in a reduced and estranged perspective. lIl This is why Ionesco's theatre 

oftentimes is based on exaggeration. Without this technique, we would 

never truly be exposed to the reality of our existence. 

When Ionesco first began writing plays, he wanted to destroy our 

deep rooted convictions and furnish our minds with a deeper form of 

understanding. His first step was to re-evaluate language since it serves 

as man's key to communi ca tion and expression. IITwo provi nces especi ally 

would seem to belong by right to the domain of rational man: language 

and mathematics. It is therefore significant that, in La Le~on, these 

are precisely the two subjects by means of which the professor brings 

1 Richard N. Coe, Ionesco (Edinburgh and London: Oliver and Boyd, 1961), 

p. 2. Hereafter cited as Coe. 
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about the final moral disintegration of his puPil. 1I2 

The design and subject of La Lecon is well chosen as Ionesco 
b 

bases his argument as proof on a genuine teacher-pupil lesson. In 

this early work~ he illustrates that language may become a powerful in-

strument used to manipulate and dominate an individual. Language is, 

at this point, capable of victimizing man. 

To understand this particular view of Ionesco's work which is 

going to be the focal point throughout this dissertation, it is essential 

to define the term IIvictim ll
• Richard Coe explains this in terms of lan-

guage attaining such power that it not merely II crea tes existence, but~ 

having done so~ proceeds to tyrannise and victimise its own creation ll
•
3 

A clear example of victim is where a living creature is sacrificed during 

some kind of ritual. In La Lecon, Ionesco presents the hazards of victi
!J 

mization through the personage of the professor and the pupil. An ini-

tially meaningful relationship between teacher and pupil progresses to 

the stage of executioner and victim during the exercise. 

The movement toward the creation of a victim is undetectable in 

2 

the first scene of the playas no indication is given that a rape/murder 

will occur. Ionesco develops the process with the movement of the play. 

Seipel feels that the steps building up to the sacrifice are due to the 

changing of the professor's character into a demon which is effected with-

out words or motions. 4 

2 
Coe~ p. 29. 

3 Coe, p. 43. 

This is not necessarily true since La Lecon is a 
5 

4 Hildegard Seipel~ "Entre Realisme et surrealisme"~ in Raymond Laubreaux, 

~L~es~C~r~i~t~'i~n~ue~s~d=e~N~o~t~r~e_T~.e~~~I~s~e~t_I~o~n~e~s~c~o (Paris: Editions Garnier Freres~ 
pp. 34-40. 



drama of language where human words and phrases are elevated to such a 

high degree of respons'ibility, that the once rational form of communi-

cation can no longer be taken for granted. It is the professor's use 

of language which initiates his transformation into a demon expressing 

violent motions and aggressive movements. 

The professor's metamorphosis and the eventual victimization of 

of the pupil may be broken down into several stages. The victim that 

Ionesco creates in La Lecon is a vi ctim of 1 anguage because a "sma 11 re-
j 

servoir of power which is teased into the play at the start builds rhy-

thmically and in waves until it possesses the professor and overwhelms. 

the pupil". 5 One critic of Ionesco, Richard Schechner comprehended the 

elevation of language as a seven step phase,6 but his analysis adheres 

5 Richard Schechner, "An Inquiry into Play Structure", in Rosette C. 

Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Pren-

tice Hall Inc., 1973), p. 34. Hereafter cited as Schechner. 
6 

II III 

3 

I 

Opening Game 
The Lesson, Marie lets the 
pupil in. 

Interlude 
First meeting between 
Pupil and Professor; 
addition; mutual easy 
pleasure. 

Sexual Stimulation 
Throughout, but increasing 
during ear game and inten
sified by Marie's warnings. 

IV 
Overt Lewdness 

The transformation of the 
professor from an old man 
into a young man; ulti
mately the exposure of 
his "knife". 

VII 
Gratification 

Rape/murder; becoming a child 
again with Marie as mother. 

V 

Pleasure/Fear/Pain 

Pleasure at first when 
Pupil co-operates; 
fear as she resists; 
his increasing frus
tration with her; after 
the murder, his submis
sion to Marie. 

VI 
Express i.on 

Rape/murder; Marie's 
disarming the Profes
sor. 



too strictly to the structural aspects of the play. It constrains the 

cylical movement of victimization and thereby loses the rhythmical move

ment of the language. Bonnefoy better expresses the development in a 

conversation with Ionesco: 

II I wanted to descri be an ascend i ng curve ~ to start out qui etly 

and build to the professor's crescendo of madness, then to a 

Iliolent fall." 7 

Using this as a guideline~ a division of La Lecon into three segments 
b 

would be more conducive to a concentrated approach to the creation of 

a victim: 1) Platonic Phase; 2) Stimulation and Frustration; 3) Final 

Sacrifice. By projecting the idea of an "ascending curve"8 in three 

phases, the varied functions of language will be clearly illustrated. 

Initially, Ionesco presents language as a means of establishing human 

relations, then as a vehicle to induce emotion and stimulation and 

finally as a powerful instrument of death. 

Rational language is the primary instrument which human beings 

use to communicate with each other and to establish human relations. 

This function of language is presented by Ionesco in the Platonic Phase 

of La Lecon. Here, the main characters are introduced and the inter
~ 

relationship of their roles is revealed. The professor and pupil find 

4 

7 Claude Bonnefoy, Conversations with Eugene Ionesco, trans. Jan Dawson (New 

York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), p. 87. Hereafter cited as Bonnefoy. 
8 Ibid., p. 87. 



a superficial comfort in the phraseology of common speech. Ionesco 

presents the possibil ity that language can be in a dormant stage by the 

use of harmless, banal phrases. In La Lecon, the speeches of the profes
f) 

sor and the pupil are del iberately heavy and slow to portray the awkward 

relationship between the two. In their efforts to exercise language as 

a means of communication, the tone of this interlude is tranquil. Lan-

guage controlled at this point, does not jeopardize the situation . 

... 
L'Eleve: Qui, Monsieur. Bonjou~ Monsieur. Vous voyez, je 

suis venue ~ 1 'heure. Je n'ai pas voulu ~tre en 

retard. 

Le Professeur: Clest bien, Mademoiselle. Merci, mais il ne fallait 

pas vous presser. Je ne sais comment mlexcuser de 

vous avoir fait attendre. 9 

The trivial language develops a confidence between the two characters 

and obscures any hint of victimization. Ionesco discloses through this 

preliminary phase of communication that even though man may use the 

platitudes of language as a social solution, he can still maintain his 

dominance over language. 

Language plays an indispensable role in the teaching profession 

to communicate intellectual concepts. Language emancipates the professor 

and entices him out of his shell to the point where he begins to resemble 

9 Eug~ne Ionesco, Th~~tre, Vol. 1 (Paris: 

Henceforth cited as La Lecon. , 
Gall imard, 1954), p. 61. 
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6 

his true self, expounding in intellectual rational thoughts. His timid 

nature diminishes when he feels at ease with the placid language. The 

professor's speeches are less restrained as he begins to relax with the 

rhythmical movement of the fundamental teaching techniques based on lan-

guage. 

Le Professeur: Vos parents, Mademoiselle, ont parfaitement 

raison. Vous devez pousser vos etudes. Je 

mlexcuse de vous le dire, mais clest une chose 
.. . 10 necessalre. 

Man must, howev.er, be cautious of the effects that language can 

produce at such a platonic level. The deterioration of the hUman ele

ment and the victimization of man by language will be analyzed at various 

poi nts in the pl ay where Ionesco is tryi ng to reveal to us some "mon -

strous formless state of being" ll that language can manufacture. 

Language helps formulate man's occupational roles in society and 

serves as a guideline to announce the merit of each individual. It can 

declare the level of sophistication and the calibre of the speaker. In 

La Lecon, Ionesco illustrates how certain words and phrases relate to the 
5 

teaching role to exemplify the educational system. The intellectual ex-

cellence in the professor's language influences the pupil to idolize his 

10 La Lecon, p. 63. 
;) 

11 Eugene Ionesco, Notes and Counter Notes, trans. Donald Watson (New 

York: Grove Press, 1964), p. 181. Hereafter cited as Notes and Counter Notes. 



competence as a teacher. 

Le Professeur: Alors si vous voulez bien me permettre, mes 

excuses, je vous dirais qu'il faut se mettre 

au travail. Nous nlavons guere de temps a 
perdre. 

L'Eleve: Mais au contraire, Monsieur, je le veux bien. 

Et A. • 12 meme Je vous en pr1e. 

Parental communication has accorded encouragement and incentive to the 

pupil to become educated as well. 

L'Eleve: Mes parents aussi desirent que j'approfondisse mes 

connaissances. Ils veulent que je me specialise. Ils 

pensent qu1une simple culture generale, merne si elle 

d "' '" 13 est soli e, ne suffit plus, a notre epoque. 

The desire of the pupil to be associated with the intellectual role in-

7 

dicates her victimization. "L'eleve, submergee par les connaissances 

requises au 'Doctorat total 114 is already a victim of language and the 

learning process. It is no wonder that she later becomes "encerclee par 

l'assault des mathematiques ou de l'erudition linguistique qui l lagressent 

12 La Lecon, p. 64. 
;) 

13 La Lecon, p. 13. 

14 
!1 

Paul Vernois, La Dynamigue Theatrale D'Eugene Ionesco (Paris: Ed; tions 

Klincksieck, 1972), p. 77. Hereafter cited as Vernois. 



de toutes parts, succombe a un ennemi qui la traque ... L'eleve n'est 

• A , .... bA 
• ." 1115 blentot plus qu une prlsonnlere, une ete prlse au plege. Doubrovsky. 

suggests that the pupil's desire to succeed academically stems from an 

inner search to attain superficial comfort through rational logic. liThe 

rationality to which we desparately cling only exists in and by our words 

his characters have a diseased urge to understand". 16 The pupil's eager-

ness is reflected in the rapidity of her answers during the mathematics 

quiz. 

Le Professeur: Trois et un? 

L'Eleve: Quatre. 

Le Professeur: Quatre et un? 

L'Eleve: C; nq. 17 

Her keen spirit is strengthened by the professor's use of flattery. Lan

guage in this form dupes the individual to depress. the natural defence 

barrier of skepticism. 

8 

Le Professeur: Magnifique. Vous etes magnifique. Vous etes exquise. 

Ibid., p. 77. 

Je vous felicite chaleureusement, Mademoiselle. Ce 

n'est pas la peine de continuer. 18 

15 

16 J.S .. Doubrovsky, Ionesco and the Comic of Absurdity, in Rosette C. Lamont, 

ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prentice Hall, Inc., 

1973), pp. 15-16. 
17 

18 

La Lecon, pp. 66-67. 
!J 

La Lecon, p. 67. 
!1 



The form of language reflects the mechanical existence of daily routine 

where the professor is conditioned to praise his pupil when correct an-

swers are given. Ionesco is illustrating the pointlessness of language 

whereby the overuse of flattery can degenerate into a series of mechani-

cal formulae. At this point, it is no longer the individual expressing 

9 

his own feelings, but it is language asserting power over the individual IS 

true self. Language begins to arouse the professor to a stage where he 

loses his composure. This is the Stimulation and Frustration stage. One 

critic compares the state of language as a machine which is "sl ow and 

regular at first, in the same way as the professor's nervous irritation 

and confusion in La Lecon. Then the accumulation gathers speed until it 
.J 

reaches a mad preci pitation" .19 The professor suffers a radical distor-

tion of thought and purpose when he expounds a proliferation of lists: 

Le Professeur: ... il y a aussi des grandeurs, des sommes, i1 y 

a des groupes, il y a des tas, des tas de choses 

telles que les prunes, les wagons, les aies, 

1 ". 20 es peplns. 

Language now becomes a state of being. The professor, once capable of 

human, rational expression begins to relate to the pupil in terms of in-

visible objects. At one point in the lesson, he uses invisible matches 
I 

19 J. Guicharnaud, Modern French Theatre; from Giraudoux to Genet (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), p. 184. 

20 La Lecon, p. 68. 
~ 



as a focal point for discussion. 

Le Professeur: Tenez. Voici trois allumettes. En voici encore 

une, ca fait quatre. Regardez bien, vous en avez 
!;) 

quatre, j'en retire une. Combien vous en reste-

t-i l?21 

In reality, the professor is forcing his pupil to review the rationality 

of her own language (symbolized by the revision of addition sums) which 

will in turn renew the concept of her own logical vision of the world. 

In a reasoned, logical argument, one should see that the conclusion fol-

lows logically from the data. In the case of the pupil, she can compre-

hend the structure and inner logic of addition. In ~ rational universe, 

10 

the data used in any reasoning process, such as the process of addition, 

should be able to be verified by other reasoned arguments (i.e., subtrac

tion), if the data is legitimate. The pupil's basic principles of intel

ligence and logicality begin to weaken when the professor uses the theory 

of subtraction as a reasoned argument. She cannot comprehend the principle 

of logic based on subtraction. 

21 

Le Professeur: Ce n'est pas ca. Ce n'est pas ca du tout. Vous 
.!> ;, 

La Lecon, p. 69. 
:; 

avez toujours tendance a additionner. Mais ii 

faut aussi soustraire. C'est ca la vie 
~ 

C'est 

ca la science. C'est ca le progres, la civiliza-
~ ~ 

tion. 



L'Eleve: Qui, Monsieur. 

Le Professeur: Revenons a nos allumettes. Jl en ai donc quatre.-

Vous voyez, elles sont bien quatre. Jl en retire 

une, il nlen reste plus que 

L I El" J . M· 22 eve: e ne salS pas, onSleur. 

Failing any success using the matches, the professor tries to explain the 

theory of subtraction using sticks. The "baton" scene is structurally 

important in the analysis of the play in terms of victimization and de-

serves consideration. The vertical image of sticks is a traditional 

p:lall ic symbol indicating a future rape victim. 

Le Professeur: Ce sont des batons, Mademoiselle, des batons. 

Ici un baton; la ce sont deux batons; la~trois 

batons, puis quatre batons, puis cinq batons. 

Un baton, deux batons, trois batons, quatre et 

. bh d b 23 clnq atons, ce sont es nom res. 

The "baton" image implies a beating by the rhythm of the words and desig-

nates a victim by the image. This symbol becomes a reality for the con

clusion of La Lecon where the pupil is raped and beaten. 
t:> 

During the discussion of "batons", the rhythm of the language ac-

celerates to show the professorls state of anxiety. The prolific use of 

the word "baton" coincides with the rhythm of a beating to manifest the 

22 

23 

La Lecon, p. 72. 
J 

La Lecon, p. 72. 
!> 

11 



the evolution of a victim. Not only does the excessive use of this word 

demonstrate the degeneration of language into formulae, but also empha-

sizes the numerous previous rape/murder victims of the professor. She 

is soon to become the forty-first victim. 

The IIbaton ll scene is a critical turning point in La Lecon.· The 
5 

professor's change in behaviour is paralleled with the deterioration of 

language into what eventually becomes a monstrous state of being.' He 

chooses the pupil's body as his central focal point in the lesson, gra-

dually overpowering his pupil by the repetition of words to the degree 

where she is surrounded and victimized by his language. The transition 

12 

is matched by the tempo and excitement of the language in the lIear scene ll
• 

Le Professeur: Bon. Je vous en ajoute encore une. Combien 

en auri ez-vo us? 

L'Eleve: Trois oreilles. 

Le Professeur: J'en enleve une ... Il vous reste ... combien 

d'oreilles? 

L'Eleve: Deux. 

Le Professeur: Bon. J'en enleve encore une, combien vous en 

reste-t-il ? 

L' El eve: Deux. 

Le Professeur: Non. Vous en avez deux, j'en prends une, je vous 

en mange une, combien vous en reste-t-il? 

L'Eleve: Deux. 

Le Professeur: Jl en mange une ... une. 

L'Eleve: Deux. 



13 

Le Professeur: Une. 

L'Eleve: Deux. 

Le Professeur: Une! 

L'Eleve: Deux! 

Le Professeur: Une! ! 

L I El eve: Deux! ! 24 

The excessive use of exclamation marks reinforces the intemperate sensa-

tion. Paul Vernois describes the professor's actions as a passion brought 

on by the use of language. "Le Professeur perd pied et gl isse a des gestes 

incontroles sous 1 'empire du desir. La fin echevelee de la piece corres

pond aussi au desordre d'une passion assourie qui lasse place soudain au 

desarroi et au remords ll
•
25 The passion becomes sexual when attention is 

deliberatelY directed to a physical part of the pupil IS body - the ears. 

The lesson is now on an intimate level. 

Le Professeur: Vous nlavez pas compris mon exemple. Supposez 

que vous nlavez qulune seule oreille. 26 

Language as an educational and communicative tool is destroyed by the pro

fessor. Words now serve only as a means of physically possessing a human 

being. Language at this point endangers the pupil. The professor's own 

24 

25 

26 

La Lecon, pp. 70-71. 
5 

Vernois, p. 122. 

La Lecon, p. 70. 
s 



"vita 1 and sexual energi es are manifesti ng themsel ves; and hi s 1 anguage 

is the magic formula/incantation to further evoke and stimulate these 

energi es ". 27 

Le Professeur: Ou des chiffres! Ou des nombres! Un, deux" 

trois, quatre, cinq, ce sont des elements de la 

numeration, Mademoiselle. 28 

The professor receives responsive excitement from his female student and 

14 

receives pleasure from her reactions. As the professor and the pupil 

become entranced in the flow of words, the intensity of the language builds 

to a crescendo. Ionesco indicates that the "exaltation du professeur 

montait verti ca 1 ement apres une premiere phase de progress ion 1 ente" .29 

Le Professeur: Ca doit faire dix-neuf quintillions trois 
1> 

cent quatre-vingt-dix quadrillions deux trillions 

huit cent quarante-quatre milliards deux cent 

dix-neuf millions cent soixante-quatre mille 

cinq cent neuf 30 

Martin Esslin describes the vertical progression in terms of a transforma-

tion from equal power in the male-female elements of the play to an ele-

27 Schechner, p. 34. 

28 La Lecon, p. 72. 

29 

30 

j 

Vernois, p. 61. 

La Lecan, 
:> 



vation of male power and dominance, leaving the female element weaker. 

Language then becomes an instrument of power. liAs the pl ay proceeds, 

the pupil who was eager, lively, and alert is gradually drained of her 

vita 1 ity, whil e the professor, who was timi d and nervous at the beg; n-

ning, gradually gains in assurance and domination. It is clear that 

the professor derives his progressive increase of power from his role 

as a giver ... "31 

The transformation and the corresponding rhythmical pattern al

lude to the future beating, rape and murder scene. What we will even-

tually see is "this sturdy girl being finally sucked dry by the spider 

of a teacher. It wasn't just rape, it was vampirism ... And as he be

came stronger, her life was being sapped away until in the end, she 

was nothing but a limp rag". 32 Sexual stimulation has increased during 

the "baton" and lIear scenes" providing the professor with more male ag-

gressiveness for his newest victim. Language is tempting the professor 

to become part of a new living energy. The repetitive language acts like 

a pendulum inducing his inner desires to oscillate with the vibration of 

the language in its prolific state. 

15 

Le Professeur: Oui ... V0US avez raison ... le produit est bien ... 

quintillions, quadrillions, trillions, milliards, 

millions ... cent soixante-quatre mille cinq 

cent huit 33 

31 Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (New York: Doubleday and 

Company, Inc., 1968), p. 117. Hereafter cited as Esslin. 
32 n~~~~./:'~" _ ,,,..., 

DUIIII.t::IUY, fJ. IU..). 

33 La Lecon, p. 73. 
~ 



The pendulum lacks the necessary momentum to allow the professor to seize 

his pupil although a progression of intensified feelings and anguish has. 

been clearly established within the professor. The interruption by Mary 

and her consequent warning augments the professor's frustration to the 

point where he desparately wants self-liberation. The search for his 

satisfying transformation leads to a change in his subject matter - he 

has progressed from geography to arithmetic and now to philology. 

Le Professeur: Ainsi donc, Mademoiselle, l'espagnol est bien 

16 

la langue mere d'ou sont nees toutes des langues 

neo-espagnoles, dont 1 'espagnol, le latin, 1 litalien, 

notre francais, le portugais, 1e roumain, le sarde 
~ 

ou sardanaple, l'espagnol et le neo-espagnol 34 

Language has created pent-up forces which he can still restrain, but the 

effort required to constrict both language and himself is already obvious. 

It is at this point that an explosion threatens since the impossibility 

of communication is clearly illustrated in the monologue on the neo Spanish 

language group. The professor is unable to make his pupil comprehend be

cause their individual understanding of language and its function is on 

different wave lengths. The pupil fails to grasp the basic fact that all 

languages are almost identical and yet nevertheless slightly distinguish-

able. 

34 La Lecon, pp. 75-76. 
~ 
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Le Professeur: Ce qui distingue les langues neo-espagnoles 

entre e1les et leur idiomes des autres groupes 

linguistiques, tels que le groupe des langues 

autrichiennes et neo-autrichiennes ou habsbourgi

ques, aussi, bien que les groupes esperantiste, 

helvetique, monegasque, suisse, andorrien, basque, 

pelote, aussi bien encore que des groupes des 

langues diplomatique et technique - ce qui les 

distingue, dis-je, c'est leur ressemblance frap-

pante qui fait qulon a bien du mal ~ les distinguer 

11 une de 1 'autre 35 

The breakdown of communication in the neo-Spanish scene serves 

as a turning point in the play - the Final Sacrifice. Language so over

powers the professor that he paces instinctively around his pupil like 

a wild animal ready to attack. During this transformation scene, lithe 

political implication of domination is certainly present ... which hinges 

on the sexual nature of all power and the relationship between language 

and power as the basis of all humanitiesll~6 When the professor's lecture 

reverts to a discussion on the pronunciation of language and the physical 

effort required in articulation, the pupil begins to suffer physical dis-

comfort. 

35 

36 
La Lecon, p. 78. 

:5 -

Esslin, p. 119. 



Le Professeur: Jlattire au passage votre attention sur les 

consonnes qui changent de nature en liaiso~s. Les 

f deviennent en ce cas des v, les d des t, les 
) 

g des k et vice versa, comme dans les exemples 

que je VOllS signale: "trois heures, 1es enfants, 

1 . 11 h • • 1 . til 37 e coq au Vln, age nouveau, V01Cl a nUl . 

