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ABSTRACT 

The thesis 1s essentially an mvest1gat1on of the aesthetic conventions of the m1se-en­

,,cene m Beckett ' s theatre In order to provide a frame ofreference, Beckett's theatre 1s 

contextualized w1thm the aesthetic conventions of the theatrical avant-garde rn the 

modern penod The ongms of avant-garde aesthetic conventions m the theatre of French 

Symbolism are exam med and traced through various movements of the modern penod, 

using dra,"'mg on play-texts, mamfestos, and theones as well as first hand accounts of 

witnesses and part1c1pants of the events m question Several important cnt1cal accounts 

of the penod and of the avant-garde are al so consulted The conventions of the avant­

garde are e'\ammed m the hght ot Carl lung's Anhelype, of the C o/lect1ve Uncomcwu, 

Jung 's subsequent influence on Beckett' s theatre 1s also examined 
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111 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Table of Contents m 

Introduction 1v 

Chapter One 
The Symbohst Movement and the Genesis of the Avant-garde Mrse-en-Scene 1 

Chapter Two 
Streams of the Avant-garde The Symbolist Legacy 30 

Chapter Three 
Beckett and the Modem Avant-garde 66 

Concl us1on 100 

B1bl1ography 102 



Beckett as Symbolist 

Introduction 

Truly expenmental work that has an orgamc, and not merely a 
spasmodic growth can only be amved at m hght of what has already 

been achieved by other workers in the field In order to move forward 
one must first be able to look back 

(James Roose-Evans) 

lV 

From the appearance of Waif mg for Godot, the theatre of Samuel Beckett -- the 

most cntlcally and popularly successful of avant-garde playwnghts -- has been viewed 

with a strange mixture of cunos1ty, fascination, apprehension, and even dread This 1s 

true even today, almost fifty years after hts first play appeared on the stage, and thirty 

years after 1t led to his Nobel pnze for literature The relevance of his work 1s attested to 

by its continumg presence in production, and not only on the stage As of September 

2000, Dublm' s Gate Theatre m Ireland 1s m the midst of committing the later plays to 

film with a group of the world 's leading actors and dlfectors (in fact, one of these, 

Krapp 's- Las-t Tape, directed by Atom Egoyan and featunng John Hurt, recently screened 

in V1ctona) As this project's creator 1s qmck to assert, 1t 1s only now that the 

mainstream seems ready to absorb the lessons that Beckett' s work has to offer He 1s 

frequently referred to as a 'gem us ' or " the greatest playwnght of the twentieth century" 

But why? What 1s 1t that Beckett ' s theatre ts domg? In order to develop a better 

understanding of Beckett ' s work, tt 1s useful to place h11n m hts h1stoncal context by 

determmmg the character and development of the modem penod From that perspective 

the character and contnbution of Beckett' s work begms to emerge more clearly It 1s my 

position that Beckett's work achieves its cnt1cal and popular stature because It expresses 

the ::ertgerst of theatncal modernism It eloquently captures the essential values and 

m1ss1on of the nuse-en-scene m the theatre of the modem avant-garde, mcorporatmg Its 

pnmary themes and models, accommodatmg Its aesthetic dichotom1es What Is at once 

ironic and entirely logical 1s that m synthes1zmg the essence of theatncal modernism, 

Beckett' s theatre bndges the end of modernism to its begmnmgs m French Symbolism 

Beckett's theatre IS symbolist theatre 
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This thesis presumes the importance of Symbohsm m the development of the 

avant-garde To fully appreciate the symbolist aesthetic 1s to recognize the roots of 

theatncal modernism -- its themes, methods, and patterns of development -- and to 

provide an h1stoncal context for an understandmg of Beckett's contnbut1on to it In 

identifying or estabhshmg the fundamental pnnc1ples of the modem penod, and tracing 

their evolution through vanous avant-garde approaches, this thesis demonstrates clear 

affinities between Beckett ' s theatre and that of French Symbolism V1ev.1ng Beckett's 

theatre in this context affords a much broader and deeper apprec1at1on of its nchness and 

power, and of what 1t represents to collective expenment oftheatncal modernism and to 

twentieth-century theatre m general 

An enormous amount of matenal has been \vr1tten about Beckett Most of 1t 1s 

laudatory, his work 1s frequently held up as a outstanding example of modem theatncal 

art But opinions vary considerably There are some who believe that Beckett's theatre 

1s not avant-garde at all In Beckett m Performance Jonathan Kalb discusses the 

susp1c1on with which his work 1s often viewed by the contemporary avant-garde its 

mstant classic status puts its avant-garde status m question One would seem to deny the 

other (Kalb, 157-162) Kalb argues that, by virtue of both his progressive elements and 

his widespread acceptance, Beckett belongs neither to the avant-garde nor the 

mainstream In the Avant-Garde Theatre 1892-1992 (aka Holy 7 heatre), Chnstopher 

Innes demes Beckett ' s avant-garde status for different reasons He feels that Beckett's 

theatre lacks two crucial elements 

S1m1larly, Samuel Beckett's work 1s related (to the avant-garde) in 
its use of Symbolism and psycho-drama, as m its stnppmg away 
of worn-out theatncal 1d1oms to create mm1mahst images - but 
despite early interest in the surrealists, his existential v1s10n 1s 
qmte d1stmct from the avant-garde stress on hberatmg the 
pnm1t1ve side of the psyche Although there may be styhshc 
s1m1lant1es in the work of a symbolist hke Yeats, or an 
ex1stentiahst hke Beckett the essential basis of their work 1s 
antithetical to the anarchic pnm1t1v1sm and radical pohtlcs of the 
avant-garde ( 4-5) 

Both these challenges to Beckett' s avant-garde status seem more a provocation 
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than a truly defensible pos1tlon Kalb 's argument about the populanty of Beckett's work, 

his assertion that 1t belongs neither to the mainstream nor to the avant-garde mclmes me 

to conclude, for exactly the same reasons, that he belongs to both Ultimately, populanty 

1s a relative term Beckett's ,vtdespread acceptance -- even as a ' classic ' -- does not 

compare with the kmd of populanty that Neil Simon enJoys, for example And the notion 

that Beckett's populanty disqualifies him as avant-garde 1s a little absurd If populanty 

alone were the dec1dmg factor, Express1omsm would not have a place m the avant-garde 

either In fact, the respective, relative populanty of both these genres 1s a crucial element 

of their importance to the h1stoncal avant-garde An embrace of popular forms 1s behmd 

the modem avant-garde ' s earliest efforts As for Innes, he 1s mistaken m his evaluat10n 

of Beckett because his cntena for avant-garde status are essentially superficial 

' Anarchic pnm1ttv1sm' and 'radical poht1cs' are not fundamental avant-garde pnnc1ples 

m themselves, but manifestations of those pnnc1ples They cannot be used to detennme 

what 1s avant-garde because they do not accurately charactenze 1t 

Kalb's d1scuss1on 1dent1fies an important charactenst1c of Beckett' s theatre 1t 

defies or transcends easy attempts at categonzat1on It does not fit convemently mto any 

mold It 1s able to accommodate or mcorporate widely divergent pos1ttons This trait 1s 

important m that 1t enables Beckett's theatre to mcorporate the fundamental premises of 

the avant-garde, and Its pnmary models and maJor aesthetic d1chotom1es as well 

Beckett's work not only belongs to the modem avant-garde, but 1s its product, actmg as a 

kmd of culmmatmg, synthetic paradigm It achieves this by addressmg and ut1hzmg all 

the basic elements of avant-garde performance In this, Beckett's theatre returns to the 

fundamental tenets of symbohst practice, and the antt-1llus1omst roots of the modem 

penod Ultimately, Beckett 1s a symbolist 

Beckett ' s theatre 1s certamly symbolist by descent As the progenitor of the 

theatncal avant-garde, Symboltsm estabhshed models and parameters for its subsequent 

development The maJor elements and arguments denve from 1t Consequently, its 

stamp ts on all of the theatncal avant-garde, to a greater or lesser degree There are 

specific Imes of contmutty m the avant-garde that trace back to French Symbolism But 

beyond the ancestry of Beckett ' s cultural m1lteu, his theatre exh1b1ts several specific and 
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significant parallels with French Symbolism This has 1mphcat10ns for our understanding 

of the modem penod It indicates a kmd of consistency where one is often denied - m tre 

profusion of avant-garde 'isms' To identify parallel elements m the theatre of 

nmeteenth-century Pans and m Beckett's theatre supports the idea of consistency m 

avant-garde performance convention, an 1dentificat10n of conventional models and 

aesthetic parameters for the modem penod as a whole 

This thesis, then, deals pnmanly with two things the pattern of development m 

the modem avant-garde and the particular affinities between Beckett's theatre and the 

theatre of French Symbolism My exammat10n of these things draws from several 

different sources or texts, as well as the mterpretat10ns and analysis of many who were 

involved directly m avant-garde development These offer general perspectives on the 

progress10n of the penod, and specific perspectives on particular schools or movements 

All offer mdiv1dual ms1ghts mto the dynamics of avant-garde development through the 

penod The first chapter discusses the symbolist movement More specifically, 1t 

descnbes how the performance models and aesthetic parameters of the avant-garde were 

conceived and developed m theatrical Symbolism It describes how these are prescribed 

m the theoretical and philosophical underpmnmgs of the movement and embodied m the 

work of specific directors and playwnghts The basic parameters of theatncal 

Symbolism from a practical pomt ofv1ew are examined its modes, qualities and 

practical models I discuss these practical considerations m relation to the movement's 

more important playwnghts and d1rectors and the work they produced for the stage The 

chapter highlights the work of Aurehen-Mane Lugne-Poe, Maunce Maeterlmck, Alfred 

Jarry, August Stnndberg and Vsevelod Meyerhold 

The second chapter offers a brief overview of the many different stylistic 

vanations of the modem aesthetic It descnbes, m roughly chronological sequence, how 

the character of avant-garde performance develops m the maJor theatncal movements of 

the modem penod, consistently employing the models and observing the aesthetic 

parameters established m theatncal Symbohsm An exammatlon of several better known 

'isms' reveals that the pnmary models emerge repeatedly m shghtly altered form, 

coloured or tempered by the balance of whatever mdiv1dual bias and aesthetic dichotomy 
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1s prevalent at the time The movements examined are Futunsm, dada, Surrealism and 

the Theatre of Cruelty, Express1omsm, the Brechtian Theatre and the theatre of the 

Bauhaus School The evolvmg modern aesthetic 1s discussed in relation to those 

movements The notion of aesthetic consistency w1thm the theatncal avant-garde 1s 

further explored by descnbing how its mot1vatmg intent10ns and basic methods find an 

analogue m the psychological theory of the penod, specifically m Jung's Archetypes of 

the Collective Unconscious 

The third chapter explores Jung's influence on Beckett' s theatre, how 1t shapes 

understanding ofh1s work by illuminating the aesthetics of avant-garde performance, and 

Beckett's avant-garde charactenst1cs This chapter examines how his theatre employs 

the avant-garde's pnmary models and addresses its aesthetic d1chotom1es (particularly 

the debate of the rat10nal versus ant1-rat10nal m theatrical art) It also bnefly compares 

Beckett' s techmques directly With md1v1dual styles exammed m the second chapter and 

m particular exammes how they adhere to the specific prescnpt10ns of the symbolist 

aesthetic 

The 1mplicat1ons of identifying Beckett's work with Symbolism are discussed m 

the conclusion The parallels support a surpnsmg consistency of avant-garde aesthetic 

through the modern penod, as evidenced by the pnmary models and d1chotom1es, despite 

the differences - real and 1magmed - between one movement and the next They suggest 

that the umque power of Beckett's theatre denves from his ab1hty to draw together all 

these important and often contradictory elements of the modern avant-garde theatre Of 

particular importance 1s his umtmg of the grotesque with the lyncal streams of 

Symbolism (the 'marnage ' of Prmcesse Maleme to Pere Ubu m Wallmgfor Godot), as 

well as his reconciling of the rat10nal and ant1-rat10nal forces of the avant-garde m 

general 

Before proceeding, a little time should be spent on further d1scuss1on of the term 

'avant-garde' and the values 1t tmphes Any such d1scuss1on must begm with the 

recogmhon that 1t 1s m1tially associated with the realist / naturalist movement At the 

time of its appearance, this movement represented a new way of conce1vmg the theatre 

to produce 1t m as visually and conceptually realtst1c a manner as possible, as a true 
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reflection of contemporary reahties, particularly certain truths of existence in nineteenth­

century society It had a particular fascination with the challenges of ' lower' and 

working-class hfe, problems generally regarded as sordid by predommantly middle-class 

audiences Along with (and ultimately subordmate to) reahsm, naturahsm's less 

vehement and myopic off-shoot, the realistic aesthetic came to dominate popular culture 

of the modem penod, indeed the entire twentieth century Consequently all the 

subsequent avant-garde movements act enmaMe against that backdrop, sharmg a 

common goal of (sometimes stndently) offenng alternatives to 1t 

Ultimately, the theatre of obJecttve ' truth ' gave nse to a revolut10n m the 

medium's aesthetic values seemingly based on a fundamental opposition to obJecttv1ty 

The new values encouraged a shift from the representative to the expressive, or from the 

obJect1ve to the subJect1ve Theatncal Symbo!tsm was the vanguard of this aesthetic 

revolution It heralded a drastic change m what the m1se-en-scene was expected to do It 

began actively to pursue and harness the multi-media poss1biltt1es of theatre, altenng or 

abstracting the conventionally reahst1c m1se-en-scene to smt the shape of a given idea or 

psychic pnnc1ple, and the new concept created a need for new (or rediscovered) models 

of performance It 1s the aesthetic associated with this scenic and conceptual revolution 

that has subsequently come to be almost exclusively associated with the term ' avant­

garde' In this thesis, unless stated otherwise, these are the values referred to when the 

term 1s used Nevertheless 1t 1s important to remember that the avant-garde does have a 

slightly wider ongm than 1s generally believed ln fact, the dichotomy between realism 

and Symbolism 1s the first maJor dichotomy of theatre m the modem age that of the 

representat10nal versus the presentat10nal 

Regardless of attttudes toward realism, two thmgs underlie avant-garde 

performance Firstly, avant-garde theatre art 1s about ideas and about g1vmg shape to 

ideas The avant-garde stage 1s a cerebral or psychic stage Often 1t addresses or 

expresses the psyche more or less directly Ultimately 1t has to do with the way we view, 

construct and explore our world Without becoming too abstract, avant-garde theatre 

manifests a discourse of ideas (and this applies as much to naturalism as to Symbo!tsm in 

that each movement had an obvious agenda) The advent of the modem age sees the 
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roughly parallel development of a theatre that by and large is concerned w1th the 

propagat10n of ideas and often an exploration, or at least a tacit acknowledgment of, the 

subconsc10us This might be called allegory The difference m the modern avant-garde 

1s that 1t moves beyond simple allegory mto complex metaphor, makmg an attempt to 

stage ideas more directly Fundamentally, even before what I call the symbolist 

revolution, the avant-garde stage ts already becoming a cerebral or psychic stage, g1vmg 

shape to a particular idea m expressive rather than representative ways But an important 

feature of theatre m the modem penod - all theatre - 1s that 1t de\'elops the technolog1cal 

ability to deliver what 1magmat10n designs 

The second baste charactenst1c of the avant-garde relates to the aesthetic 

dichotomies that anse throughout the modern penod The term 'avant-garde' 1s a 

military term that means 'advance guard' and m1lttary pnnc1ples extend to the makmg of 

theatre The act of makmg theatre, or art m general, 1s at once both a creative and 

destructive act The one rests on the other When we examme the theatncal avant-garde, 

we must do so m the light of these simultaneous forces which form its essential dynamic 

The concept owes a debt to Nietzsche His philosophy, particularly m 1 he Bzrth of 

Tragedy, exercised considerable mfluence over expenmental genres However, even tlus 

semmal work owes a great deal to the time m which 1t was ,vr1tten In many ways, much 

hke Anstotle's two thousand years earlier, his role m wntmg 1t 1s that of philosoph1cal 

observer, a thoughtful spectator of something that has already been created, though m 

this case the focus of attention 1s the work of Wagner rather than that of, say, Sophocles 

Nietzsche may have mtended the book to be mfluential (no doubt Anstotle did too), but 

what he wrote was an observation of a dynamic that he perceived already existed 

Nevertheless, I refer to the simultaneous WIii to destruction and creation as Nietzsche's 

dynamic, because I know of no other convenient name for It, and because I first 

encountered the concept m his wr1tmg He asserts that this urge 1s mtnns1c to any art1st1c 

process, but 1t 1s certainly and particularly true of the avant-garde The concept 1s clearly 

1mphc1t m the tenn The artists of the time may not have needed Nietzsche to pomt this 

out, and m fact not everybody would have read this work, but where his mfluence did 

extend, 1t ensured that there was a workmg conscwusnesr;; of the dynamic the creation of 
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somethmg new rests on the destruction of its predecessor, conversely, the mev1table 

decay of trad1t1onal forms leaves a v01d to be filled Indeed, much of the avant-garde 

operated with a particular enthusiasm for this idea That said, the exchange of ' old ' for 

'new' 1s rarely wholesale, but selective and complex bits and pieces of one style are 

traded for those of another Of course, 1t 1s simple logic that elements of the m1::,e-en­

scene attacked m the ' old' theatre must be the same elements that are addressed m the 

'new ' The proportions vary from style to style 

In certam movements the desue to attack becomes a central , 1f not ovemdmg, 

focus The destructive element may manifest itself as an oppos1honal stance, a 

subversive or even satmcal element, but there 1s always a crit1cal quahty m avant-garde 

work, whether 1t 1s of art or society or both And here one can see that the propagation of 

the cerebral stage and the consc10usness of Nietzsche ' s dynamic are related A new idea 

generally contams a cnt1que of an old idea There 1s a poignant connect10n between 

them that relates to theatrical Symbolism ' s conceptual revolution But m Symbohsm, 

the urge to destruction 1s comparatively restramed The Symbolists concern seems to be 

chiefly with the presentation of theatre The revolut10n 1s still primarily artistic, more 

metaphysical than po1It1cal However, the subversive element that exists m avant-garde 

art contributes to a rismg poht1cal consciousness and act1v1sm among avant-garde artists, 

and a more vocal and vitriolic tone of subversion emerges as the modem period 

progresses This often extends from the art1st1c to the political , and so as the period 

progresses we see an mcreasmg overlap of art1st1c and political m1ss10ns 

Once the mimetic principles were effectively quest10ned, the nuse-en-scene was 

free to remvent itself The gmdmg prmc1ple of the new m1se-en-scene was abstract10n 

An understandmg of this concept plays a vital role m understandmg modem avant-garde 

convent10n Theatre communicates not only to the eyes m three d1mens10ns, but to all 

the senses It also occurs over a set period of time (the durat10n of a production' s 

performance) The modem m1se-en-scene mcorporates the prmc1ple of abstraction m a 

number of different ways (usmg obJective ' reality ' as a reference pomt) The abstract10n 

oft1me (plot sequence), space (settmg) and identity (character of actors and obJects) are 

those that spnng first to mmd But the pnnc1ple could also be said to extend m other 
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direct10ns For example 1t could extend to abstract10n m d1stinct10ns between high and 

low art, and especially to the process of artistic exchange (for example, the audience­

stage relat1onsh1p and issues of audience reception) In the avant-garde, these no longer 

operate according to trad1t1onal prmc1ples This ultimately leads to the self-referential 

character of meta-theatre Bearing that baste pnnctple of abstract10n in mind, 1t ts 

important to remember that, hke the N1etzschean dynamic, 1t 1s applied to a greater or 

lesser degree, dependmg on the circumstance and the temperament of the artists 

involved 

In a practical sense, largely due to theatncal necessities, symbolic 

correspondences must work m either a concrete or an abstract mode A stage image 

(which can exist in two, three or four d1mens1ons) either refers to a recogrnzable object 

or 1t does not However, the theatre's character as a multi-media art-form means that the 

not10n of abstract association also extends to correspondences between sense-media 

themselves As a way of orgamzing the vanous options, and as an abstraction or 

reJect10n of trad1t10nal plot development, certain models came into use They could be 

descnbed as metaphors or analogues, which fall into three categones in much the same 

way as do pnmary colours m pigment If objective reality, the day-to-day world around 

us, can be viewed as the baste model for realism and naturalism, the new models for the 

modem m1se-en-scene were Music, Dream and Circus, served up with varymg rat10nales 

and degrees of mtens1ty These helped determine the treatment and organization of the 

theatre ' s temporal mamfestat10ns The fundamental dynamic between abstract and 

concrete correspondence informs other aesthetic parameters which serve to define the 

boundanes of avant-garde theatre presentational and representational , lyncal and 

grotesque, and rat10nal and anti-rational These parameters and models still operate 

today, m both theatre and film 

Symbolism marked a fundamental shift m the nature of the m1se-en-scene, from 

objective representation to subJechve expression, what Esslm refers to as "a shift that 

marks the watershed between the traditional and the modem, the representational and the 

express10mst project10n of mental reahtles" (Esshn 251) This amounts to a revol ut1on in 

the way in which theatre 1s conceived and presented But despite tlus substantial 



Xl 11 

difference, this aesthetic revolution has a cunous dynamic, mamtammg a certam 

s1m1lanty of mtention, which hearkens to that connect10n between the notion of the 

psychic stage and Nietzsche' s dynamic R1schb1eter discusses the mechamcs of this 

dynamic m the foreword of Art and the Stage m the Twentleth Century He suggests that 

the seeds of avant-garde developments can be seen m the naturahst1c works of their 

predecessors 

W1thm the very works that were the showpieces of the 
naturahst1c theatre, the dramas of Ibsen, Strindberg, and Gerhart 
Hauptmann there were formal elements--Symbohsms m Ibsen, 
quas1-mus1cal sequences m Hauptmann, psychic structures m 
Strmdberg-- that called for corresponding features m the actmg 
and the decor (R1schb1eter 9) 

R1schb1eter 1s refemng to formal elements, the mechanics, as I say, of the shift I 

first came across this idea m Esslm' s Tne Theatre of the Absurd In the chapter entitled 

"The Tradition of the Absurd," Esshn discusses this same shift However, he discusses 1t 

from a thematic - as opposed to a formal - pomt of view He charactenzes the symbolist 

revolution as the logical extension of the same baste search for truth which stimulated 

and m1trnted the naturahst/reahst movement That search eventually led away from 

matenal truths mto the realms of the human mmd and the subconscious truths that create 

the conditions by which we hve, a theatre that begms by genumely concentratmg on 

matenahty must mev1tably give way to one which 1s focused on the mner world 

1t 1s a significant and somewhat paradoxical fact that the 
development of psychological subJect1v1sm was the direct and 
logical development of the movement that had led to naturalism 
It 1s the desire to represent reality, all of reahty, that at first leads 
to the ruthlessly truthful descnptton of surfaces, and then on to 
the realization that obJecttve reality, surfaces, are only part, and a 
relatively unimportant part of the real world (Esslm 252) 

Yet despite what may be a basic s1m1lanty ofthemattc mtent1on, Symbolism 

established itself m oppos1t1on to naturalism, and represents the begmnmg of a 

revolution The nature of the m1se-en-scene changes radically It 1s fundamentally 

altered by a change m what 1t 1s asked to do Still , some sense of contmu1ty 1s important 

to remember as the vanous avant-garde movements are exammed It could be called a 
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contmmty of oppos1t1onal stances, an idea that I thmk 1s best expressed by Bert 0 

States "revolutions ongmate from wtthm the stylistic paradigm, a little as the bank clerk 

learns banking from the ms1de and then runs off wtth the funds" ( Great Reckonmgs m 

Llltle Rooms 88) 



Chapter One 

The Symboltst Movement and the Genesis of the Avant-garde Mzse-en­
Scene 

When stage imagery was freed of its servitude m m1met1c 
s1gnificat1on, the one to one relat1onsh1p between the sign and its 
s1gn1ficat1on, the theatres of Brecht, Meyerhold, Artaud, Wilder, 
the Absurd1sts, and Grotowsk1, among countless others, became 
possible (Great Reckoning~ m Lillie Rooms 101) 

The character of Symbolism 1s somewhat contradictory 1t represents an obvious 

and, to some extent, deliberate extenston of already ex1stmg art1st1c pnnc1ples (such as 

those of Romant1c1sm) Yet 1t 1s clear that, m the broader sweep of theatncal 

development, Symboltsm also heralds the begmnmg of a revolution m the presentation of 

theatre The precise ongms of the movement are difficult to pm down It ha~ 

msmrat1onal sources m the philosophies ot ~chopenhauer and ~wedenborg and m the 

Romqnt1c movement (de,;;p1te the fact that the avant-garde often tned to deny :my 

assoc1at!o" \V!tr Rcrra'1t1c!s1n) \"'agner and Baudelaire provided t!-ie focus for that 

influence, while figures such as Vtlhers de L'lsle-Adam and Stephane Mallanne acted to 

bndge the romantic past to the symbolist present In so domg, they helped give nse to a 

new theatncal aesthetic more or less based on the expression of subJect1ve, pnmord1al or 

archetypal ideas 

When exammmg theatncal Symbolism, 1t 1s important to remember that 1t began 

as an extension of the larger art1st1c movement, or as Deak puts 1t, "the work of poets and 

painters" (11) They introduced a novel approach to theatre centred around the concept 

of an e'\press1\e rather than representational m1se-e1Hcene This dec1s10n amounted to a 

virtual revolution m the nature of the theatncal exchange and consequently m audience 

reception It 1s also important to understand that the theory of symbohst performance 

was developed considerably before the fact The vanous poss1bil1t1es were explored m 

oral and wntten discourse, and early symbolist perfonnance manifested the discourse m a 

practical form However, although the idea of symbohst theatre was stimulated by 

philosophers -- and to some degree defined and prescnbed by the poets and painters, m 

the final analysis what appeared on-stage was determined by playwnghts, directors, 
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designers ( often pamters) and actors m the course of staging the productions Despite 

the considerable influence of figures such as Stephane Mallarme, theatncal Symbolism 

was ultimately the product of the theatre professionals Maeterlinck., for example was an 

active part1c1pant m the first product10ns of his plays, but where Lugne-Poe was 

concerned he was pltable and was w11lmg to alter Imes to suit the circumstances (Deak 

164) 

The first mamfestations of this aesthetic revolution were subtle and the process 

had varymg degrees of success In terms of performance, the character of Symbohsm 

was fairly elusive, and found an integnty of expression on relatively few occasions 

However, m the process of stagmg the plays, choices were made, and those choices set 

precedents, taught valuable lessons and mtroduced new issues and challenges The 

process of practical exploration 1s a continuous one It continued through the end of the 

nineteenth century and mto the twentieth Many of the Symbolists' basic m1tial 

intentions were more fully explored in subsequent theatncal expenments More 

important than any definitive conclus10ns as to what constitutes symbolist performance 

were the practical models and approaches upon which those expenments were based 

In many ways the symbolist movement evolved m oppos1t1on to the 

real1st/natural1st movement As such 1t represented an extens10n of an older struggle 

between rationalism and ant1-rat1onahsm which lay at the heart of the romantic 

movement Schopenhauer's philosophy fonns a significant part of the ant1-rat1onahst 

aesthetic and, as such, helped create a platform for theatncal Symbolism In simple 

terms, his contention 1s that "pnmordial reahty--the will to hve--1s 1rrat1onal and that 

attempts to understand the world rationally are doomed to failure" (Webster's) But of 

much greater pertinence to the avant-garde theatre 1s the philosopher's assertion that 

"aspects of music express ma umversal or general form what hes behind the generality 

that conceptual think.mg abstracts from phenomena " This belief has had an enormous 

impact on the avant-garde m1se-en-scene from the Symbolists to Beckett and beyond 

L1kew1se, Emmanuel Swedenborg's theory of mystical correspondences, which asserts 

the spmtual s1gmficance of objects in the temporal plane, has also had considerable 

1mphcat10ns 



Symbolic poetry, the enemy of 'mstruct1on, declamat10n, false 
sens1b1hty and obJect1ve descnpt1on ' , seeks to clothe the Idea in a 
tang1ble form which will not be that poetry' s obJect but which, 
while serving to express the idea, will remam subordinate Nor 
must the Idea 1tselfbe seen as stnpped of the sumptuous robes of 
external analogy, for the essential charactenstic of symbolic art 1s 
never to go so far as the concept10n of the Idea m itself Thus, in 
this art, neither scenes from nature nor human actions nor any 
other physical phenomena can be present in themselves what we 
have instead are perceptible appearances designed to represent 
thelf esotenc affimt1es with pnmord1al Ideas (Delevoy 71) 
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7 he Manifes to ofSymbofot Literature was pub!tshed m 1886 by a group of 

literary artists under the leadership of Jean Moreas The document reveals the essential 

philosophy of the movement, outlines its fundamental premises, md1cates its formal and 

thematic preoccupat10ns and offers examples of both the prototypical symbol 1st 

(Baudelaire) and a model for a symbolist novel The mamfesto begms m typical avant­

garde fash10n by decrying the state of contemporary literary art and declaring the need for 

new approaches Offering Baudelaire as the paragon of symboltst virtue, 1t proceeds to 

express the mtentton to explore 'pnmord1al ideas ' by creating "perceptible appearances 

designed to represent esoteric affinities" with them The outline for an hypothetical 

symboltst novel 1s one which will become qmte popular durmg the course of the modern 

penod, especially m the expressionist movement one central , ' three-d1mens1onal ' 

character will dominate the action, surrounded by supportmg characters m representative, 

' two-d1mens1onal' roles, as 1f ma dream (m fact , this hypothetical form had already 

begun to emerge with the pubhcat10n ofHusyman ' s novel A Rebours in 1886) 

This symbohst manifesto conforms to the governing pnnc1ples of avant-garde art, 

operating accordmg to Nietzsche' s fundamental dynamic and focusing on the abstract 

express10n of pnmordial 1mperat1ves But, while essentially and inarguably a hterary 

manifesto, 1t goes further in that 1t descnbes these pnnciples in a manner which has 

particular relevance to the theatre m defiance of reahsm, symbohst art will offer 

perceptible appewances, designed to represent esotenc affimt1es with pnmord1al ideas 

In practical theatncal terms, the nuse-en-scene will be abstracted to suit the metaphoncal 



express10n of an idea This brief statement implies and ultimately leads to nothing short 

of a revolution m theatncal performance In Art and the Stage m the 20th Century, 

R1schb1eter captures the essence of this revolution 

The new program for theatrical decor was formulated thus 'It 1s 
to do by means of form and lme what the poet does with words 
to compel the spectator to feel the same thmg as the creator of the 
drama ' Thus [wrote] Herman Nahr m 1905 In the same year 
S1egfned Jacobson wrote 'Here the task 1s not to reproduce 
reality, but by a profound refash1onmg of outward thmgs, by the 
simplest basic forms of colours and lines, by the melodic weaving 
of perspectives and distant vistas, to illustrate the mner weft of 
the drama' (9) 
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In the course of illustrating this 'mner weft', the Symbolists explored theories of 

correspondence, the means by which esoteric affinities might be decoded and understood 

or at least absorbed These can be reduced to two basic modes of correspondence, 

characterized by either "deepened reahty or styhzed antI-reahty" (R1schb1eter 10) They 

find their respective progemtors m the ideas of Emmanuel Swedenborg and Charles 

Baudela1re The term corre5ponclence actually originates with Swedenborg The theory 

contends that obJects and images have a direct corresponding value m the spmtual plane 

One can easlly see the theatncal 1mphcat10ns of such a system (pomtmg the way to 

Artaud's language of h1eroglyph1c images, for mstance) Obviously, this kmd of concrete 

Symbolism was m use long before However, Swedenborg systematized and 

standardized the practice, mcorporatmg a rat10nale and regulation which aid the 

apphcatton and apprehens10n of the Symbohsm Grounded m Christian theology, which 

provides a basts of structure, his philosophy of correspondences comprises a 

metaphysical system which reaches beyond suggestion toward transubstant1at1on, and 

prov1dmg a mystical context popular m the fin de s1ecle m1heu By the mid mneteenth­

century a d1ct1onary of his correspondences had been published This philosophy 

became required readmg for symbohst thinkers Maeterlmck, for example, was 

instructed to read 1t by his mentor, V1lhers de )'Isle-Adam Certamly, all the maJor 

symbolist thmkers had a working knowledge of Swedenborg Baudelaire, Villiers, 

Mallarrne, Maeterlinck and, above all, Stnndberg 



From a symbolist pomt ofv1ew, however, there are d1fficult1es with 

Swedenborg's ideas Despite a deep concern with spmtual or metaphysical concepts, 

their mamfestat1on m physical obJects means his theones are essentially rooted m the 

temporal For many Symbolists, any metaphysical aspirations were threatened by such 

physical associations In ph1losoph1cal terms, m suggestmg the spmtual extens10n of 

reality, Swedenborg's ideas seem to be m lme with Hegel's rather than Schopenhauer' s 

A somewhat puntamcal streak m the symbolist movement would colour Swedenborg's 

method of Symbohsm as too materially weighted, earthy or common The solution to 

this problem came from Baudelaire, m whose poetic 1deahzat10n Swedenborg's ideas 

found a considerably modified expression 
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The philosophy of Schopenhauer could be said to provide a basis for Baudelaire's 

deviat10n from Swedenborg' s matenally rooted theones, m that the phenomenon of 

music actually provided the m1t1al impulse for his development of this vanatlon WhI!e 

he acknowledged the importance of Wagner ' s work as catalyst, Baudelaire's 

correspondences could be considered an mtellectual hybnd of Swedenborg and 

Schopenhauer He applied the concept of correspondence to music before all other forms 

of artistic expression Where Swedenborg's theones embody a concrete ktnd of 

Symbolism, Baudelaire's ideas employ an abstract Symbolism based on an assoc1at1on of 

the senses and sense-media, and the idea that moods or ideas can be conveyed through a 

corresponding color, smell and/or sound His notion of correspondences 1s generally 

associated with a sonnet of the same name (Correspondences m Les Fleurs du !vial) in 

which his concept first emerged However, his theones found a more articulate and 

comprehensive expression in a piece of cnttc1sm on Wagner 

The reader knows the aim we are pursuing, namely to show that 
true music suggests similar ideas to different mmds Moreover, a 
pnon reasoning, without further analysis, and Without 
compansons, would not be nd1culous in this context, for the only 
really surpnsing thmg would be that sound could not suggest 
colour, that colours could not give the idea of a melody, and that 
both sound and colour together were unsuitable as media for 
ideas, since all things always have been expressed by reciprocal 
analogies, ever smce the day when God created the world as a 
complex md1v1s1ble totality (Baudelaire 331) 
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Some issue might be made over the difference between these two systems 

regarding their pertinence to the symbolist movement In a cnt1cal appraisal of the 

symbohst movement, for instance, Balak1an stresses that Swedenborg's correspondences 

should be recogrnzed as an mfluence, but that Baudelaire's adaptation of the idea 1s much 

more significant French Symbohsm does prefer a certain flexible ambiguity, tending to 

surround an idea rather than name 1t (Mallarme m Deak 23) In this context, the system 

of symbohc associat10n offered by Swedenborg 1s too ng1d A faster, looser approach to 

Symbolism 1s required, an approach which 1s 1mphed m this passage about Rimbaud 

His wntmg 1s free and untamed, and frequentl y breaks the instrument 
of language So much so that, out of reach of all proh1b1t10ns, he can 
set aside the cham of representat10n and, with close access to the truth 
of the free creator, plough the furrows of his own phantasms and utter 
his ent1re self, no matter how much the field has been secretly mmed 
For m the case of Rimbaud more than any other such enthusiast, words 
cannot be assimilated to algebraic symbols operating one way only 
(Delevoy 74) 

All things considered, Baudelaire's correspondences are probably more immediately 

pertinent to symbolist practice However, we can be fairly certain that Swedenborg's 

theories not only played an important part in the development of Baudelaire's 

mod1ficat1ons but continued to retain their own pertmence to symbolist performance as 

well In the context of theatrical practice specifically, the abstract and the concrete are 

not easy to separate However much the Symbolists may have preferred the idea of 

Baudelaire 's abstract correspondences, the reality of representat10n 1s difficult to avoid 

As ephemeral as theatre may be in one regard, 1t 1s nevertheless temporal by defimt1on 

As States describes 1t, the theatre "1s really a language whose words consist to an unusual 

degree of thmgs that are what they seem to be" (20) That temporal nature 1s one of the 

more challenging obstacles m the development of symbolist theatre Given the 

metaphysical preoccupations of the movement, there are problems associated with the 

creation of any sort of symbolist theatre at all, and this problem continues to surface m 

subsequent avant-garde styles throughout the modem penod Thus there were certain 



1deolog1cal or aesthetic challenges from the outset of avant-garde e\.penmentat1on But 

that fact had important, even cruc1al , 11nphcatlons As an unavoidable obstacle, 1t acted 

as a kind of whetting stone against which the symbolist movement sharpened itself 

Negative commentary on theatre as a genre 1s part of the early discourse 
of Symbolism Imt1ally this commentary was necessary because most 
of the contemporary theatre and the new symbolist aesthetic were 
incompatible These negative commentanes are also important because 
each of them, while discussing the "1mposs1b1lity of theatre," proposes 
ways in which d1fficult1es can be overcome (Deak 25) 

Addressing the fundamental paradox of the theatncal medium, then, became 

crucial in the development of the symbolist mzse-en-~cene, and not for the Symbolists 

only, but also for the aesthetic of the avant-garde as a whole Despite the inherent 

problems of creating symbohst theatre, the movement continued to explore ways of 

addressing such incompat1b1lity That fundamental contrad1ct10n became a dominant 

feature of avant-garde development The vanous approaches to that challenge defined 

the ways of accommodating the medium of the theatre to Symbolism 
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Much of the debate centered on the actors themselves The human form 1s the 

essence of ternporahty, a fact which creates problems for the Symbolists at the 

conceptual level "The fundamental contradiction between rnatenality and conceptuality, 

or between rnatenality and spmtuality 1s nowhere more apparent than in the person of the 

actor" (Deak 25 ) The stage 1s the actor' s medium Without the actor there ts no theatre, 

or at least that ts the commonly held belief, then as now So the conundrum of 

metaphysical theatre existed at the most baste level Symbolism challenged this 

assumption from the very beginning, and then set out to find ways of reconciling the 

concept of metaphysical theatre and the physical fact of the actor 

A document of particular relevance to this struggle appeared in 1889 in Revue 

d'A, t Dramallque Gustav Kahn's Confe~swm of Faith of a Modemzs·t Kahn 1s 

introduced as the head of the symbolist movement, for an article in which he outlines five 

genres of symbolist theatre The first of these 1s descnbed as poetic drama, and relates to 

the importance of poetry and music to symbolist theatre " the new symbolist drama 

must be based on the same prmc1ples as the new poetry the poetic concept of verbal 
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orchestration meant the appltcat1on of the pnnc1ples of music to drama and theatre" 

(Deak 29) The second, third and fourth genres m Kahn 's manifesto are character 

comedy in an undefined Jell mg, modern and clownnh pantomime, and circus comedy 

There 1s great s1gmficance here m that Kahn, though "well within the trad1t1on of those 

who suggested popular genres for modem theatre, such as Baudelaire and Banv1lle, 1s 

the first to propose the specific genre of popular theatre for the symbolist poetic theatre " 

Obviously, the absorption of popular theatre 1s s1gn1 ficant not only for Symbolism but for 

subsequent avant-garde efforts as well The fifth genre 1s recorded as visual spectacle 

These were ongmally mtended to be ' textless theatre ' 

The visual spectacle, a sen es of short expressive images, was supposed 
to be a form of textless theatre In these 'poems of form and colour,' 
language would be unnecessary, since 1t would only hmder the 
evocation of mystery (Deak 29-30) 

The e"tent to which actual performances scrupulously (or even callously) adhered 

to these proposed genres, or whether they subscnbed to them at all , 1s difficult to 

determine The circumstances of pubhcat10n (the profile of the magazine and the status 

accorded to Kahn) suggests considerable exposure and a good degree of support There 

1s plenty of reason to conclude that Kahn 's genres were well known, particularly w1thm 

the l11rnted confines of the symbohst community There are no practical examples which 

publtcly adhere to these specific categones, but rn fact these genres are probably more 

important m reveal mg certam preoccupations of the movement rather than for what they 

may have directly msp1red They reveal the essential parameters of symbolist 

performance Actual , practical work mg models arose from the context of creatmg 

md1v1dual theatncal events, offering more d1rectly applicable, 1f still more or less 

conceptual , metaphors by which the Symbolists could begin to address the paradox of 

symbohst theatre So the theones of symbolist theatre developed or evolved mto 

practical models, and the roots of those models can be clearly seen m Kahn's five genres 