The pupil is now a defenceless prey to the pressure of language because 

she is now overpowered by a painful toothache, but as Esslin points out, 

we must remember that it indicates the pupil IS loss of power to speak, 

her loss of the gift of language. 38 The professorls language has encir

cled the fragile pupil - there is no possibility for escape. The once-

gentle and timid spirit of the professor has disappeared and is super-

18 

ceded by an insistent and impatient individual to a point where language 

is now violent. "What ronesco is saying is that even behind so apparently 

harmless an exercise of authority as the teacher-pupil relationship, all 

the violence and domination, all the aggressiveness and possessiveness, 

the cruel ty and 1 ust are present that make up any manifestation of power". 39 

Le Professeur: Silence! Ou je vous fracasse le crane!40 

Due to the physical threats which the professor directs towards his pupil, 

37 La Lecon, p. 78. 
:. 

38 Esslin, p. 118. 

39 Essl in, p. 119. 

40 La Lecon, n Q/I 
1"" u •• 

S 



her state of being becomes progressively worse until eventually her en

tire body begins to ache. Physical matter gains dominance over mental 

capabilities. The dominance of language has reached a climactic level 

for the pupil is in a total state of physical subjection. Now the prb

fessor himself is fully prepared for the final sacrifice:. 

Le Professeur: Procedons par ordre. Je vais essayer de vous 

apprendre toutes les traductions du mot couteau 

The word "couteau" emphasizes the future victimization for it is the in-

visible object and the repetition of the word that strengthens the pro

fessor's dominance over the pupil for "c'est moi qui commande".42 By 

this time; language has gained so much power and energy that it must take 

a victim. As Bonnefoy points out, "The final exchanges have a mechanlca1 

character that emerges either through the repetition of a si ngl e phrase 

or even of single words, or else through the recitation of a series of 

numbers". 43 Ionesco uses all of these techniques to show the progres-

sion towards victimi~ation, but the final blow results from the repeti

tion and consequent mesmorization of the pupil's state of being embodied 

into one word - "couteau". 

19 

41 

Le Professeur: Repetez, regardez, Couteau ... couteau ... couteau ... 
44 couteau ... 

41 La Lecon, p. 86. 
;;> 

42 La Lecon, p. 86. 
; 

43 Bonnefoy, p. 82. 

44 La Lecon, p. 88. 
:> 
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The suffering of the pupil is emphasized through her efforts to massage 

and caress each part of her body that is threatened by the word IIcouteau ll
• 

L'Eleve: J'ai mal ... ma gorge, cou ... ah ... mes epaules _ ... 

. t 45 mes selns ... cou eau ... 

The tempo of the play moves into a final state of frenzy where the pro-

fessor hovers over his pupil in a frantic dance. liThe sexual actions, 

barely visible at the start, are overt and direct in the rape/murder. ,A6 

The visual effect suggests to the audience a ritual ceremony preceding 

the sacrifice of a victim. 

< 

lII1s sont tous les deux debout; lui, brandissarit toujours son 

couteau invisible, presque hors de lui, tourne autour d'elle 

en une sorts de danse du scalp mais il ne faut rien exagerer 

et les pas de danse du Professeur doivent etre a peine esquiss-es; 

l'Eleve, debout, face au public, se dirige, en direction de la 

fenetre, maladive, langoureuse, envoulee . ,,11
47 

The approaching rape is paralleled by the breakdown of language, until 

eventually one word dominates the existence of the professor and the pupil. 

45 

Le Professeur: Couteau couteau ... couteau ... 

L'Eleve: Mes hanches .. couteau .. mes cuises .. cou ... 

La Lecon, p. 89. 
5 

46 Schechner, p. 35. 

47 La Lecon, pp. 88-89. 
) 



Le Professeur: Prononcez bien ... couteau ... couteau ... 

L'El~ve: Couteau ma gorge ... 

Le Professeur: Couteau couteau 48 

At this point, the professor is able to free all of those pent-up forces 

within himself by striking out at his victim and killing her. Language 

has manifested itsel f to such an extent that iti s the image of the word 
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"couteau" that kills the pupil and not an actual knife. Here, as Schechner 

says, "language is the hero/villain. Not that language possesses the 

professor; no, it is his ally, his shield, his weapon and his alibi". 49 

In La Lecon, language truly has metaphysical powers, operating like a 
,; 

"di ssociative force exerted upon physi ca-l appearances. The knife that 

rapes and kills ... is a verbal knife, a concrete being whose sUbstance 

is grammatical". 50 

"ils crient: "Aaah!1I en meme temps le meurtier et 1a victime; 

apr~s 1e premier coup de couteau L'~l~ve est affal§e sur la 
.. 

chaise; 1es jambes, tres ecartees, pendant des. deux cot~s de 

la chaise; le Professeur se tient debout, enface d' el1e ... , 11 

frappe L'el~ve morte d'un second coup de couteau 11
51 

When the rape/murder occurs, the only sounds heard on stage are "Aaah" 

48 La Lecon, p. 89. 
:> 

49 Schechner, p. 29. 
50 Ibi d. , p. 29. 

51 La Lecon, nn AQ_Qn 
rr' _." JV. 

.) 
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sounds which contrast to the previous sadistic and violent language. Lan-

guage is reduced to an expression of pain and release. The victimization 

of the pupil is now complete. The professor needs only to gain his com

pOsure and he is ready to begin a 1 esson with a new pupil. When the door

bell rings, we know the process will begin again as the ringing of the 

doorbell undermines the fatality of man. The movement that was brought 

to completion (rape-murder) is initiated again. The cylical movement of 

the play is continued so as not to draw attention to the personality of 

the characters involved, but, more, to illustrate to us the inexorable 

movement they are caught up in. The acceleration of the play itself in

tensifies the process of victimization and the idea of encirclement. 

In this final scene, language becomes a crushing and destructive 

agent which decides the destiny of the pupil and the professor. The 

maelstrom which the characters are caught up in demonstrates to us the 

cataclysm about human destiny. The acceleration of movement in the play 

corresponds to the acceleration of time and death in man1s existence. 

The final effect in La Lecon is, as Doubrovsky has perceived, that IIdes
~ 

tinies, like personalities are interchangeable 

another endless, vicious circ1e ll . 52 
We are faced with yet 

The only character in the play to escape from the victimization 

is the maid because she is the symbol of conscience, capable of holding 

her own against the power of language, otherwise she too would become a 

52 J.S. Doubrovsky, IIIonesco and the Comic Absurdityll, in Rosette C. Lamont, 

ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prpnti rt:>. I-b 11 •• __ •• "'. __ 111oA1 I, 

Inc., 1973), pp. 14-15. 



victim. The pupil and the professor have become trapped by the repeti

tions and the flow of the language, whereas the maid sets the wheels into 

motion and keeps them going. An analysis of certain sections of the play 

will prove this theory. 

From the onset of the play, for example, a rhythmical pattern is 

developed from the language used in the teacher-pupil relationship. The 

length of the professor's speeches as compared to those of the pupil sets 

the prerequisite for the entire play. He expresses himself in lengthy 

discussions while the pupil's comments consist of short phrases. 

L'Eleve: " Dans ce cas, les petits nombres peuvent etre plus 

grands que les grands nombres? 

Le Professeur: Laissons cela. Sa nous menerait beaucoup trop 

loin: sachez seulement qu'il n'y a pas que des 
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nombres ... il y a aussi des grandeurs, des sommes, 

il y a des groupes, il y a des tas, des tas de 

choses 53 

The intermingling of these two varied speech patterns provides a certain 

rhythmical movement which draws the professor and the pupil into a super

ficial relationship based on words and formulae. In the stimulation scene, 

the repetition of rhyming words ending in the suffix "ill ion" are used to 

activate emotions and feelings: 

53 La 
54 La 

Le Professeur: 

Lecon, 
;$ 

p. 68. 

Lecon, p. 73. 
:;. 

Ca doit faire dix-neuf quintillions trois cent 
~ 

quatre-vingt-dix quadrillions deux trillions ... 54 



This same association by rhyme technique is developed further with the 

Le Professeur: ... en mathematiques et an arithmetique tout 

specialement, ce qui compte - car en arithmetique 

il faut toujours compter ... C1est par un raison

nement mathematique, inductif, et deductif. 55 

The rhyming words become the catalyst for the menacing state which even-

tually encircles them. The hostility expressed through the abundant use 
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of onomatopoeic sounds fortifies the power which language seeks to attain. 

Le Professeur: ... sur les cordes vocales qui soudain comme des 

harpes ou des feuillages sous le vent, fremissent, 

slagitent, vibrent, vibrent, vibrent ou grasseyent, 

. ou chuintent ou se froissent, ou sifflent, sif

flent mettant tout en mouvement. 56 

Even the constant use of alliterative, forceful fricatives such as the "fll 

and the IIV Il sounds, adds to the creation of this victimization by making 

language a powerful means of expression. 

55 La 

56 La 

Le Professeur: Ainsi, au lieu de: fontaine ... il disait: 

Lecon, 
5 

Lecon ~ 
~ 

p. 74. 

p. 78. 

fontaine ... Il pronon~ait fille au lieu de fille, 

Firman au lieu de Firman, fayot au lieu de fayot, 



fichez-moi la paix au lieu de fichez-moi la 

paix, fatras au lieu de fatras, fifi, fon, faffa 

More energy is required in articulating these sounds and the concentrated 

effort of the professor entangles him in the web of language. The word 

"couteau ll at the end of the play indicates that a single word has the 

power to encircle and victimize an individual into a state of debility. 

25 

Ionesco has therefore given a clear demonstration that his charac-

ters in La Lecon are victims of language. The pupil was unaware of the 
!> 

power of language when she went to the professor's house to have a lesson 

communicated to her. Because of her naiv;ty, she pays for the lesson with 

her life. Ionesco uses the student to make the audience aware of the ex-

plosive power of language and the disastrous results of being manipulated 

by language. 

With the power that language is given in La Lecon, we are forced 
:l 

to re-evaluate the reality of our existence and our use of language. The 

basic function of language as employed by the traditional theatre is to 

simply communicate human experiences. Since Ionesco is unconcerned with 

the literary content in his dramatic presentation, he uses language as a 

means to discovering the truth about our existence. 

Firstly, Ionesco shows us that language can be an instrument of 

power. By presenting a teacher-pupil relationship, it becomes obvious 

that the manifestation of power is present within the professor's choice 

57 La Lecon, p. 79. 
:> 

57 
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of words. Individuals like the pupil find themselves unknowingly committed 

to becoming the object or victim of this instrument since they have never 

assumed anything but an understanding that language plays only a subordinate 

role in their existence. It is individuals like the pupil who should re-

evaluate the face value of language as not being merely a means of communi-

cation. It is, moreover, an intuition of being and a totality of percep-

tion. With the trend of modern times, man needs the essentials of language 

to cope with the meaningful experience of non-verbal languages such as 

formulae, mathematics and symbolic logicalities. With the growing speciali-

zation of life and advances in mass communications, the reality of existence 

can now begin outside of language as illustrated in the latter portion of 

La Lecon. If man fails, however, to grasp the basic function of language, 
5 

then he will find himself not only assaulted and confused, but manipulated 

and victimized by the power of language. 



II VICTIMS OF LANGUAGE IN LA CANTATRICE CHAUVE AND LES CHAISES 

For Ionesco, it is intolerable that language is used in the 

traditional theatre to create the perfect illusion of man's reality. 

He feels that the essential role of language is not to express the de

gree of naturalism, but to provide the audience with an illustration 

of total reality. As Coe says, "Ionesco1s method is to start with an 

unrealistic - preferably an impossible, an inconceivable situation, and 

to then develop it, still "impossibly and inconceivably" as far as it 

will go, yet at the sane time forcing the audience to participate in 

what is not an illusion of reality".58 He uses ·language as a primary 

ins trument "no longer to make the spectator think, but to provoke him, 

to force him by the sheer violence of sound in a prelinguistic state 

to react"59 and hence discover his real existence. Language takes 

on new forms in La Cantatrice Chauve and Les Chaises by the use of 

foreign words, forceful syllables and illogical statements. What is, 

however, essentially achieved in these two works is that language 

embodies a whole new expression of our victimization as living beings. 

Schechner points out that we recognize language as lithe most salient 

stirring of a wholly environment - a world of teeming life where not 

only words, but gestures, clocks, doorbells, servants, things which 

we expect to be dehumanized, manageable, "in their places" - spring 

58 Coe, pp. 15-16. 

59 rna n A') 
~, tJ .. "TL. 
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alive with shocking energyll.60 

Ionesco uses language at different levels or forms to demonstrate 

man's victimization. His first phase is to unveil the incomprehensible 

nature that language can possess. Even the simplest conversational com

monplaces can result in man's automatism and mechanical state if they are 

used in abundance. IILe texte de La Cantatri ce Chauve ou du manuel pour 

apprendre 1 'anglais compose d'expressions toutes faites, des cliches 

le plus ecules, me revelait, par cela meme, les automatismes du language, 
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du comportement des gens, le IIparler pour ne den dire ll ... 1 'absence de 

vie interieure, la mecanique du quotidien, 1 'homme baignent dans son milieu 

social, ne s'en distinguant Plus ll
•
61 La Cantatrice Chauve is in Esslin's 

view basically "an attack against what Ionesco has called the universal 

petty-bourgeoisie ... the personification of accepted ideas and slogans ll .62 

The existence of man in this state of language stagnation is best expres-

sed through the characterization of Mme Smith. Surrounded by her plati-

tudes and ready made expressions, she becomes an alienated individual, a 

simple element of bourgeois civilization. 

60 
61 
62 

Mme Smith: Tiens, il est neuf heures. Nous avons mange de la 

Schechner, p. 24. 

soupe, du poisson, des pommes de terre au lard, de 

la salade anglaise. Nous avons bien mange ce soir. 

Crest parce que nous habitons dans les environs de 

Londres et que notre nom est Smith. 63 

Notes and Counter Notes, pp. 159-160. 
Ess 1 in, p, 115. 

63 Eugene Ionesco, Theatre, Vol. 1 (Paris: Gallinard, 1954), p. 19. 
Hereafter cited as La Cantatrice Chauve. 



Mme Smith characterizes lIune mentalite qulon retrouve dans tous les 

systemes ... un psittacisme fait de stereotypes et d'automatismes du 

language". 64 t~ith the abundant use of platitudes as seen in several of 

Mme Smith I s speeches in her effort to communi cate wi th others, she be-

comes a mechanical being - a robot of language. Conversation in the play 

becomes meaningless. 

Mme. Smith: On ne peut comparer un malade a un bateau. 
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M. Smith: Pourquoi pas? Le bateau a aussi ses maladies; d'ailleurs 

ton docteur est aussi sain qulun vaisseau; voila 

pourquoi encore il devait perir en meme temps que 

le malade comme le docteur et son bateau. 65 

When the daily use of language and communication with others be-

comes reduced to meaningless terms, then it is inevitable that a deteriora-

tion in man's mental capabilities and recall should result. For the Martins, 

their ultra-conventional existence absorbs them totally into a social con

text of being where all meaning and emotion is forgotten. ilLes cliches 

du dialogue, la dislocation des structures linguistiques mettent en cause 

le reel, ou plutot certains aspects du reel: les actes devenus gesticula-
A ~ 66 

tion, les etres transformes en pantins". 

64 Abastado, p. 62. 

65 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 21. 

66 Abastado, p. 62. 



M. Martin: Mes excuses Madame, mais il me semble, si je ne me 

trompe, que je vous ai deja rencontree quelque part. 

Mme Martin: A moi aussi, Monsieur, il me semble que je vous ai 

deja recontree quelque part. 67 
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Schechner observes that whereas we usually think of culture as "the secre-

tion of human living and experience ll with human beings as lithe core and 

the culture ll
, La Cantatrice Chauve reverses this process. 68 The Martins' 

aptness is stunted by their bourgeois culture to the point where they are 

paralyzed into a formal non-human condition as shown in their dramatic 

duo scene. It appears that bourgeois civilization is the core of their 

existence and they serve as its function. IIWhat we experience in this 

drama is a world in which culture (language, things) is alive and the 

people are secretion and by products ll
•
69 

In Les Chaises, the old man and the old woman are mistaken for 

the function of their civilization since they lack the maturity and ex-

perience that comes with age. ilLes Vieux n'ont pas la sagesse des anciens, 

leur dialogue n'est qu'un radotage, un tissu d'inepties sur des sujets 

. ° °fo t" 70 lnslgm lan s . 

67 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 26. 
68 Schechner, p. 25. 
69 Ibid., p. 25. 
70 Abastado, p. 89. 



Language disclaims intelligence and disallows sentiments. Their only 

recourse for companionship is to talk of old times and to play games to 

pass the time. 

La Vieille: Alors, imite le mois de fevrier. 

Le Vieux: Je nJaime pas les mois de 1 Jannee. 

La Vieille: Pour 1 Jinstant, il n!y en a pas dJautres. Allons, 

pour me faire plaisir ... 

L V • T . • 1'" 1 . d f" . 71 e leux: lens, Vl0 a e mOls e evrler. 

The mental deterioration of the old couple in Les Chaises is 

shocking. As a function of their cultural condition, inner development 

and effective communication has suffered greatly. Language is reduced 
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to an infantile level. Modern psychology might explain this, since de

layed mental development is often caused by a failure to proceed through 

the necessary developmental phases of life. This is one possible explana

tion for the lack of intelligence with the old couple. A second, more 

attractive possibility is that they were, at one time, intellectually 

mature, but the absence of stimulation and the resulting boredom has rob~ 

bed them of this maturity. The old couple is trapped in a rut of simple 

language72 which they use to express their fantasies. Physically, they 

appear old, but their thoughts are infantile. 

71 Eug~ne Ionesco, Theatre, Vol. 1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1954), p. 133. 
Hereafter cited as Les Chaises. 

72 Vernois, p. 72. IIIonesco, en effet, a pris so;n de majorer le cote in
fantile des vieillards, de les enfermer dans un p~rpetuel retour au passe. 
Les Chaises sont une materialisation cruelle du gatisme qui confine au monde 
schizophrenique ou s'enferme 1 'individu quand il reve sa vie en dehors de 
toute reference a la realite. 
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Le Vieux: Je l'ai brisee? Je l'ai cassee? Ah! 
... 

ou es-tu, 
... 

maman, maman, au es-tu maman? hi, hi, hi, je 

suis orphelin un orphelin ... un orpheli ... 

La Vieille: Je suis avec to;, que crains-tu? 

Le Vieux: Non, Semiramis, ma crotte. Tu n1es pas ma maman ... 

h 1· h 1· -. d~f d ?73 orp e 1n, orp e 1, qU1 va me e en reo 

In La Cantatrice Chauve, one does not expect the characters to 

expound in scientific, technical or sociological terminology in deep in-

tellectual discussions. We do, however, expect these mature personages 

to relate in deliberative expressions in an effort to communicate with 

one another. Their logical sagacious conversations should indicate some 

level of mental progression. The characters in this play do not meet up 

to our expectations, however. The endless circle of nonsensical phrases 

illustrates the low level of intellect. As Vernois says: "Forme degradee 

du langage dont i1 rece1e parfois des syllabes par l.a repetition et la 

convergence des effets, i1 declenche une cacophonie qui s'identifle a 
11image d'une societe ou mieux d'un mande incomprehensible ... dont l'homme 

devient esc1ave ll J4 

73 

74 

Mme Martin: Je peux acheter un couteau de poche pour mon frere, 

vous ne pouvez pas acheter 11Ir1ande pour votre 

grand-pere. 

M. Smith: On marche avec les pieds, mais on se rechauffe a 
l'e1ectricite ou au charbon. 

Les Chaises, p. 135. 

Vernois, p. 145. 



M. Martin: . Celui qui vend aujourd'hui un boeuf, demain aura un 

oeuf. 

Mme Smith: A 75 Dans la vie, il faut regarder par la fenetre. 

The nonsensical language used by Ionesco reveals to the audience-that 

mental development through language is impossible. Ionesco's language 

engulfs his characters making them victims of the simplest form. The 

Smiths and the Martins cannot escape from this pattern established by 

their bourgeois society. 

The presence of illogical, unintelligent language in man's exis

tence will greatly effect his personality as shown to us through the 

characters in both La Cantatrice Chauve and Les Chaises. Generally, in 

society today~ human beings are expected to be psychologically consistent 

just as we expect language and communication to be consistent. Richard 
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Coe explains: "A personality in the classical concept of the term, implies 

at least a minimum of continuity from one movement to the next, and not 

merely an unrelated sequence of 'states of existence' accidentally con

fined within the same material body".76 Ionesco illustrates to us how 

man's personality can be altered by an irrational fluctuation in language. 

The lack of psychological congruity need not merely be confined to the 

individual. Ionesc6 develops this whole concept on a more complex level 

in the presentation of the two plays. Here, we see "personalities merge, 

75 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 51. 

76 Coe, p. 33. 
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fuse, exchange, sort themselves out clearly for an instant, only to fuse 

and merge again ll
•
77 The old woman in Les Chaises is not one distinct 

personality, but a fusion of several. In the opening scene of the play, 

she is a mother image to the old man: 

La Vieille: Mon orphelin, mon chou, tu me 
... 

1 e coeur, creves 

mon orphel in. 
... 

Le Vieux: Hi, hi, h '( 1. Ma maman! Ou est ma maman? J'ai pl us 

de maman. 

La Vieille: Je suis ta femme, c1est moi ta maman maintenant. 78 

With the arrival of their imaginary guests, she matures to be a welcoming 

hostess: 

Voix de la Vieille: Bonjour, Madame, tres heureuse de vous 

conna i tre. 
A 

Attention, n'abimez pas votre 
.. 

chapeau. Vous pouvez retirer llepingle, ce 

sera plus commode. Oh, non, on ne s'assoira 

pas dessus. 79 

The old woman does not maintain this personality. She becomes a flippant 

woman exposing her grotesque concept of sexuality - a hidden aspect of her 

distinctive personal qualities which is revealed to us in the scene with 

77 Ibid., p. 35. 

78 Les Chaises, p. 135. 

79 Les Chaises, p. 141. 



the photographer. IIElle tient au photograveur des propos erotiques et 

... ... • .. ... 180 son jeu obscene evoue une personnallte refoulee. 1 

La Vieille: Flatteur! coquin! ah! ah! Je fais plus jeune 

que mon age? Vous etes un petit apachel Vous etes 

't t 81 eXCl an . 
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The display of multi personalities is what Doubrovsky terms as the "comique 

de non caractere ll82 where you think "you have one human being in front of 

you and you suddenly find another ... Hence a sort of vicious circle of 

human existence ... where destinies, like personalities are interchang~

abl e". 83 

In La Cantatrice Chauve, Ionescols characters are faced with a 

more serious dil emma which Doubrovsky ca 11 s the "comedy of circul arltyll84 

where personal ities are not individual. There are "countless Bobby Wat ... 

sons, male and female, young and old, married and widowed, but, all com

mercial travellers".
85 

80 Abastado, p. 91. 

81 Les Chaises, p. 151. 

82 J.S. Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and the Comic of Absurdity", in Rosette C. 

83 

84 

85 

Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: 

Prentice Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 14. 

Ibid., p. 14. 

Ibid., p. 14. 

Coe, p. 30. 
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Mme Smith: Mais qui prendra soin des enfants? Tu sais bien, 

qu lils ont un garcon et une fille. Comment slappellent

i 1 s? 

M. Smith: Bobby et Bobby comme ·leurs parents. Lloncle de 

Bobby Watson, le vieux Bobby Watson est riche et il 

aime le garcon. Il pourrait tr~s bien se charger de 

l leducation de Bobby. 

Mme Smith: Ce serait naturel. Et la tante de Bobby Watson, la 

vieille Bobby Watson pourrait tr~s bien, a son tour, 

se charger de 1 leducation de Bobby Watson, la fill~ 

de Bobby Watson. 86 

The comedy of circularity mistakes man for the function of society since 

all of the Bobby Watsons are the by-products of a stereotype and bourgeois 

society. Words do not identify or individualize the Bobby Watsons. IIThey 

are the creations and the toys of language. Words are no longer the ve

hicles of thoughts or feelings - they are themselves actions. 1I8? 

The interchangeability of characters is reinforced at the conclu-

sion of the play when the Smiths and the Martins change roles. 

86 

87 

88 

La 

II ... M. et Mme. Martin sont assis comme les Smith au debut de la 

pi~ce. La piece recommence avec les Martin, qui disent exactement 

les repliques des Smith dans la lre sc~ne ... 11
88 

Cantatrice Cha uve, p. 23. 

Schechner, p. 25. 

La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 56. 
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The uniqueness of personality is destroyed by language since the lifestyle 

patterns, values and motives which create one's individuality cannot work 

in unison. Personalities become indistinguishable. 

The "comic of circularity" shatters the basis of all communicative 

stimuli that would normally exist in man's daily mode of expression. When 

the individual personality deteriorates and man is stifled by jargon and 

banalities, communication is reduced to a bare minimum. The characters 

in Ionesco's plays i~lustrate the outcome of the initial problem since 

they no longer remain psychologically consistent. The Smiths and the Martins 

are unable to achieve an intellectual or logical discussion since as one 

speaks, the others listen, but do not comprehend. They do not listen 

to the meaning of the speaker's words (in this case Mme. Martin); they 

cannot grasp what she is trying to say. The end result is that words be

come "voided of intell igence through statements made simultaneously by 

people speaking at cross-purposes because of the confrontation of mutually 

closed worlds". 89 

Mme Martin: J'aime mieux un oiseau dans un champ qu1une chaussette 

dans une brouette. 
" M. Smith: Plutot un filet dans un chalet, que du lait dans un 

palais. 

M. Martin: La maison d'un Anglais est son vrai palais. 90 

89 David I. Grossvogel, Four Playwrights and a Postscript (New York: Cornell 

University Press, 1964), p. 56. 

90 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 52. 



Martin Esslin offers one feasible explanation for the breakdown 

in communication. He suggests that man finds it difficult to trust in 

language as a means of true expression since he has been "exposed to the 

incessant and inexorably loquacious, onslaught of the mass media,,91 ... 
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to the point where he "becomes more and more skeptical toward the language 

he has been exposed to ,,92 ina bourgeo i s exi s tence. Man real i zes too, 

that there is a "gap between what is consciously thought and asserted and 

the psychological reality behind the words spoken".93 When Mme Smith 

says for example - "Clest un bon medecin. On peut avoir confiance en lui. 

11 ne recommande jamais dlautres medicaments que ceux dont i1 a fait llex-

~ . 1 . h II 94 h b l' th' t b t ? Wh per1ence sur Ul-meme, ow can we e leve 1S 0 e rue. en man 

becomes skeptical of language, he begins to listen from the outside, hence 

taking a position of strangeness with regard to all human utterances. At 

this point, the sounds of language gain uncontrollable growth and communi

cation exists only of IIsense voided sounds ll ,95 leaving the characters 

as a function of language. 

91 

92 

93 

94 

95 

Esslin, p. 359. 

Ibid., p. 359. 

Ibid., p. 358. 

La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 21. 

Dav; d I. Grossvogel, Four Playwrights and a Pos.tscript (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 1965), p. 54. 
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M. Martin: Mariette, cul de marmite! 

Mme Smith: 'Khri shnamourti, Khri shnamourti, Khri shnamourti ! 

M. Smith: Le pape derape! Le pape d'a pas de soupape. Le 

soupape a un pape. 

Mme Martin: Bazar, Balzac, Bazaine! 

M. Martin: Bizarre, beaux-arts, baisers!96 

Ionesco real i zes that "we ache to express oursel ves, to forge a 

link with another person, to discover the artist within ourselves, to 

lower the mask, and speak our minds,,97 through language and communication. 

With the existing situation, however, where language is alive and man is 

a secretion of his own culture, it is language that stifles all of the 

possibilities to express oneself. Ionesco illustrates language as a dis

ruptive force in La Cantatrice Chauve and Les Chaises where his characters 

crave stability and search for it in a language that offers only an accumu

lation of puns~ misunderstandings and contradictions. It is both meaningful 

and meaningless. His characters are brutalized victims of language be

cause it does not offer them permanence. Contradictions are used to prove 

this lack of stability. 

96 

M. Smi th: Ell e a des tra its reg ul i ers et po urta nt 0 n ne pe ut pas 

dire qu'elle est belle. Elle est trap grande et trop 

forte. Ses traits no sont pas reguliers et pourtant 

La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 55. 

97 J.L. Styan, The Development of Modern Comic Tragedy (Cambridge: Uni-

versity Press, 1962), p. 232. 



on peut dire qu'elle est tres belle. Elle est un peu 

trop petite et trop maigre. 98 
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The presence of mechanical objects are introduced in La Cantatrice 

Chauve to reinforce the lack of stability in language. The meaninglessness 

of contradictory speeches is, for example, underlined by a clock, that has 

been chiming erratically since the starting of the Play~9 Instability is 

not restricted to Ionesco's characters. The audience as well becomes sub-

jected to it. Disjointed, unfamiliar language is one of the tools Ionesco 

uses to accomplish the sense of insecurity. 

Mme Martin: Les cacaoyers des cacaoyeres donnent pas des 

cacahuettes, donnent du cacao! Les cacaoyers 
.... 

des cacaoyeres donnent pas des cacahuettes, donnent 

du cacao! Les cacaoyers des cacaoyeres donnent pas 

des cacahuettes, donnent du cacao. 100 

The dehumanization of speech, coupled with the assertion of mechani-

cal objects on Ionesco's characters not only produces instability, but 

also illustrates to us that antiforces are alive and work in unison with 

language (i.e., contradictions) to desparately drive man out of his senses. 

These antiforces illustrate the nothingness of reality and the characters' 

98 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 23. 

99 David I. Grossvogel, Four Playwrigh.ts and a Postscript (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 1962), p. 54. 
100 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 54. 
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lack of control in their existence. In La Cantatrice Chauve, the mani-

festation of the anti forces or mechanical objects begins to reach an 

accelerated pace with the arrival of the pompier lIavec ses histoires in

terminables et pour autant dlun debit dont la velocite souligne llembrouil

l-amini - introduit un element dlacceleration accentue encore par Mary qui 

recite son poeme sur le feu ... La scene devient stichomythique et entraine 
- - 101 

un accroissement du flot des paroles et des movements ll
• The accelera-

tion results in a total disintegration of language in the conclusion of 

the play and fully demonstrates the characters 1- victimization. They be-

gin chanting nonsense in unison. Stage effects are used competently to 

intensify the shocking reality of language which outlines the solitude 

of human beings. The audience hears the changing in darkness. 

Tous ensemble: Clest pas par la, clest par ici, clest pas par 1 a, 

clest par ici, c lest pas par 1 a, clest par i c i , 

clest pas par 1 a, c lest par ici, clest pas par 1 ~, 

clest par ici, clest pas par la, clest par lci. 102 

The dehumanization of speech which reflects the nothingness of 

man1s existence is brought about by the mechanical movement of the chairs 

in Les Chaises. liThe subject of the play is not the message, nor the fai

lures of life, nor the moral disaster of two old people, but the chairs 

themselves; that is to say, the absence of people, the absence of God, 

101 

102 

Vernois, p. 104. 

La Cantatrice Chauve, pp. 55-56. 
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the absence of matter, the unreality of the world, metaphysical emptiness. 

The theme of the play·is nothingness. 1I103 In the early scenes of the 

play, language seems to promise everything as indicated by the old woman 

who belives that language will provide the access to truth and the full-

n.ess of being. 

La Vieille: Clest en parlant qulon trouve les idees, 

les mots, et puis nous, dans nos propres mots, la 

ville aussi, le jardin, on retrouve peut-etre 

t t it 1 h l' 1 04 ou , on n es p us orp e In. 

Ionesco exposes the duplicity of language through the characterization 

of the old woman. "Par elle, nous essayons de couvrir notre vide interieur 

et 1 'absurdite-du monde exterieur. 1I105 Her hope for salvation through com

munication is disillusioned by the arrival of the orator who is immobile 

"et impassible".106 He is to deliver a message, but alone, on stage re

presenting all of the dreams and aspirations of the old·couple, he "can-

not find his words and humanity is thus a wilderness where it is not even 
1 07 possible to preach". The growing specialization of life has made the 

Es s 1 in, p. 123. 

Les Chaises, p. 139. 

1 03 

1 04 

1 05 Serge Doubrovsky, "L 'Antitheatre est un theatre total II, in Raymond Laubreaux, 

Les Critiques de Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris: Editions Garnier Freres, 

1973), pp. 34-40. 
106 Les Chaises, p. 178. 

107 J.S. Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and the Comic Absurdityll, in Rosette C. Lamont, 

ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prentice Hall, Inc., 

1973), p. 14. 



exchange of ideas impossible - that is why we find the orator "equally 

condemned to death and asphyxiation. His mouth opens as though he is 

gasping for breath and he courageously tries to express somethi ngll.l 08 

L'Orateur: He, Mme, mm, mm. 

Ju, gou, hou, hou. 

Heu, heu, gu, gou, gueue. 109 

Rather than being a user of language as a means of communication, the 

orator becomes a fragile vehicle of language being easily manipulated 

and controlled by it. Language drains him physically since he is unable 

to co-ordinate his thoughts into sentences. The old man and the old wo

man suffer from the same problem, trying des,perately at times, to piece 

syllables together to express themselves: 

Les Deux Vieux: Alors, on a rio Ah! ... ri arri arri 

Ah! ... Ah! ri va arri ... arri ... 

le drole ventre nu au riz arriva ... au riz 

arriva. Alors on a ... ventre nu ... arri ... 
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la malle ... on a ... ah! arri ... ah! arri ... 
. 110 va ... rl. 

108 David Mendelson, "Science and Fiction in Ionesco's 'Experimental' 

Theatre", in Rosette C. Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical 

Essays (New York: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 96. 
109 Les Chaises, p. 179. 
110 Les-Chaises, p. 135. 
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The old couple allow themselves to be directed and controlled by language. 

As Doubrovsky states '-'instead of man using language to think, we have lan

guage thinking for men u •
11l Ionesco expresses this same idea in La Canta

trice Chauve. Each time Mme Smith refers to herself or her family, her 

perspective is external, as if she is a third person. IIHer talking is 

automatic, as if whatever is speaking is not used to English ... Some~ 

thing is talking through Mme Smith, making its report, struggling with 

English grammar and vocabulary. 11112 

Mme Smith: Notre petit garcon aurait bien voulu boire de la 

biere, il aimera slen mettre plein la lampe, il te 
... 

ressemble. Tu as vu a table, comme il visait la 

bouteille? Mais moi,j'ai vers~ dans son verre de 

lleau de la carafe. Il avait soif et i1 lla bue. 

Helene me ressemble; elle est bonne menagere, econome, 

. d . 113 Joue u plano. 

Mme Smith shows a high degree of automation since her responses 

are programmed in such a way that she resembles a mechanical robot. Her 

speeches exemplify the dehumanization of man and the 1I1 evelling of indivi-

111 J.S. Doubrovsky, IIIonesco and the Comic Absurdityll, in Rosette C. 

Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prentice 

Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 17. 
112 Schechner, p. 23. 
113 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 20. 
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duality"1l4 by language. On a larger scale, the play itself is an illus-

tration of how language can turn an entire society into a "centrally direc

ted automata". 115 The tragedy of Les Chaises lies with the old couple 

whose individuality and expression is weakened by the automatic movement 

of the chairs. The chairs on stage reinforce the emptiness of language 

and communication. liLa Vieille amene alors une chaise, puis une autre 

et le m~canisme peu ~ peu se met enbranle ... les chaises circulent et 

s'alignent de plus en plus vite ... La vie est mangee par l'automatisme."1l6 

When the chairs accumulate in number, the old couple is unable to meet· 

and embrace. Language divides the old couple, too, to such a degree that 

they will never be reconciled again. Mind and body become separated and 

hence the only relief will be through suicide. The verbal skill of lan-

guage is reduced to a mechanical function to a point where individuals 

are smothered by its presence. "Le sui ci de des Vi eux es t vanite et 

d~rision: personne ne delivera leur message, ils n1entreront pas dans 
.. 117 la legende." 

The control exercised by language over the old man and the old 

woman has been a gradual, on-going process since the beginning of the 

play. One of the downfalls ~hat brings about their final demise is their 

reliance on language for protection. Just as the island promises security 

114 Esslin, p. 115. 
115 Ibid., p. 115. 
116 Abastado, p. 93. 
117 Ibid., p. 89. 



from the elements of nature, so should language offer the same. The old 

couple depend on language to conceal their true thoughts and lessen the 

demands on them. In their conscious and subconscious existence, they 

are aware of their lonely confinement. The imaginative old man, for 
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example, considers himself to be an abandoned orphan "et crie sa solitude",118 

as Vernois says succinctly. Rather than face the reality of his isola

tion, he escapes into a fantasy shelter created by language. 

Le Vieux: Ah! ... mon Colonel Bonjour, mon Colonel ... Clest 

un honneur etonnant pour mOl je .;. je ... je ne 

mlattendais pas ... bien que pourtant ... bref, 

je suis tres fier de recevoir, dans ma demeure dis-
.... . 119 crete, un heros de votre tal11e. 

The isolation on the island pretends, paradoxically to help them, just 

as language does, but Ilil ne lancera qulun message de desespoir quand 

il promettait un message dlespoirIl.120 Language destroys their mission -

II ••• la somme des idees salvatrices qulils mobilisent. Symbo1es de sauve

garde discredites par llinvaslon du neant, ils materialiseront la ruine 

des projets les mieux enfantes et des raisonnements les plus sages. 1I121 

118 

119 

120 

121 

The old man and the old woman should not be over criticized for 

Vernois, p. 110. 

Les Chaises, p. 145. 

Vernois, p. 158. 

Ibid., p. 158. 



their reliance on language for their security. Ionesco illustrates that 

man needs language to survive and exist as human beings. Silence, the 

one alternative to language, does not provide a concrete solution. In 

l~ Cantatrice Chauve, a world of silence produces consternation to the 

pOint where the Smiths and the Martins become agitated and make anxious 

sounds in order to fill the void. 

M. Smith: Hm. 

Mme. Smith: Hm, hm. 

Mme Marti n: Hm, hm, hm. 

M. Martin: Hm, hm, hm, hm. 

Mme Martin: .. . .. 122 Oh, decldement. 

In La Cantatrice Chauve and Les Chaises, Ionesco has attempted 

to push the reality of man's existence into unrealistic terms. He has 

shown man to be a function, victim and by-product of his culture and his 

language. The personality has disintegrated and the communication level 

has been greatly devalued. These two plays may make us examine our own 

existence, teach us to disentangle thought and self-desire from conven-

tion and the rules of grammar in an effort to improve ourselves to the 

point where we are no longer victims of language. Ionesco expresses 

this idea in the following terms: 

"As our knowl edge becomes separated from 1 He, our culture no 

122 La Cantatrice Chauve, p. 33. 
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longer contains ourselves (or only an insignificant part of our

selves), for it forms a 'social' context into which we are not 

integrated. So the problem becomes that of bringing our life 
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back into contact with our culture, making it a living culture 

once again. To achieve this, we shall first have to kill the 

'respect for what is written down in black and white' ... to break 

up our language so that it can be put together again in order to 

re-establish contact with 'the absolute', or, as I should pre-

fer to say, 'with multiple reality'; it is imperative to 'push 

human beings again towards seeing themselves as they really are! .,,123 

Ionesco feels that man is capable of coping with the central problem of 

language and that it is possible to establish a fullness of bein"g. The 

hope and example is offered in the characterization of the Fire Chief 

and Marie in La Cantatrice Chauve who "are not dead like the Smiths and 

the Martins. They live purposeful lives; are lovers, go to fires and 

movies, act as servants and confessors and detectives".124 Ionesco is 

confident that man, too, can come to grips with his existence. 

Ionesco's encounter with modern theatre becomes a turning 

point. With the presentation of La Cantatrice Chauve he openly illustrates 

the tragedy of human life being reduced to mere automation dictated by 

bourgeois conventionalism and the mechaniszation of language. Ionesco 

123 Ess1in, p. 359. 

124 Schechner, p. 26. 
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attacks the world of the petty bourgeois - the personification of accepted 

slogans and the commonplace phrases. In Les Chaises, his characters become 

drastically reduced to non-entities, by-products of civilization swal

lowed up by the mass collectivism of society, victims of a metaphysical 

dimension. 

Ionesco believes that man must transcend the level of common

place and the illusive nature of language, search out the multitude of 

positive functions that language has to offer. By attempting to express 

authenticity, man can be freed from the victimization of commonplace, and 

hence, gain a new sense of freedom and individualism. 



CHAPTER II 

I VICTIMS OF SOCIAL PRESSURES IN JACQUES OU LA SOUMISSION 

In the traditional theatre, we are all aware that the dramatic 

plot, since Aristotle's Poetics, has been associated with rules and 

plans: it is, in its most reduced form, a murder mystery, an investi

gation brought to a successful conclusion. l For Ionesco, however, these 

traditional works limited the scope and purpose of the dramatist's vi-

sion. "In a word, it became evident ... that whatever laws the universe 

was governed by, it was by laws infinitely more subtle and complex than 

those of classical logic, and consequently that 'realism ' , far from por-

traying the 'only true and necessaryl picture of existence, was in fact 

depicting positive falsehood." 2 The first and basic intention of Ionesco 

is to abolish the false assumptions of reality that man perceives to be 

true, to tear down lithe carefully-constructed ill usion of human logic" 3 

and make us think about the daily world of our existence and experience. 

Doubrovsky explains Ionesco's approach in the following terms: "But let man 

cease to be a 'humanist ' and to view himself in a tragic light or even 

to take himself seriously, let him stand back of the theatre and look at 

Richard N. Coe, Ionesco (Edinburgh and London: Oliver and Boyd, 

1961), p. 3. 

2 

3 

Ibid., p. 24. 

Ibid., p. 27. 
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himself from the outside at last, let him see himself as the puppet he 

really is.,,4 In Jacques ou La Soumission, Ionesco conducts the examina-. 

tion of the human condition on a social level, not only by satirizing 

the societal conventions that govern man, but by pushing "everything to 

a state of paroxYsm",5 he forces man to view, for the first time, his 

whole sociological presence in the universe in realistic terms. 6 

To bring this vast domain into recognizable terms, Ionesco deli-

berately uses familiar settings which are obvious from the opening scene 
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of the play to approximate our own decidedly familiar everyday environment.? 

"un vieux fauteuil use, pouss i ereux, au mi 1 i eu de 1 a scene; une 

table de nuit; des choses indefinies, ... peut-etre, un canape 

defonce, dans un coin; des chaises boiteuses. IIB 

4 J.S. Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and the Comic Absurdity", in Rosette C. Lamont, 

ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prentice Hall, Inc., 

1973), p. 19. 
5 Eugene Ionesco, "Di scoveri ng the Theatre", Tul ane Drama Revi ew, 4 

(1959),3-1B. 
6 Charl es Gl i cksberg, "Ionesco and the Aestheti c of the Absurd ll

, Ari zona 

Quarterly, 18 (1962),293-303. "Ionesco exuberantly uses paradox .. to under-

mine the foundations of what we call reality .. His aim is to reveal the 

truth of the human condition, which is the truth of the absurd. It is this 

shattering nihilistic truth which provides the dialectical tensions of his 

aesthetic philosophy". 
? Doubrovsky, p. 18. 
8 Eugene Ionesco, Theatre. Vol. 1 (Paris: (':;:}ll;m:lV'rl lQhll\ ~ n7 

_'""' •• IIIIU,I \,..I, I ::J..J~J, tJ. :11. Hence-

force cited as Jacgues ou La Soumission. 
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But as Coe indicates in his criticism of the play, the familiar setting 

coupled with the contrasting lighting techniques serves as a second impor

tant role as the foreseeing to man's death-like existence in a collective 

society. "Le d~cor doit etre mort et s'il montre la moindre trace de vie, 

il faut que 1 'eclairagela fasse dispara1tre immediatement. Poussiere, 

accumulation, laideur inexpressive, un tableau qui ne signifie rien (Jacques 

ou La Soumission). Fauteuils uses ... moblier bourgeois d'une laideur 

monumental e. 119 

The deterioration of the human element in society is a gradual 

process as percei-ved by Saint Tobi in his analysis of Ionesco's concept 

of man's social function and evolution. He feels that "l e theatre de 

Ionesco est, en grande mesure, un theatre de 1 'enfer et pUlseque au centre 

de 11 enfer se trouve 1 a mort, i1 es t un theatre de -, a mort". l0 In Jacques 

ou La Soumission, this "death" is indicated by the process wherein man's 

existence, in human terms, is annihilated by the surrounding social forces. 

The disintegration of the human being is outlined in the following phrases: 

"l. L'accoutumance: Le premier circle de 1 'enfer marque la mort 

de l'enfance, la mort de l,etonnement. 

L'enfant se transforme en adulte qui petit 

a petit, se metamorphose en marionnette. 

9 Ri chard Coe, liLa Pro1 iferation", in Raymond Laubreaux, Les Critiques de 

Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris: Edition Garnier Freres, 1973), p. 83. 

10 Saint Tobi, Eugene Ionesco ou A la Recherche du paradis perdu (Paris: 

Editions Gallimard, 1973), p. 101. Hereafter cited as Saint Tobi. 
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2. La Metamorphose: La metamorphose represente un prolongement 

et un aboutissement logique du processus 

commence dans le circle precedent. L'homme 

arrive a perdre completement sa personnalite~ 

son individualite, il peut devenir facile-

ment un autre. 

3. La Metamorphose est Complete: L'homme est devenue un anima1." ll 

Jacques describes the termination of his first phase of life as 

a child when he speaks with Roberte. It seems as though Jacques was 

robbed of the vital elements of youth that compose the positive founda

tion of manhood. Almost from birth~ Jacques is pushed into the role of 

a pre-adolescent, stripped of the amazement and fascination of life ' s 

fresh experiences that a child enjoys. 