To address the paradox of the actor, and the essential contrad1ct1on between "matenahty 

and conceptuahty," three pnmary models for avant-garde performance emerged music, 

dream and circus The apphcat10n of these three formal and thematic models can be 



clearly seen m the conception and development of symbolist performance They 

dominated avant-garde practice throughout the modem penod and contmue to do so up 

to the present day 

In accordance w1th the enormous mfluence of Schopenhauer, Baudelaire and 

Wagner on the theatre of this penod, music was the first model of the avant-garde 

Schopenhauer's philosophy lay at the heart of symbolist practice "aspects of music 

express m a universal or general form what hes behmd the generality that conceptual 

thmkmg abstracts from phenomena " The new mrse-en-!icene 1mt1ally evolved m relation 

to music, which had provided the impetus for its creat10n m the first place Music 1s the 

purest expression of the abstract, with many mythological and 1deolog1cal 1mphcat1ons 

Thus the applicat10n of the musical model begms at the most basic level the 

transm1ss10n ofpnmord1al ideas through the abstract10n of (v1s1ble) reahty Of all the 

practical attempts at undiluted abstract correspondence, the most successful have tended 

to emerge out of associations with music The theories of sense-media correspondence 

(or what came to be known as synesthes1a) advanced by Baudelaire flow dtrectly from 1t 

However, as prev10usly discussed, theatre obviously had a difficult tune funct10nmg 

without at least some grounding m reality So the musical model was required to apply 

itself m more oblique ways The most basic of these was m the context of dramatic 

structure If 1t could be said that the primary models generally supported a theme­

centred, as opposed to plot-centred approach, music provided a powerful example The 

theatncal event could now appear, for instance, as a senes ofloosely related (or even 

unrelated) vanat1ons on a theme Beyond the application of orgarnzat1onal pnnc1ples, the 

musical model revealed itself m a concern for rhythm and tempo, along with the less 

tangible elements of tone, mood and colour It also governed any attempts at the 

association of sense media 

Because of its essential abstraction the musical model does not lend 1tselfwell to 

concrete correspondence 1t may affect the dramatic structure of an event and thus 

temper its representative nature, but 1t cannot mampulate the concrete elements easily 

Perhaps 1t 1s for this reason that the extremely pliable and versatile dream model seems to 

have developed virtually side by side with the musical It may not have had, at least until 
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the appearance of Freud and Jung, the kmd of ph1losoph1cal or ideological mtegnty of the 

musical model, but it offered considerable advantages It offered a flexible and 

adaptable model because 1t could easily mcorporate both the abstract and the concrete, 

the lyncal and the grotesque (dream or nightmare) It also provided a tangible metaphor 

by which a potential audience could grasp the concept of the new symbolist mz!,e-en­

!,Cene This made 1t both useful and popular Once reality 1s reJected as a model, the 

alternatives are somewhat hm1ted It 1s m dreams that we most directly expenence 

somethmg other than reality Theatre often stnves to create the atmosphere of a dream 

because it provides a context m which we may be more able to grasp the idea of 

correspondence, concrete or abstract At the perceptual level , dreams need not appear to 

operate according to any logical or ng1dly consistent pnnciple, floatmg freely between 

narrative or thematic orgamzat10n This ' anythmg-1s-poss1ble' atmosphere of the dream 

also allows 1t to accommodate even those most problematic concrete symbols, the actors 

themselves 

Though the dream model 1s flexible m regard to temporal phenomena, the problem 

of the actor demands a more thorough response It 1s all very well to declare that 

everythmg on the stage 1s the pre-text for a dream, but if that dream mcludes the physical 

presence of the actor, that presence needs to be explamed ma way the dream model 

cannot easily accommodate The solut10n 1s more or less a vanat10n on the puppet and 

clown This 1s a key component of the circus model, which became extremely important 

to the avant-garde The mfluence of pantomime and ctrcus, evident m Kahn' s mamfesto, 

extends to the mclus10n of circus techmques (acrobat1cs,Jugglmg, clO\vnmg) m the 

dramatic structure of texts wntten by poets This has 1mplicat10ns that refer back to the 

gmdmg pnnc1ple of abstract10n the absorpt10n of circus techniques mto the theatre 

represents an abstraction of the human form It 1s related to the subsequent development 

of physical systems hke b1omechamcs or eurythm1cs, which are based on the abstract 

exploration of the human form m three-d1mens10nal space So, aside from work mg as an 

important alternative to the dream model, and its attendant accommodat10n of general 

temporal issues, the circus model specifically addresses the problem of the actor, the 

clown, acrobat and manonette offer particularly apt, nchly symbolic abstracts of 



humanity Moreover, mcorporatmg the circus model mto avant-garde practice 

accomplishes a blumng (or an abstraction) of the boundary between high and low art, a 

key factor of the modern avant-garde The circus model supports a subversive response 

to the status quo by virtue of its mherent anarchy, 1mpltc1tly reJectmg narrative structure 

m favour of one that supports a sen es of moments or events that may or may not be 

related (the cabaret or vaudeville format for example) The other especially important 

charactenstlc of the ctrcus model 1s that 1t ts self-referential , lending 1tselfto that 

important meta-theatncal element of the avant-garde 

The value of this model 1s difficult to over-emphasize The cucus offered an 

meverent, anarchic, subversive eneq,,y which appealed to an avant-garde so opposed to 

bourgeois values The popular theatre, and the cabaret m particular, provided not only a 

structural model for the vanous avant-garde expenments m their mfancy, but a venue for 

their explorations as well The prov1s1on of venue and format 1s closely linked to the 

avant-garde's m1t1al 1dent1ficat1on with the character of popular theatre This extended to 

the regular appearance of the clown and manonette, an element of avant-garde 

performance that 1s possessed of a singular potency Though 1t seems to have been 

somewhat diluted m the twentieth-century, the ltneage of the clown sttll has deep roots m 

the symbolic Thus, the clown exists m the world of the archetypal fool as well as m the 

ctrcus and music-hall When these worlds colltde, the richest and boldest theatrical 

expenences of the modern age have been the result In the figure of the clown, mamc, 

anarchic antics are mamed to ancient symbolic significance In fact, that mamc anarchy 

ultimately compnses the symbolic s1gmficance that 1s the clown's ancient legacy The 

ctrcus model would become mcreasmgly important to the avant-garde for the free­

tlowmg anarchy of its carmval atmosphere Both music and dream allow a strong 

underlying rat10nale for the symbols or ideas presented, a way of ach1evmg consistency, 

contmmty or mtegnty m the Symbohsm at work, but the circus model became popular 

precisely because 1t allows for more or less complete freedom from logic m the 

presentation of a given theatncal event 

The performance models began to emerge with the earliest practical attempts at 

symbolist perfonnance at Theatre d'Art , and saw their first mature expressions m the 
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plays of MaeterlmcJ.... And by the time that Lugne-Poe separated the Theatre de /'Oeuvre 

from 'official' Symboltsm m 1897, all three models had clearly emerged Through the 

course of the movement, two d1stmct qualll1e3 (as d1stmct from models) of symbolist 

performance also emerged lyncal and grotesque The highly successful scandal of Jarry 

and Ubu Roz, which marks the mature expression of the Circus model, also marked the 

full emergence of the grotesque as a practical genre of symboltst performance, heretofore 

focused pnmanly on the lyncal The two qualities of Symbohsm saw still more 

extensive exploration and development m the work. of two other important theatncal 

Symbolists Strindberg and Meyerhold Taken together, the pnmary models for 

symbolist performance under the conceptual reference points of the lyncal and the 

grotesque set the stage for virtually all the avant-garde expenments of the early 

twentieth-century 

The actual appearance of a symbolist theatre amved with the foundation of Paul 

Fort's fhealre d'Art Though his previous efforts to produce theatre had met With little 

success, his new theatre quickly began to gam attention The second performance saw 1t 

gam public notonety This, 1t seems, was mamly due to his stagmg of a one-act play by 

Rachilde, who, "wife of Valette, the powerful editor of La Mercure de France, was 

already a recognized wnter at the time" The audience, cons1stmg largely of the art1st1c 

community, came to see her work, which consequently put Fort's theatre on the cultural 

map His pos1t1on was further strengthened when Rachilde and Valette Jomed his play­

selection committee m 1891 This affiltat10n saw continued production of Rach1lde's 

marginally successful plays and the equally consistent supportive exposure m La 

Mercure de France However, despite the success of his poht1cal and pubhc relations, 1t 

was the theatre's third product10n m which Fort successfully achieved a truly symbolist 

mHe-en-scene (Deak 142) The production of La Fzlle aux mazns coupee!} (the girl wzth 

the Cut-off Hands) mamfests the basic elements which compnse the symbolist aesthetic 

as a result of the gauze scnm and soft light, the actors, placed agamst 
the background of the pamted canvas, and movmg mostly on honzontal 
Imes, appeared as distant dream-like shadows As m symbolist 
pamtmg, the perspective and depth were ehmmated and the flat 
abstracted bodies of the actors appeared against the background of the 
pamted backdrop (Deak. 145) 



13 

The playwnght himself substantiates this view of the mHe-en-scene when he descnbes 

how the spectator of the new theatre "will give himself fully to the will of the poet, and 

will see, m accordance \1/lth his soul, ternble and charming shapes and dream-worlds 

which nobody but he will mhab1t And theatre will be what It should be a pretext for 

dream" (Qu1llard, qtd m Deak 145) The vocal, verbal component of the dream was 

composed of stage d1rect10ns m a prose-poetry style which were read to the audience, 

alongside the vocal music of the chanted verse dialogue Thus, the Theatre d'Art's third 

product10n, the first m which a symbolist aesthetic was firmly established, saw the 

application of both music and dream as performance models These were also clearly 

evident m Paul Romard's subsequent adaptat10n of Solomon's Song of Songr, Fort had 

m1t1ally set out on a course of action which promised the stagmg of many kmds of text 

(poetry, parables, myths and occult wntmgs), and the Song of Song, was undertaken as 

part of that mandate The production offered a pnme example of the symbohst aesthetic 

m action Drawn from the bible, the piece was understood by Romard "as a dramatic 

poem m which the conflict of the human spmt with its failures and the d1vme spmt goes 

through eight stages of development " What makes the production of particular interest to 

this study 1s the approach which Romard elaborated 

Roinard descnbed three levels of the mean mg of narrative the literal 
meaning (he also calls 1t the real meamng), the analogous mystical 
meaning (a suggest10n of a corresponding mystical meanmg), and a 
musical meanmg (transposition of the meamng mto the interplay of 
musical instruments) Besides the d1v1s10n of the scenano mto the three 
levels of mean mg, Romard developed for each of the eight devices and 
three paraphrases the exact correspondence between the speech, music, 
colour and scent (Deak 153) 

The Song of Songs 1s a splendid example of early theatncal Symbolism In 1t we find not 

only an abstract mr!Je-en-scene, but one that incorporates almost every hallmark of 

symbolist practice, mvokmg the pnmord1al idea and archetypal forces with a text drawn 

from a biblical (mythical) source, citing three levels of meanmg which apply both 

concrete and abstract correspondences, mcorporatmg the musical model wllhrn the dream 

model 



With the idea of synthesizing the atmosphere of the dream which 
envelopes the song of songs, the composition of the decor attempts to 
make v1v1d m a simple and more condensed manner the pnnc1pal 
symbols in which the general ideas of the great lync poem are revealed 
(Romard m Deak 154) 
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The stagings of La r,lle aux mQlm coupees and The Song of Songs stand out as 

mllestones m the m1tial development of the symbolist m1se-en-scene, but the ch max of 

the Theatre d' Art's short history (1890-92) 1s clearly marked by the product10n of 

Maurice Maeterlinck's plays L'lntrw,e (The Intruder) and Les Avegles (The Bhnd) They 

also represent the first onginal symbolist plays, as opposed to adaptations of already 

ex1stmg works Early m his career, Maeterlinck's mentor, Count V1lhers de L'lsle-Adam, 

directed him toward the emulation of music " all this too sohd realism does not smt 

you Music before everything Your path hes elsewhere" (Halls 16) Advised to emulate 

the mood and structure of music, he created plays that have a musical kmd of subtlety m 

rhythm and tone This 1s especially true in the approach that was taken m regard to the 

dialogue, which was hushed and restramed so much as to be frequently maud1ble The 

environments of these plays had the quality of the dream The dim, static dream-hke 

atmosphere 1s apparent m descnpt1ons of them The gauze curtam in the first product10n 

of Pelleas et Melisande has acquired legendary proportions, though 1t was not the first 

time this kmd of a device was employed It 1s certain that the dream-hke quality of these 

plays was considerably determmed by those responsible for its staging (Lugne-Poe, Paul 

Percheron and Maunce Denis) but Maeterlinck himself had an active role in those first 

product10ns as well Furthennore, the play-texts themselves, while adhermg to aspects of 

the musical model, evoke the quality of the dream m the1r structure and content (the 

concrete imagery typical of dream-stagmg) 

A noteworthy feature of Maeterlmck' s plays, particularly given his status as 

Symbolism's leading playwnght of the day, 1s that, though they were unquestionably 

welcomed as symbolist, the veneer of the plays has a relatively conventional appearance 

While dimly ht (The Intruder called for a smgle source of hght throughout most of its 

length), and assummg a sort of ethereal quality that 1s urumstakably symbolist, "such 



aspects of the symbolist nw,e-en-scene were Juxtaposed Wlth a stage set and dramatic 

s1tuat1on that had a degree of vens1m1htude" (Deak 161 ) It takes place m a family 

15 

home and focuses on the relatively mundane experience of the family as they wait for 

news regardmg the cond1t1on of the woman g1vmg birth m the next room It 1s this hybnd 

quality that makes the play both dramatic and symbolist "Symbolism yes, but 1t 1s also 

theatre" (Jean Jullien qtd m Deak 162) This should not be seen as a weakness m the 

work, qmte the opposite, the play 1s orgamzed as much around theme and mood as 

around the plot, which 1s very basic The idea 1s expressed through the stage-image and 

dialogue, but also through the tone, dynamic, and orchestrated rhythm of dialogue and 

event, revealing the mtluence of the musical model , along with the model of the dream, 

reflected m the tone and mood which pervade the play However the new symbolic 

character of the m1se-en-scene which was very apparent m ear her works, was more subtly 

played out m Maeterlinck ' s plays Accordmg to Deak, his plays certamly conform to the 

"model of theatre as the realization of a theoretical propos1t1on or an mtellectual 

concept", but, "when takmg into account the product10n of Maeterlmck ' s plays, this 

factor 1s not so apparent, because both the literary and directonal models of theatre give 

seemmgly plausible explanations for the productions" (Deak 176) So in a manner of 

speaking 1t 1s the fully rounded character of Maeterlinck 's plays that might obscure the 

symbolist qualities of his mzse-en-\cene Ultimately, however, "the symbohst actmg 

style as well as the visual mzse-en-scene that were practiced by Theatre d 'Art were 

precisely the means by which 7 he Intruder became the revelation of the evemng" (Deak 

162) 

The straddlmg of distmctlons between representation and presentat10n 1s a feature 

oflyncal Symbolism, which 1s pnmanly charactenzed by the quality of the event, and its 

general mtended effect It 1s not abrupt or vulgar, but ts gracefully 1f not elegantly 

presented and designed to haunt rather than shock Though it 1s not necessanly confined 

to vens1mihtude, this flavour of Symbolism 1s apparent rn the gentle dev1at1on from 

reality offered by Maeterlinck' s plays In fact, Maeterlmck ' s Intruder, along with his 

subsequent plays, typifies this approach The sub3ect matter, even as 1t mvanably hovers 

around the subJect of death, 1s offered delicately The quality of context or approach to 



the matenal denotes the lyncal , whether this 1s expressed m relatively concrete terms or 

m the realm of the entirely abstract Maeterlmck' s plays are classic examples oflyncal 

Symbolism 
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By the simple virtue of its earher appearance L 'lntruse ts probably the most 

important ofMaterlmck' s plays In 1t the movement finally found an ongmal play "that 

was both dramatic and symbolist," meanmg a play m which the symbolist poetic was 

realized m dramatic form (Deak 161) The appearance of Maeterlmck's works stands 

out as a definmg moment of symbolist history, not only for the1r ongmahty and aesthetic 

mtegnty, but also for the rousmg success that they enjoyed He had been compared to 

Shakespeare by Octave Mirabeau before his work was ever staged However, L 'lntru~ e 

became such a substantial pubhc success for Paul Fort that he almost 1mmed1ately 

endeavoured to produce The Stghtle~s These two plays, along with Pelleas and 

Mehmnde (staged later by Lugne-Poe) made Maeterlmck Symbolism' s first s1gmficant 

playwnght 

Maeterlmck's success brought theatncal Symbolism a new measure of popular and 

cnt1cal success However, due to the shortcommgs m Fort ' s management, and an 

attendant cns1s of confidence m his leadership, the T'l1edtre d'Art did not survive 

Instead, Lugne-Poe, whose mvolvement both as actor and director contnbuted heavily to 

the success of Maeterlmck' s plays, took advantage of the momentum to found the 

Theatre de ! 'Oeuvre It should be mentioned that Peleas and Meltsande was staged 

under its own auspices rather than those of either company, though 1t did bndge the gap 

between one and the other 

The new symbolist theatre essentially picked up where the Theatre d 'Art left off 

But Lugne-Poe and his co-founders, Camille Mauclair and Edouard Vmllard, seem to 

have had a clearer idea of where they were takmg theu new theatre, and of the plays they 

wanted to produce There were some important changes, most hkely adopted to 

compensate for the dearth of symbolist playwnghts, which was a constant problem 

Firstly, the Theatre de I 'Oeuvre undertook a program of Scandmavian plays, those of 

"Ibsen, Bjornson and Strmdberg " This was a particularly mterestmg choice, m that these 

plays were, and are, traditionally associated with naturalism, or at least reahsm No 
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doubt the adoption of the Scandinavian plays owed something to Maeterlinck ' s stretching 

of symbolist boundanes A potential for symbolist treatment, s1m1lar to the lyncal 

Symbolism charactenstic ofMaeterhnck ' s work, 1s unphed by the Theatre de I 'Oeuvre' s 

production of these plays The adoption and product10n of the Scandmav1an plays 

implies a recogmt1on of their inherent symbolist tendencies The plays themselves were 

written as pieces ofrealism, yet 1t 1s clear that Stnndberg' s naturalistic plays, for 

example, had an affinity with Symbolism on a number of fronts 

Stnndberg' s use of myths, fa1rytales, and the hidden 
psychological mottvat1on connected to the fragments of myths and 
fatrytales makes him relevant to symbolist drama as well whether 
from the pornt of view of dramatic structure, thematic preoccupations, 
or the JUxtapos1t10n of psychological and mythological perspectives on 
dramatic character, Stnndberg' s psycholog1sm, as m the case with 
Ibsen ' s psycholog1sm, was understood w1thm the context of the 
revelation ofhtdden metaphysical forces Specifically Stnndberg's 
concept of psychic influence and psychic warfare could have been 
perceived within the practice of the occult and black magic (Deak 
213) 

By gently emphaslZlng certam aspects of the plays, and the scemc circumstances of 

performance, reahst1c plays could become symbolist 

Another strategy that Lugne-Poe ' s theatre attempted m its second season was a 

"new dramaturg1cal program" that "turned toward the past as well as to Indian Theatre" 

(Deak 218) This revealed the wider boundanes of the mythic d1mens1ons m the dream 

model (which can also mcorporate the folktale) It also revealed the efforts of the 

symbolist theatre to mme other cultures and epochs to find new, strange or forgotten 

symbols and symboltc contexts This may have been m order to make the theatncal 

expenence more powerful for the novelty of the Symbolism 

The adjustment to the reperto1re at the Theatre de I 'Oeuvre had considerable 

ram1ficat1ons for the movement, firmly establishmg new and wider cntena for what 

might constitute a symbolist play It was a clever strategy on the part of Lugne-Poe, 

Maeterlmck (who served as a literary adviser) and the others at the Theatre de I 'Oeuvre, 

whereby they managed to appropnate the plays of other trad1t1ons for their own cause 
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This 1s particularly true m the case of realistic plays One of the peculiar qualities of 

realism throughout the modern penod 1s its seemmgly mexhaust1ble ability to adopt and 

mcorporate the more com pell mg or successful quaht1es of 1ts opponents Thus many of 

the "revolutionary" practices of the h1stoncal avant-garde now have a comfortable place 

on today's generally reahstic stages But m the case of the Theatre de !'Oeuvre, by 

adoptmg the work of the Scandmavian playwnghts, the Symbolists, at least for a time, 

turned the tables works m the vanguard of realistic playwnghtmg were now employed m 

the cause of symbohst theatre But the co-opting of reahsttc plays mto symbohst 

performance did nothmg to alter the v1ab1hty of these plays as examples ofreahsm, and 

of course they contmued to be performed on the reahst1c stage 

When the work of a ' new' symbolist playwnght did eventually appear, 1t was 

certamly a momentous occasion Alfred Jarry wrote only one play of any real 

s1gmficance, but its impact was enormous Ubu Roi had a tremendous mfluence on the 

development of the avant-garde, perhaps as a rallymg pomt as much as anythmg else 

Regardless, from an h1stoncal perspective, the other work of the 7 heal re de I 'Oeuvre m 

this penod was eclipsed by its production m 1896, and 1t became of one of the most 

important events m the history of avant-garde theatre Many studies of this play have 

been published over the last hundred years, and its importance to the avant-garde 1s well 

established The character of the performance and the sense of anarchy personified m the 

form of the "d1abohcal clown," Ubu, are a matter of record There 1s little sense m gomg 

over ground which has already been extensively covered, but there are some 

d1screpanc1es that need to be addressed There may be some doubt as to which, tf any, 

tradition the play belongs Ubu Roz ts often viewed as a sort of smgular event outside of 

its h1stoncal, aesthetic context, an event both unprecedented and unheralded This 1s far 

from true The play was heralded m early concept10ns of the symbolist aesthetic, 

particularly those of Kahn, and 1t 1s important that Ubu Roz be recognized as symbolist 

The nature of the play and the cucumstances of its production both support this view 

Not surpnsmgly, Deak devotes considerable space to the idea 

Ubu Rot fits Kahn ' s descnptton of character comedy and partially that 
of clownish pantomime It 1s unlikely that Jarry was mfluenced by 
Kahn m the choice of genre though he probably read the essay and may 



have considered Kahn's other suggestion -- for example, the idea of 
cuttmg down crowds on stage to few actors, which they both advocated 
The clown, as previously discussed, was a frequent theme m the second 
half of the mneteenth-century and the clownish pantomime popular 
with poets and artists (Deak 242) 
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I am inclmed to agree, in that 1t seems likely that Jarry would have been aware of Kahn' s 

mamfesto Ultimately, however, whether he read the mamfesto or not 1s of httle 

importance One cannot take the play out of its h1stoncal context It clearly adheres to 

prescnbed symbolist principles and genres Symbolism's leadmg director produced 1t m 

a symbolist theatre Furthermore, durmg the course of its somewhat troubled production, 

the play received unequivocal support from Mme Rach1lde, a proponent of the 

movement from the outset At one pomt she even ventured to remmd Lugne-Poe of his 

obligation to the play and its artists (Deak 229) If the circumstances of its production 

are not enough to establish its status, further evidence can be found m the fact that, after 

its notonous premiere, the play was highly praised by none other than Stephane 

Mallarme, Symbohsm's most prominent proponent 

With rare and lasting clay, you have molded an extraordinary character m its 
own nght, and you have done this as a spare and steady dramatic sculpture He 
enters into the domain of the highest taste and 1s haunting me (Mallarme qtd in 
Deak 243) 

Ubu Rot 1s often offered as the pomt of on gin for avant-garde theatre Though 1t 1s 

clear that this 1s not really true, and that the play belongs to the greater symbolist 

aesthetic, its importance as a touchstone 1s undemable This 1s clearly demonstrated in 

the number of movements and ind1v1duals that claim Jarry and Ubu Rot as an aesthetic / 

1deolog1cal progemtor What makes the play so important in this context 1s that not only 

did 1t mark the first promment apphcat1on of the circus model , but the sudden and full 

emergence of grotesque Symbolism as well In so domg, 1t set the tone for many 

subsequent modem expenments, especially m Pans 

Imttally, at least, the c1rcus model and grotesque Symbolism are virtually 

synonymous, plausible because of the fundamental sense of anarchy that they both share 

Though ulttmately the grotesque transcends the simple presence of the clown or even the 
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anarchy of the circus, the 1dent1ficatlon of these elements generally provides a good 

md1catJon of the quality of Symbolism at work m a given product10n The d1stmctlon 

between lyncal and grotesque Symbohsm 1s important m understanding the character of 

the symbohst movement and its influence on subsequent theatncal expenments 

Ultimately 1t 1s about the tone of the Symbolism, about the way 1t 1s achieved The 

lyncal 1s subtle where the grotesque 1s overt The lyncal seduces where the grotesque 

goads or even bludgeons The plays of Maeterlinck and Jarry aptly represent these two 

extremes The d1stmct10n between the two 1s revealed in two quotat10ns The first, from 

Storch, descnbes the character of Ubu 1?01 relative to previous product10ns "The break­

out from these toned-down sens1t1vely felt settings was made by Alfred Jarry m 1896 

with Ubu Roi He had firm ideas and the Nab1s gave him their enthus1ast1c collaboration 

theatre as fun, a studio Joke, dirty, shockmg, throwing good taste mto a puddle" (Storch 

16) Another clue comes from the now-famous response ofW1ll1am Yeats to Ubu Roi 

"after all our subtle colour and nervous rhythm , after the famt mixed tints of Conder, 

what more 1s possible? After us the savage God" (qtd m Deak 243) 

Savage or not, French Symbohsm (proper) began to dissolve even as its mfluence 

was spreadmg throughout the Europe To attempt to trace a comprehensive !me of 

mfluence would be futile , but there are a few particularly important figures m the 

adopt10n and spread of symbolist pnnc1ples throughout Europe For example, though he 

broke with Symbolism proper, recogmzmg the need to operate outside of specific 

allegiances, Lugne-Poe contmued to produce plays and spread the mfluence of the 

fundamental tenets of avant-garde performance Mannettl came under that mfluence, for 

example Outside of the Pansian m1heu, however, symbolist pnnc1ples were explored, 

developed and d1ssemmated by two particularly s1gn1ficant practitioners of modem 

theatre, August Stnndberg and Vsevelod Meyerhold The performances that arose from 

their work mform a vast range of subsequent theatncal explorat10n Aside from the 

perpetuat10n of symbolist pnnc1ples, these two are s1gmficant for the degree to which 

they embody certain maJor developments of expenmental theatre m the modem penod 

The volume, scope and subsequent mfluence of Stnndberg' s large body of work 

place him among the most nnportant playvmghts of his generat10n He made important 
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and lasting contnbut10ns to both the realistic and symbolist trad1t1ons Even 1f his 

convers10n to Symbolism, in To Damascus, came late in his career, he is certainly among 

the most prominent symbolist playwnghts The program of Scandmav1an plays 

undertaken by Lugne-Poe, descnbed above, exemplifies the affinity of even Stnndberg' s 

realistic plays with the goals and methods of French Symbohsm However, his pos1t10n 

as a symbolist undeniably anses by virtue of his later works, those of the late 19th and 

early 20th centunes These plays are often called proto-express1omst This 1s a label 

that, if not entirely incorrect, 1s somewhat problematic, m that 1t 1s entirely too narrow a 

defimt10n Though 1t descnbes what particular style his work precedes (and wields 

influence over), 1t does not really descnbe what 1t 1s Symbolism 

Strindberg' s convers10n to Symbolism was nurtured -- perhaps even precipitated -

- by his v1s1ts to Pans, where he spent a considerable amount of time m the early 1890s 

It was around this time that he was introduced to the works of Maeterlinck 

Coincidentally this was also approximately the same penod m which his plays were 

produced at the 1 heat re de I 'Oeuvre His symbolist work was to appear shortly 

afterwards, erupting out of a penod in which he suffered a nervous breakdown and came 

under the influence of Swedenborg, who became a maJor msp1rat10n not only in his 

wntmgs but also m his life His new approach to theatre was revealed ma new work, To 

Damascus, (a title drawn from St Paul ' s conversion to Chnst1amty) Whether by chance 

or design, the basic structure of this work bears a clear resemblance to the outlme for a 

symbolist novel, which appears in Symbolism ' s hterary mamfesto After 1 o Damascus, 

Strindberg pursued the imagery and structure of the dream m his A Dream Play, a piece 

which also incorporates Hindu mytholO.!:,'Y Finally, he embarked on a senes of plays 

known as the Chamber Plays, so called for his desue to emulate m them the thematic 

structure of (chamber) music 

Strmdberg' s contnbut10n to Symbolism and the aesthetic of the modem avant­

garde 1s obv10usly enormous His career parallels the evolution of Symbolism in the 

theatre He 1s equally effective m both realist and symbolist 1d1oms His naturalistic 

plays, Mrss Julie or The Father, display some affimty with symbolist thought and 

prefigure his conversion to Symbolism, or a theatre of "psychological subJect1v1sm " 



They are precisely those "show pieces of the naturahst1c theatre" which possessed the 

"formal elements that called for correspondmg features m the actmg and the decor" 

(R1schbieter 9) Accordmgly, his later works were the showpieces of an entirely different 

kmd of theatre A Dream Play is a milestone of symbolist development Thts full 

embrace of both realist and symbolist 1dioms emphasizes the 1mportance of h1s work 

His conversion, around 1897, ansmg as it did from his detenoratmg mental state and 

Swedenborg's influence, embodies the essential nature of the symbolist revolut10n 

(Esslm 252) 

Stnndberg' s influence was most dtrectly felt m Germany, where he was the smgle 

greatest theatrical influence on the development of Express1omsm The fundamental 

premises of the avant-garde -- the abstract express10n of pnmordial 1mperat1ves, and the 

conceptual models of dream and music -- favoured m his plays were qmckly seized upon 

by many theatncal explorers Iromcally, m his lifetime he did more to advance the 

aesthetic of lyncal Symbolism than that of the grotesque, which Express10msm 

ultimately adopted His plays possess that sense of deepened reality that R1schb1eter 

descnbes, a deepened reality, which, 1f 1t 1s sometimes shockmg, could not really be 

called grotesque Rather, there 1s a vague atmosphere of dread permeating his plays 

(especially The Chamber Plays) They have more in common wtth Maeterlinck ' s 

subtleties than Jarry ' s deceptively blunt sattre However, this undercurrent grows 

throughout the post-mfemo penod The wntmg leans more and more toward the 

grotesque as the atmosphere of dread increasingly becomes one of horror or mental and 

physical angmsh So, in that sense, Strindberg does begm to capture some degree of the 

grotesque character It 1s that quality of horror -- along wtth basic avant-garde pnnc1ples 

-- that the express1omsts seized upon and which became a predominant feature of that 

movement 

Where Strindberg could be considered Symbohsm's most s1gmficant playwnght, 

Vsevelod Meyerhold 1s md1sputably its most prominent dtrector Hts theatncal 

expenments encompass the parameters of avant-garde practice, captunng the general 

character of the overall endeavour along with many pecuhant1es of individual vanat10ns 

They encompass the trans1t1on from realism to Symbolism, as well as the divergence of 



the lyncal and the grotesque Hts career more or less summanzes the symbolist 

movement its developments and 1mphcat1ons As such, 1t 1s an mvaluable source of 

mformation about the symboltst aesthetic, especially because the extent to which he 

explored 1t Maeterlmck' s plays, which acted as the stimulus for Meyerhold' s 

explorations, also provided the Jumping off pomt for new and exc1tmg theatncal 

vanations These echoed or paralleled the emergence of the grotesque m Ubu Ro,, one of 

a surpnsmg number of such comc1dences m the avant-garde However, Meyerhold' s 

expenments, fully developed and clearly articulated, are a much more soph1st1cated 

expression of the grotesque than Jarry ' s plays, and ultimately 1t 1s to him we owe its more 

complete defimt10n In fact, beyond that grasp of the grotesque, Meyerhold ' s 

embodiment of avant-garde pnnc1ples 1s so complete that his career could act as a text 

for its development in the modem penod 

Though the mfluence ofMaeterlmck and the symbolist revolut10n took some time 

to reach Eastern Europe, " by 1903 the impact of Western Symbohsm had been fully 

absorbed by Russian literature" (Braun 30) This was also the year that Meyerhold 

assumed the directorsh1p of a company that he renamed and dedicated to the product10n 

of symboltst drama Wtthm two years he assumed the dJrectorsh1p of a new project 

sponsored by Stanislavsky to address the new drama Meyerhold gave 1t the name 

' Theatre-Studio ' He became an adept pract1t10ner of symbolist stagmg techniques, and 

an exammat1on of these, m this early stage, reveals thetr kinship wtth French practices, 

further emphasizing the inherent nature of Maeterhnck' s plays For example, in 1905, 

Meyerhold produced Maeterlinck's The Death ofTmtagJ/es, m which he strove for the 

musical model 

Both the external effects of the scenano of Maeterlinck' s play (such as 
the howling of the wmd, the beatmg of the waves, and the buzzmg of 
v01ces) and all the pomts in the dialogue were conveyed with the help 
of actual music ( orchestra and chotr a capella) ( qt in Braun 48) 

Meyerhold's detailed and meticulous approach to the play revealed the subtle character 

of its lyncal Symbolism The production provides a clear example of the musical model 

of performance in actton, and the poetic orchestration of vocal elements proposed m 



Kahn's genre of poellc drama as well As far as dialogue was concerned, Meyerhold 

considered the actors ' v01ces to be nothmg less than musical mstruments and offered 

stnct mstructtons as to thelf use 

1 The words must be coldly 'coined,' free from all tremolo and the 
fam1har break m the voice There must be a total absence of tens10ns 
and lugubrious intonation 
2 The sound must always be 'reinforced ', the words must fall hke 
drops into a deep well, the fall bemg clearly audible without any 
vibration m space There must be no d1ffus10n of sound, no drawing 
out of word endings ( qtd m Deak 173) 

Meyerhold ' s adherence to the musical model also included efforts to "synchronize 

gestures and movements with the musical score " According to Braun, he was able to 

accomphsh the synchronization of movement With music, but found his efforts to do so 

with the dialogue more difficult, at least in the early stages of his career Nevertheless, 

the musical model remained a pnonty throughout his professional hfe, so much so that 

"perhaps more than anything else 1t was this concept of ' musicality ' that charactenzed 

Meyerhold ' s style and set him apart from every other stage director of his time" (Braun 

222) 
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Though his apphcatton of musical prmc1ples remamed consistent, in other regards 

Meyerhold' s approach underwent drastic alterations relatively early m his career In the 

m1tial stages 1t was dominated by Maeterlinck' s lyncal plays, but he soon began to 

explore a new form These productions were dominated by a preoccupat10n with the 

grotesque It was in Alexander Blok' s play, The F(J[rground Rooth, that new ideas began 

to take shape 

As the descnpt10ns of Meyerhold as Pierrot suggest, the style of actmg 
was far removed from the tableaux vzvants of his earlier productions 
The abrupt changes of mood, the sudden switches of personahty, the 
asides to the audience, all demanded a mental and physical dexterity, an 
ab1hty to 1mprov1se, a capacity for actmg not only the part but also 
one ' s attitude to 1t These devices were all waiting to be rediscovered 
m the trad1t10n of the popular theatre stretchmg back to the commedza 
dell 'arte and beyond It was this theatre, the theatre of masks and 
1mprov1sat10n, which the expenence of The F(J[rground Booth led 
Meyerhold to explore It came to furnish the basts for his entlfe style, a 
style which ma word can be called ' grotesque' (Braun 74) 
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Cunously, The Fairground Booth played a role m Russian Symbolism very similar to the 

one that Ubu Rot played in the French In both cases, Symbolism found its first articulate 

v01ce in Maeterlinck's plays However, in both cases, not long after the appearance of 

lyncal Symbolism, the grotesque began to manifest itself m the circus model Thus, 

though the Russian grotesque seems to have developed independently, 1t seems to have 

done so on parallel lines to grotesque development in France At least there 1s no 

mdicat1on that either Meyerhold or Blok had ever heard of Jarry Braun explicitly states 

that Blok had not Though there 1s reason to suppose that Meyerhold might have 

investigated Maeterlinck when first encountenng him, there 1s no evidence of 1t, or of 

any m-depth study of symbolist theory So the parallel development suggests a natural 

evolut10n of the grotesque and of the circus model testifying to the importance of their 

respective roles m symbolist performance Ult1mately 1t also lends credence to Kahn's 

manifesto 

The parallel played itself out in the s1m1lanty of response from particular 

members of the symbolist community In one such example, " [t]he product10n drove a 

nft between Blok and his bosom compamon, Andrei Bely Bely called 1t a betrayal of 

Symbolism and a ' bitter mockery of Blok' s own past' " (Braun 73) This react10n echoes 

Yeat's reference to the ' savage God' m response to Ubu Ro, In his defense, Blok 

asserted the consistency of his approach "Blok himself later said, there was essentially 

nothmg new m what he was saying in The Fwrground Booth , the difference was that he 

was saying 1t m public rather than m the personal 1solat10n of the lync" (Braun 73) 

Meyerhold pursued his new ideas, regardless of cnt1c1sm, and in 1912 an essay on the 

grotesque appeared It offers a more elaborate defimt10n which we can apply to a fuller 

understandmg of the symbolist aesthetic m general 

The grotesque does not recognize the purely debased or the purely 
exalted The grotesque mixes opposites, consc10usly creating harsh 
mcongrwty, playing ent1rely on its ovm onginahty The grotesque 
deepens hfe ' s outward appearance to the pomt where it ceases to 
appear merely natural The basis of the grotesque 1s the artist's 
constant desire to switch the spectator from the plane he has Just 
reached to another which 1s totally unforeseen (Qtd in Braun 74) 

For Meyerhold the grotesque became a carefully elaborated style Despite the 
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haphazard tone of Uhu R01, Jarry had a strong idea of what he was domg m its creation 

Hts system of pataphys1cs attests to this But Meyerhold went much further m pursuit of 

the grotesque aesthetic He developed his notions of the grotesque and his application of 

circus and musical models mto a sophisticated system of actmg This ultimately became 

b1omechamcs, which 1s based on the use of an actor' s plast1c1ty to explore three­

d1mens10nal space His relentless experimentation led him to assoc1at1ons and fl1rtat10ns 

with theatrical ideas that once agam ant1c1pate or parallel aesthetic developments m the 

rest of Europe His not10ns of grotesque theatre parallel much of the thought and theories 

behmd grotesque genres, !Jke Futurism and dada, more directly mfluenced by Jarry 

Meyerhold was quick to seize on the particular trends, mnovat10ns or ideas with which 

he came mto contact His stagmg of The Dawn and Mayakovsky's My5tery-Boufle 

employed strong elements of cubo-futunst design at a time when those had scarcely been 

heard of anywhere else Moreover, his ideas also prefigure the much more pohttcally 

focused, grotesque, theatrical ideas of Berto It Brecht Tretyakov's play Earth Rampant, 

for example, which Meyerhold staged m March of 1923, employed devices s1mtlar to 

Brecht's The play was "a direct commentary on recent Soviet history Tretyakov sought 

to strengthen the dialogue by g1vmg 1t the lacomc1sm of the ag1tory placard and by 

schoolmg the actors m an appropnately aggressive style of declamation " As Braun 

further descnbes, "both m its forms and obJect1ves, Tret),akov's treatment closely 

resembled what Brecht was later to call ' Epic" (Braun 180) 

Meyerhold's kmsh1p wtth Epic Theatre 1s clear m his ideas on the grotesque 

"The grotesque mixes opposites, consc10usly creatmg harsh mcongru1ty" This concept 

has a clear relation to Brecht's Verfremdungs·effekt (ahenat10n) and the whole not10n of 

the Brecht1an d1alect1c, m which elements of product10n sharpen themselves agamst each 

other Meyerhold was also to say, "(t]he actor-tnbune acts not the situation itself, but 

what 1s concealed behmd 1t and what 1t has to reveal for a spec1fically propagandist 

purpose" Like Brecht, Meyerhold avoided the complete breakdown of dramatic 

performances mto the performance-bites of Futunst s01ree and Dada cabaret, but he did 

break down the texts of his productions mto smaller umts "With Meyerhold the basic 



dramatic umt was the episode, whereas wtth Stanislavsky 1t remamed the act, the one 

dismantles reality, the other reproduces its flow" (qtd m Braun 267) 
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That his later work extended mto the poht1cal realm 1s a development dictated 

more, perhaps, by the political climate of the Soviet Umon at the time, rather than a stnct 

subscnpt1on to political ideals m the theatre The circumstances of his arrest and 

subsequent execution for cnttc1Z1ng the art1st1c ments of state-dictated socialist realism, 

seem to md1cate that his political mclmat1ons rarely seem to have superseded his art1st1c 

ones Nevertheless his development of what would later be called Brecht1an techniques 