Jacques: Lorsque je suis ne, ne j'avais pas loin de quatorze 

ans. Voil~ pourquo; j'ai pu me rendre compte plus 

f 'l t 1 1 t d . 1'1 1 • 't 12 aCl emen que a p upar e qUOl s aglssal . 

Jacques tries to cling desperately to the unspoiled nature of juvenility, 

but social pressures from the individuals around him oppress his spon-

taneous feelings. • .. I'" 113 Society tries to replace the "capac1te de 1 etonnement l 

11 Ibid., pp. 101-106. 
12 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 120. 

13 Saint Tobi, p. 102. 
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(the irrational sphere) with material objects and decorations - substances 

of rational logic. 

Jacques: Oui, jlai vite compris. Je nlai pas voulu accepter 

la situation. Je l'ai dit carrement ils n~ compren-

nent pas tres bien '0' on mlassura qulon porterait 

remede. On me promit des decorations, des derogations, 

des decors, des fleurs nouvelles, une autre tapisserie, 

un autre fond sonore. 14 

Jacques becomes overpowered by the demands pl aced upon him to abandon hi s 

childhood and enter into the social realm as an "individua"'. By giving 

in, he loses the freedom and spontaneity as explained by Saint Tobi: 

"l e perte principale, au moment de la mort de l'enfance, clest la perte 

. " d I" II 15 de la capaclte etonnement. 

Jacques: J'ai voulu protester: il nly avait plus personne ... 

sauf ceux-la, que vous connaissez, qui ne comptent pas. 

Ils mlont trompe ... Et comment sortir?16 

As a human identity in the sociological sphere, a man must abandon 

the fanciful visage of pubescence and bedeck himself with a true represen-

tation of the 'individual I he is going to be in society. In simple terms, 

14 Jacques au La Soumission, p. 120. 

15 Saint Tobi, p. 102. 

16 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 121. 



55 

he must assume a role. Saint Tobi recounts this argument as follows: liEn 

ce but, une fois sorti de 1 lage de l'enfance, 1 'homme se met un masque· 

appropie au role choisi ll . 17 In Jacgues ou La Soumission, Ionesco exterio

rizes this social requisite by adorning the characters with masks to em-

phasize the pointlessness of the 'rol e game ' . Richard Coe feels that 

the use of grotesque masks is lIa means of whi ch everythi ng is pus hed to 

a s tate of paroxysm, there where the sources of the tragedy 1 i ell .18 For 

Ionesco, the masks are symbolic of the following social afflictions. Firstly, 

Jacques is the only character 1n the play who does not wear a mask because 

the theme of the work is centred around his search for individuality. The 

masked characters around him are, however, products of the 'rol e game l 

"-

having reached the point where, according to Saint Tobi III 'homme arrive a 

se confondre ~ un tel point avec son masque qu'il devient m~me ce masque-

1
"- II 19 a . Hence, the whole family of Jacques and that of Roberte are the 

multiplication of puppets and faceless creatures 20 which is representa

tive of the actual world in which we live. 21 Secondly, the tragedy of 

the social characteristic is reinforced by the prolific duplication of 

characters I names: Jacques, Jacqueline, Jacques-mere, Jacques-pere, 

Jacques grand-pere and Jacques grand-mere are all members of one family, 

17 Saint Tobi, p. 102. 

18 Cae, p. 16. 

19 Saint Tobi, p. 102. 

20 "-

Eugene Ionesco, Notes and Counter Notes, trans. Donald Watson (New 

York: Grove Press, 1964), p. 181. 
", 
<:::1 Cae, p. 17. 



56 

"thus revealing their renunciation of individuaHty in the same way as 

the family of Bobby Watsons symbolized the conformity ... in La Cantatrice 
22 Chauve" . 

The structure of society victimizes individuals by the appropria-

tion of human personality in using stereotyping as a means of classifying 

individuals into certain moulds. Initially, Jacques is a rebellious youth 

in the eyes of his family and their friends over his pronounced dislike 

for hashed brown potatoes, and once succumbing to the pressures of his 

family, he then becomes the prodigal son. Jacques I mother is representa

tive of the housewife role, at times full of motherly love, and at other 

times very domineering. 

Jacques-mere: Mon fils, mon enfant, apres tout ce que 1 Ion a 

fait pour toi. Apres tant de sacrifices! ... 

Tu etais mon plus grand espoir. Tu lies encore 

car je ne puis croire, non je ne puis croire, 

"per 8acco", que tu obstineras! Tu n'aimes pas 

donc plus tes parents, tes vetements, ta soeur, 

tes grand-parents!!!23 

Jacqueline's personality is a mirror image of her mother's for she plays 

the role of a nagging female. 

22 Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (New York: Doubleday and 

Company, Inc., 1968), pp. 119-120. 
23 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 97. 



Jacqueline: Tu fais pleurer maman, tu enerves papa avec ses 

grosses moustaches moches dlinspecteur de police, 

et son gentil gros pied poilu plein de corso Quant 

a tes grand-parents, regard ce que tu en as fait. 

Tu nles pas bien eleve. Je te punirai .24 

The personages in Jacgues au La Soumi ssioo "caracteri sent 1 es types d 'i n-

... " 1 " 1'" "II 25 dividus qui, a notre epoque p us que JamalS, composent a soclete . 

Ionesco analyses the standardization of the individual as part of the 

bourgeoi s complex for it is thi s type of "person who has forgotten the 

archetype and is absorbed in the stereotype". 26 This is the second phase 

of the deterioration of the human element in society as outlined by Saint 

Tobi. By learning to function in the stereotype role, the individual 

eventually undergoes a metamorphosis, completely losing his personality 

and individuality. 

The metamorphosis of an individual is based partly on the problem 

of conformity. If the world in which man lives is subjected constantly 

to strong pressures to conform to a mediocre "norm", then the individual 

wi 11 eventually become, accordi ng to Coe, lithe very incarnation of com-

monp1ace, of the slogan, of conformism, wherever and whenever it occurs; 

24 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 99. 
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25 Eauot Bradesco, "Indetermination du personnage", in Raymond Laubreaux, 

Les Critiques de Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris: Editions Garnier Freres, 

1973), pp. 67-68. 

26 Notes and Counter p. 131. 



and of course, it is by the automatism of his language that the inherent 

conformi sm of the bourgeoi sis betrayed". 27 Conformity is the central 

theme of Jacques ou La Soumission where Ionesco criticizes the bour

geoisie to such a degree that this social class is "ann ihilated by the 

ho 11 ow and repetiti ve conformi sm of its own jargon". 28 It is submerged 

by its own platitudes. 

Jacques-mere: Gaston, viens donc! Ton fils, ton fils adore 

les pommes de terre au lard! 

Jacqueline: Viens, papa, il vient de dire qu'il adore les 

pommes de terre au lard! 

Jacques: J'aime les pommes de terre au lard! 

Jacqueline: Tu les adores!29 
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Jacques' family is a typical representation of the collective conformance 

in society since hashed brown potatoes are, in a sense, the core of their 

existence. Ionesco defines these beings in the following terms: liThe 

petit bourgeois is for me a man of fixed ideas, one who turns up at every 

period in every society: a conformist, a man who adapts the thought pat

terns (or the principal ideology) of whatever society he happens to belong 

to and stops asking questions". 30 Jacques' family illustrates blind obe-

27 Coe, p. 46. 

28 Ibid., p. 45. 

29 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 105. 

30 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 131. 



dience to even the most trivial convention (hashed brown potatoes). 

Jacques' rebellious and distinctive reaction temporarily refrains 

him from falling victim to the dead world of routine and social con

ventions. Claude Abastado sustains that "Jacques est en r~volte tontre 
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sa famille, c'est-~-dire contre le mensonge, la m~dio~rit~, la mesquinerie 

et la trahison" .31 Momentarily, he proves himself to be an individual 

in society, questioning conventional truths and values. Even the endea-

vour to revolt against hashed brown potatoes collapses into a "bouderie. 

(On sait d'avance qu'il capitulera.)",32 Ionesco is illustrating the 

human weakness: lack of self-confidence in the uniqueness of one's cha-

racter. Ionesco maintains that man should preserve his individuality 

by responding to and meeting inner desires. He expounds on this idea in 

Notes and Counter Notes. "But if we declare we really want to do some-

thing, if we express some thought or intention, this must surely also 

mean that there is some part of ourselves which really has this inten

tion ... that we do believe in it notwithstanding. 1I33 Jacques I inten-

tions are, however, nebulous. The inner desire for individuality exists, 

but the determination to attain self-satisfaction is quickly obliterated. 

Hence, Jacques I submission turns into a "triomphe du conditionnement 

31 Claude Abastado, Eugene Ionesco (Paris: Bordas, 1971), p. 80. 

32 Simone Benmussa, "Espace et temps dans le theatre de Ionesco", in 

Raymond Laubreaux, Les Critique de Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris: Editions 

Garnier Freres, 1973), p. 50. 

33 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 234. 



social".34 He lIincants ll thrice over his capitulation. 

Jacques:J1adore les pommes de terre au lard!35 

His intentions to be an individual are not permanent perhaps due to an 

i~ner subconscious fear that inhibits the true expression of the self: 

Ionesco explains: IIAnd yet we think we believe only a part of what we 

really believe and want only a part of what we really want: our dark 

desires, those we have no control over, seem to be the most powerful, 

the most imperious. It is they which falsify and contradict our clearly 

expressed intentions ll
•
36 When our own convictions weaken, then society 

can easily tear down and destroy our attempts to assert our autonomous 

being. Jacques I family, for example, feels threatened by Jacques I con-

sternation because their automated existence is being challenged. In-

dividuals such as Jacques should be wary·of the scare tactics. By haras-

sment, in an attempt to destroy personal values, society can bewilder an 

individual to a point where he can II no longer distinguish between the 

things that ought to be preserved and those that should be destroyed ll
•
37 

34 

Jacques-pere: Tu n1es pas man fils. Je te renie. Tu ~Ies pas 

digne de ma race. Tu ressembles a ta mere et a 

Paul Vernois, La Dynamique Theatrale D1Eugene Ionesco (Paris: Edi-

tions Klicksieck, 1972), p. 122. 
35 Jacques au La Soumission, p. 104. 
36 

37 
Notes and Counter Notes, p. 234. 

Esslin, p. 224. 
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sa famille d'idiots et d'imbeciles ... Je voulais 

seulement dire ceci: eleve sans reproches, comme 

un aristocrave, dans une famille de veritables 

sangsues ... tu te montres indigne ... Assassin! 

Praticide! Tu n1as plus rien a m' envier. 38 

When this method fails to thwart Jacques·, their final resort is to re-

ject and alienate him totally from the social group. 

Jacques-pere: Tu n1es pas mon fils. Je te renie: Tu n1es pas 

digne de rna race ... Je ne reste plus la. Je 
/I 

veux demeurer digne de mes aieufs. Toute la 

tradition, toute, est avec moi. Je fous le camp. 

Doudre!39 

Jac9ues realizes that being an individual and living in society are mu

tually exclusive states. Once he is isolated and rejected, his search 

for individuality becomes secondary to his search for acceptance. 
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Jacques: Mettons que je n'ai rien dit, pourtant, que me veut-on?40 

He readily decides that: 

38 

39 
40 
41 

Jacques: Eh bien, oui, oui, na, j'adore les pommes de terre au 

1 ard! 41 

Jacgues ou La Soumission, pp. 99-100. 

Jacgues ou La Soumission, pp. 99-100. 
Jacgues ou La Soumi ssi on, p. 102. 
.1::1 1"'(1 II oc- au I ~ Soumission, p. 104. '-Iu'"'::I ..... L.J La 



At the conclusion of the play, Ionesco uses the dance scene to 

touch lightly upon the fact that an individual need not adapt completely 

to the rules of society. If true convictions and a stable nature is 

maintained, then individuality can exist within the universe. The con

clusion of the play authenticates this viewpoint. In the danse macabre, 

the family of homonyms springs up around Jacques, intent on affecting 

his submission. The proliferation of these figures around the ~rota

gonist serves as a symbol for the social menace whose reality is evi

denced only by the human beings they endanger (Jacques and Robert II). 

The play nevertheless concludes with the hero appearing perhaps to re-

tain elements of individualism, while his family remains depersonalized 

shadows, but in the background representing the objects of a conventional 

society.42 
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In a collective existence, language can playa major role in bringing 

about the degeneration of the human personality. Man can be transmuted 

intoan automaton by language when the function of language no longer serves 

as a vehicle of emotional locution, but reverts to a meaningless expres-

sion of social formulae and conventions. Richard Coe corroborates this 

concept: IIEmotional responses far more than intellectual ones derive 

from the 'inner life' - yet, because of the fear which their very irra

tionality inspires in the conscious mind, these responses have been all 

42 David I. Grossvogel, Four Playwrights and a Postscript (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 1962), pp. 70-71. 
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the more rigidly systematised by social conventions, exteriorised and 
. 43 

thus rendered meaningless". Language in this usage is merely lithe 

'socially acceptable' stylisation of emotional responses ll
•
44 Jacques 

is quickly programmed into communicating his adoration of hashed brown 

potatoes in a systematised manner upon his immediate forfeiture of dis-

tinctiveness. He repeats the phrase three times in a ritual manner, in-

dicating his initiation into the automated society. 

Jacques-mere: Je suis heureuse, je suis fiere de to;! Repete, 

mon petit Jacques, repete pour voir. 

Jacques: J' adore les pommes de terre au 1 ard! 

J'adore les pommes de terre au lard! 

J'adore 1 es pommes de terre au 1 dl45 ar . 

For Jacques' family, this phrase alone renounces any attempt to establish 

authenticity on Jacques' part, since they are absorbed in the super-

ficial comfort of fallacious but rational logic, as indicated in their 

use of formulae aimed at reducing him to conformity. 

Jacques-pere: Mon fils, solennellement, viens dans mes bras 

(Il ne l'embrasse pas). Suffi t. Je reviens 

sur mon reniement. Je suis heureux que tu adores 

43 Coe, p. 55. 

44 Ibid., p. 55. 

45 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 104. 
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les pommes de terre au lard. Je te reintegre a 
ta race. A la tradition. Au lardement. A tout. 46 

The copious use of commonplace phrases immobilizes emotional awareness 

and hence the expression of feeling is minimized. Richard Coe postulates 

this to be partly caused by society requiring IIcertain emotional atti-

tudes to be expressed in certain formulae and woe unto him who fails 

to conformll~7 With the arrival of Roberte I, the expected conventional 

responses are typically expressed by Jacques I family as they are imme

diately pleased with the new fiancee. 

Jacques-mere: Oh, ils sont vraiment faits 1 lun pour l'autre, 

ainsi que tout ce que 1 Ion dit en pareille occasion! 

Oh! mes enfants!48 

Jacques l attitude is not in compliance with the traditional formulae of 

the bourgeois complex. He openly rejects her: 

Jacques: Non! non! El1e nlen a pas assez! Il nlen faut une 

t · J d' t' . ,49 avec r01S nez. e 1S: r01S nez, au m01ns. 

46 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 105. The stage direction here suggests 

the contradi ction that exists in the father of which he is unaV-lare. 
47 Coe, p. 55. 

48 Jacgues ou La Soumission, pp. 111-112. 

49 Jacgues ou La Soumission, p. 112. 
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• By contrasting the two exchanges of opinion, one of conformity and the, 

other of aberration, Ionesco makes us even more wary of the stagnancy 
, -

of commonplace. We realize that Jacques' family is impassioned since 
I 

IIthey have forgotten how to thi nk because' they have forgotten the 

'meaning of emotion, because they are devoid of passions ... 'they be-

" 

long 'to a'n imper,sona1 world ll
•
50 Coe 'an~.lyses th~ significance of con

ventional phrases as a symbol that IIman has Signed h~is abdictian; within' 

there resides a void, a nothingness, to be filled by words and slogans , , ' 

~nti1 the s)ogan becomes ttiewho1e man n ,51 The tragic result of sla~ans 

and phrases c:ontrolltng man',s inner'feelings is presented in the per

sonage of the grandparents. ~lthou~h thef case is extreme, their en

tire existence is based 6n ,two phrases, hence displaying the human per-. . 
so'na1 ity in a totally grotesque distortion. 

\ 

o ... gne ..• 'char-manirte 
, ' 

Dans 1es rues de Paris 52 

and: 

" 

The g'randfather's speech in particular, illustrates the reason for the 

50 .. 
Coe, p. 47. 

51 Ibid., pp. 47-48. 
52 Jacgues au La Soumission. p. 110. 
53' 

Ja,cgues au La Soumission, p. 1'11. 
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breakdown of the human element in society. The monotony of conventional 

phrases will eventually disintegrate into the mere pronunciation of 

syllables. Repetitive, articulated speech in Jacques ou La Soumission 

r.egresses into psychological confusion. Vernois bases this viewpoint 

on the abnormal semantic range fo·und in the play which symbolically re

present the mental confusion of the speaker. The examples he cites 

are as follows: 

Octo (genaire) + (photo)genique = octogenique54 

Vil (ain) 

Lard 

+ nain 

+ (accouch)ement 

'1 . 55 = V1 ena1n 

= lardement56 

Accordi ng to Donnard, the brea kdown of 1 anguage Hest 1 e symptome 

de la crise de 1 lintelligence, clest-~-dire de la crise de la soci~te 

qui ne sait plus d~signer les choses par leur vrai nom ni leur donner 

leur vraie valeur ll
•
57 Rather than try to cope with the disorientation 

f t · 1 . 58 111 . t'" d t 1 o conven lona 1sm, es personnages en V1ennen a a op er une angue 

ou il nly a plus qulun seul mot pour y designer toutes choses: le mot 

I h till 59 ca. 

54 
55 
56 

Vernois, p. 280. 
Ibid., pp. 98-99. 

Ibid., p. 103. 

57 J.H. Donnard, Ionesco dramaturge ou 1 lartisan et le demon (Paris: 
Lettres r~odernes, 1966), p. 46. 

58 Coe,' p. 28. II ... the discovery that every phenomenon is totally un
predictable, and therefore totally surprising means that there is no real 
di sti nction between the utterly fantastic and the unspeakably banal II , 

hence the situation becomes chaotic. 

66 

59 Jean Vannier, IILe langage et la terreur ll
, in Raymond Laubreaux, Les 

Critiques de Notre Temos et Ionesco (Paris: Editions Garnier Freres~973), 
p. 60. ' 
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Jacques: Tout est chat. 

Roberte: Pour y designer les choses, un seul mot: chat. Les 

chats slappellent chat, les aliments: chat, les 

insectes: chat, les chaises: chat, toi: chat, moi: 

chat, le toit: chat, le nombre un: chat, le nombre 

deux: chat, trois: chat, vi ngt: chat, trente: chat, 

tous 1 es adverbes: chat, toutes 1 es prepositions: chat. 

11 y devient facile de parl er. 60 

What we experience here is an absence of language, a non-dif-

ferentiation where everything is the same on all levels: "itls the ab

diction of lucidity and liberty when faced with the organic world". 61 

Roberte II wants to name everything by the same word. 

60 

Jacques: Pour dire: dormons, cherie ... 

Roberte: Chat, chat. 

Jacques: Pour dire: jlai bien sommeil, dormons, dormons ... 

Roberte: Chat, chat, chat, chat. 

Jacques: Pour dire: apporte-moi des nouilles froides, de la 

limonade tiede, et pas de cafe ... 

Roberte: Chat, chat, chat, chat, chat, chat, chat, chat. 

Jacques: Et Jacques et Roberte? 

Roberte: Chat, chat. 62 

Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 126. 

61 Claude Bonnefoy, Conversations with 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
F.? 

" Eu ene Ionesco, trans. Jan Dawson 
1971· , p. 136. 

V~ Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 126. 



In earl ier works, Ionesco attempted to show us "l Itncapacite du 1 angage 

~ fonder la communication entre les hommes",63 but in this particular 

68 

play, Ionesco is showing us "une humanite qui renonce elle-meme a parler". 64 

By reducing the level of communication to one word, humanity as a social 

existence is eradicated. Man succumbs to the process of automation. "Here 

the terror breaks in again, because, by giving the same name to all things, 

by admitting that the verbal symbols for obje~ts are merely dead sounds, 

and therefore not worth distinguishing between, the distinction of ob

jects is similarily obliterated and the whole familiar universe of com

mon things is at one stroke reduced to a terrifying facelessness." 65 

Given such a state of existence, words having lost their meaning, must 

replace this vacuous semblance with social institutions, properties and 

objects to compensate for the spiritual anonymity of society. 

In Jacques ou La Soumission, Ionesco storms the bourgeois in-

stitutions of family and marriage since he feels they are a contributing 

factor to man's stagnant existence. By illustrating them in striking 

terms to make their presence effectively felt, he can put man face to 

face with the harsh realities of the human condition. 66 By turning to 

63 Jean Vannier, "Le langage et la terreur", in Raymond Laubreaux, Les 

Critigues de Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris, Editions Garnier Freres, 

1973), p. 60. 

64 
I bid., P . 60. 

65 Coe, p. 52. 

66 Ess1in, p. 164. 
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these institutions for security, man will only find himself submerged 

in a purely physical reality. The family unit, for example, once con-

sidered to be the building block of society, where the presence of com

panionship and family relations could alleviate the greyness of the out

side world, will now collapse when faced with the true state which governs 

man·s existence, lithe absurd ll . Stong family ties could perhaps at one 

time offer a steadfast symbiotic relationship, but Jacques· family does 

not experience this since they function merely as the lIagent of society·"s 

pressures toward conformityll. 67 When Jacques does not conform wi th the 

family· s wishes, the family unit can no longer operate as a conventional 

unit. Jacques· father threatens to leave, but it becomes obvious that 

he could never exist outs{de of the family sphere. 

Jacques-pere: Je prends rna valise! Je prends rna valise! Tes 

sentiments distingu~s ne prennent done plus le 

dessus! Insense!68 

The fragility of the family foundation stems in part, from a 

lack of any true emotional life. Jacques-mere, for example, often 

speaks in terms of motherly love, but her professions of love to Jacques 

are oftentimes meant to attack and injure him emotionally. This argu

ment is supported by Donnard when he declares that lila mere, en faisant 

etalagede son devouement et de sacrifices, manifeste des tendances 

67 Ibid., p. 164. 

68 Jacgues ou La Soumission, p. 112. 
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sadi ques 11.69 

"-

Jacques-mere: Je t'ai appris "- monter les escaliers quand il a 
"-

y en avait, a te frotter les genoux avec des 

orties, quand tu voulais etre pique ... Ah, fil s 

ingrat, tu ne te rappelles meme pas quand je te 

tenais sur mes genoux, et tlarrachais tes petites 

dents mignonnes, et les ongles de tes orteils 

pour te faire gueuler comme un petit veau adorable. 70 

An individual, such as Jacques, who is easily intimidated within the 

family unit, and given no love as emotional support, is the prime tar-

get to be weakened by the exterior pressures of society. This is why 

Jacques easily succombs to the bourgeois creed of marriage in search 

for his true self. 