1s fairly clear What stimulated their development m this mstance 1s 1mmatenal The 

facts seem to mdicate that he more or less prefigured the development of the Brecht1an 

style 

Meyerhold 1s one of those theatre personalities who seem to have touched upon 

all the important ideas, m one way or another Perhaps 1t 1s his forty-year career based on 

a complex mteract1on of stunning successes, fierce cntJc1sm, and financial hardship that 

make Meyerhold ' s work seem so resolutely progressive In the course of that work, he 

had a meanmgful assoc1at1on with the conceptual terram of both lyncal and grotesque 

Symbolism, the subsequent efforts of futunsm and construct1v1sm, the music meets 

ctrcus sens1bi11ty common m Bauhaus Theatre, a political theatre that prefigured 

Brecht's However 1t 1s important to remember that the aesthetic ideas which provided 

the impetus for this mnovat1on and development clearly trace back to Symbolism 

Meyerhold fully explored the symbolist aesthetic, creatmg productions of Maeterlmck as 

well as symbolist adaptations of Ibsen's plays These formed the basts for subsequent 

ideas, offenng a starting pomt for his more complex innovations In fact, m many ways 

his work 1s the smgle best source of mformatlon about the symbolist aesthetic, not only 

because of surv1vmg records detail mg his meticulous approach to production but also 

because he fully explored the potential of symbolist theatre 

The s1tuat1on m Russia 1s of particular mterest Meyerhold's symbolist 
productions achieved a higher level of artistry than did French 
productions, and m the works ofMeyerhold, Evremov, Tairov, and 
other directors, the move from symbolist theatre to the new theatncahty 



took place This new theatncahty was founded on the ideas of 
transformat10n , theatncal characters hke Pierrot and Harlequin, and 
other popular theatrical traditions such as the commedw dell'arte 
Meyerhold's stagmg ofBlok's The Puppet Show (1906), Schmtzler's 
Columbme's Scarf, and Mohere's Don Juan mark the transition from his 
symbolist phase to the Doctor Departutto penod and new theatncahty 
(Deak 5) 
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Symbolism's position at the fore-front of avant-garde exploration 1s often 

overlooked and obscured m accounts of modem theatncal development Credit goes to 

Jarry a good deal of the time Both Esshn and Innes take that view of this And States 

constantly refers to what he calls the expres!>wmst revolution, which if not completely 

unfair 1s not entlfely accurate either All of these views convemently avoid or ignore the 

fact that the basic avenues of avant-garde explorat10n were mapped out m the late 

e1ghteen-e1ghties and pursued by theatncal Symbolists m the eighteen-nmeties By the 

time Ubu ROI had been performed, the baste parameters of avant-garde expenmentatlon 

for the modem penod had been estabhshed The three pnmary, practical models had 

been advanced, and the dichotomy between the lyncal and the grotesque had also been 

introduced This represents the first maJor schism of the avant-garde, m that, m 

conJunct10n with the pnmary performance models, 1t essentially determmed the early 

character of the modem, avant-garde theatre Though 1t may have become less relevant 

as the century progressed, the 1mphcat10ns of the distmchon still resonate powerfully m 

Beckett's early work The dichotomy ' s contmumg mfluence ts well represented by the 

mfluence of Maeterlmck and Jarry, as paradigms of the respective poles, on the 

subsequent expenments of the avant-garde What remained after Jarry was to explore the 

terrain Withm the parameters outlmed by those models and quaht1es Stnndberg and 

Meyerhold proceeded to do so, and played a pivotal role m exploring definmg and 

advancing the principles of lyncal and grotesque Symbolism, but much of this 

exploration was also conducted under symbolist auspices 

Though one cannot dismiss the mgenmty of the theatre artists at work, the 

revolut10n m theatre aesthetics 1s clearly as much a matter of serendipity as of their 

ability Social condit10ns of the time provided an atmosphere that supported their artistic 
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subverston Artists like Baudela1re and Wagner, particularly, led the way for the1r 

experiments but the1r theatre was also the product of a kmd of art1st1c convergence m 

pamtmg and poetry Milestones m the development of modem aesthetics are often 

associated with the appearance of visual artists as relatively autonomous artists m the 

theatrical enterprise This 1s a practice that really begins when Paul Serus1er, Toulouse­

Lautrec and others hke them start pamtmg the settmgs m Paul Fort ' s Theatre d'Art 

L1kew1se, Baudelaire ' s poetic influences were amplified m the work of other poets, 

particularly Stephane Mallarme Fmally, the theatre of realism prevalent m the avant­

garde theatre at the time provided the perfect counterpart to focus the1r efforts 

Regardless of serend1p1ty, the symbolist movement developed all the maJor prmc1ples 

which the avant-garde would espouse These were subsequently explored and developed 

m the work of Meyerhold and Strindberg As the modern period progressed, these and 

other theatre artists also benefited from a growmg technolog1cal ability to deliver the 

practical demands of the1r collective 1magmat1on and the new models of performance 

But the fundamental premises remained the same the abstract express10n of the cerebral 

according to the pnmary models and qualities These remamed consistent throughout the 

penod, and were still valid when Beckett began to tum his attent10n to the theatre Along 

the way another aesthetic dichotomy emerged, or re-emerged, between the rational and 

ant1-rat10nal forces of the art1st1c m1heu (In fact, ant1-rabonahst forces were at the root 

of symbolist development m the first place ) However, as artists and audiences alike 

become more accustomed to the idea of theatrical metaphor, the focus seems to have 

from one fixed on a lyrical or grotesque productwn to a rational or mattonal process 

The oppos1t10n of rational and anti-rat10nal m the twentieth-century came to detennme 

how the matenal was approached from the outset 
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Chapter Two 

Streams of the Avant-garde The Symbohst Legacy 

The dynamic of the modem avant-garde 1s explosive, an almost geometnc 

progress10n of theatncal exploration The parameters and performance models of the 

new mtse-en-scene spread rapidly throughout Europe as new theatre artists actively 

embraced the cerebral/psychic stage This penod of activity -- the roughly seventy years 

that span modernism -- reached its Zemth m the nineteen-twenties, or more accurately, m 

the mterwar penod This pivotal ' mterregnum' of aesthetic development was largely 

stimulated and defined by the Fust World War, the frequency and mtens1ty of art1st1c 

expression accelerated sharply m its wake, and many theatncal expenments flounshed 

virtually simultaneously Heralded by dada's Cabaret Voltmre m 1916, this penod saw 

the emergence not only of dada, but also of Express10msm, Surreahsm (and the related 

Theatre of Cruelty), the Bauhaus School, agitprop and Epic Theatre This crescendo of 

theatncal act1v1ty -- m many cases almost a dtrect response to the war -- was also a 

natural outgrO\vth of a growmg fluency with modem aesthetic prmc1ples, aided by a 

growmg technological capab1hty that exacerbated the horrors of War 

It 1s reasonable to assert the basic s1m1lant1es of the vanous modem schools of 

avant-garde theatre, given the m1t1al influence of Symbolism and the s1m1lanty of the 

European cultural m1heu. There was a great deal of cross-pollmat1on m the modern 

European avant-garde Very few of these artists worked m total 1solat10n, and the 

atmosphere created by thelf virtual coexistence informed all their work The soc10-

poht1cal cond1t1ons confrontmg European artists were essentially the same, and their 

theatncal endeavours can be seen as a response to those The poht1cal environment was 

quickly developing m the relative poles of a steadily nsmg impenahst cap1tahsm and its 

socialist oppos1t1on. Europe was expenencmg the full effects of an ongoing 

technological revolution which saw the development of photography, electnc1ty, 

telegraph, telephone, film, radio, and powered fl ight It might be said that Europe was 

expenencmg symptoms of a kmd of 'future shock' (a la Toffier) But whatever label one 



31 

assigns, 1t 1s certam that Europe was strugglmg to come to gnps with swell mg 

industnahsm and rapidly advancing technologies, in an mcreasmgly polanzed poht1cal 

environment All these comc1ded with and/ or contnbuted to the development of the 

modern metropolis It was m this context that the modern avant-garde goaded and 

reflected the cns1s of spmtual development m general society, a cns1s for which Darwin, 

Marx and Freud are trad1t1onally given credit, but which was clearly a general social 

development Many other systems and ph1losoph1es played a role in this evolution 

Nietzsche's ideas, for example, had considerable mfluence, while the general cult of the 

fin-de-Mede of the nmeteenth century seems to have stimulated a rapidly nsmg mterest 

m myst1c1sm and the occult (a fascmat1on mamfested m Symbolism) 

While Darwm, Marx and Nietzsche challenged our social and philosophical behef 

systems, Freud and Jung advanced relatively new and sc1ent1fically based theones to deal 

with the more mtang1ble aspects of psychic / spmtual existence m the face of dechmng 

rehgtous practice, explonng the 'mahonal ' regions of the mmd that determine our 

understandmg of the world They had a dec1s1ve mfluence on the avant-garde 

Consequently they also provide a lens through which we can see its common 

mot1vat1ons, mtent10ns and methods Thetr work further serves to 1llummate the 

resurgent struggle between rat10nahsm and antl-ratlonahsm WJthm the ranks of the avant­

garde, a struggle which accompamed the wanmg relevance of the lyncal / grotesque 

dichotomy From this standpoint Jungian perspectives are particularly relevant because, 

appearmg later than Freud ' s, they act as a more contemporary 1f inadvertent summary of 

avant-garde explorat10n In the context of this thesis they are especially relevant because 

of the influence they had on Beckett 

The first promment p10neers of the new aesthetic after Symbolism were Mannett1 

and Kokoschka Both emerged m the first few years of the twentieth century, the same 

penod m which Meyerhold made his trans1t1on from lyncal to grotesque Symbolism, and 

m which Stnndberg was wnting his chamber plays Lugne-Poe formally broke with 

Symbolism m 1897 but continued to produce plays for the avant-garde with a basically 

symbolist aesthetic In the early twentieth century he was Jomed m this task by new 

compames hke the Ballet Russe, and md1v1duals hke Jean Cocteau, who contnbuted 
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immeasurably to the swelling tide of avant-garde production These two in particular 

were to play an important role in the Pans1an avant-garde In Germany, a senes of strong 

directors hke Max Reinhardt and P1scator and eventually Brecht were to have the largest 

impact 

What re-emerged between the wars was a renewed tension between rat10nahsm 

and anti-rationalism because that tension was at the heart of the representational / 

presentational dichotomy surrounding the initial development of Symbolism At that 

time, in a dichotomy which can also be understood as between 1llus10n and antI-Illusion, 

the representational was associated with the rational and the presentational Wlth the ant1-

rat10nal In Symbolism ' s first six years, the basic ground rules of the presentat10nal, 

avant-garde aesthetic were established Over that time, as artists and audiences become 

accustomed to theatncal metaphor, w1thm the ranks of the avant-garde the pomt of 

contention -- the issue of presentatlonahsm -- was subsumed by the emerging dichotomy 

of the lyncal and the grotesque, as defined by Maeterlinck and Jarry respectively Yet, 

even while this new d1stinct1on and the models of perfonnance were being further 

explored and d1ssemmated throughout Europe, new movements began to appear For the 

most part these operated according to the same basic set of rules expression of the 

psyche accordmg to those basic models and qualities However, m the early years of the 

twentieth century, the distinction between the lyncal and the grotesque was gradually 

undermined Two factors contnbute to this development Realism qmckly began to co­

opt many of the d1stmgmshmg charactensttcs of lyncal Symbolism, and the 

overwhelming Juggernaut of the grotesque acqutred an increasingly high profile Both 

these things conspired to make the lyncal increasingly melevant It many ways, 1t 1s as 

though lyncal Symboltsm began to adopt more features of the grotesque m order to 

compensate Stnndberg' s theatre, for example, became mcreasmgly horror-filled as the 

German world moved toward Express10msm. So as far as govemmg outlooks go, the 

d1stinct1on became less important as time went by Instead, the key d1stinct1on became 

an issue of the approach to the theatre of metaphor will the metaphor be determined by 

rational or irrational means? Will the cerebral/psychic stage function according to reason 

or to mtuttion? To this day, the work of Brecht and Artaud respectively stand as the best 
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examples of those two pos1t10ns 

FUTURISM 

It 1s cunous that m an avant-garde which for the most part seemed to view 

technolog1cal advance with some trep1dat10n, the first s1gmficant offshoot of symbolist 

thmkmg- Futunsm -- was enamoured Wlth the whole notion of technology and mdustnal 

progress It appeared, under the leadership of Ftllipo Tomasso Mannett1, wtth the 

publication of the first Futunst Mamfesto m 1909, and advanced an aesthetic based on 

speed, industry and technology pnnc1ples which were most completely expressed in 

War Given this ideology, and the extent to which European culture was rooted finnly m 

its past, 1t comes as no surpnse that Mannett1 longed for the destruct10n of the aesthetic 

traditions that, at least m his mmd, prevented Europe from embracmg the future But 

Mannett1 ' s theatre showed the mfluence of Pansian Symbolism m Lugrie-Poe' s staging 

of Rot Bombance m 1909 As R1schb1eter observes, the play "1s lmked by more than title 

with Jarry's Ubu Ror" , and he descnbes Mannett1's early drama as "a mixture of 

symbolist tendencies and the grotesque" (R1schb1eter 68) The Synthetic Futunst Theater, 

a manifesto published in 1915, md1cates Futunsm' s adherence to the basic symbolist 

aesthetic and the general conventions of the modern avant-garde Abstract expression of 

the psyche 1s clearly indicated, and equally clear 1s the subversive, destructive (read 

D1onys1an) nature, its ovemdmg m1ss1on to subvert or ignore logic, trad1t10n, aesthetic, 

and techmque 

The Futunst Theatre anses from the two highly vital trends of 
futunst sens1b1hty that have been more closely defined m the two 
mamfestoes, VARIETY and WEIGHTS, MASSES, AND 
PRIZES OF THE ARTISTIC SENSIBILITY 
l OUR BOUNDLESS PASSION FOR THE TOPICAL, RAPID, 
FRAGMENTARY, ELEGANT, COMPLEX, CYNlCAL, 
MUSCULAR FLEETING, AND FUTURIST LIFE 2 OUR 
HJGHL Y MODERN, CEREBRAL CONCEPTION OF ART, 
ACCORDING TO WHICH NO LOGIC, NO TRADITION, NO 
AESTHETIC, NO TECHNIQUE, NO OCCASION, MAY BE 
IMPOSED ON TI-IE ARTIST, WHOSE ONLY DESIRE MUST 
BE TO CREA TE SYNTHETIC FORMS OF EXPRESSION OF 
CEREBRAL ENERGY POSSESSING THE VALUE OF 



ABSOLUTE NOVELTY (qtd m R1schb1eter 73) 

For the most part Futunst performance was dommated by the circus and musical 

models It exh1b1ted a particular 1dent1ficatwn with the vanety theatre and especially 

comedians In 1913, Mannett1 published a manifesto titled The Vanety Theatre, and 

Futunst so,rees were modeled after evenings ofvanety theatre and seem to have been 

demonstrations or propaganda sessions m which mamfestos were read 

The proper forms of action were mamfestoes, posters, soirees -­
theatncal forms The stage, the platform, was the proper scene of 
action. Mannett1 ' s poems, stnvmg towards sound pamtmg, 
abstractwn from logic and meanmg, cned out to be recited On 
February 15th, 1910, the first futunst smree took place m Turm. 
The publtc reacted vigorously, both for and agamst, henceforth 1t 
was drawn mto this kmd of futunst theatre The earhest form of 
Dadaist demonstration, of the happenmg, had taken place 
(R1schb1eter 68) 

34 

As Rose Lee Goldberg explams m Performance Art from Futunsm to Present, it 

was "precisely its vanety -- its mixture of film and acrobatics, song and dance, clowmng 

and 'the whole gamut of stup1d1ty, 1mbec1hty, doltishness, and absurdity, msens1bly 

pushmg the mtelhgence to the very border of madness' -- that made 1t an ideal model for 

Futunst performance" (17) But, while the Futunsts were clearly employmg the values of 

the cJrcus and vanety theatre m thetr performances, 1t ts equally clear that they were also 

employmg a musical model m terms of thetr apphcatton of abstract correspondences 

between sense- media Music and pamtmg were specifically evoked as metaphors and 

models for the theatrical process m such a way as to make the connection to the abstract 

correspondences of Baudelaire difficult to miss 

The Futunst theatncal synthesis will not be subject to logic, there 
will be nothmg photographic about 1t, it will be autonomous, WIii 
resemble only itself, although it will draw elements from reahty, 
combmmg them accordmg to its mood Just as for the pamter 
and the mus1c1an there exists a narrowly hm1ted but more mtense 
hfe scattered about the external world, a hfe made up of colours 
shapes notes and sounds, so there exists for the man gifted with a 
feel mg for the theatre, a specialized reahty that vwlently assails 
the nerves it consists of what I call The Domam of the theatre 
(qtd m R1schb1eter 73) 
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As one of the first two md1vidual schools to emerge from the symbolist 

revolution, Futurism took considerable effort to set itself apart from its predecessors Yet 

1t ts clear that much of its stage vocabulary adopted elements previously explored by 

Symbolism, particularly those surroundmg clowns and the circus model Furthermore, 1t 

1s clear that notions concemmg the application of abstract correspondence also belonged 

to the Symbolist aesthetic Even so, the Futunsts' love of speed and technology brought 

these elements together m a new way Futunsm 1s the only avant-garde movement to 

have shown such unbndled admiration for technological advancement as an end m itself 

As such 1t estabhshed the roots of what has become the fourth model of performance m 

the twentieth century -- that of technology and the machme, or what could be understood 

m our time as the model of cyber-space 

The am val of a real war undermmed the Futurists' not10ns of 1t as an art1st1c 

concept (not least because many Futurists died m 1t) The Great War dampened any 

admtration for machme-wrought marvels when Europe' s burgeonmg technological 

capab1lit1es \\ere used simply to kill with greater efficiency However, the war that 

undermined Futurism also accomplished one of its goals the destruction wrought m 

Europe Jeopardized, where 1t did not out-right destroy, many of her artistic treasures 

Like 1t or not, Europe was drawn mto the twentieth century Regardless of its short-hved 

enthusiasm for conflict, Futunsm's artistic legacy - what 1t really contributed to the 

modem m1heu - has much more to do with 1ts sense of anarchy, meverence and energy, 

qualities that passed on the grotesque aesthetic of Jarry The movement had wide 

currency m tenns of the mfluence 1t en Joyed, havtng a considerable impact on Russian 

Construct1v1sm, for example, and an enormous impact on dada The Futunst aesthetic 

found fresh vigour m dada, when the Cabaret Voltaire premiered m Zunch However, 1t 

had a final important stage appearance when, m 1917, "Diaghilev mv1ted 

[G1acomo]Balla and Fortunato Depero to work for the Ballet Russe" (R1schb1eter 68) It 

1s an mstance of nony common m the history of the avant-garde, that at the time that 

Fireworks was makmg its debut, the Futunsts crossed paths m Naples with Picasso, Satie 

and Cocteau This group was workmg on Parade, the ballet that was to herald dada 
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sens1b1ht1es Thus the event that marked the pmnacle of futunst stage design (Fireworks) 

was also its last s1gn1ficant production 

DADA 

The first formal use of the title 1s associated with Zunch and the Cabaret 

Voltaire This event was the creation of Hugo Ball and his wtfe Emmy Hennings, but 

Ball and Hans Arp comed the actual name "Dada 1s 'yes, yes ' m Rumanian, ' rockmg 

horse' and ' hobby horse ' m French For Germans, Ball said, ' 1t 1s a sign of foolish 

naivete, JOY m procreation and preoccupation with the baby carnage ' " It also means 

' given' m Spanish R1schb1eter suggests that the first to employ this kmd of art1st1c 

pnnc1ple, 1f not specifically under the title of dada, were " the Cartesian Duchamp, who 

fundamentally substituted the despamng act of thought for the work of art, and the 

Spaniard P1cab1a, a gay, tough anarchist" He adds that they "persomfy the mtellectual 

skeptical mh1ltst1c prmc1ple behmd Dada, the prmc1ple of anti-art" (R1schb1eter 164) 

Dada had many remcamahons, m many cities, and nowhere 1s the cross­

pollmat10n of the modem avant-garde seen more clearly The Cabaret Voltaire itself 

captured a sense of a common agenda among the avant-garde For mstance, the Sturm 

Sozree of Apnl 14 1917 featured the wntmg of Mannett1, a performance of Kokoschka's 

play Sphm.x and Strawman, along with the wntmg of Guillaume Apolhnatre, who 

ongmated the term 'Surrealism ' R1schb1eter' s descnpt10n remforces this perspective 

In Zunch, at the Cabaret Voltaire, where the name of Dada was 
first used m 19 I 6, many thmgs converged Hugo Ball 's soul­
searchmg Express1omsm, the Rumanian Tnstan Tzara's 
ag1tational ferocity, Hulsenbeck's provocative arrogance, Semer's 
mh1hsm, Hausmann's Futunst and mat1onahst act1v1sm, and 
finally Hans Arp, Sophie Taeuber, and Hans Richter, who were 
seekmg a pure non-obJective language of the 1magmatton 
(Rtschb1eter 164) 

Because dada manifested itself ma number of ways and places, 1t 1s difficult to 

define Its aesthetics are those of subversion, and 1f there 1s a definmg charactenst1c, that 

mh1hsm or senselessness 1s basically 1t In this we see a full flowenng of ant1-rat1onahst 
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forces Dada is frequently understood as a reaction agamst the mattonahty of the Great 

War, and there is no reason to doubt thts view However, 1f the war triggered dada's 

d1ssat1sfact1on, that discontent stemmed from a broader range of issues the war itself laid 

bare all the thmgs that were stupid or at least problematic about European society 

Dada's exphc1t reJect1on ofrat10nahsm, theu "clear path of negat10n" (Kalb, Beckett m 

Performance 155) ts a repud1at10n of European society and the tradition ofreason The 

blessings of mdustnahsm had landed Europe in a war that, though perhaps begun as 

imperial posturing, qmckly evolved mto wholesale slaughter on an mdustnal scale 

Much of the art1st1c community's response to the war was foreshadowed m dada But as 

much as 1t was reacting to the duect stimulus of conflict, 1t was also part of an evolution 

of ex1stmg pnnctples, and much more than Just an anti-war movement It was an artistic 

response to society m general Hugo Ball ' s ideas reflect this 

In an age hke ours, when people are assaulted daily by the most 
monstrous thmgs without being able to keep account of their 
1mpress1ons, m such an age aesthetic production becomes a 
prescribed course But all hvmg art wtll be matlonal, pnm1tlve, 
complex 1t will speak a secret language and leave behmd 
documents not of ed1ficat10n but of paradox ( qtd m Goldberg 
55) 

Dada 1s a symbolic and wtde-ranging cnt1que of art and hfe The embrace of the 

destructive/creative dynamic ts 1ts rarwm d'etre Its problem m this regard ts that its 

pronounced mh1hsm sometimes obscures its creativity Dada' s obJectives were not as 

focused as even the Futunsts', who seem to have had a clearer idea of what they wanted 

m place of everything they intended to destroy Instead, dada directs subversive energy 

at everythmg m general A mamfesto wntten by P1cabta on the occasion of the twenty­

fifth anmversary celebration of the premiere of Jarry's Ubu Ror ( celebrated at The 

Theatre de !'Oeuvre) aptly conveys this ovemdmg mhihsm 

As to Dada, 1t doesn't smell, 1t means nothmg, absolutely nothmg 
Dada 1s hke your hopes nothmg Like your paradise nothmg 
Like your idols nothmg Like your pohtical leaders nothmg 
Like your heroes nothing Like your artists nothmg ( qtd m 
R1schbieter 170) 
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Dada engages in a sustained act of contrad1ct1on Its strength stems from the 

degree to which 1t embodies this pnnc1ple In dada the subversive/ destructive impulse 1s 

the art1st1c impulse The act of subvers10n 1s its cerebral/psychic expression ln the 

process of generally dending everything, 1t creates new art Marcel Duchamp paints a 

mustache on the Mona Lisa, or signs a unnal R Mutt, and eloquently sends the message 

of dada More than simply a negation or mockery of art, dada 1s a savvy, soph1sttcated 

cntlque of 1t Though 1t may be born out of cymc1sm and world-weanness, at its best 1t 1s 

offered with a sense of humor In Avant Garde Theatre, Chnstopher Innes emphasizes 

dada' s positive side, cla1mmg a "pos1t1ve poht1cal rat10nale" for Berlin dada, at least He 

asserts the movement's behef m the hberat1on of the ind1v1dual from oppression, 

stimulated by the "free flow of 1maginat1on and release of the subconscious" He claims 

for 1t the "values of spontaneity, mtmtlve response, creative 1rrat1onahsm and immediacy 

that the surrealist mamfestoes also proclaimed" In 1llustratmg this behef, Innes quotes 

this memorable excerpt from Tnstan Tzara 

Every product of disgust capable ofbecommg a negation of 
fam!ly 1s Dada, a protest with the fists of its whole bemg engaged 
m destructive act10n Dada, knowledge of all the means reJected 
up until now by the shamefaced sex of comfortable compromise 
and good manners Dada, aboht10n of logic, which 1s the dance of 
those impotent to create Dada, aboht1on of memory Dada, 
aboht10n of the future Dada, absolute and unquestionable faith in 
every god which 1s the 1mmed1ate product of spontaneity (qtd m 
Innes 71-71 ) 

Though dada was further charactenzed by a great deal of argument among its 

members as to what 1t was and how best to go about demonstrating 1t, 1t nevertheless 

manifests the general charactenstlcs of the avant-garde In keepmg with the general 

patterns of avant-garde theatre, 1t utJhzes the standard models of performance, especially 

the cJrcus model Though their films made some use of dream structure and music, the 

cJrcus 1s hkely the most popular model for dada After the manner of the Futunsts, this 1s 

seen m the cabaret format of theJr sozrees, not to ment10n the general sense of anarchy 

that seems to have pervaded them Zunch dada, for example, could easily be descnbed 

as a kmd of art1st1c CJrcus In this passage, Hans Arp offers a tellmg anecdote 



On the stage of a gaudy, motley, overcrowded tavern, there are 
several weird and peculiar figures representmg Tzara, Janco, 
Ball , Hulsenbeck, Madame Hennmgs, and your humble servant 
Total pandemonmm The people around us are shoutmg, 
laugh.mg and gest1culatmg Our replies are sighs of love, volleys 
of hiccups, poems, moos, and miaowmg of medieval Brmt1sts 
Tzara 1s w1gglmg his behmd hke the belly of an onental dancer 
Janco 1s playmg an mv1s1ble v10lm and bowmg and scrapmg 
Madame Hennmgs, with a Madonna face, 1s domg the splits 
Hulsenbeck 1s bangmg away non-stop on the great drum, with 
Ball accompanying him on the piano, pale as a chalky ghost We 
are given the honorary tttle ofN1h1hsts (qtd m Goldberg 60) 
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This c1rcus atmosphere 1s consistent m dada That model, and the accompanying tone of 

meverence, swept through Europe before the war even started Dada provided a focus 

for this kmd of energy, although the concept of focus and dada may seem to be 

contradictory 

Dada's mfluence, and that of the circus model, emerges m one of the more 

important events to take place m the mter-war penod Not long after the Cabaret 

Voltarre got under way m Zunch, The Ballet RuHe staged Parade m Pans One of the 

most important conduits for new staging practices (particularly m the mtegrat10n of 

design), this company occupied Pans m the early years of the t\vent1eth-century m a kmd 

of self-imposed exile from the1r Russian ongms They helped brmg many concepts of 

stagmg from Russia to Pans and were at the centre of avant-garde production m the city 

for many years Parade was the "collaborative work of four artists each masters m thetr 

own fields, Enc Satte, Pablo Picasso, Jean Cocteau, and Leomd Massme " All were 

mvaluable to avant-garde endeavours m Pans durmg this penod (Add1ttonally, 

Gmllaume Apolhnaue wrote the preface of the program and corned the term 'surreal' 

therem) Parade 1s important because 1t "set the tone for performance of the post-war 

years," and incorporated much of what was mtnnsic to the avant-garde The character of 

the production was evident m the appearance of the 'managers' 

The revolutionary mnovatton mtroduced by Picasso to form a 
trans1t1on between the scenery and the ballet produced the famous 
' manager' figures These might be descnbed as Cubist dance 
masks The lmk between the settmg and figure 1s here 
established This 1s emphasized by the use made of these figures 



m the dance they are theatncal grotesques which m their 
movements - as Sat1e's music with its underlymg noises confinns 
- are merely mamfestat1ons of themselves Costume and actor 
become 1dent1cal (R1schbieter 82) 
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Parade' s circus atmosphere was explicitly stated m the notes of director, Jean 

Cocteau He defined 1t as "A simple, roughly outlined act10n which combmes the 

attraction of the circus and the music hall a comic act, put on at the entrance of a 

traveling theatre to attract a crowd," and the scenano involved "a travelmg troupe whose 

' parade' 1s mistaken by the crowd for the real circus act" (Goldberg 77) R1schb1eter 

descnbes 1t as a " fairground spectacle" m which "Enc Satie, Cocteau, Massme and the 

demon behmd and above them- Picasso - let loose the 'managers ' and the barkers made 

up of a collage of posters, stovepipes, and parts of the bodies of animals Cubist ob;et~ 

d'art set m motion" (R1schb1eter 12) It 1s particularly revealmg that m descnbmg 

Parade, Leon Bakst, who had designed for the Ballet Russe, evoked Meyerhold' s 

Fairground Booth "Picasso has designed for us his own idea of a fa1rground booth m 

which acrobats, Chmese, and comperes move as though m a kmd of Kaleidoscope m a 

manner that 1s at once fantastic and real" ( qtd m R1schb1eter 46) 

Though Parade could be charactenzed as a dada-esque production the1r 

movement dtd not officially reach Pans until 1919, when Tnstan Tzara and Francis 

P1cabia arnved there Not long afterward, a tellmg event took place, which beyond 

1denttfymg the ma3or personalities of the Pansian avant-garde provides a good md1cat1on 

of common cause and influence 

On March 27, 1920, Breton, Soupault, R1bemont-Dessa1gnes, 
Tzara and others "celebrated" the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 
scandal of the first mght of Jarry's Ubu R01 at the ongmal venue, 
The Theatre de I 'Oeuvre There were recitations mamfestat1ons 
and an absurd piece by Tzara was acted La premiere aventure 
celeste de M Ant1pynne P1cab1a stayed away, his mamfesto 
was read by Breton (Rtschb1eter 170) 

But what sohdanty Pans dada had was not to last very long Andre Breton was qmckly 

developmg his own ideas of what and how the avant-garde should produce There was 

little to d1stmgu1sh them at first, other than his des1re to set the course of the Pans1an 
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avant-garde m accord with his own agenda He acknowledged the same basic sources of 

msp1rat10n -- Marmett1's futunst, anarchic 1rrat1onahsm and theatre of protest, and Jarry, 

as the Ubu Roi anniversary celebration suggests But despite this, the differences 

between the Tzara camp and Breton's were more than enough to dnve a wedge between 

those who were content with the course of dada as 1t was and those who desired a more 

focused art1st1c mission In a display of art1st1c fervor that might be the envy of theatncal 

artists today (though m our htig10us time lawsmts would mvanably ensue), tensions 

between the two groups grew until they erupted ma more or less final conflict, m July 

1923 

Breton, who had prev10usly had an argument with Tzara and was 
therefore concerned to prepare the way for the stnct coherence of 
the Surrealists, climbed onto the stage and hit out at the dancers 
A fight broke out between the supporters of Tzara and the 
followers of Breton After this, Tzara did his best to keep altve 
the Dada tradition-- although the very phrase 1s self-contradictory 
But 'Surrealtsm had devoured and digested Dada ' (Hans Richter 
q1d m R1schbieter 170) 

Even so, shortly after this conflagration, Picab1a, Duchamp and Satie staged 

Re/ache for the Ballet Sued01s It 1s appropnate that Sat1e, who played such an important 

part m the establishment of Pans dada, also played a key role m what was perhaps 1ts last 

significant theatncal expression P1cab1a was especially enthusiastic about Sat1e's 

part1c1pat1on "although I had made up my mmd never to wnte a ballet Enc Satie 

persuaded me to do so The mere fact that he was wntmg the music for 1t was for me the 

best reason " Re/ache represented, 1f not the pmnacle of dada performance, at least "the 

only Dadaist theatncal expenment camed out with all the means of the stage and at great 

expense" 

There was no decor The stage consisted of three doorways 
close behmd one another, and the rear wall Every1hmg was 
covered with an arrangement of cucular metal discs with an 
electnc bulb shmmg m the centre of each one The audience was 
dazzled In the two acts of the ballet, scenes from everyday hfe 
followed one another m the manner of a revue, at the edge of the 
stage commonplace events took place, ordmary hfe was hved out 
A fireman, who smoked one cigarette after the other, spent the 
whole evenmg pounng water out of one bucket mto another (by 



this action Picabia did not merely mock the fire regulat10ns, but 
also made public the rites behmd the scenes, denouncmg the 
'order' of the theatre) At the side of the stage sat an unoccupied 
man who from time to time rose and measured the floor of the 
stage (R1schb1eter 170) 
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For its part, the mterm1ss10n consisted of the film, entr 'acte, which amounts to a sen es of 

nonsensical scenarios, mcludmg one of a man dancmg m a tutu filmed from beneath 

through a glass plate At the end of the film, the cast burst through the film screen and 

the second act began This amounted to a senes of gloomy dances followed by the 

appearance on stage of a mm1ature car, an event greeted with some dens1on by the 

audience 

The presence of the circus model m Re/ache reveals itself precisely m the kmd of 

loosely structured chaos that 1s that model's signature Femand Leger described Re/ache 

m those terms, declaring, "[t]he watertight compartment separating ballet from music 

hall is broken through The author, the dancer, the acrobat, the screen, the stage, all these 

means of 'presenting a performance' are integrated and orgamzed to achieve a total 

effect" ( qtd m R1schb1eter 169) As this was already chche m Pans, 1t 1s almost needless 

to mention that the production caused a scandal, but despite 1ts notonety, or more 

probably because of 1t, P1cab1a declared Re/ache a success Whatever dens10n 1t mv1ted 

he certainly seems to have ignored 1t However, the scandal did directly result m the 

demise of the Ballet Suedo,s, and Satie was haunted by 1t until his death not long after 

Re/ache marked a watershed m the Pansian avant-garde By the time of its 

stagmg, the mantle of avant-garde theatre m Pans had passed from dada to Surreahsm 

Though Re/ache stood out as a paramount example of most, 1f not all, of what dada had 

tned to accomplish, as well as a gesture of defiance, 1t was the last s1gmficant event of 

dada theatre Breton \vrote afterwards "Though dada had its hour of fame 1t left few 

regrets" "Leave everything Leave dada Leave your wife Leave your mistress Leave 

your hopes and fears Set off on the roads" ( qtd Goldberg 88) So saying, he steered 

the course of the avant-garde towards his own 1deolog1cal destmation 
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SURREALISM 

It 1s somewhat 1romc that the term surrealist was actually comed by Apollmaue 

m the program for Parade Had he lived long enough, he might have further defined the 

term or challenged Breton's dommance, but he died two days before the end of the war, a 

victim of the flu ep1dem1c, long before Surrealism ever emerged as a movement He 1s 

still considered by many to have been a surrealist playwnght m that his Breasts of 

Tzreszas 1s often cited as a mamfestat10n of the surrealist ideal However, 1t was Breton 

who determined the course of Surrealism He defined both the term and whatever 

practical art1st1c function 1t descnbes "Surrealism noun masc , pure psychic 

automatism, by which an attempt 1s made to express, either verbally or m wntmg, or m 

any other manner, the true funct10nmg of thought" (qtd m Goldberg 89) He added that 

1t rested on a belief m the "higher reality of certam hitherto neglected forms of 

assoc1at1on, m the omnipotence of the dream, m the d1smterested play of thought " 

Goldberg belteves that these defimt1ons provided 

for the first time a key to understandmg some of the motives 
behmd dada' s seemmgly nonsensical performances of the 
preceding years With the surrealtst manifesto, those works could 
be seen as an attempt to give free rem to words and act10ns and to 
the oddly Juxtaposed images of the dream Actually, Breton had 
already by 1919 become obsessed wtth Freud and the 
exammat10n of the unconscious (Goldberg 89) 

However, despite arguments wtth Breton that eventually drove him from the 

movement, m theatncal terms by far the most powerful extension of the surrealist 

aesthetic ts the body of thought produced by Antomn Artaud Hts observations, 

prescnpt1ons and prophecies of theatre Wteld influence to this day It 1s evident that 

Breton fought (sometimes physically) with anyone who challenged his views, and the 

history of the surrealist movement, particularly its earhest years, 1s fraught with accounts 

of artists m conflict wtth him Som this regard Artaud was no different from many of hts 

contemporanes, though he fared worse than some Despite his disagreements wtth 

Breton, Artaud's differences wtth the surrealists were pnmanly poht1cal He wanted 
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little or nothmg to do with politics, and in his theatre the surrealist aesthetic 1s essentially 

apolitical Conversely, Breton saw political affihat10n as a way to further the goals of the 

movement This poht1cal conflict was a chief source of their disagreements Based on 

Breton's own defimt10n of Surrealism there could be httle other reason Artaud's ideas 

embody the aesthetic of the irrational grotesque and ep1tom1ze everything that Surrealism 

strives form theatrical terms The only s1gmficant exception to this 1s Artaud's mclus10n 

ofmus1c in his theories Breton "had a horror" of music, so 1t was left out ofh1s 

reckoning Artaud' s aesthetic lmeage 1s clearly acknowledged m the name that he gave 

his theatre, Theatre Alfred Jarry It expressed an adm1rat1on for Jarry and an 

acknowledgment of his mfluence This 1s a prominent pomt of agreement amongst the 

Surrealists, though obviously agreement on this pomt was no bamer to disagreement on 

others It 1s also worth ment1onmg that Artaud also actively acknowledges the influence 

of Maeterlinck and Strindberg in his essays on theatre 

The work generally recogmzed as the foremost expression of Artaud ' s theatncal 

ideas 1s The Theatre and Its Double, a work that has captured the 1maginat10n of many 

theatre profess10nals m this century A cerebral/psychic conception of theatre 1s clear in 

this collection of essays Given that Artaud' s "theatre a11ns to reach us below the 

threshold of cnt1cal thought" 1t might be supposed that cruelty operates outside the realm 

of the mmd But nothing could be further from the truth In the sense that Artaud reJects 

rational thought, and adopts a visceral theatre as opposed to a more passive mtellectual 

one, 1t could be said that Artaud' s theories side-step the mind But the pre-rational states 

that the Theatre of Cruelty appeals to are still anchored there, in that they are anchored m 

the unconscious It 1s clear from his wntings that Artaud 1s concerned with metaphysics 

in theatre and that he targets the psyche regardless of the fact that he subverts the 

mtellect He 1s not concerned with conscious ideas, but pnmord1al ones His method of 

approach seeks to more or less d1rectly engage those levels of the mmd which are below 

conscious apprehension In this way his theatre might be said to be actmg on the nervous 

system But if Theatre of Cruelty 1s a theatre of the nervous system, the center of that 

nervous system 1s still m the brain Though Artaud 1s opposed to the rational, his theatre 

st!ll enagages the mind The spmt of cerebral/psychtc stage certamly applies here 
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Artaud 's work IS an extreme mamfestation, the concentrated essence of avant­

garde principles Much of his theory addresses formal aspects of theatre, but his ideas 

also epitom1ze the connect10n or assoc1at1on of the theatre with the spmt and psyche, 

sometimes invoking spmtual or rehgtous concepts These values underscore all hts 

innovative ideas Whtie his theatre calls for environmental spaces, and design that 

mcludes "shredded hghting effects" and "synthesized sounds," 1t also calls for a 

metaphysical theatre, an alchem1cal theatre to tum spmtual lead mto gold His theatre 1s 

a profuse, quasi-baroque, Dionysian revel a bubbling over of powerful unconscious 

imagery But It also captures a sense of reflective self-aware performance - the essence 

of the meta-theatre - in that 1t ts resolutely and unashamedly presentat10nal It makes no 

attempt to be representational even where 11lus1on IS mtended to be convmcing It starts 

from a presumpt10n of the art1fic1ahty of theatre It 1s not hfe, or a representation of hfe, 

but its double 

Artaud 's theatre employs all the models of the avant-garde in some measure 

There are frequent allus10ns to the musical poss1b1hties of theatre in his wntmg, and in 

this regard the resonance W1th symboltst theones of correspondence ts obvious He 1s 

movmg beyond the emulat10n of music as 1t pertains to language, or the creat10n of 

musical structures in dialogue, because dialogue plays a smaller role in his conception of 

theatre However, language does still offer considerable poss1b1ltties 

Besides creatmg a performance with palpable matenal means, the pure 
m1'ie-en-scene contains, in gestures, facial express10ns and mobile 
attitudes, through a concrete use of music, everything that speech 
contains and has speech at its disposal as well Rhythmic repetition of 
syllables and particular modulations of the v01ce, swathmg the precise 
sense of words, arouse swarms of images in the bram, producing a 
more or less hallucinatory state and 1mpelhng the sens1b1hty and mind 
ahke to a kmd of organic alteration which helps to stnp from the 
wntten poetry the gratmtousness that commonly charactenzes 1t And 
1t 1s around this gratmtousness that the whole problem of theatre 1s 
centred (The Theatre and its Double 120-121) 