Marriage, as a social irtstitution, vitiates human responses. 

It is merely a formalization of the emotional relationship. In Jacques 

ou La Soumission, Ionesco demonstrates the vicious and grotesquely cari

catured portraits of the bourgeois system at work in love and marriage" 71 

According to Coe, Ionesco portrays the institution of marriage as a social 

rationalization of passions since a bourgeois society can only exist in 

69 J.H. Donnard, Ionesco dramaturge ou 1 lartisan et le demon (Paris: 

Lettres Modernes, 1966), p. 44. 
70 

71 

Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 98. 

Coe, p. 57. 



terms of logic and conformity. That is why we see IImarriage without 

love; marriage as a family convenience, a social function; marriage as 

a means of 'reproduction ... marriage as the shield to preserve society 

from the intolerable awareness of sex".72 Jacques and Roberte II are 

Ionesco's tools to ridicule the institution of marriage in a conven-

tional society. The young couple are not allowed to cultivate their 

own emotional commitment which is essential for a sound marriage foun-

dation. Instead, marriage in something resembling a pre-packaged com

modity, serves as a vehicle to appease the social regulations inflicted 

upon them: 

Jacqueline: Ne perdons pas de temps. 

Jacques-m~re: Gaston, dans ce cas-la, s'il en est ainsi on 

pourrait le marier. Nous attendions tout simple

ment qu'il fasse amende honorable, plutot deux 

qulune, ce qui est fait. Jacques, tout est en 

regle, le plan prevu a 1 lavance est deja realise, 

les noces sont toutes preparees, ta fiancee est 

l ~ St· 73 a. es paren s aUSS1. 

Ionesco's satire on marriage and love as institutions of the bourgeois 

complex develops into an analysis of the sex act itself. No doubt, the 

physical expression of love should be a natural, uninhibited emotional 

72 Ibid., p. 57. 

73 Jacgues ou La Soumission, p. 106. 

71 



commitment. It should be at once intimate and enthralling, urgent 

and passionate. The act itself would liberate the spirit with a re-

freshing release. In avid bourgeois values, satirized here, however, 

sex serves only as a reproductive function. Vernois feels that man be

comes the object of the rationalistic social system and not the being 

since love and the sex act are inadmissible for the bourgeois mind. 

"L'homme, moteur de la production, devient esclave du corps social.,,74 

The potentiality of the sex act is destroyed because of the lack of 

intimacy. Rather than being a beautiful expression of feeling, Roberte's 

sexual experiences retrogresses into a terrifying experience. Sex be

comes the key to man's permanence in the bourgeois society. When the 

young couple embrace, the rest of the family begins to dance around 

them in the form of a pagon ritual. "L 'encerclement des fiances par la 

fami 11 e ferment 1e piege social La pulsion sexuelle vient re-

layer la pression sociale".75 Jacques' family, representative of the 

collective society, support Jacques' second submission to the lIirresis

tible, animal lure of the sexual impulse ll J6 And it is this second sub-

mission that is decisive. As Esslin explains, "it is man's enslavement 

74 Verno is, p. 123. 

75 Ibid., pp. 77-78. 

76 Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (New York: Doubleday and 

Company, Inc., 1968), p. 121. 

72 



to the sexual instinct that forces him into the iron mould of the bour

geois conformityllJ7 This final submission transforms man into a face

less creature of society and the deterioration of the human element, as 

outlined by Saint Tobi, is complete: IIl ' homme est devenu animal"J8 

At the conclusion of Jacgues ou La Soumission, the entire stage 

becomes chaotic. Jacques and Roberte are now firmly integrated to the 

bourgeois norm through the operation of sexual instinct (liLa femme et 

l'homme alors reduits a leur instincts, n.e sont plus que des betes ll .)79 

Coe explains his understanding of the final metamorphosis as follows: 

IIIf love seems to offer an escape from sol itude upward, in the direc

tion of a superrational communication, sex offers the same thing down

ward, via the confusion and chaos of animal experience. Socially, man 

degenerates into 'the original beast ... Everything returns to the pri

meval magma and initial absurdity from which it issued",.80 The meta

morphosis is complete. Once humanity and the social institutions of 

the bourgeois society are destroyed, only the void remains. The sex 

act at the conclusion of the play reflects the sociological void of 

humanity. 

77 

78 

79 

80 

Ibid., p. 121. 

Tobi, p. 106. 

Vernois, p. 121. 

J.S. Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and the Comic Absurdity", in Rosette C. 

73 

Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prentice 

Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 18. 



ilL 'obscurite 'grandit, on entend des miaul ements, des gemi sse- . 

ments, des croassements, les ombres grouillent ... Nuit, puis 

nouveau penombre. On entrevoi t Roberte accroupi e et enfouie 

sous sa robe qui dodeline de la tete et fait grouiller les 

neuf doigts de sa main comme autant de reptiles. 11
81 

Weakened by his absorption into a social concept, man attempts 

to fill the void with objects and properties, but Ionesco demonstrates 

in Jacques ou La Soumission that this struggle, too, is futile. The 

obtrusive presence of matter only emphasizes the spiritual absence in 

the social context. The proliferating, senseless objects like the noses 

and fingers of Roberte II are the symbol for the monsters that are im

plicit in the conventional world. 82 Manis social entrapment is of a 

more convincing sort when there are "repeated appearances of disgusting 

old people in ... Jacques; strange genetic mutations affect even the 

principals (Jacques has green hair)". 83 In Jacques ou La Soumission, 

this lethal gi9antism allows us to focus objectively in on our own 

criteria of social normalcy. By this technique, Ionesco produces in 

the audience a feeling of embarrassment to the point where "there is 

no separation between the spectator and the spectacle, the latter be-

81 

82 
Abastado, p. 77. 

David I. Grossvogel, Four Playwrights and a Postscript (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 1962), p. 73. 

83 Ibid., p. 74. 

74 



comes a mirror, just like our consciousness; and what it reflects is 

our bad conscience". 84 The stage directions at the end of the play 

indicate this: II Every thing must arouse in the spectator a painful 

feeling of shame and uneasiness". 85 Jacques Guicharnaud has seized the 

essential value of Ionescols play when he explains: 

"Ionesco cree un univers parallele au notre, et il nous le 

presente avec la plus grande objectivite, sous une forme 

strictement realiste, afin de nous inciter a penser qu lil a 

le meme droit a 1 lexistence que le monde ou nous vivons. Et 

finalement, il nous pousse a conclure que notre monde nlest ni 

plus, ni moins justifie que celui que nous voyons sur la scene 

et qulon peut llestimer tout aussi ridicule ll
•
86 

The truth of manls existence in these terms may appear like a nightmare 

due to the very quality of illogic. Yet Ionesco wants us to realize 

that IIthis fear must be faced - and conquered". 87 Manis first step is. 

84 J.S. Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and the Comic of Absurdity", in Rosette C. 

75 

Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prentice 

Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 19; It is, in fact, we should point out, the very 

opposite of Brechtls alienation .. 
85 Ibid., p. 19. 
86 Jacques Guicharnaud, IIUn theatre onirique et satirique ll

, in Raymond 

Laubreaux, Les Critiques de Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris: Editions 

Freres, 1973), p. 87. 
87 Coe, p. 37. 



to learn not to be bound by social conventional and materialistic ob-

jects. Roberte and Jacques attempt to find the source of inner life 

and totally experience reality through their acceptance of the domain 

of the irrational. The imagery in their love scene depicts their hope 

for survival since love offers them a "kind of mysterious promise of 

communication expressed through touch, images",88 Roberte's regular 

use of subterranean and damp images reflects their struggle for ex

periencing spiritual feelings at a social level. 

Roberte II: Dans mon ventre, i1 y a des etangs, des marecages 

J'ai une maison d'argile. J'ai toujours frais 

11 y a de 1a mousse, des mouches grasses, des 
-89 cafards, des cloportes, des crapauds. 

Ionesco clarifies this point in a conversation with Claude Bonnefoy. 

"When Roberte says Imy mouth is streaming ' ... I felt that the 

character was floundering and I wanted to give her a burst of 

freedom ... For a second, Roberta escapes from the anguish and 

the floundering"t 90 

no longer limited by her bourgeois values. Hence, the dark images are 

88 

89 

90 

Ibid., p. 56. 

Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 125. 

Rnnno-F,.." n l,)() 
UVIIII'- I vJ' JJ. 1,,).:1. 
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91 replaced by the image of a horse symbolizing energy (Jung1s defini-

tion) germinating from the conscious awareness. True love will offer 

them the individuality they are seeking. 

Roberte: Sur la grande place vide le viola ... 11 ~ennit, fait 

le tour, au galop, fait le tour, au galop ... fait 

le tour, au galop, fait le tour, au galop.92 

The insistent reoccurence of Jacques l dream of luminosity surrounding 

the horse is evidence that there is hope that man can succeed in society. 

His II vision of the burning stall ion with its fiery mane and wings of 

flame ... galloping through the dead-lands of the desert .... even when 

love has withered killed by the social routine of domesticity and re-

production, the dream of la fountain of light l , incadescent water, fire 

or ice ll93 still has the power to strike a spark from poor Jacques I dying 

imagination. The rhythm of language imitates the sounds of a galloping 

horse, paralleling the physical aspect of sex in which a kind of spiri

tual liberation of the self is promised. It is this same kind of libera-

tion which transforms a victim of society into an individual in a human 

91 J.H. Donnard, Ionesco dramaturge ou llartisan et le demon (Paris: 

Lettres Modernes, 1966), p. 49. IID lapres les psychanalystes, 'l e 

cheval represente llelan biologique, llenergie naturelle, ou dans un 

sens plus large la sphere de llinconscient instinctuel ili
• 

92 Jacques ou La Soumission, p. 123. 
93 Cae, pp. 66-67. 
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environment. What is essentially gained in Jacques ou La Soumission 

is a better awareness of our own society, where we can comprehend the 

fragility of the fabric of man, his social nature, his values and in

stitutions, but where moreover we can see the essentials we must seek 

within ourselves to enable us to live in a human environment. 
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.. 
II VICTIMS OF POLITICAL PRESSURES IN RHINOCEROS 

In Ionesco's analysis of the human condition at a social 

level, Jacques ou La Soumission offers a realistic insight into the 

evils of social conformity. As a dramatist, however, Ionesco is aware 

of the complexities of our over-civilized society and with the con

clusion of this particular play, it becomes obvious that the prob-

lems of the bourgeois existence transcend the social connotations. 

Firstly, Ionesco is aware of the political implications involved. 

He realizes that political conformity can also undermine the dig-

nity of man, and hence, it is essential to present the truth of 

political ideologies in his next drama as the most "nefarious incar

nation of the bourgeois mind".94 He explains his feelings in Notes 

and Counter Notes: "Quite simply, I thought it was my job to reveal 

the insanity of these terrible systems, what they can lead to, how 

they stir people up, stupefy them and then reduce them to slaVery".95 

With this approach in mind, Rhinoc~ros was presented in 1958 to des

cri be the "process of co 11 ecti ve transformati on". 96 

Secondly, the volatile nineteen-thirties era was, for Ionesco, 

influential in his presentation of Rhinoc~ros since his immediate en-

94 Coe, p. 89. 

95 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 199. 

96 Bonnefoy, p. 70. 
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vironment became affected by Nazi activity in France, Roumania and parti

cularly in his native" city, Bucharest. Serreau explains: 

liLa piece repose sur une experi ence vecue vi ngt ans pl us tot 

par Ionesco a Bucarest et dont le souvenir traumatisant ne lla 

jamais qUitte: il avait vu, au cours des annees 37, 38, un 

nombre croissant de ses relations, de ses amis, adherer au 

mouvement fasciste de la Garde de Fer. Comme atteints par un 

virus, les uns apres les autres adoptaient soudain des points 

de vue, une allure, un style, des projets - en accord avec 

llid~ologie montante qui les metamorphosaient a leur insu, 

rendant dorenavant toute communication impossible pour les 

80 

rares temoi ns de cette transformati on que 1 e virus ava it epargnes. 11
97 

As a result of this traumatic experience, Ionesco never hesitates to 

express the IIfullness of his fear, contempt, and hatred ll
t
98 for revolu

tionary politics. Hence, Rhinoceros is an implac~ble diatribe against 

the oppression and poison of the Nazi state. 99 Ionesco does not want to 

just merely understand and explain political phenomena to his audience 

since it would only be lIa disguised way of justifying its existence, a 

97 
Genevieve Serreau, IIS ur une Voie Nouvelle ll

, in Raymond Laubreaux, 

Les Critigues de Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris: Editions Garnier Freres, 

1973), p. 113. 
98 Coe, p. 90. 

99 Cae, p. 90. 



trick, once again, to divert the awareness of the mind from the terror 

of the fact to some nice, comforting and totally irrelevant considera

tion ll
•
lOO He would go to great lengths to show that political ideolo-

gies had as much potential force for modifying and even destroying man's 

existence as an authentic individual as the social forces discussed 

earlier. By a clever metonymy, the fell disease of rhinoceritis allows 

us to identify political systems and their party members since the zoo

logical characteristics of the animal are astoundingly homologous. 

Take, for example, Donnard's description of the mammal: ilLes rhinoceros 

sont des betes monstrueuses, une revanche de la matiere sur l'esprit, 

masses difformes et enormes qui broient tout sur leur passage brutale

ment, stupidement. Leur crane porte une corne redoutable ... servant 

a detruire pour detruire ll
•
10l The promoters of an ideology, fashioned 

after the animal itself, are oftentimes fanatical and intolerant of 

postates - an obvious similtude to the tough skin and robust appearance 

of the rhinoceros. Animal instinct teaches the rhinoceros that strength 

is obtained by those who coalesce in numbers. This is analogous to Illes 

fanatiques ... aiment a se reunir en troupeau, pour beugler, charger, 

saccager ll
•
102 This recognizable symbol exteriorizes the transformation 

of Ionesco's characters in Rhinoceros, who are swallowed up by political 

influences and, in so doing, it allows his audience to grasp the essen-

100 Coe, p. 

101 J.H. Donnard, Ionesco dramaturge ou 1 'artisan et le demon (Paris: 

Lettres Modernes, 1966), p. 138. 
1(\') 
IVL I bid., p. 1 38 . 
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tial subjective awareness of political phenomena. 

Modern universal man is a prisoner of necessity, he does not 

understand the fundamentals of his own existence and hence finds it 

difficult to differentiate between the useful and the useless. Unable 

tD catch sight of any human goals, man loses his incentive until he 

eventually becomes apathetic to his diurnal existence. Abastado has 

carefully analysed some of the symptoms related to this state of in-

difference as found in the play: "l 'ennui d'une ville sans distractions, 

la mediocrite, la tristesse des lieux, l'egoisme des gens, leur indif

ference a tout ce qui ne les atteint pas personnellement".103 It is 

this neutral, monotonous environment that is a prime target for rhino-

ceriti s. 

Jean: Mon cher, tout le monde travaille et moi aussi, mOl 

aussi comme tout le monde, je fais tous les jours 

mes huit heures de bureau, moi aussi, je n'ai que 

vingt et un jours de conge par an, et pourtant, pour-

O 1 1 t .. d' bl I 104 tant vous me voyez e a vo on e, que la e ... , 

Man's complacent attitude towards his existence unconsciously places 

all of humanity in a precarious position. Not only does the unexpected 

virus take man by surprise, but suddenly the presence of the political 

103 Abastado, p. 145. 

104 Eugene Ionesco, Theatre, Vol. III (Paris: Gallimard, 1954), pp. 14, 

15. Henceforth cited as Rhinoceros. 
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system misleads the majority of mankind. Individuals tend to look to 

political movements for something dHferent: lito deliver them from 

poverty and unnecessary death and to satisfy their thirst for knowledge". 105 

The symbol of the rhinoceros encompasses and simplifies Ionesco's 

complex position with regard to politics. The rhinoceros not only 

stands for those pol itical organizations that Ionesco so strongly op

poses, but also it represents the negative power of the subconscious 

mind of humanity. Ionesco believes that an individual in relation to 

society expresses conscious and subconscious wishes. For Rousseau, 

man quite simply consisted of a unification of a volonte particuliere 

to satisfy his own personal interests and a volonte generale to be cul-

tivated for the general prosperity of the community. Ionesco, however, 

felt that although the conscious will of man was geared to the redemp

tion of mankind, he was wary of the destructive role that the subcon-

scious desire could lead to if man renounced his solitude to conform 

to a political regime. Ionesco believes that a latent negative force 

takes over the subconscious desires until eventually the outcome is uni

versal devastation. 106 Ionesco demonstrates his theory in the fabrica

tion of the rhinoceros which started out as a political wave and ends 

up an uncontrollable monstrosity. 

105 

106 

Berenger: La situation est absolument intenable ... Pauvre 

enfant abandonnee dans cet univers de monstres! 

Notes and Counter Notes, p. ·98. 

Rhinoceros, p. 115. 



Personne ne peut mlaider a la retrouver, personne, 

car il nly a plus personne. 107 

Man suddenly finds himself surrounded and threatened by their gargan-

84 

tuan presence as indicated in the final scene of the play. IIIn Rhinoceros, 

itls those pachyderms that proliferate. And someone, Berenger, is sur-

rounded, assaulted. Hels left alone among the rhinoceroses just as the 

Inew tenant l is left alone in an encroaching and hostile world. 11
108 

Berenger: Daisy! remonte! reviens, ma petite Daisy! Tu nlas 

meme pas dejeune! Daisy, ne me laisse pas tout 

seul! Qulest-ce que tu mlavais promis! Daisy! 

Daisy! ... Evidemment. On ne slentendait plus 

Je suis tout ~ fait seul maintenant. 109 

Oftentimes, man tends to shift the blame because of his short-

comings onto the oppressive automatism of his modern existence. The 

automatism of the machine is not, however, dangerous as explained by 

Coe, since it is a IIproduct of civil ization; even the automatism and 

impersonality of bureaucracy has its advantages. What proves to be 

fatal are the subhuman automatisms ll ,110 found in party programmes whose 

sole aim is to reform the existing state of things. Ionesco feels that 

107 

108 

109 

110 

Rhinoceros, p. 115. 

Bonnefoy, p. 11 O. 

Rhinoceros, p. 115. 

Coe, p. 92. 



a commitment to this type of party manifesto not only stimulates the 

latent destructive force of the subconscious mind, but that it also 

"screens the mi nd from reality, perverts our understandi ng and makes 

us b 1 i nd II .111 

Dudard: Ils tournent autour de la maison. Ils jouent! 

De grands enfants!112 

The horrifying experience of Jean visually changing into a rhinoceros 

on stage will force us to re-examine "creeping" ideologies and perhaps 

our own commitment to extreme political groups. Ionesco points out in 

Notes and Counter-Notes, the need for circumspection before we endorse 

new regimes: "In short, one can subscribe to any ideology, as it can 

never be proved wrong by facts. Yet it can never be proved right either. 

It is always open to argument. An ideology is a system of estimates or 

hypotheses, verifiable or not according to whether one is passionately, 

hence obscurely and with one's whole being, for or against that parti

cular ideology".113 

The ever-present menace of political ideologies derives its 

energy from language. In earlier works, Ionesco illustrated the empti-

ness of language at a social level "which has degenerated into formulae, 

whose acceptance, by those who utter them, is symbolic of an inner ab-

111 

112 

113 

Notes and Counter Notes, p. 207. 

Rhinoceros, p. 97. 

Notes and Counter Notes, p. ')')c 
LLU. 

85 



dication of submission to an order which is defined exclusivelY by its 

own slogans ll
•
114 In politics too, we discover that words do not simply 

provide a framework of reference, but express and justify the whole 

reality of collective political truths. 

Dudard: 1ls ne vous attaquent pas. Si on les laisse tran-

qui11es, 11s vous ignorent. Dans le fond, il ne sont 

Ras m~chants. 11 y a m~me chez eux une certaine in-

nocence naturelle, oui; de la candeur. D'ailleurs, 

j'ai parcouru moi-meme, a pied, toute 1 lavenue pour 

venir chez vous. Vous voyez, je suis sain et sauf, 
• I' • 115 Je n al au aucun ennUl. 

Abastado supports this argument on the role of language in the following 

statement: IIComme les rats propagentla peste, le langage transmet 

le virus de la rhinoc~rite ... Les platitudes formentit l'etoffe de 

toutes les conversations".116 Botard illustrates a man possessed by 

slogans and platitudes: 

114 

115 

116 

117 

Botard: Je ne crois pas les journalistes. Les journalistes 

sont tous des menteurs, je sais a quoim'en tenir, 

je ne crois que ce que je vois, de mes propres yeux. 117 

Coe, pp. 49-50. 

Rhinoceros, p. 87 (my italics). 

Claude Abastado, Eugene Ionesco (Paris: Bordas, 1971), p. 148. 

Rhinoc~ros, p. 46. 
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and 

Botard: Les universitaires sont des esprits abstraits qui 

. t· .. 1 . 118 ne connalssen rlen a a Vle .. 

Ionesco himself is very suspicious of the collective truths 

and the power of platitudinous expressions so often found in dogmatic 

theories. He explains: III think an idea is true when it hasn't been 

put into words and that the moment it's put into words, it becomes 

exaggerated. Because the moment it's put into words, there's an abuse, 

an excess in the expression of the idea that makes it false ll
•
119 The 

simultaneous duo scenes with Jean and B~renger, the Logician and the 

Vieux Monsieur illustrate the distortion of all human utterances. 

118 

119 

Le Logicien: 11 n'y a pas de mal. 

Le Vieux Monsieur: Il n'y a pas de mal. 

Berenger: Vous avez de la force. 

Jean: Qui, j'ai de la force, j'ai de la force 

Rhinoc~ros, p. 50. 

pour plusieurs raisons. O'abord, j'ai 

de la force parce que j'ai de la force, 

ensuite j'ai de la force parce que j'ai 

de la force morale. J'ai aussi de la 

force parce que je ne suis pas alcoolise. 

Je ne veux pas vous vexer, mon cher ami, 

Claude Bonnefoy, Conversations with Eugene Ionesco, p. 23. 
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Le.Logicien: 

mais je dois vous dire que clest l'alcool 

qui pese en realite. 

Voici donc un syllogisme exemplaire. Le 

chat a quatre pattes. Isidore et Fricot 

ont chacun quartre pattes. Donc Isidore 

et Fricot sont chats. 

Le Vieux Monsieur: Mon chien aussi a quatre pattes. 

Le Logicien: Allors, clest un chat. 

Berenger: Moi, j'ai a peine la force de vivre. Je 
A 120 nlen ai plus envie peut-etre. 