The nature of the imagery, combined ,VI th the formal properties of the 

environmental approach to theatre that Artaud prescnbes, 1mphes an associat10n with the 

dream and pomts to his use of the dream model He refers to the dream m his d1scuss1on 
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of the quality of language m the theatre and the development of a language of the theatre 

" [ 1 ]t is not a question of suppressing the spoken language but of givmg words 

approximately the importance they have m dreams " There 1s also an 1mphc1t association 

with the dream m hts d1scuss1on of myths m the theatre "The true purpose of the theatre 

1s to create myths, to express hfe m its immense, umversal aspect, and from hfe to extract 

images m which we find pleasure m d1scovermg ourselves " These references would give 

a clear mdicat10n of the importance of the dream model to his theatre, even if he did not 

exphc1tly state the fact m the "First Mamfesto of Cruelty " 

It 1s a question then of makmg the theatre, m the sense of the 
word, a function , something as localized and as precise as the 
circulation of blood m the artenes or the apparently chaotic 
development of dream images m the bram, and this 1s to be 
accomplished by a thorough involvement, a genume enslavement 
of the attention 

The theatre will never find itself agam -- 1 e constitute a 
means of true 1llus1on -- except by furmshmg the spectator with 
the truthful prec1p1tates of dreams, m which his taste for cnme, 
his erotic obsessions, his savagery, his chimeras, his utopian 
sense of hfe and matter, even his canmbahsm, pour out, on a 
level not counterfeit and illusory, but mtenor (The Theatre and 
as Double 92) 

The nature of his prescnbed theatre reveals the presence of the ctrcus model also 

It 1s unhkely that Artaud ever consc10usly propagated the model of the ctrcus p er se, but 

many elements of the ctrcus model exist m his theatre nonetheless He exphc1tly calls for 

such elements m the essay "An Affective Athlet1c1sm" and his note "The Marx 

Brothers " The environmental nature of the Theatre of Cruelty, its 1mphed sense of 

anarchy and danger, conJure associations with the ctrcus m that 1t 1s a powerful 

embodiment of chaotic pnnc1ples m a senes of visceral stage images Both more or less 

mduce one to respond regardless of WIii In Artaud' s case, the spectator is mtended to 

react to a kmd of archetypal hieroglyph, tnggenng a deep psycholog1cal response, 

whereas m the circus the response 1s to a hfe-threatemng s1tuatlon such as a tightrope, 

trapeze or hon' s cage Nevertheless the Theatre of Cruelty could be descnbed as a sort 

of three-nng circus of psychological ngor 
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The dichotomy between the lyncal and grotesque has an mterestmg character m 

Artaud The quality of cruelty m Artaud's theatre could eastly lead one to assume that 

his theatre belongs to the grotesque, ma manner s1mtlar to Express1omsm But, as m 

Express10msm, there 1s also an element of lyncism m his theones His theatre does not 

always shock or confront after the manner of the grotesque Sometimes its visceral 

images are designed to seduce All the qualities of reverence or beauty or perhaps even 

tranqmlhty may be present ma 'cruel' image, but they are present to the extent that they 

provoke a spontaneous response, the cruelty ongmates from the power of an image to do 

so What this means 1s that both the grotesque and lync treatments of the modem 

aesthetic are present m Artaud's theories 

Though the lyncal / grotesque dichotomy 1s still ahve, by this time 1t has become 

less relevant What has become relevant mstead 1s the dichotomy between rational and 

mattonal ( or antt-rattonal) approaches to theatre, which fully re-surfaces after bemg 

submerged for some time Artaud' s contnbutton to modem aesthetics revolves around 

this It sterns from the extent to which his theatre, perhaps his very existence, embodies 

the anti-rational This applies not only to pre-rational states of mmd that compnse the 

content of his approach, but also the form m which these are to be apprehended He 

resists strattficat10n or standard1zat10n of approach In as much as he calls for a new 

language of the theatre, which ts not only visual, but also physical or sensual, the syntax 

and grammar are never fixed but always contingent on the context of the moment 

Theatre of Cruelty was never fully reahzed by Artaud Its character makes it 

umquely difficult to capture and sustam After his death it languished m some obscunty 

for many years, though many hke Roger Vitrac and Roger Bhn learned important lessons 

from Artaud The ideas were destined to be picked up and re-evaluated many times m 

the years after his death and they contmue to provoke a response Theatre of Cruelty has 

come to stand as a sort of beacon to theatre practtt10ners a goal to be worked toward 

even 1f 1t prO\,es particularly difficult to attam It 1s a standard agamst which many avant­

garde theatre practitioners contmue to measure their success Artaud 1s recogmzed as a 

sort of standard-bearer of the anti-rational avant-garde Along with Bertolt Brecht, he 1s 

considered one of the two most important theonsts of twentieth-century theatncal 
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practice 

EXPRESSIONISM 

At roughly the same time as Marmettt's plays and ideas began to appear in the 

Pans1an milieu, another mamfestation of the modern aesthetic emerged in Germany 

Under the influence ofStrmdberg (and also Wedekmd) a new vanat10n of symbohst 

performance ideals was developmg, which bore early fnut m Kok.oschka's Murderer, 

Hope of Womankmd, first performed m 1907 However this was a singular event, 

Express10msm's early, pre-war years were confined to the wntmg of plays, most of 

which appeared after 1910 It was only toward the end of the war that Express1omsm 

began to find 1ts voice m performance, and the years of its greatest populanty were 

between the years 1918-25 Durmg this time 1t had wide currency m Germany, with 

plays produced by many leadmg theatre professionals such as Max Reinhardt Though 

ultimately confined to its country of ongm (with one or two exceptions m the Umted 

States), its considerable populanty and lastmg legacy (particularly m film) made 1t one of 

the most popular avant-garde movements of the twentieth century 

In terms of basic pnnc1ples, Express10msm differs only marginally from 

Symbolism It starts from a similar pos1t1on m regardmg the stage as a place for the 

expression of ideas and metaphoncal stagmg ( the cerebral/psychic stage) It al so 

embraces the ' N1etzschean dynamic' of simultaneous creative and destructive urges 

These ideas are 1mphc1t m Express10msm, but certam published works provide ample 

evidence of its 1deolog1cal thrust The products of such emment express10mst personages 

as Yvan Goll, Ludwig Rubmer, Paul Kornfeld, and George Kaiser qualify as expltcatlons 

of expressionist philosophy even 1f they do not constitute actual mamfestoes In one, 

Yvan Goll explicitly states that" the stage must not hm1t itself to 'real' hfe, 1t becomes 

'superreal' when 1t knows about thmgs behmd thmgs Pure realism was the worst error of 

all literature " In another essay, Rubmer calls for "the hberat10n of psychic forces" m a 

sen es of man-made "catastrophes," add1t1onally declarmg "[ o ]ur catastrophes alone give 

us hfe The name of disturber 1s an honorary title for us, for us destroyer 1s a rehg10us 

concept, inseparable for us today from that of creator" ( qtd m Sokel 5) L1keW1se Goll 



declares, "the first task will have to be the destruction of all external fonn--reasonable 

attitudes, convent1onahty, morahty, all the fonnahhes of hfe" (qtd m Sokel 10-11) 

These ghmpses of express1omst philosophy make clear the basic adherence of 

Expressionism to the basic pnnc1ples of avant-garde theatre Moreover, the idea of 

esotenc knowledge, or "thmgs behmd thmgs," 1s an aptly expressed parallel to the 

symbohst's "esotenc affinities with pnmordial ideas" descnbed m its hterary mamfesto 
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In many ways, Express10msm can be understood as a Germanic extens10n of 

Symbohsm with a more focused social agenda In fact, nowhere ts Symbohsm's 

mfluence more dtrectly felt than m Expressionism It germmated under the mtluence of 

artists who were dJrectly related to the Pans1an movement m one form or another 

Munch, Wedekmd, Wagner and especially Strindberg It was under the mfluence of 

Stnndberg's Symbohsm that the express1omst movement rose to prommence What 

Express10nism does 1s apply the basic principles of the avant-garde more m1htantly and 

more forcefully, from an mherently more pess1m1stic and md1v1duahst1c pomt of view 

The overwhelming influence of the war 1s responsible for this 

Generally speaking, Expressionism 1s based on a feel mg of discomfort m or with 

the world, a feelmg that 1s sometimes expressed with the word, unhe1mhchke1t As 1t 

expresses a d1stmct d1ssat1sfaction with the status quo, Express1omsm has considerable 

social 1mphcat1ons There were social cond1t1ons in tum-of-the century Germany (and 

earher) which stimulated that d1ssat1sfact1on, but clearly the First World War and the 

dismal post-war cond1t10ns m the Weimar Republic amplified and focused those 

energies, and contnbuted to the growmg populanty of express10nist plays Though they 

1mttally called for a spmtual revolution, they started from the premise that the social 

system was corrupt Such a premise was bound to have social 1mphcattons In this 

context, the Express10msts ' unhe1mhchke11 demanded that the protagomsts of its plays 

pursue radical social transformation The element of social protest 1s important to 

remember when we thmk ofExpress1omsm That aspect of the movement grew more 

intense as 1t developed, becommg mcreasmgly pess1m1st1c as hvmg cond1tions m 

Germany detenorated 

Expressionism's parallel with the general goals and methods of avant-garde mtent 



extends to the use of the same models, particularly those of dream and music For the 

most part this 1s due to the mfluence of Stnndberg In his mtroduct1on to express1omst 

drama, Walter Sokel discusses both the 'dream1c' aspects ofExpress1omsm and 

Stnndberg's contnbut1on to them 

The extremism and d1stort1on ofExpress1omst drama denve from 
its closeness to the dream In its crude aspects, Express10msm 1s 
dramatized daydream and fantasy ln its subtler and more 
mterestmg examples, Express1omsm parallels the concealing 
Symbolism and subhmmal suggestiveness of mght dreams 
Strindberg called the expenmental plays he wrote when he passed 
beyond Naturalism 'dream plays' In them projection and 
embodiment of psychic forces take the place of 1m1tat1on of 
external facts , assoc1at1on of ideas supplants construction of plot 
based on logical connection of cause and effect The old 
structural prmc1ple of causal mterrelat1on between character, 
mc1dent and action gives way to a new structural pattern, closer 
to music than to drama--the presentat10n and vanat1on of a 
theme Strmdberg's 'dream plays' became the msp1rat1on of the 
Express10msts (xiv) 
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Sokel clearly illustrates the importance of the dream structure to expressionist 

playwnghtmg m this passage It 1s also a structure that conJures assoc1at1ons with the 

medieval moraltty play This 1s not a chance happemng, but qmte deltberate Other 

allegoncal forms such as myths, folktales and medieval morality plays form an important 

component of the dream mode, and reveal its work mg presence ma given piece 

Murderer, Hope of Womankmd clearly possesses a nightmansh atmosphere, but also has 

mythological 1mphcat1ons, m that the plot 1s similar to that of a passion play In s1m1lar 

fash10n, From Mornrng unlll Mrdnrght follows a structural pattern reminiscent of the 

Stat10ns of the Cross Sokel's descnpt10n of the Passion play ' s importance startlingly 

echoes the prototypal dream model offered m Symbolism' s literary manifesto 

The protagonist m Express10nist plays usually serves as an 
existential example, a paragon, very much hke Chnst m the 
Pass10n plays The other "characters" are not so much characters 
as functions m his m1ss1on or martyrdom They represent his 
opportumt1es, obstacles, parallels, vanat1ons, and counterpoints 
Genume antagonists do not exist There are antagonistic 
characters, usually phthstmes, matenahsts, often scientists or 
engmeers, moralists and sentimentalists However these 



antagomstic characters do not act as mdependent personaht1es 
motivated by aims of their own, but as f01ls to the protagonist 
They do not carry the act10n forward They are closer to the 
tempting devil m miracle plays or to Goethe's Mephistopheles 
than to Claudius in Hamlet The absence of conflict detenmnes 
the pageant or pilgnmage-type structure of many full-length 
Expressionist plays, such as Hasenclever's Humanrty and Brecht's 
Baal A loosely connected "hfe story", a sen es of "stat10ns," 
pictures and s1tuat1ons takes the place of a well-kmt plot (xx) 
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This 1s the essence of the Expressionists' approach, which Strmdberg adopted in his first 

symbolist play, To Damascw 

Naturally the adopt10n of the dream model also extends to the mrse-en-scene and 

the elements of design The hallucinatory landscape of express10mst stagmg 1s implied 

m the texts of expressionist plays For example, m George Kaiser' s From Mornmg Until 

M1dmght a tree transforms mto the figure of death But the best examples of 

Express10msm 's dream-hke settings are found m the few surv1vmg films of the penod 

In a late example, the film Metropohs shows a factory transform mto the gaping Jaws of 

death But probably the purest example of express1omst stagmg can be found m The 

Cab met of Dr Cahgarr In this film, nothing 1s true m terms of construction or 

architecture, the streets are crooked and the butldings lean at odd and extreme angles 

The dream' s prominent place as a model for performance - m Express1omsm as m 

the rest of the avant-garde - stems from the fact that 1t 1s the most direct unm1t1gated field 

of encounter with the psyche This 1s 1mphc1t m Goll ' s statement about "thmgs behind 

thmgs "The psyche 1s the dwellmg-place of those 'thmgs', the natural habitat of the 

pnmord1al idea As Sokel proceeds to e'l.plam, the prevalence of the dream model m 

Express10msm 1s m part a result of trymg to explore that habitat 

The mfluence of Strmdberg comc1ded with that of psychoanalysis 
(Freud's lnterpretatwn of Dreams appeared two years before A 
Dream Play) In both its Freudian and Jungian form, 
psychoanalysis had dec1S1ve s1gruficance for Express1omsm But 
even before Freud and Jung, the mtellectual atmosphere m the 
wake of romanticism, and German phJiosophy from Schellmg to 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, had given mt1mat10ns of the 
concept of the subconscious Even those Express1omsts who 
were not conversant with the actual works of Freud and Jung 
could not help but be fam1har With the ch mate of thought that 
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had given nse to psychoanalysis m the first place (xm-xtv) 

In a fashion s1m1lar to its role m Strindberg' s later plays, mus1cahty 1s a maJor 

component of express1omst playwnghtmg As m Symbolism, the mus1cahty of a play 

most commonly reveals itself m the rhythms of dialogue, whereas the dream manifests 

itself m the overall atmosphere of performance In keepmg with estabhshed symbohst 

practice, Strmdberg stressed a more direct emulation of the dream and music He strove 

to capture the complex character of dreams m hts later plays, both m terms of orgamzmg 

pnnc1ples and m the bizarre deportment of md1v1dual characters But, clearly, he also 

strove to emulate the orgamzmg prmc1ples of music m much the same way Hts plays 

center on theme mstead of plot, trymg to capture musical structure and rhythms This 1s 

a hallmark of the earliest examples of Symbolism, datmg back to the concept of verbal 

orchestrat10n m Kahn's poetic drama In Express10msm, the element of mus1cahty 1s 

most apparent m the rhythms of play-texts No recordmgs survive, and the films of 

course were silent, but the dialogue of the plays clearly reveals theu rhythmic structure 

Sokel wntes, "[e]xpress1omst drama employs silence more frequently and more 

strategically than the conventional drama" In hght of Kahn' s "poetic concept of verbal 

orchestrat10n," the apphcatton of the musical model shows considerable s1milanty 

Brecht (m Baal), Kaiser and Hasenclever use silence as a 
counterpoint to the meamng of the spoken dialogue Words and 
pauses together form a kmd of hngu1sttc chiaroscuro, counterpart 
to the v1s1ble chiaroscuro of 1llummat10n and dimness or darkness 
on Sorge's stage The deliberate use of the pause as a s1gmficant 
means of express10n (mdtcated on the prmted page by the 
abundance of dots and dashes m Express10mst plays) reveals 
most clearly the kmsh1p between Express1omst drama and music 
Dots and dashes are the eqmvalents of pauses m musical scores 
The pause 1s an essential part of the express10mst attempt to 
create or recreate a theatre of depths maccess1ble to conceptual 
speech, a "super-drama," as Yvan Goll calls 1t, conveymg a 
"surreahty" which 1s to empmcal reality what depth 1s to surface 
(xix) 

Expressionism seldom 1f ever overtly manifests the circus model or the clown 

One reason for this may be because, as L10nel Richard pomts out m Pha1don's 
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Encyclopedra of Expresswnrsm, the movement 1s not - as a rule - gifted with a great sense 

of humor (162) However, there 1s, in certain express1omst performance texts, certainly a 

sense of the anarchy, spectacle and danger that accompany the clown and cJrcus 

Another connection to the circus model that begms to appear relates to the circus freak 

show Expressionism encourages distortion and force, angmsh and revolt Its signature 

1s the scream Its parade of mutat10ns and social misfits, playing to the emot10n of an 

audience often at the expense of intellect, effectively evokes the circus sideshow 

(recalling the Theatre of Cruelty as well) The generally chaotic atmosphere of 

Express10msm leads to the circus even if sometimes that route 1s a bit circmtous 

The impact of the cabaret and music hall on Express1omsm 1s clear at least In a 

rare overt example, Yvan Goll celebrated Charlie Chaplin, along W1th Apolhna1re (one of 

his most dec1S1ve mfluences) in his scenano Chap/made (Sokel xx) Expressionism's 

nurseries were the cabarets ofMumch's Eleven Executwners and Remhardt's Schall und 

Rauch Other circus-hke elements emerge m Kokoschka' s Sphinx and the Strawman, 

one of those texts that cross the boundary between dada and Express10msm The play 

includes (among other things) a giant mask/head electrically ht from ms1de, a parrot 

which keeps calling "annna sweet amma", and the character of death, dressed as "an 

ent1rely normal human bemg" (Esshn Theatre of the Absurd 263) Nevertheless, Sokel, 

m summing up, descnbes the nature ofth1s play m the followmg terms 

In Kokoschka's play, the proJect10n of psychic s1tuat10ns into 
symbolic images, an essential function of the subconscious mmd, 
becomes action on the stage This prmc1ple offered Kokoschka, 
and Goll after him, a means of retummg to the ancient nature of 
theatre as magic show, as visual and pantom1m1c hberat1on from 
the confinmg fetters of realism and propriety As Esslm has 
pointed out, 1t 1s precisely this tnumph of the image, trus staging 
of metaphor, which makes for the dramatic poetry m the works of 
Beckett, Ionesco, and Genet Tlus particular form of 
expressionist dream play not only pomts ahead to the avant-garde 
theatre of our own day, but also re-estabhshes connections with 
the ancient mainstream of European theatre, which the "well­
made" respectable play of the modem era had repudiated 
Cabaret and circus, commed1a dell ' arte, Passion and miracle 
play, and above all , the magic farce of the Vienna popular 
theatre, which flowered m Mozart's and Sch1kaneder's Magic 
Flute, the whole Baroque dehght m the spectaculum mund1, 



contnbuted to that feast of theatncahty and poetry - Kokoschka's 
Job (xv11) 
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Somethmg that Sokel alludes to here, and that 1s important, 1s that Express10msm 

also relates to the c1rcus model by virtue of its populanty It was (1s) rare for an avant­

garde movement to enJoy that kmd of populanty, but Expressionism had wide currency 

dunng its height It also had considerable impact on other forms long after pure 

theatncal Express10msm had faded away This 1s important because part of circus's 

adoption as a model for the avant-garde stemmed not only from its ab1hty to abstract the 

human form m clown acrobat and puppet but also from precisely that element of popular 

entertainment, part of an effort to blur the boundaries between 'high ' and ' low' art This 

1s something that the avant-garde lost sight of m many ways as 1t became more and more 

eht1st and mtellectual Brecht (and 1romcally also Artaud) resisted this trend, but 