Hence, the individual conscience becomes, in fact, invaded and destroyed 

by the pressure of the crushing and impersonal world of slogans and 

phrases. Abastado reasons that the language is "dangereux non parce 

qulil se fausse mais parce qu'il fonctionne trop bien, en mecanique 
.. \ .. 

autonome ... la scene a quatre ou se croisent deux conversations -

celle de Jean et de Berenger, celle du logician et du vie'ux Monsieur 

elle montre que la vie douce et cruelle, lourde et legere .•. n'a rien 

a voir avec le mecanisme d'un raisonnement". 121 Ionesco feels that 

language no longer allows the individual to be alone since II every thing 

is done collectively ... even in individualistic countries the con-

science is d~stroyed by ... slogans: whether good or bad, for politics 

88 

or publicity, it is ... the sickness of our time". 122 Political idealists 

120 Rhinoceros, p. 24. 
121 Abastado, p. 149. 
122 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 151. 



depend on slogans as part of their tactical approach, manipulating 

their detractors with cliches of logic which are calculated to render 

the opposition ineffective. 

Dudard: Mon cher Berenger, il faut toujours essayer de com

prendre. De toute fa~on, on doit aVoir, au depart, 

un prejuge favorable, ou sinon, au moins une neu

tralite ... Tout est logique. 123 

But, beyond political cliches and slogans, according to Coe, 

"man is more directly and more fatally betrayed by reason itself ll
•
124 

Logic conditions man to accept rationalistic interpretations and by 

exploiting the illusion of logic, one can justify the unjustifi:able. 125 

Logic can be dangerous because it tends to lose sight of reality and 

the spontaneity of emotional expression. The Logicien illustrates the 

incoherence of rationality when he proves, as indicated by Abastado 

that "un chi en est un chat, que Socrate a quatre pattes ... ou que 1 a 

rhinocerite est 1 'avenir et le progres".126 

Le Logicien: Autre syllogisme: tous les chats sont mortels. 

Socrate est mortel. Donc Socrate est un chat. 127 

123 Rhinoceros, p. 93. 
124 Coe, p. 96. 
125 Ibid., p. 96. 
126 Abastado, p. 149. 

127 Rhinoceros, p. 25. 
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The illusion of logic disintegrates the whole of humanity into an empty 

shell and this is where the danger lies. If logic is applied at a poli

tical leve1, a "mutinied regiment of reasoners"128 could justify any 

form of lIoppress ion, atrocious cruel ty or expl oitation" . 129 Logi c 

does not enhance manls understanding of himself, but rather, by dis

torting the truth, reduces man into error distracting his attention 

from the central and alarming truth by leading him into specious argu-

ments. 

Le Logicien: En effet, il se peut que depuis tout ~ llheure 

le rhinoceros ait perdu une de ses cornes, et 

que celui de tout de suite soit celui de tout 
.. 
a 1 Iheure ... Si vous pouviez prouver avoir vu 

la premiere fois un rhinoceros ~ une corne, qulil 

fut asiatique ou africain ... qulil fut, peu im

porte, africain ou asiatique ... A ce moment-la, 

nous pourrions conclure que nous avons affaire 
.. 

90 

a deux rhinoceros differents, car il est peu probable 

128 Coe, p. 96. 
129 Coe, p. 96. 
130 Rhinoceros, p. 

qulune deuxieme corne puisse pousser en quelques 

minutes, de facon visible, sur le nez dlun 
~ 

h... 130 r 1 noceros ... 

41. 



Man no longer faces the task of analysing the validity of facts but 

weakens into a state of conformity, trusting the collective approach 

as truth. The incoherence and complexity of life is concealed by the 

application of logic: the listener is lulled into a false sense of 

unders ta nd; ng: 

Le Patron: Il a raison clest juste! Nous ne pouvons pas 

permettre que nos chats soient ecrases par des 

rhinoceros, ou par nlimporte quoil '3' 

It is obvious that man is terrified at the thought that total freedom 

or individuality lies in the discovery that two plus two need not neces

sarily make four: "a discovery that was terrifying ... ultimately fatal, 

since it meant abandoning the sweet, imprisoning security of reason for 

a universe of limitless and intolerable absurdity".'32 Unable to forego 

th~ protection obtained by rationality, man becomes progressively victi

mized by the world of rational justifications. Only one character in 

91 

the play is willing to exploit the possibilities of total freedom be

cause of his positive acceptance of the irrational - Berenger, the anti

hero of the play, whose reluctance to participate in life (his alcoholism) 

and whose basic instinct for defending human qualities offer him a pro

tection the others cannot possibly attain. 133 

131 Rhinoceros, p. 43. 
132 Coe, p. 29. 
133 Coe, p. 76. IIAn awarenes.s such as this is the exception rather than 
the rule. The majority of Ionescols characters are too stupid, too 
heavily-protected by their armour of social attitudes to understand 
their ... own angoisse ll

• 



The other characters in Rhinoceros, particularly Jean, turn 

to logic as a means of controlling the forces in the outside world. 

Brainwashed into believing that the forces of social order (civil ser

vice, police, army) are the very incarnation of logical necessity, he 

quickly shifts the responsibility onto the wisdom of authority (in 

this particular case - the Town Council) to allevi,ate the threat of 

his own existence. 

Jean: Nous devrions protester aupres des autorites municipales! 

A quoi sont-elles bonnes les autorites municipales?134 

92 

His dependence on logical explanations and the application of 

platitudinous slogans does not provide man with the basis for an authentic 

community. These rigid limitations are foredoomed to failure since they 

minimize the spontaneity of human responses and emotional behaviour,so 

much so that modern man drifts into the role of a stereotyped automaton. 

In this play, it is the stereotypes that are reproduced as pachyderms, 

who according to Esslin, "opt for a pachydermatous existence because 

they admire brute force and the simplicity that springs from the sup

pression of over-tender humanistic feelings; others do so because they 

try to win the rhinoceros back to humanity only by learning to under

stand their way of thinking; still others, notably Daisy, simply can

not bear be; ng di fferent from the majori ty" .135 Essentially, Ionesco IS 

134 

135 
Rhinoceros, p. 19. 

Es s 1 in, p. 151. 



foremost problem does not concern the origins of political phenomena, 

but what is of substantial importance is the reactions of the stereo-

typed mind after its political manifestation. The first individual to 

capitulate is M. Boeuf, who upon exhibiting the characteristics re

presentative of this new wave of consciousness finds himself "le signe 

d1un isolement irremediable".136 M. Boeuf epitomizes the quintessence 

of the bourgeoi s soci ety. Man has lost hi s reason for exi stence and 

hence deteriorates into a solitary non-entity which is obviously a 

primary target for rhinoceri tis. Unpretentious stereotyped automaton 

such as M. Boeuf, are never given the choice to being committed - one 

is simply committed by being alive and conscious. Cae concurs with 

this viewpoint when he states that "the first of all commitments is 

exi s tence; the res tare i nci denta 1".137 

The other characters in Rhinoceros become transformed due to 

various idiosyncratic tendencies. M. Papillon, for example, becomes 

absorbed by his function of the administrative sphere in order to give 

definition to his existence. He becomes so concerned and obsessed with 

the bureaucratic routine (lien revanche ce nom traduit bien llactivite 

du chef allant de 1 lun a 1 lautre pour repartir et controler le travail, 

sans slappensantir lui-meme sur une besonge determinee ll138 ) that he 

ignores all other secondary preoccupations. 

136 Vernois, p. 166. 
137 Coe, p. 82. 

138 Vernois, p. 136. 

93 



M. Papillon: 
~ 

Ca va comme ca, on exagere. Assez de bavardages! 
~ ~ 

Rhinoceros ou non, soucoupes volantes ou non, il 

faut que le travail soit fait! La maison ne vous 
~ 

paie pas pour perdre votre temps a vous entretenir 

d'animaux reels ou fabuleux!139 

Since political ideologies tend to be aggressive in nature, individuals 

like M. Papillon yield unmindfully since they tend not to sense the 

gravity of the situation. 

A small segment of society, in contrast to the stereotyped, 

routine elements, consider themselves to be the thinking beings, and 

hence are constantly exploiting the illusion of logic to justify any 

new concept or ideology. Mr. Botard is a prime example since he is 

captivated with the thought of disentangling the entire political mat-

ter. 

Botard: J'ai la cledes evenements, un systeme d'interpretation 

. f 'll'bl 140 lnal 1 e. 

Absorbed by his intellectual language, this so-called man of reason 

has already become unrimittingly a part of the movement, a believer 

sans le savoir. 

139 

140 
Rhinoceros, p. 52. 

Rhinoceros, p. 63. 
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Botard: Je repete que je ne 11ai jamais niee. Je tenais 

simplement a savoir jusqulou cela pouvait aller. 

Mais mot, je sais a quoi mien tenir. Je ne constate 

pas simplement le phenomene. Je 1e comprends, et je 

11 l' 0 .. " l' 1" . 141 exp lque. u m01ns, Je pourra1s exp 1quer Sl ••• 

Coe analyses Botard in the following terms: "The logical mind soon 

grows so exclusively pre-occupied with demonstrating the necessity, 

that it contrives secretly to do what it has been aspiring to do all 

along: namely to lose sight of the phenomenon altogether, to disre

gard its implications, and to hide reality behind a smoke screen of 
142 argument". 

Botard: On ne peut pas nous obliger a reprendre le m~me chemin. 
I" • 143 11 faut qu on repare l'escaller. 

The dialectic argumentation is what betrays the intellect of man since 

the illusion of logic degenerates into a proliferation of facts and 

formulae. At this point, language no longer represents the substance 

or the raison d'etre that makes up the controlling forces of society. 

95 

It is stripped of meaning, emptied out by the hollow crust of platitudes. 

These facts "proliferate at the expense of man,,144 as shown in the charac-

terization of Dudard - an easy prey to being politically duped. Vernois 

141 Rhinoceros, p. 62. 

142 Coe, pp. 97-·98. 

143 Rhinoc~ros, p. 63. 

144 Coe, p. 94. 
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explains: IIOes locutions banales, telles que: 'dans le fond, d'ailleurs, 
, , 

et puis apres tout l ajoutent un faible argument a un autre aussi pour 

convaincant. Elles caracterisent les justifications mediocres de Oudard 

qui accepte 11 i nevitabl e en tachant de se donner bonne consci ence ll .145 

Oudard: Vous me semblez bien sur de vous. Peut-on savoir 

ou slarrete le normal, ou commence l'anormal? Vous 

pouvez definir ces notions, vous, normalite, anor-

malite? Philosophiquement et medicalement, personne 

n'a pu r~soudre le probl~me. Vous devriez ~tre au 

t d 1 t · 146 couran e a ques lon. 

Ionesco feels that man is primarily betrayed by the illusion 

of logic as illustrated in the similar characterizations of Oudard 

and Botard who "partagent les tracas de leur profession en utilisant 

un vocabulaire specifique, mais ce sont la faiblesses ses mortelles pour 

1 'homme et non plus 'idiotismes ' professionnels. 1ls manquent de per

sonnalite et sont incapables de reconnaitre la pression sociale et de 

la repousser. A la force de conformisme ils ne savent plus sletonner, 

s'indigner et rejeter l'offensive souvent insidieuse d'une ideologie 

.. II 147 perm C1 euse . 

In analysing mass conformism, 1onesco illustrates that man's 

145 Vernois, p. 243. 

146 Rhinoceros, p. 93. 

147 Vernois, pp. 119-120. 



fear of alienation is of secondary importance. With the presence of 

a new revolution, men are polarized by two forms of consciousness: 

maintaining individualism or following herd instinct. Daisy incar-

nates the problem according to Vernois. "Si Daisy accepte le mariage, 

elle s'isolera de tous les autres humains devenus rhinoc~ros: la 

perspective de cette ali~nation la remplit d'angoisse au point de faire 

1 'elan qui la pousse vers B~rengerll.148 The pressures created by the 

exterior political forces eventually create such a feeling of uneasi

ness that it becomes easier to support the totalitarian movements. 

"Clest a dire quia un niouvement circulaire exterieur d'origine sociolo-

gique vient slajouter un autre mouvement interieur, d'expression psycho

logique cette fois.·Jean et Daisy sont desempares et affo1es. Leur 
.. ". .. 11 149 inquietude provient du sentiment d'etre emprlsonnes. Emotionally, 

Daisy lacks stamina and self-confidence which results in her unresis-

ting attitude: 

148 

149 

Berenger: ,Ecoute, Daisy, nous pouvons faire quelque chose. 

Nous aurons des enfants, nos enfantsen auront 

d'autres, ce1a mettra du temps, mais a nous deux 

nous pourrons regenerer l'humanite. 

Daisy: Regen~rer 1lhumanite? 

Berenger: Nous serons Adam et Eve. 

Vernois, p. 110. 

Ibid.; p. 80. 
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Daisy: Dans le temps. Adam et Eve ... 1ls avaient beau-

coup de courage. 

B~renger: Nous aussi, nous pouvons avoir du courage ... 

Daisy: A quoi bon? 

B~renger: Quelle question! 

Sauvons le monde. 

Fais ca pour moi, Daisy. , 
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Daisy: Apres tout, c1est peut-etre nous qui avons besoin 

d'etre sauves. C1est nous, peut-etre, les anormaux. 150 

Fundamentally, the inner conflict of the two opposing states 

of consciousness are so deeply rooted within man's expression as an 

identity, that these poles eventually reflect a mirror image of the 

world he is exposed to - and in this particular play, on a politically 

universal scale. To this end, 1onesco has contrasted the characteriza

tion of Jean and Berenger. Their character differences are immediately 

outlined from the first act as outlined by Abastado. "Ils arrivent, 

en meme temps, sur la petite place, chacun par une rue opposee, Berenger 

d~braill~, chiffonn~, trainant la semelle; Jean, impeccable. 1I15l Jean 

represents the "doomed rationalist, ... the Cornelian apostle of will

power and duty, who feels the touch of evanescence". 152 

150 

151 

152 

Jean: Visitez les mus~es, lisez des revues litteraires, allez 

entendre des conferences. Ce1a vous sortira de vos 

Rhinoceros, p. 112. 

Abastado, p. 139. 

Coe, p. 64. 



angoisses, cela vous formera llesprit. 153 

Capable of regulating and coping with the various situations he is 

faced with in life, Jean applies his understanding and the power of 

his individual consciousness to solve the problem of this new politi

cal confrontation. He views rhinoceritis as the IIdream of simpl ifying 

the complexities of an over-civilized society, of a return to natural 

innocence and to a state of nature in which the degeneracy of modern 

man will be finally purged and redeemed ll
•
154 

Jean: Je vous dis que ce nlest pas si mal que ~a! Apr-es 

tout, les rhinoceros sont de creatures commes nous, 

qui ant droit a 1 a vi e au meme titre que nous! ... 

Berenger: Tout de meme, nous avons notre morale a nous, que 

Jean: 

Berenger: 

Jean: 

je juge incompatible avec celle de ces animaux. 

La morale! Parlons-en de la morale, jlen ai assez 

de la morale, elle est belle la morale! Il faut 

depasser la morale . 
.. 

Que mettriez-vous a la place? 

La nature! ... La nature a ses lois. La morale est 

antinaturelle. 155 

But, to Ionesco, it is obviously this glorification of nature which 

153 Rh i nocero s, p. 28. 

154 Cae, p. 92. 
1 r:: r:: 

Rhi noceros-, I;.);.) 75-76. pp. 
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proves fatal to man's existence. Jean's eventual capitulation presented 

on stage heightens our awareness. The over-civilized mentality is mani-

pulated far too easily by the appeal of extremist ideologies. 

Jean: Il faut reconstituer les fondements de notre vie. Il 

f t ' 1" ~ . ~ . d' 1 156 aut re ourner a lntegrlte prlmor la e. 

Through a diametrically opposed experience, Berenger will learn 

to experience his own sense of individuality. Unable to control his 

subconscious fears and his inner forms of anguish, Berenger, emotionally 

preoccupied and absent-minded, finds it difficult to adapt to the rou--

tine machinizations of- life since he does not function as part of the 

thinking civilization. 

~ 

Berenger: Ecoutez, Jean. Je n'ai guere de distractions, on 

s'ennuie dans cette ville, je ne suis pas fait pour 

le travail que j'ai ... tous les jours, au bureau, 

pendant huit jours, trois semaines seulement de 

vacances en ete. Le samedi soir, je suis plus tot 

fatigue, alors, vous me comprenez, pour me detendre 

He finds no logical necessity for the existence of "le peinture de la 

petite ville, le travail fastidieux, les dimanches qui ne finissent 

plus de mourir; les distractions monotones",158 since all of these an-

156 

157 

lhO 
I~U 

Rhinoceros, p. 76. 

Rhinoceros, p. 12. 

Abastado, p. 147. 

100 

157 



guishes underline the absurdity of his existence. Faced with an un-
A 

solvable dilemma! Berenger uses alcohol to subdue le mal d'etre. When 

the political organization and the propagandist activity supposedly 

codifies the universe into a so-called sense of rationality for the 

bourgeoisie in Rhinoceros! Berenger cannot comprehend the positive 

attributes of rhinoceritis. Vernois explains: "Berenger, a l'oppose, 

est le seul etre a ne pas entrer dans la categorie de ces personnages -

robots obeissant a des slogans. Pantins degingandes~ il est le seul a 
conserver une apparence humaine dans cet univers conditionne et nu de 

1 'exterieur par des monstres". 159 He becomes an outsider when he help-

lessly sees his whole world being transformed and can do nothing to stop 

it: he no longer knows if he is right or wrong; he struggles but with

out hope; he is the last of his species. 160 

Berenger: Et pourtant, je ne suis pas parmi les plus beaux! 

Qulest-ce que je dis. Est-ce que je me comprends 

Quelle drole de chose! A quoi je ressemble alors? 

A quoi? ... Qui sont-ils tous ces gens_la?161 

Berenger's state of consciousness comes to represent a pure state of 

individualism as opposed to the exterior force of totalitarianism. 

Abastado relates this in the following terms: "Clest pourquoi, aU-dela 

159 Vernois, p. 137. 

160 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 208. 

161 Rhinoceros, pp. 115-116. 

101 



des confl its entre 1 es total i tari smes et 1 Ii ndi vi dua 1 i sme, 1 a pi ece 

exprime une maniere de s'eprouver et d'eprouver le monde. Sa signi

fication est existentielle. AU-dela de 1 'humanisme de Berenger, il y a 

son humanite. Son refus de la situation est affaire d'intuition et 

d ' instinct".162 Surprisingly enough, however, Berenger's realization 

of his individuality causes him suddenly to take pride in his human 

qualities and becomes resolute in his "metaphysical insurgent ... exis

tence".163 It is his understanding of the conscious individual state 

that offers him, for the first time, a concrete foundation. 

Berenger: Eh bientant pis! Je me defendrai contre tout le 

monde! Ma carabine, ma carabine! ... Contre tout 

le monde, je me defendrai, contre tout le monde, 

je me defendrai! Je suis le dernier homme, je le 

t .' I btl J . t 1 I 1 64 res eral Jusqu au ou. e ne capl u e pas. 

Coe sees this transition as an interesting oscillation between awareness 

and lucidity: "For the first glimpse of the absurd is the first moment 

of lucidity, and thence forward there is no turning back: lucidity 

breeds further awareness, further awareness breeds more lucidity, until, 

in the end, he is faced, like Berenger, with two intolerable alterna

tives: to accept the absurd, or to revolt against it".165 Hence, 

162 Abas tado, 153. p. 
163 Coe, p. 74. 
164 Rhinoceros, 117. p. 
lhh 
IV,", Coe, p. 75. 
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Berenger becomes overwhelmed by determined and instinctive protesta-

tions to carry the total responsibility of humanity on his shoulders. 

"Something inside him - a sense of duty - te1ls him he must try. Ionesco·s 

dialectic of the absurd reduces itself to two propositions: His duty to 

humanity is the same as his duty to his own nature; for to betray him-

self is somehow to betray the others and to betray the others is some-

how to betray himself."166 His courage provides a glimmer of hope for 

the survival of the human spirit. 

Essentia1ly, we should first of all realize that "neither of 

these awarenesses, however, provides a means of dominating or control--

ling the outside world. Both are passive, both are involuntary, sub-

jective reactions to the fact of existence in a material universe; both 

are at bottom a degree of consciousness of the absurd". 167 What we as 

individuals should attempt to do is to analyse and define oneself within 

both of these states "in a way not possible in rational analysis". 168 

This approach will help develop individual, creative thinking in society. 

One must realize by Ionesco·s example in Rhinoceros, that independent 

thinking and free expression will prove difficult in times of mass hys

teria, but that the voice of dissention is essential if the individual 

is to survive. Only through this search to express individualism, can 

society expect to eliminate eventually all ideological victimizations. 

166 Hugh Dickinson, "Eugene Ionesco: The Existential Oedipus", in 

Rosette C. Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New 
York: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 116. 
, r-t 
101 Coe, p. 63. 
168 Coe, p. 65. 



CH.L\PTER II I 

VICTIMS OF THE ABSURD 

The function of traditional theatre, to paraphrase Martin 

Esslin, is the communication of the basic experience of humanity. 

This element, he maintains, has often been subordinated to other func-

tions, such as the narration or a forum for ideas. Accordingly, Ionesco 

realized the need to understand the essence of our existence and hence 

attempts lito isolate this one element which he regards as the one that 

constitutes the theatre's supreme achievement ... and to restore an 

entirely theatrical theatre Jl
•
l 

In his later plays, Ionesco attempts to present a concrete 

realization about the absurdity of the human condition. Unlike the 

traditional approach, Ionesco incorporates into his works a true re

flection of the human condition. Ionesco wants man to come to grips 

with his true situation, to face consciously his position in the uni

verse. In his works, our whole system of values deteriorates into a 

senselessness of life where rational approaches are no longer valid, 

and ideals, purity and purpose become devalued, leaving man to face his 

condition. In plays like Victimes du Devoir, Amedee-ou Comment s'en 

Debarrasser? and Jeux de Massacre, we see man searching for a digni-

fied means of confronting a universe which has lost its meaning. 

Martin Ess1in, The Theatre of the Absurd (New York: Doubleday and 

Company, Inc., 1968), p. 16l. 
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Traditionally, man's way out of this dilemma, is the acceptance 

of a philosophical or religious crutch. However, for modern man, the 

progr.ess and enlightenment of the era, scientific and technical advances 

totally modernize his universe, resulting in the rejection of his beliefs 

in omnipotent deities. It is man's nature to desire to understand every-

thing, and this quest for knowledge will lead him to an awareness of the 

distance that separates his dream from reality. Hence, man's existence 

is fundamentally a conflict between the infinite extension of the human 

urge as opposed to the necessary, 1 imited state of being. An awareness 

of thi s di screpancy comes from a "sense of i ll-bei ng and frustrati on 

due to the senselessness of life as it is lived daily, the futility 

implicit in its transitoriness within the unending flow of time, the 

impossibility of contact beyond the self",2 At every level, man finds 

himself hemmed in by his body. His human aspirations and level of con

sciousness cannot be projected into the physical world around him. This 

specific type of feeling relates to the dictionary definition of absurd 

105 

according to Essl in: "out of harmony with reason or propriety, incon

gruous, unreasonable, illogical".3 Ionesco defined his understanding of the 

absurd as follows: 

2 

"Sometimes I use the word to describe what I don't understand -

and this can either be because I'm not capable of understanding 
,it or because the thing itself is incomprehensible, impenetrable, 

David I. Grossvogel, Four Playwrights and a Postscript (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 1962), p. 57. 



closed like this thick monolithic hunk of reality, this wall 
which I see as a sort of massive, solidified void, a block of 
mystery; I use the word 'absurd ' to describe my position in 
reiation to this mystery; my state, which is to find myself 

faced with a wall ... absurd, therefore, this situation of 
being here that I cannot recognize as being my situation, but 

which is mine all the same. Another example of what I call 
absurd is man wandering without purpose - forgetful of his 
purpose, cut off from his essential, transcendental roots ... 
All this is the experience of metaphysical absurdity of the 
absolute enigma; but there's also a kind of absurdity that is 
unreason, contradiction, the expression of my being out of 

tune with the world, of my being profoundly out of tune with 
myself. The absurd is quite simply illogicality, unreason. ,A 

I VICTIMS OF THE NIGHTMARISH WORLD OF THE PRESENT IN VICTIMES DU 

DEVOIR 

Ionesco's ultimate attitude towards the absurd is not merely to 
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present a reality lIin which the dictates of cause-and-effect are super

seded by the comparative freedom of an untrammell ed imagi nation ll
• 5 

Subconsciously, what exists in our imagination is truth6 since, according 

to Ionesco II no thi ng is true unl ess it be imaginary". 7 In Victimes du 

4 Claude Bonnefoy, Conversations with Eugene Ionesco, trans. Jan Dawson 

(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), p. 127. 

5 Richard N. Coe, Ionesco (Edinburgh and London: Oliver and Boyd, 1961), 
p. 30. 
6 Eugene Ionesco, Notes and Counter Notes, trans. Donald Watson (New 
York: Grove Press, 1964), p. 16. III have always considered imaginative 

truth to be more profound, more loaded with significance, than everyday 
real Hy.!! 
7 Coe, pp. 30-31. 



Devoir, for example, the dream sequence with Choubert is not a series 

of anti-logical causalities, bur moreover, Ionesco has removed the cau

salities, leaving the discontinuity of the human experience exposed. 

This final aim is directed towards the source of reality,8 where Ionesco 

must present this manifestation of the imagination as a means to dis

covering the true principles surrounding our waking state and hence the 

ultimate truth of our being. Guicharnaud supports this argument when he 

states that Illes elements de reve sont seulement certains elements bruts 

d'un monde interieur, utilises, transposes et agences en vue non point 

de definir l'homme par les zones obscures de sa psychologie, mais de 

completer une image perceptible de la condition humaine rendue dans sa 

totalite". 9 It is this reality (the dream) as seen in terms of our 

waking state that appears to be nightmarish because of its illogicality 

and immense distortion. With the unexpected arrival of the detective, 

Choubert is suddenly forced to come to grips with his reality. One would 

think that this search into the consciousness of man's freedom would be 

exhilarating, but this is not the case. Without the presence of logic, 

Choubert exceeds his own capacity of understanding until he eventually 

is thrown into a complex state of anguish and victimization. 

8 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 16. "Everything we dream is 'realizable ' . 
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Reality does not have to be: it is simply what it is. It is the dreamer, 

the thinker ... it is he who tries to change the wotld. 1I 

9 Jacques Gui charnaud, "Un theatre oni ri que et satirique ll
, in Raymond 

Laubreaux, Les Critiques de Notre Temps et Ionesco (Paris: Editions 

Garnier Freres, 1973), p. 86. 



The interrogation under the detective stimulates Choubert1s 

memory as a way into his unconscious state and hidden emotional life. 

The psychoanalytical approach dissolves into an exploration into the 

subconscious as a means to discovering truths about Choubert1s waking 

reality. Ionesco explains: IIWhen I dream, I have no impression of ... 

being able, in my dreams, to perceive truths, whose quality of self-

evidence appears to me in a more blinding light than in the waking 

state ... when frequently everything seems blurred, uniform and imper

sonaP.lO Therefore, Choubert himself will not experience a conflict 

between dream and reality, but his dream will become a creative act of 
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discovery about his own reality. Forced to search for the unknown Mallot, 

Choubert experiences at one point, the sensation of ascending. Symbolic 

of the search towards absolute reality, Choubert rises beyond the realm 

of logicality projecting his subconscious mind into a state of total 

liberty. Choubert IIremonte des profondeurs ... 11 monte sur 1a chaise, 

sur 1a table, puis met 1a chaise sur 1a table ... 11
11 

Choubert: Le terrain est plat .. Ca monte doucement. Je fais 
!:t. 

des pas. Je suis au pied de la montagne. 12 

The ambivalent feeling of the anti-hero is, however, only temporary be-

cause the consciousness of freedom does not offer an escape from the 

10 

11 

12 

Coe, pp. 36-37. 

Claude Abastado, Eug~ne Ionesco (Paris: 

Eug~ne Ionesco, Theatre, Vol. 1 (Paris: 

Hereafter cited as Victimes du Devoir. 

Bordas, 1971), p. 97. 

Gallimard, 1954), p. 214. 



absurd. The infinite realm of liberty beyond the rational mind heightens 

Choubert's awareness of his condition. Once again the feeling of anguish 

overpowers him and Choubert falls heavily to the ground. According to 

Hugh Di cki nson, the "fall to earth returns him to the bondage of the 

waking world and to life in society".13 

Choubert: C.'est pas ma faute ... J'ai cherch~ partout. J'ai 

pas trouve ... Crest pas ma faute ... Vous m'avez 

surveille, vous avez bien vu ... Je n'ai pas triche. 14 

In order to recognize himself and capture his identity, Choubert 

must descend deeply into his subconscious, and by Esslin's account "can 

find no solution there, only a gaping hole of nothingness".15 This void 

is symbolized by Choubert's descent into the past to search for a con-

crete perception of himself, only to find a void. Choubert's first ex-

posure to his vacuous existence is symbolized by an image of Ilune longue 

errance dans une plaine infinie sous une lumiere grise ll 16 

Choubert: des sortes de rues des sortes de chemins ... 

des sortes de lacs des sortes de gens .•. des 

109 

13 Hugh Dickinson, "Eug~ne Ionesco: The Existential Oedipus", in Rosette 

C. Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: 
Prentice Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 113. 

14 Victimes du Devoir, p. 220. 
15 Esslin, p. 126. 

16 Saint Tobi, Eugene Ionesco ou A La Recherche du paradis perdu (Paris: 

Editions Gallimard, 1973), p. 157. 



sortes de nuits .. des sortes de cieux une sorte 

de·monde Un trou beant ... Me resigner Me 

resigner la lumiere obscure ... les etoiles 

sombres ... Je souffre d1un mal inconnu 17 

G1ven the freedom to explore this new dimension, Choubert1s potential 

to find his self image turns into an irrational basis of perception. 

Although he feels temporarily freed from the meaninglessness of objects 

and the overwhelming matter which is manifested in Madeleine1s coffee 

cups, Choubert1s mind merges with the meaninglessness of space. As he 
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journeys towards the centre of himself, Choubert is faced with conflicting 

emotions that overwhelm him, although the situation is not totally dis-

agreeable. 

Choubert: ... Une joie ... de la douleur ... un dechirement 

un apaisement ... De la plenitude ... Du vide ... Un 

espoir desespere. Je me sens fort, je me sens faible, 

je me sens mal, je me sens bien, mais je sens, surtout, 
. . 18 Je me sens, encore, Je me sens ... 

This illusory dimension proves, however, to be just as meaningless be-

cause the opposite of matter is emptiness and despair. The descent into 

the past illustrates this since the evanescent state becomes overshadowed 

by a darkness that totally engulfs man1s hope for freedom in the waking 

17 Victimes du Devoir, pp. 208-209. 

18 \I; r+; mnC'" u"u" unp'v'u~';1 ~I, n '11 1 
Y l "" \." 111l'C:~ __ l-'. L I I • 



world - daylight fades into night and encompasses him. The imagery 

of Choubert sinking into the mud alludes to the obsessive quality 

of luminosity and incandescence. Man sinks into the nothingness of 

his existence. Claude Bonnefoy explains: lithe theme of being sucked 

down ... most probably [has] a common root in the obsession of the 

world being torn in two, the idea of a world where man is constantly 

assaulted by nature, by his own language, in other words, by uncon-

trollable mechanisms which more often than not he himself has set 

in motion lf
•
19 Choubert imagines he is engulfed in a mire, a quick-

sand that is stifling his being. 

Choubert: 11 fait sombre ... Je marche dans la boue. 

Elle colle ames semelles ... Comme mes pieds 

sont lourds! Jlai peur de glisser. 20 

Not only will Choubert be weighed down by the unbalanced and heavy 

overburdance of the material world and its mechanisms, but his range 

of freedom will reach a level of intolerable anguish expressed by 

the sudden presence of the unreal transparency and evanescence of 

the world. In Victimes du Devoir, it is the two opposing poles that 

alert us to the fact that the "human condition is becoming more and 

more difficult to bear; that the dangers threatening us ... are be-

. d . II 21 comlng more an more serlOUS . Choubertls reaction is one of ir-

19 Bonnefoy, p. 109. 
20 Victimes du Devoir, p. 196. 

21 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 236. 
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remediable exile because he is divorced from the memories of a lost 

past, and deprived of illusions and light. His universe is no longer 

familiar - man feels himself a stranger. Ionesco explains: II An 

awareness that I am, that I exist, that I am surrounded by something, 

all sorts of objects, a sort of world, and everything seems strange 

and incomprehensible to me ... Then the universe seems to me infinitely 
22 

strange and foreign ll
• For man, as in the case of Choubert, the uni-

verse simply becomes an obstacle and once this disorientation and lack 

of purpose are present in the universe, the human spirit too becomes 

just one more object. The final scene of the play ends in a crescendo _ 

of frantic chewing and eating on the part of Choubert in an effort to 

fill the void. Esslin views this aspect as an extension of Sartre's 

proposition that man is a hole in Being, that it is through man that 

nothingness enters the world: 

Le Policier: Avale! Mastique! Avale! Mastique! Avale! 

Mastique! Avale! Mastique! Avale! 

Choubert: Hheu .... gl ... vous ... say .,. clonnes 

Off °11 23 1 es... 1 es ... 

The discovery about the elementary truths of man's existence is 

impossible because of the constant destruction of everything that 

composes a macroism. All that manducation, as interpreted by Doubrovsky 

22 

23 
Notes and Counter Notes, p. 236. 

Victimes du Devoir, p. 229o 
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is merely an effort to "fi 11 an absol ute gap and gi ve thought a 

substantial existence: But Choubert gorges in vain and his thought 

really is an unfillable void ... thought is not a region of being, 

but, on the contrary, a nothingness in the plenum of the world ll
•
24 

The difficulties of the waking world are not simply con-

fined to the external assertions of evil at the universal level, 

but the constant destruction of man's world results in the erosion 

of the human personality. It no longer remains a constant element. 

Esslin explains: "Man is nothing because he has the liberty of 

choice and therefore is always that which he is in the process of 

choosing himself to be, a permanent potentiality rather than an 

actual being ... The sequence of Choubert's descent into the depths 

and subsequent fl i ght is a demonstrati on of thi s propositi on II .25 

Choubert's personality is based on an illusion. His consciousness 

exists as a nothingness, hence any form of personality will merely 

be composed of a sequence of states of existence. 

Nicholas: Nous abandonnerons le principe de 1 'identite et 

de 1 'unite des caracteres ... Nous ne sommes pas 
nous-memes. La personnalite n'existe pas. 11 
n'y a en nous que des forces contradictoires ou 

non contradictoires. Les caracteres perdent leur 

24 J.S; Doubrovsky, "Ionesco and the Comic Absurdity", in Rosette 

C. Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: 
Prentice Hall, Inc., 1977), p. 13. 
25 Esslin, p. 127. 
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forme dans 1 'informe du devenir. Chaque 
personage est moins lui-meme que 1 'autre. 26 

The illusion of personality with its lack of minimum of continuity 

is present with Madeleine and the Detective. She urges him on, 

then she tries to restrain him when she fears he will be gone for-

ever in the depths of the subconscious. At one moment, she is a 

seductress, then an old woman and finally the detective's mistress. 

She becomes a different personality in responding to the changes 

in his character. 

Choubert: Elle dit, tristement, tristement: 
~ 

tu auras a 

Madeleine: 

Choubert: 

verser beaucoup de larmes, je vais te quitter, 

mon enfant, mon poussin '" 
Mon enfant, man poussin ... 
Je vais etre seul dans la nuit~ dans la boue. 

Madeleine: Man pauvre enfant, dans la nuit, dans la boue, 
t t 1 

. 27 ou seu , mon poussln ... 

The role of the Detective in Victimes du Devoir as ~scer-

tained by Dickinson "provides a double image not merely in that the 

Detective is shy and polite at first, then cruel and brutal, but 

also that he is young enough to be Choubert's son and therefore in 

the scenes of father-son conflict, the ages of the actors are re-
28 versed". Furthermore, he assumes the father's role emotionally. 

26 Victimes du Devoir, 226-227. pp. 
27 Victimes du Devoir, 202. p. 
28 Dickinson, p. 110. 
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Choubert: Pere, pourquoi ne parles-tu pas, pourquoi 
ne veux-tu pas repondre? ... Jamais plus helas, 

jamais plus ta voix ne se fera entendre ... 
Jamais, jamais, jamais ... 

Le Policier: 11 ne sert a rien de se lamenter. Tes histoires 

Choubert: 

personnelles; on slen balance! Occupe-toi de 

Mall ot. 
Monsieur 11 Inspecteur principal, j 1 aurais 
tout de meme bien voulu savoir vous voyez 
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Est-ce que ... C'etaient tout de meme mes parents ... 29 

Ionesco himself finds it difficult to cope with the deceptive existence 

of the personal i ty. In Notes and Counter Notes, he states that "We 

are created to live together and we tear one another to pieces; we 

do not \AJant to die ... How can I trust in a world that has no stability".30 
-

In Victimes du Devoir, Choubert finds himself faced with the same di-

lemma - the problem of causality or non-causality, the conflict between 

subjectivity and a feeling of objectfvity, the constant fluxuation of 

personality, and the instability of the universe. On the level of rea

son, however, man1s mind demands an explanation of the absurd. The 

surest way to achieve the universal is to concentrate to an extreme de-

gree on the individual. Choubert's weakness, however, stems from his 

placid domesticity and individual responsibility that leaves him vulner

able to the brutality of the universe (here it is symbolized by the 

detective). It is this wearisome burden of guilt and domesticity that 

29 
30 

Victimes du Devoir, p. 207. 
Notes and Counter Notes, p. 110. 



must be lifted from the individual if he is to exist in harmony. 

Ionesco makes us realize that man should never forget this ultimate 

goal by getting stuck in the mud or going astray in the labrynth of 

the world. 3l Choubert's initiation into society should not become 

a- ritual of alienation. Once an individual has "re turned to earth", 

he must try to conquer the absurd; so that he can solve the enigma 

of life, a revolt is necessary. This revolt will give him a purpose 

and an awareness of his own existence in the universe. 

II VICTIMS OF A DEATH-LIKE EXISTENCE IN AMEDEE OU COMMENT SLEN 
.. 

DEBARRASSER 

Certain critics accuse Ionesco of presenting and defending 

an abstract humanism - a man who exists nowhere-. But in reality, 

Ionesco is in favour of presenting man as a concrete individual 

since the essential condition of man is as a mortal. Hence, re-

created into his dramatic works, a powerful and rich drama will 

evolve when concrete images, expressed in flesh and blood, are pre

sented. When anguish is a living presence, then the common man 

(Ionesco's audience) will be able to become aware of and transcend 

universal degeneration, stagnation and decadence in all its rea1ity.32 

As a thinking, sensitive individual, Ionesco finds himself obsessed 

by death and the death-like existence brought about by the impossi

bility of communication, isolation and encirclement. 33 In Amedee ou 

31 
32 
33 

Notes and Counter Notes, p. 256. 
Notes and Counter Notes, pp. 228-229. 
Ibid., p. 227. 
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Comment slen d~barrasser, Ionesco deals with some of these agonizing 

thoughts and absurd conditions of our environment. 

Ionesco certainly did not want to present this vision of 

reality as sub-realistic because, as he explains, IIthis kind of 

realism alienates man frgm his profound self, which is his indis-

pensable third dimension: without it man cannot begin to be his 

true self. What valuable truth can there be in a kind of realism 

that forgets to recognlze the most profound human realities: the 

love, death, wonder, suffering and dreams that spring from our non

social self ll
•
34 

The contemplation of man1s essential position in the universe 

leaves Ionesco with a deep feeling of pessimism and fear. The terror 

that man experiences springs from the senselessness of death rather 

than fear of the process of death. Since death, however, is devoid 

of meaning, then the significance of all that goes before it too has 

been destroyed. The presentation of the corpse in Amedee ou Gom~ent 

slen debarraSser is a materialization of the oppressive presence of 

death. Critics offer many speculative interpretations of the meaning 

of the corpse, but no precise equivalent is necessary for Ionesco1s 

purpose. It is a IIdeath-l i ke ll exi stence, a non-productive 1 i fe. Amedee 
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himself is unaware of the latent possibilities of literary productivity. 

Resigned to failure, and hence stagnation, he allows these powers which 

all men possess to disintegrate into self-pity and a spiritual inferiority 

34 Notes and Counter Notes, pp. lQh_1Q7 I __ I JI • 



complex. 

"-

Avec ce qui pese sur la 

conscience ... la vie que nous menons ... l'atmos

phere n'est guere favorable ... Je n'ai plus ecrit 
que deux r~pliques depuis qu'il ... Il faut bien que 
je m'y mette, il faut bien que je m'y mette. Ecrire, 
d l ' ~ .. 35 ans etat ou Je SU1S. 

Each time that Amedee tries to overcome his feeling of self

deception, he is unsuccessful because it is this very quality that is 

not only typical, but also ineradicable in the face of all humanity. 

His subconscious anguish is left unanalysed since he is content to leave 

the promise of life unexplored. 

Amedee, however, is not entirely to blame for his acceptance as 
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an infinite coincidence in the universe. Amedee laments his physical 

environment which prevents him from devoting himself to literary creation36 

because he finds himself in the face of a disjointed and illogical reality. 

The presence of the mushrooms may represent at first, the mechanical func-

tion of the universe, but with their gradual proliferation, one begins. 

to realize that its very excessiveness is what threatens the inner life 

35 Eugene Ionesco, Theatre, Vol. 1 (Paris: Gall imard, 1954), pp. 242-243. 

Hereafter cited as Amedee ou Comment s'en debarrasser. 

36 Jean-Herve Donnard, "Amedee: A caricatural Ionesco", in Rosette C. 

Lamont, ed., Ionesco: A Collection of Critical Essays (New York: Prentice 
Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 42. 
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and its spontaneity.37 ManIs total physical existence is lost at this 

point because he is merely equated as a product to be consumed. Abastado 

explains: llClest le monde des objets; des objets pesants, encombrants, 

initiles - et mal~fiques; des objets qui se multiplent sans r~gle, clest 

un mal qulon ne peut maitriser; le monde est atteint dlun cancer ll .38 

The corpse itself reflects more intensely what is essentially 

tragic about the human condition. Ionesco states his feelings to Bonnefoy 

about this gigantism: llBut if the mechanical gets bigger and bigger and 

the living shrinks and shrinks, things become stifling and then tragic, 

because we get the impression that the world is slipping from our mental 

graspll.39 Although the corpse is in the next room and is supposedly dead, 

it is very active and the couplels liberty is being invaded by this heavy 

growing force. It has a beard that continues to grow and a green light 

that shines from its eyes. 

37 

38 

39 

Amedee: 11 nly a rien a faire, 

plus rien faire, h~las! 

m~trique ... La maladie 

rien a faire. On ne peut 
:.. 

11 a la progression geo-

incurable des morts! Comment 
a-t-il pu attraper ca chez nous! 

1) 

Madeleine: Mais, qulest-ce qulon va devenir, mon Dieu, qulest-ce 

qulon va devenir! 

Amed~e: Je vais llenrouler. 
Madeleine: Ca ne llempechera pas de grandir. 11 pousse de 

tous les cotes~a la foist au va-t-on le mettre, 

Bonnefoy, p. 112. 

Claude Abastado, Eugene Ionesco (Paris: Bordas, 1971), p. 112. 

Bonnefoy, p. 108. 



qulest-ce qulon va en faire, que va-t-on devenir1 40 

The proliferation of this depersonalized object creates what 

Ionesco terms as a II curtain ll or lIan impassable wal,...41 Since the 

couplels past belongs to the classification of an object, their pre

sent state of existence will be an imperceptible, unabridged gap. Given 

no accumulation of experience from their past, their present state of 

consciousness will offer no assurance of continuity. Both Madeleine 

and Amedee have totally forgotten how the corpse first made its ap-

pearance in their bedroom - an amnesia similar to that of the Martins 

in La Cantatrice Chauve, and a sure sign of incomplete personalities 

who imagine they are whole,unaware of the true nature of their problems. 

40 

41 

42 

A 

Madeleine: Tu as admis toi-meme que tu l lavais tue. Tu 
disais que tu tlen souvenais. 
nlest-ce pas? 

Amedee: Je me suis peut-etre trompe. Jlai peut-etre 

confondu ... 
Madeleine: Si ce nlest pas le galant, qui veux-tu donc, 

que ce soit? 
Amedee: Clest peut-etre le bebe? 
Madeleine: Le bebe? 
Amedee: Une voisine nous a confie un jour un bebe. Tu 

Amedee ou 

Notes and 

Amedee au 

te rappelles? Il y a des annees. Elle nlest plus 

venue le chercher. 42 

Comment s len debarrasser, p. 265. 

Counter Notes, p. 163. 

rnmmonr 
~ 

?7h C" Inn rlnh::lV'V':lC'C-CtoV' n 
""'-'111111'-11 \.0 .,,:) ~II UC;;:J"IUI I u.,:).:n:::;;1 , p. '-IV. 
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Since the stability of their marital relationship is destroyed by 

the overpowering presence of this anti-human force, Amedee and 

Madeleine are deprived of any real emotional contact. Amedee is 

filled with a mixture of weakness and kindness, bitterness and ten-

derness, whereas Madeleine is bitterly resigned to being deprived of 

life's pleasures. The flashback scene in Amedee ou Comment s'en de-

barrasser illustrates the two structurally opposite syntactics. In 

Abastado's interpretation, III 'un est un monde de lumiere, de chaleur 

1 'autre est un monde de nuit ... de boue et de la fatalite ... Dans 

la brume, il voit surgir deux personnages: Amedee, jeune et svelte, 

Madeleine en toilette de mariee. Amedee II chante 1 'aurore du prin-

tempts, le soleil) le bonheur, 1 'amour fou ... Mais Madeleine II, 
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43 en plein cauchemar, voit des crapauds, des serpents, des enfants morts ll
• 

When the scene comes to a climax, Amede~s plea for love culminates when 

Madeleine insists that their house is a house of brass - or in other 

words, as Esslin concludes, that the lIimage of lightness, happiness 

and euphoria is couritered by the image of heaviness, depression and 

opacityll.44 Ionesco sees the corpse as the Adam and Eve complex where 

man must cope with the original sin. "The couple is the world itself, 

it's man and woman, Adam and Eve, the two halves of humanity who love 

one another; who, in spite of everything, cannot love one another, can-

not exist except together. The couple ... might be the whole of mankind, 

43 Abastado, p. 107, 110. 

44 Esslin, p. 132. 



divided and trying to come together again, to become one."45 In 

other words, Ionesco wants us to realize that this emotional isola-

tion or imperviousness of the individual such as what Amedee experiences 

is part of the universal problem which man must come to grips with. 

In the absence of any real contact, the only substitute to 

a marriage without communication is words. Amedee and Madeleine find 

that words can only offer the ill usion of communication and therefore 

begin to quarrel because they do not know how to deal with their in

evitabl e fail ure of communication. 

Madeleine: Ne me raconte pas d'histoires! Je ne suis pas 
une enfant. C'est a cause de lui, a cause de 
lui, uniquement. 46 

Their whole familiar universe is at once reduced to a terrifying 

nothingness. Unable to think or collect their thoughts, Amedee and 

Madeleine turn to isolation to alleviate their feelings of depression. 

To concretize this withdrawal, this inability to communicate with each 

other, Ionesco had the ingenious idea of transporting Madeleine's place 

of work to her apartment: ironically, she works as a telephonist, 

one whose special function is to facilitate communication. 

Madeleine: Allo, oui, j'ecoute ... Non, Madame, non, nous 

sommes en Republique ... depuis 1870, Madame ... 

45 Bonnefoy, p. 84. 

46 Amedee ou Comment s'en debarrasser, p. 296. 
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Qui, je vous la passe 47 

Ionesco feels that "incommunicability and isolation are paradoxi

cally the tragic themes of the modern world",48 but he feels that 

solitude is an indispensable state of existence in order to make life 

livable. 49 Ionesco wants man to realize that he need not use seclu-

sion as an acceptance of their indeterminate existence. Instead, man 

should seek solitude as meditation, not separation. Ionesco explains: 

"I have never thought sol itude undesirabl e. Quite the contrary - it is 

indispensible; and indeed my characters are simple people who do not 

know how to be alone. They have no conception of contemplation, of 

withdrawal. And this is a lack, an emptiness". 50 Man only knows how 

to be consumed because his intelligence and self-awareness is so cor-

rupted. Amedee himself begins to lose the essence of his individuality 

and human di gnity to the pro 1 Hera ting cadaver. Amedee must begin to 

define his own terms in the universe. 

Scientific knowledge and research denies man any true revela-

tion since its varied field of complex experiences has produced in-

herent contradictions in its assumptions. The renewal of the whole 

of manls understanding cannot reach a workable conclusion by induc

tion since, for Ionesco, logic can no longer exist. Amedee and Made-

leine are part of this world. It may appear that the dilemma is in-

47 Amedee ou Comment slen debarrasser, pp. 248-249. 
48 Notes and Counter Notes, 15l. p. 
49 Bonnefoy, pp. 115-116. 
50 Rnnnof"n\/ n 117 
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soluable and that any attempt to conquer the absurd will offer no 

justification or permanence of existence. Ionesco, however, is not 

so pessimistic. A new awareness may be possible when Amedee sees for 

the first. time "something beyond his ordinary abulia ... This corpse 

is the symbol of a great hope, doubtlessly dead, yet hope just the 

same II .51 

Amedee: Regarde, Madeleine ... tous les acacias brillent. 
Leurs fleurs explosent. Elles montent. La lune 
s'est ~panouie au milieu du ciel, elle est devenue 

t . t 52 un as re VlVan . 

At this point, according to Ionesco, "all systems. of thought, all 

explanations appear inadequate; the more so because these systems 

explain what is happening from a basis of something that is unformu

lated". 53 In a sense, Amedee has repudiated lithe major conditionning 

factors of a rational concept of the universe - time and space, the 
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law of gravi ty and the standard properties of three dimens.ional objects". 54 

Surmounting the weight, failure and guilt, he is able for the first 

time to accept full responsibility for himself. The key to man's 

happiness is represented in Amedee's flight, since he finds a new 

consciousness of existence through the corpse. Guicharnaud believes 

51 Donnard, p. 44. 
52 Amedee ou Comment s'en debarrasser, p. 298. 
53 Bonnefoy, pp. 123-124. 
54 Coe,p.31. 



that lithe corpse which has been transformed into a balloon, or a 

rising parachute, is not at all an outside intervention: it is an 

integral part of Amede~s existence and being". 55 Man, too, need only 

recognize and surmount the absurdities of his individual phenomena 

to make his existence a little more harmonious. 

III VICTII~S OF DEATH IN JEUX DE MASSACRE 

The problem of existence has come to the foreground of con-

sciousness in our age where human reality is now considered to be 

multi-dimensional in character. Man is no longer a self-enclosed 

entity, but moreover, he reflects social, religious and ontological 

aspects of his being, all of which are inseparably interwoven into 

the complex structure of his existence. Man's search for meaning 

and meaningful living cannot be complete without finding answers to 

these most fundamental questions - and one of the basic issues of his 

existence is the problem of death. 

In the theatre, IonescQ him£el f has never projected anythi ng 

but the passion of man. In a world where there is a "constant tearing 

of the veil of appearances; the constant destruction of everything in 

construction ll ,56 one reality has remained - man. Victim of himself 

alone, man suffers the illness of existing. Ionesco explores the 

fut; 1 Hy of mechanical exi stence, the pro 1 Hera tion of objects, the 

acceleration and disintegration of action in an effort to make us 

55 

56 
Guicharnaud, p. 59. 
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realize the direction of our contemporary existence. liThe human 

drama is absurd as it is painful. I have tried to deal directly 

with the themes that obsess me, with emptiness, with frustration, 

with this world, at once fleeting and crushing. 1I57 Coupled with the 

absurdity of life lies, however, for Ionesco, the profound pessimism 

and awareness of the absurdity of death. "I have always been obsessed 

by death. Since the age of four, when I first knew I was going to 

die, this anguish has never left me. It was as though I had suddenly 

realized that there was no way of escape and nothing to be done about 

it."58 The essentia 1 qual ity of thi s angui sh is, however, shared by 

all men, a common denominating element in all lives. 

IlWhat is important is to discover that there 1S between 

myself and, say, a shoemaker in the nineteenth century; 
and I believe that he and I are basically alike. I be

lieve that men in every century have been afraid of death 
... and it is to this fundamental identity that I have 

tried to cling ... What interests "me above all is my deep
rooted identity of people, precisely because my need is to 
establish contact with all men everywhere. 1I59 

Traditionally, within man's cultural sphere, approaches to

wards death have been religious or philosophical. With the growth 

of a modern technological society, the voices of religion and philo-

~~ Notes and Counter Notes, p. 227. 
59 Coe, p. 76. 

Coe, p. 76. 
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sophy have become remote. Our contemporary society has lost the 

spiritual wisdom and reliance upon a transcendental reference as 

an absolute to understanding the profound meaning of death. For 

modern man, however, the awareness of death becomes a concrete event 

and the leading response has become one of preoccupation. 

Essentially, man cannot function like an animal in complete 

oblivion of the phenomenon of death since consciousness is the basic 

structure of his being. This type of awareness will set up varled 

rational defences in order to relate and explain the mystery. The 

orator in Jeux de Massacre feels confident that deductive thinking 

will provide a continuum within the community of man to formulate 

some universal or personal significance in the face of death. 

L'Orateur: Et pourquoi 1 'appelle-t-on mysterieuse? Glest 

pour en cacher les causes, les raisons profondes. 
Nous sommes la justement pour demystifier ce 

mystere. Qui a interet a ce que cette maladie 
continue?60 

Manis first step in obtaining some significance to his being 

must be to recognize analytically the purpose of death according to 

the orator. Death is aggressive, accidental and avoidable, and must 

be battled by a concrete human struggle. Abastado summarizes the 

orator's so-called rational approach on how the "death-man" can be 

avoided. "11 propose des mesures originales et des changements pro-

60 Eug~ne Ionesco, Jeux de Massacre (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), p. 73. 

Hereafter cited as Jeux de Massacre. 
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fonds: expansion economique dans la stabilite de la monnaie~ a

melioration du niveau de vie des travail leurs, protection des in

dustriels et accroissement de leurs marges beneficiaires~ developpe-

ment des petites et moyennes entreprises~ sauvegarde de l'agriculture 

... majoration des allocations familiales He mainly proposes 

that man analytically concentrate on a socially organized and ob-

jective existence. 

L'Orateur: La revolte. L'action. La violence. Je ne 
promets pas la disparition du mal mais je promets 
la signification en sera differente. 62 

Fundamentally~ however, the analytical approach has exceeded 

the limit of justification. It is now merely a suppression of the 

issue of death which illustrates a negative attitude. Possessive-

ness, acquisitiveness and exploitation become the dominating impulses 

of the orator's logicality. 

Deuxieme Orateur: Je vous promets la justice sociale, dans 

61 

la liberte. Nous ne voulons pas boule-

verser les institutions en place car nous 
connaissons 1es desastres que les revolu
tions peuvent entrainer. Mais nous changerons 

tout. Sinon tout, au moins une grande partie 

des choses. Nous allons a1leger les charges 
fiscales. Plus on meurt dans cette ville, 
plus on paie d'impots. Nous payons pour les 

morts. Cela n1est pas juste. 63 

Abastado, pp. 188-189. 
62 Jeux de Massacre, p. 75. 
63 Jeux de Massacre, pp. 77~78. 
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Analytical thought, though, seems inappropriate because the intellectual 

and emotional associations which support this type of interpretation 

diminish in the face of death. Although this approach enables man to 

view death as a reality, it is merely functional in the face of human 

values ~and experiences. Our preoccupation with the welfare of the 

community and justice becomes the flight from death and self-evasion 

which leads to self-destruction. 

Basically, through the orator1s failure, we come to realize 

that the nature of man is such, that as a human being, he must deal 

directly with the awareness of death, just as directly as he must 

deal with life. The fact of death is common to all humanity because 

it is the one emotion that dominates the subconscious. Traditionally, 

beliefs in immortality and resurrection were significant to man in 

creating an awareness, but with our changed perception in the uni-

verse, these beliefs no longer connect life and death. For modern 

man, a belief that death spells the absolute end of human life be-

gins to appear feasible in view of the alternatives traditionally 

provided. Ionesco himself realized that death is the total annihi

lation of life. "Death is really the end, the goal of all existence. 1I64 

In Jeux de Massacre, the plague with its geometrical progression re-

presents this indispensible nothingness of human absurdity. 

64 

Le Fonctionnaire: Citoyens de la ville et etrangers. Un mal 

inconnu slest repandu dans notre ville, 
depuis quelque temps. Ce n1est pas la 

Notes and Counter Notes, p. 162. 
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guerre, il nly a pas d1assassinats, 

nous vivions normalement, calmement, 
beaucoup d1entre nous dans le presque 
bonheur. Tout d1un coup, sans cause 

apparente, sans avoir ete malades, les 
gens se mettent a mourir dans les maisons, 
dans les eglises, aux coins des rues, sur 

les places publiqUes. 65 

In face of the meaninglessness and final symbol of absurdity, 

Ionesco1s characters can no longer find life as purposive. Isolated 

by the arrival of the plague, the security of the community rapidly 

diminishes and man finds himself faced with the absurdity of death 

and the unknown. The unknown is, however, the central fact of life. 

Le Fonctionnaire: Les gens meurent au hasard ... Je vous ai 
reunis une derniere fois sur cette place 

publique pour vous dire ce qui nous arrive 

et que ce 

hensible. 

mortalite 

qui nous arrive est incompre
Nous sommes accables par une 

66 sans causes connues. 

The incomprehensible nature of death provides a conflict 

between the objective reality that Ionesco1s characters want to esta-

blish and the subjunctive reality that motivates them. The sudden 

presence of death becomes obviously foreign to their reasoning powers 

that organized and controlled their objective reality. 

65 

66 
Jeux de Massacre, p. 22. 

Jeux de Massacre, p. 23. 
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Le Fonctionnaire: Heir encore, on pouvait partir. Des 

aujourd' hui nous sommes pri s comme dans 

une Piege. 67 

In Jeux de Massacre, Ionesco's characters are imprecisely 

drawn and ill-defined, to illustrate that in the face of death, all 

men are equal. Artificial distinctions-of status become blurred 

since Ionesco perceives that lithe essential condition of man is not 

man as a citizen, but man as a mortal. When I speak about death, 

everyone understands me. Death is neither bourgeois or socialist". 68 

Death is foremost a biological process whereby the body con-

sisting of a natural function of organisms suddenly stops. Since man 

is identified with his flesh, part of the terror of death is that 

it threatens man with a loss of identity which is essential to him 

in severa1 ways. Firstly, man's flesh is the means to his control 

of his world to a certain degree. Therefore, when death threatens 

to separate him from his flesh, it threatens him first with a loss 

of possession and control of the universe. 

Sixieme Homme: Le monde entier etait devenu une planete 

lointaine, impenetrable, en acier, fermee. 
Quelque chose de tout a fait hostile et 
etranger. Aucune communication. Tout coupe. 
C'est moi qui etais enferme mais enferme 

dehors. 69 

67 68 Jeux de Massacre, p. 23. 
69 Notes and Counter Notes, p. 229. 

Jeux de Massacre, p. 12. 

131 



Death meets man as the dispossessor and oftentimes the closer man 

gets to the omnipotence of the absurdity of death, the more he clings 

to the management of his rational being. Such is the example of the 

IIma itre de maison" who consciously makes elaborate preparations to 

avoid untimely death, but it is these very preparations that turn 

into the act of clearing the ground for death. 

" Le Maitre de Maison: Pensez qulil nlentre pas! ... Si vous 

Premier Servante: 

ne le voulez pas, le mal n1entrera 
pas dans cette maison. 11 ne nous 
touchera pas. Mais continuez de 
desinfecter la maison ... Nous sommes 
impenetrables ... Je suis impenetrable. 
Je suis intouchable. 
Les paumes de ses mains noircisse~t.70 

Death is the final separation of man from his world. This 

process of separation suppresses the petty and the irrelevant de

tai1 s that con~ti tute a truly human exi stence and man is suddenly 

faced with a new situation. 

70 
71 

L'Officier: Vous veillez et surveillez. Les consignes sont 
les m~mes. Personne ne doit entrer dans les 
maisons infestees dont vous avez la garde. Ni 
en sortir. Dans des cas exceptionnels et avec 
1 'autorisation du Prefat de Police, quelques 
personnes pourront penetrer dans ces maisons ... 71 

Jeux de Massacre, pp. 31-32. 
Jeux de Massacre, p. 70. 
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Man is one with his countenance and gestures because he is 

his body. Part of the terror of death is that it threatens the loss 

of man's identity. The corpses in Jeux de Massacre claim to be the 

bodies of individuals, but at the same time, they are now wholly un-

representative of that person. What was once expressive of the human 

soul, has suddenly become a horrifying black mask. 

Quatrieme Homme: Y a pas pl us blonds! ni pl us roses! 
Troisieme Femme: Ils sont via 1 aces. 1ls sont tout noirs. 

Ils dorment. 
Troisieme Homme: Violaces! 

Quatrieme Homme: Mes enfants, tout noirs? Ils sont glaces. 
Ah, mon Dieu!72 

Death means not only separation from the flesh~ but from the 

community as well. It unravels the human collectivism dividing mother 

and daughter, husband and wife and lovers from one another. The 

double scene with Jean and Jeanne, and Lucienne and Pierre illustrates 

the final abandonment, excl usion and obl ivion that man encounters in 

the face of death . 

.. 
Jeanne: Es-tu pres de moi? Pierre: Parle-moi 

Lucienne: Que vais-je faire? Pauvre 

femme! Avec un moribond 
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Je ne te vois pas. 

Je ne t'entends pas. 
Me serres-tu dans 
tes bras? Je ne te 
sens pas. 

sur les bras! Tout le monde 
nous a abandonnees! 

72 Jeux de Massacre, p. 16. 



Jean: 

Jeanne: 

Jean: 

Ne tlen va pas, je tlen 

supplie. Reste. Je 
suis venu pour toi. Ne 

me quitte pas. 

Je me sens si mal. Es-tu 
lao Je tlai attendu. Je 

t'ai espere. Pourquoi 
nles-tu pas venue? Je 

suis toute seule. 
Mais je suis la ma cherie 
... Jusqula la fin des 

. . l' 73 temps, Je serla a. 

Pierre: 
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Es-tu pr~s de moi? Je ne 
te vois pas. Je nlentends 
pas. Me serres-tu dans tes 
bras? Je ne te sens pas. Ne 
tlen va pas, je tlen supplie. 

Je suis venue pour toi. Ne me 
quitte pas. Je me sens si mal 

Lucienne: Et moi qui l'attendais. Et 

Pierre: 

moi qui pensais que nous allions 

partir ensemble, nous sauver 
ensemble. 

Je me sens si mal. Es-tu la? 

Man is essentially himself only in his being-toward-death. In projecting 

toward death, he becomes isolated as he is drawn out of the life of the 

anonymous collective. 

The process of dying, too, is an intensely personal, non-physical 

process for Ionesco. It encompasses not only suffering but the fear of 

being face to face with the knowledge of having reached the end. Ending 

reinforces the image that life is a finite, linear connection and that 

to break the connection is to lose 1 i fe. In every encounter with death, 

human emotional and the elemental drives of life dissolve into an end-

less nothingness. Not only does death destroy the meaning of all that 

precedes it, it is the basic absurdity that governs our existence. The 

old man in Jeux de Massacre is in dread not of the something destructive 

that menaces him, but rather of nothing. 

73 Jeux de Massacre, pp. 58-59. 



Le Vieux: ... ce monde et moi-m~me mltnqut~tatent jusqul~ 
la terreur. Glest avec cela que commence notre 
vie ... La menace seule subsiste, cette inqui§tude 
qui ronge .14 

By so responding to death, he is finally confronted with his own free-

dom, or in essence, the nothingness of his own freedom. The fear of 

death paralyses his initiative and stifles his spirit of adventure. 

Le Vieux: Les visages se referment sur eux-m~mes. ·D'atlleurs, 

je repousse tous ces yeux. Les tetes sont des buches. 
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Et tout est noir et sale. Les pierres sont la, accablees 
75 sous le poids du silence, dans leur prison. 

Ionesco, however, feels the direct and personal confrontatton 

with death is a tremendously overwhelming experience. Discovering our 

dying is a turning point that challenges the unknown, the inpenetrable. 

If we follow the example of the old woman, we can learn to view death 

as a transition and an emerging complexity of new ways of beino. When 

the self is kncMn as the self, that is to say, as a centre of aVlareness 

of higher values, death loses its terror. The fundamental spil'itual 

task-of life is to put forth one's best efforts to fulfi1l in some de

gree the values which he holds in his inner soul. To the extent to 

which he succeeds in that effort, his life becomes glorious. A new 

sense of urgency and consciousness can be generated and the veil of 

nothingness lifted from the vision. 
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Ionesco's theatre in its performance reflects 

a multi-dimensional exploration, delicately transparent to allow a 

deeper vision of life. His plays, however, compromise only half of 

the experience that is referred to as theatre. The half that completes 

the illusion is the spectator, whose limits are only the rational facul

ties which he imposes upon himself. What significance then, or purpose 

can the spectator obtain from Ionesco's works? 

Initially, being a modern dramatist, Ionesco faced the problem 

of audiences rejecting the validity of his dramatic effort. According 

to our beliefs in Aristotle, the tragedy of the theatre and hence the 

reflection of the human condition must imitate men superior to reality. 

Ionesco's works, however, challenge our traditional views since he re

gards this interpretation as being far too optimistic, hence failing 

to reflect our true reality. Ionesco feels that life should be por

trayed as an irrational, uncontrollable state of existence and, in his 

works, he successfully destroys our dramatic conditioning of what one 

expects from the theatre. 

Firstly, his success lies in the presentation of his charac

ters who do not exist for the plays themselves, nor do they offer any 

individual significance. Superficially, the personage in his plays 

become the social mask for our existence - the intellectuals, the 

politicians and the bureaucratic influence who can easily multiply and 
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interchange like a nightmare. Ionesco uses the characters as a vehicle 

in his works to illustrate to us how we in society can become detached 

from our existence. By allowing our true emotions to be voided of sub

stance, devalued and dislocated by the abandonment of language, man be

comes reduced to a nothingness. In this sense, Ionesco has cleverly 

destroyed the illusive potential of the traditional heroes and replaced 

it with a living example of our "nothingness". 

Ionesco, above all, wants man to search for a unifying principle 

of existence. Stripped of any spiritual security, Ionesco makes us 
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face the anxieties of the human condition in a conscious manner. His 

investigation of the individual in the universe, far exceeds any tra

ditional approach since it encompasses a total exploration of subcon

scious laws and human instincts that govern man. The human phenomena, 

according to Ionesco is one of sadism and violence, social collectivism 

and the collective nightmare of death. It is, at these particular tragic 

moments, that Ionesco cleverly retains control of the comic personage to 

express the functional aspect of his ideals and hence captures total con

trol of the stage and his audience - our own thoughts on existence finally 

become defined. Through the comic object, we view residual man as tragic. 

Moreover, Ionesco succeeds in imparting a special quality to the spec

tator's laughter, something that traditional theatre could never offer. 

In his dramatic presentation, he stresses the fundamental idealHy of 

laughter, whereby reality and victim become part of the human predica

ment. 



Essentially, too, through the comic we come to realize that 

man can never truly know the nature and purpose of his existence. 

Ionesco·s approach does endeavour, however, to create a bond between 

all of humanity in order to eradicate our fears - we all suffer from 

alienation, inauthenticity, mechanization, mass consumption and social 

and political pressures which are destined to destroy our faith. We 

must, however, learn to accept freely the senselessness of our realtiy, 

without fear and illusion. This will undoubtedly lay the groundwork to 

bringing our life back into contact with our culture, to make it once 

again a living culture. 
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