Express10msm really succeeded m capturmg popular attentton m a way that few avant­

garde styles ever did A sense of humor it may not have had, but 1t did en Joy many other 

ctrcus elements of the ctrcus 

Though Expressionism gravitates toward the grotesque, it 1s unusual m this 

regard In the m1heu of the modern avant-garde 1t 1s generally m the clown and c1rcus 

that grotesque reveals itself This 1s the difficulty m too consistently assoc1atmg the two 

the tendency does not make the rule The grotesque elements m Express10msm relate to 

the elements of horror m Strmdberg's plays But, by the time Express1omsm became 

popular m the nmeteen-twenttes, the oppos1tton between lyncal and grotesque was 

already fadmg m importance m the hght of the nsmg s1gmficance of the rational/ ant1-

rat10nal dichotomy As a movement, Express1omsm clearly embraces grotesque 

Symbolism, but it 1s also firmly ant1-rat1onal m its approach to theatre, prefemng, under 

the influence of Freud, to let the 1rrattonal subconsc10us emerge relatively unchecked In 

hght of the war, perhaps, or of dada's growing mfluence, or both, the issues of the 

rat10nal versus the anti-rational come to the fore Developments m Germany after 

Express10msm are cast m this hght 
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EPIC THEATRE AND THE THEATRE OF THE BAUHAUS 

In stark contrast to the situation m France, after the hey-day of dada and 

Expressionism, the tendency m German theatre was toward the rational rather than the 

mat1onal These two were essentially ant1-rat10nahst theatres of protest, but cond1t10ns 

m Germany demanded a change m the way the theatre conducted itself Leadmg the way 

m this trans1t1on was the agitprop theatre This theatre worked toward social change, 

usually workmg m concert \VJth the communist party which grew rapidly m populanty m 

the dismal post-war cond1t10ns of Weimar Germany The Epic Theatre - the work 

pnmanly of P1scator and Brecht - grew out of agitprop theatre In many ways, 1t echoed 

the development of Meyerhold ' s pohttcal theatre However, as an extension of the 

agitprop trad1t10n, Epic Theatre developed m oppos1t1on to, rather than m support of, 

government 

Though the two could not be farther apart m several respects, 1t was 

Expressionism that sowed the seeds for the development of Epic Theatre This 1s true m 

terms of the baste ideas and conventions of symboltc expression, but most importantly m 

its concern for social and poht1cal conditions They also shared some structural 

similant1es 

With few exceptions, Express1omst drama conforms to an "epic" 
or narrative, rather than to a stnctly dramatic pattern It 1s not 
based upon the clash of characters, but upon the showmg and 
tell mg of themes The maJor influences for this truly eptc or 
narrative character of Expressionist drama are the Chnstian 
passion play and Goethe's Faust, both of which deeply mfluenced 
Stnndberg and Mth him the Express1omsts, Shakespeare, Storm 
and Stress plaY'vnghts hke Lenz, Buchner ( especially m hts 
Wozzeck), and the modem cabaret, with its bnef skits and 
numbers From this type of Express tom st play, the left-wmg 
director Erwm Piscator, Lion Feuchtwanger, and Bertolt Brecht 
developed m the twenties what 1s now known as the Epic 
Theatre (Sokel, xx) 

In many ways Brecht's theatre can be viewed as Express1omsm sans angst Apart 

from the structural elements outlmed above, his early plays show "the mfluence of the 

Expressionist trend m their loose construction, their treatment of characters as types 



56 

rather than md1viduals, and their highl:y concentrated, poetic language" (Esslm 132) 

Brecht's later works contmued to share with the Expressionism many of those 

charactenstic elements associated wtth the morality play, especially the basic mission of 

conveying a message m the narrative "both Express1omsm and Brecht's Epic Theatre 

emphasized theatre as ' show' and /or demonstration rather than as drama with emphasis 

on action and suspense" (Sokel xx) However, in Brecht's theatre the bathos that 

charactenzed much of Express1omsm 1s completely reJected Even m the early years of 

his career Brecht "hated n01sy emot10nal outbursts in the theatre" (Esslin 25) Epic 

Theatre seems to stem from a behef that Express1omsm's angst clouds and complicates 

issues by cloudmg and comphcatmg the Judgment of the people involved "The 

difference was that most Express10msts (although by no means all) sought to appeal to 

the emot10ns, while Brecht's Epic Theatre tned to appeal to the cnt1cal intellect of its 

audience" (Sekel xx1) 

Brecht ' s theatre embraced the idea of the cerebral/psychic stage, the metaphoncal 

express10n of an idea through the means of production, and shared the subversive - m 

this case communist - m1ss1on of the avant-garde Brecht also embraced its models The 

influence of the cabaret and clown on his theatre 1s well-known, particularly through the 

famous clown, Karl Valentm Hts adoption of the dream model appears m the allegoncal 

tendencies of the passion-play structure As for the musical model, Brecht's theatre was 

dominated by the narrative (w1thm the confines descnbed above) However, the 

Brechttan d1alect1c, m which elements of product10n work agamst each other -

sentimental music against heartless lyncs m a song, for example - has a d1stmctly 

contrapuntal nature found m some musical compos1t10n Despite Brecht's embrace of all 

these basic avant-garde performance conventions, his theatre clearly follows a rational 

mandate It 1s planned and measured to dehver a specific message toward a specific 

goal 

In a fashion very similar to the manner m which Brecht's (and P1scator's) Epic 

Theatre grew out of Express1omsm, Bauhaus could be said to have evolved out of dada 

The German vers10ns of dada set the sights of theu satire on Expressionism among other 

thmgs, makmg 1t the target of sometimes bhstenng attacks This erumty revealed itself m 
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the first few years of the Bauhaus school Its theatncal component was m1t1ally 

express10mst m character However, when Oskar Schlemmer took control of the theatre 

workshop, he qmckly began to mstltute changes to the program "Schlemmer had finally 

transformed the theatre workshop from its express10mst bias - under Lothar Schreyer' s 

d1rect10n - to one more m lme with Bauhaus sens1b1ltt1es It had been said that students 

came to the Bauhaus to be cured of Express1omsm" (Goldberg 110) In sharp contrast to 

Schreyer's sens1b1ht1es, Schlemmer worked under the influence of dada 

It was probably the legacy of the Dadaists to nd1cule almost 
everythmg that smacked of solemnity or ethical precepts It 
found its nounshment m the travesty and m mocking the 
antiquated forms of the contemporary theatre Though its 
tendency was fundamentally negat1\.e, its evident recogmt1on of 
the ongm, cond1t1ons, and laws of theatncal play was a pos1t1ve 
feature (qtd m Goldberg 110) 

This "evident recogmt1on" of formal elements created a platform for the expenments of 

the Bauhaus From the earliest moments of his Bauhaus tenure, Schlemmer displayed a 

great mterest m the abstract10n of trad1t1onally realistic forms of representation, of the 

theatncal space and of the actors ' bodies, trymg to umfy these abstract10ns m his 

theatncal expression It comes as ltttle surpnse, then, that the explorat10n of abstract 

correspondences and the apphcat1on of the musical model figure prommently m 

Schlemmer' s Bauhaus expenments Wasstly Kandmsky's Yellow Sound had pursued this 

ideal, but later, m an even more blatant example, he had, " m 1928 used pamtmgs as the 

characters of the performance 1tsel f " 

[He] designed visual equivalents to Mussorgsky ' s musical 
phrases, with movable coloured fonns and ltght proJect1ons 
With the exception of two pictures out of sixteen, the whole 
settmg was abstract Kandmsky explained that only a few shapes 
were vaguely obJect1ve but rather made use of the forms that 
appeared to my mmd' s eye while ltstemng to the music 
(Goldberg 111) 

Schlemmer followed smt His Tnad1c Ballet was named for "the three dancers 

and the three parts of the symphonic arch1tectomc compos1t1on and the fus10n of the 

dance, the costumes and the music" (Goldberg 111) Schlemmer' s ideas are much more 
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than the vague, automatic, mtuttive exercises of dada or even Surreahsm They display 

not only the extent of expenmental formaltsm m the Bauhaus, but also the execution of a 

methodical, even rat10nal approach to that expenment 

Accompanied by a Hmdem1th score for player piano, ' the 
mechanical mstrument which corresponds to the stereotypical 
dance style,' the music provided a parallel to the costumes and to 
the mathematical and mechanical outlmes of the body In 
addition, the doll-hke quahty of the dancers corresponded to the 
music box qualtty of the music, thus makmg a uruty of concept 
and style (Goldberg 111) 

Schlemmer' s Bauhaus reveals not only the overwhelmmg presence of the musical 

model but also an equally s1gmficant interest m the circus and its lessons for 

performance He mstltuted a senes of warm-up exercises based on the clowning, and 

tned to mtroduce his students to the vanous arts of circus performances The spmt of the 

circus was accompanied by a love for variety theatre, offered m a spmt of an eclecttc1sm 

that mcluded Japanese and Javanese theatre and "mtroduced them to the more 

philosoph1cal not10n of metaphysical dance" (Goldberg 112) 

In Germany, the war that undermmed Futunsm galvanized Express10msm, 

remforcmg the plulosophy of angst It proved to be a relatively long-hved movement (at 

least w1thm the m1heu of the avant-garde), surv1vmg long enough to become a target of 

German dada, and then to witness dada' s declme Dada had a hm1ted theatncal presence 

m Germany, but under that mfluence the artistic commumty eventually Jettisoned the 

extremity of pass10n and emotionalism belonging to the expressionist movement It 

gravitated mstead toward the experimental formalism of the Bauhaus theatre and the 

socialtst formaltsm of the Epic Theatre In both cases, though the presence of grotesque 

Symbohsm was mamtamed, it became less important as emotional bathos was set aside 

m favour of a more rational and measured approach to theu respective goals Brecht 

(and P1scator) used very precise and rat10nal means to achieve the aims of socially and 

poht1cally onented theatre Bauhaus on the other hand took a very methodical and 

precise approach to its expenments m pure theatncal formalism Brecht eventually 

mhented this rationalist legacy m terms of his approach to grotesque Symbolism 
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Through 1t all , however, the 1mt1al premise of Symbolism and its models of form, theme 

and approach provided the operating gmdelmes for the avant-garde expenment 

There 1s a revealing correlation between the work of Brecht and the surrealists on 

the one hand, and Artaud and the school of Bauhaus on the other Both Brecht and the 

surrealists were proponents of commumsm and members of the party Both turned their 

attention to cnt1c1sm of the instltut10ns of state, educat10n, and religion as (potential) 

instruments of repression and oppress10n However, where Brecht's poht1cs are an 

outgrowth of pacifism, the politics of Surreahsm seem to be an outgrowth of thetr art1st1c 

posture Smee a s1gmficant part of their artistic m1ss1on was to free the subconscious 

from social oppression, ,t follows that Breton' s dec1s1on for the Surrealists to JOm the 

communist party en masse was an extens10n of that des1re Moreover, Surrealism 1s 

fundamentally 1rrat1onal and mtu1t1ve, focusing on 1rrat10nal content such as the workings 

of the subconscious and employmg 1rrat10nal techniques such as automatic wntmg 

Brecht's theatre, his attack on cultural mst1tut1ons, 1s ratrnnal , methodical , measured and 

precise On the other hand, Artaud and the school of Bauhaus are concerned with 

explo1tmg formal aspects, such as the three-d1mens1onahty and multimedia potentrnhties 

of theatre Add1t10nally, both eschewed any overt poht1cal assoc1at10n and were 

mtngued by the metaphysical assoc1atlons of the theatre However, both German 

approaches employed rational means whereas the French pursued the ant1-rat10nal In a 

manner s1m1lar to Brecht's, Bauhaus was extremely measured and rational in its 

approach, usmg charts and diagrams to plot the correspondence of design elements 

Artaud' s theatre, m keepmg with his surrealist roots, 1s a spontaneous, mtwt1ve, almost 

pathological eruption of unconscious imagery 

The correlation between these four 1s revealmg in that 1t lays bare the increasmg 

importance of ratwnale or conceptual onentat1on to the avant-garde' s goals More than 

simply an issue of the quality of a given production, this applied to the 1mt1al approach to 

the concept of theatre, and the whole manner m which theatre 1s to be apprehended the 

reasoned, rat10nal versus the mtmted, matJonal Because they most forcefully presented 

thetr respective cases, these polar onentat1ons m the creation of theatre have come to be 

associated with Brecht and Artaud However, there are other relat10nsh1ps at work that 
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play an important role m terms of form versus content Though one might say that 

Brecht's work 1s still mtent on uncovermg pnmordtal mot1vat10ns of people m general, 

when he Jettisoned emotionalism m his theatre he also eschewed any overt 

accommodation of psychological motivations The pohhcal 1s made personal m Brecht 

and the personal 1s made poht1cal, but the basic motivations of the characters are not 

explored, though they are offered for Judgment Rather, the manner m which they seek to 

fulfill them 1s at issue The actions of the characters, and to some extent theu mtentions, 

are treated largely as questions of choice Artaud seems to deny the issue of chmce, 

ascnbmg behaviours to subconscious impulses and denymg the role of mtellect (though 

his own wntmg clearly md1cates a considerable intellectual ab1hty) These worlds are 

very far apart Brecht leaves the issue of psycholog1cal motivation behmd in his theatre, 

concentratmg on consc10us behav10urs Artaud subverts the whole issue of conscious 

choice and intmts mahonal unconscious mot1vattons 

Beckett's approach ts destined to bndge these two approaches that m many ways 

has more in common perhaps with Bauhaus than either Brecht or Artaud The Bauhaus, 

as concerned as 1t was with a kmd of formal rat1onahsm, was focused on that 

formalism ' s association of art1st1c media and its metaphysical 1mphcat1ons Thus they 

apphed a kind of scemc rattonahsm to the exploration of ideas generally beheved to be 

rooted m the irrational This kmd of approach has a definite resonance with Beckett' s 

theatre, which offers a precise and measured explorat10n of the dark recesses of the 

mat1onal mmd Brecht offers a rat10nal exploration of the rat10nal (pohtical or social) 

mmd Artaud offers an mattonal exploration of the 1rrat1onal mmd Beckett ultimately 

offers a rat10nal exploration of the irrational mmd It 1s this blending which leads us to a 

bnef cons1derahon of Jung' s theones and theu relevance to the m1heu of the avant-garde 

They offer, among other thmgs, a way m which a more or less rational method can be 

brought to bear on an mat1onal subject Though Freud may have been more mfluenttal m 

terms of duect effect on avant-garde theatre, part1cularly in the case of Express10msm 

and Surreahsm, Jung's theones seem to represent a more refined express10n Commg, as 

they do, later m the modem penod, they operate m parallel with much of the avant-garde 

rather than as a stimulus to 1t Fmally, Jung's theones are particularly important m this 



context because of their influence on Beckett 

JUNG, METAPHYSICS AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE AVANT-GARDE 

It 1s the mark of all great rehg10ns that they not only possess a 
body of knowledge that can be taught m the fonn of cosmological 
mfonnat1on or ethical rules but that they also commumcate the 
essence of this body of doctnne m the hvmg, recumng poetic 
imagery of ntual It 1s the loss of the latter sphere, which 
responds to a deep mner need m all human bemgs, that the 
declme of religion has left a deeply felt deficiency m our 
c1vil1zat1on We possess at least an approximation to a coherent 
philosophy m the sc1enttfic method, but we lack the means to 
make 1t a hving reality, an expenenced focus of men's hves That 
1s why the theatre, a place where men congregate to expenence 
poetic or artistic insights, has m many ways assumed the function 
of a substitute church (Esslm, The Theatre of the Absurd, 312-
313) 
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There 1s much to be learned by quest1omng the collective mot1vat1on of the 

theatncal avant-garde Identtfymg its basic mot1vat1ons 1s helpful in d1scermng and 

understanding the conventions of performance We know that Symboltsm began with 

attempts to express esotenc affimttes with pnmord1al ideas, but what, other than a knee­

Jerk reaction against realism, drove this purpose? The h1stoncal context suggests many 

poss1b1ht1es It seems hkely, as Esshn suggests above m "The S1gmficance of the 

Absurd," that the pursmt of the primordial has at least somethmg to do with the 'death' of 

God, according to Nietzsche The decay of traditional J udeo-Chnstian behef systems 

seems to have st11nulated a new search for meamng in the context of modern hfe 

Though 1t 1s obv10us that he had a profound mfluence on the avant-garde, Nietzsche 

merely articulated and focused a change that was already in progress at the time 

The 'decline ' ofrehg1on was accompamed by a nse m the sciences of psychiatry 

and psychology This saw a climax of sorts early m the twentieth century m the work of 

Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, which was to have a decided impact on the avant-garde 

This 1s largely because they share a basic m1ss10n Both were engaged m probmg the 

'sub' / 'un'-consc10us for clues to the fundamental aspects of psychic existence, those 

thmgs that ultimately detennme our expenence of the world Inasmuch as the work of 
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Freud and Jung proved influential on the avant-garde (particularly Freud whose work 

came earlier), like the work of Nietzsche, 1t also articulated forces that were already at 

work m European society at the time Thus the theones of these great thinkers can also 

offer significant clues to the mot1vat1ons, intentions and methods of the avant-garde m 

the modem penod Because of a particular interest m the Symbolism of the unconscious, 

an essay of Jung' s entitled Archetypes of the Collect rve Unconsczous became mcreasingly 

useful for the startling degree to which 1t offered lucid insight into the dynamics of the 

modem avant-garde 

Archetype '! of the Collective Uncomcww, begms by accurately, 1f comc1dentally, 

1dent1fymg the basic m1t1al motivat1on of avant-garde theatre an effort to unearth and 

express the pnmord1al Where the symbolist manifesto descnbes pnmordial ideas, Jung 

1dent1fies archetypes as pnmord1al types (mv1ting a companson with the theones of 

Swedenborg) In Jung's theones archetypes find their expression m vanous ways Chief 

among these 1s the dream He identifies 1t as the least m1t1gated vehicle for the 

expression of archetypal forces in our day-to-day expenence (301) It seems more than a 

coincidence that the dream 1s the predominant model for the mrse-en-scene of the avant­

garde theatre, the most mclus1ve and flexible of 1ts three pnmary models A s1m1lar 

archetypal signification can also be seen m what Jung refers to as pnm1t1ve esotenc 

teachings, myth and fairy-tale These vehicles of expression also figure prommently 

among some specific models for the avant-garde, borrowing the form, as well as m many 

cases, the content From Mormng 'til Mrdmght 1s written in scenes that parallel the 

Stations of the Cross Stnndberg's Road to Damascu'I draws its title from the wr1tmgs of 

the apostle Paul (Acts chap nine, vs 1-20) A Dream Play borrows directly from Hindu 

culture and myth The use of these vehicles suggests a search for the 'pnmord1al ideas ' 

outlmed m The Manifesto ofSymbolrst Literature 

S1m1larly, Jung's essay descnbes the way m which the psycholog1cal power of 

Europe's trad1t1onal rehg1ous symbols, after dommating the culture for m1llenma, had 

begun to erode Along with that erosion came a growing desire to look mother places (to 

other cultures) for new symbols to replace the old This trend 1s echoed by art1st1c 

endeavours of the penod, a trend sometimes descnbed as neo-pnm1ttv1sm For example, 
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the end of the nineteenth century saw a profusion of expenments wtth onental 

Symbolism, not to mention the symbols of other cultures of the South Pacific Innes's 

Holy Theatre descnbes neo-pnmitJv1sm as an essential cntenon for avant-garde status 

Though 1t has enJoyed common use, this 1s a problematic term Even in its best light 1t 1s 

less than accurate, presumes the cultural supenonty of western society, and subsequently 

that the exotic foreign cultures explored (appropnated?) by European artists can all be 

descnbed by the word 'pnmit1ve' Ultimately the biggest problem with the use of the 

term and - particularly - its employment as a cntenon for avant-garde status 1s that 1t 1s 

m1sleadmg There 1s no doubt that artists actively pursued an mterest m other cultures, 

but this 1s a means to end, not an end m itself It 1s an extension of the artists ' search for 

meanmg in new modes of expression and 1s analogous to the search for new rehg10us 

symbols that Jung descnbes He believed the trend to be ultimately m1sgu1ded, that such 

searches fell "victims m their tum to the magic and novelty of eastern symbols," (Jung 

304), and suggested that, mstead of searchmg out a surrogate, modem society should be 

re-exammmg Its own symbols to discover the psychological 1mphcat1ons that he 

underneath (such an approach would have nnpovenshed the development of modem art, 

however) The fact that the "new" symbols of other cultures quickly lost their novelty ts 

somethmg which Jung predicted, but which the West failed to appreciate for the most 

part The profus10n -- for better or worse -- of post-modernism seems a result of that 

tendency Regardless, the 1mphcatlons for theatncal art are self-evident Reflecting the 

neurosis of the age, the theatre became a tatl-chasmg search for new forms of express10n 

and meanmg, call 1t what you will spmtual or psychological Struggling to express 

pnmord1al ideas, artists began to look at other cultural symbols 

One of the thmgs that charactenze the modem avant-garde 1s the profusion of 

styles or approaches that spnng up over a relatively short penod of time In many ways, 

recognition of fundamental s1mtlant1es m modem movements has been hampered by the 

fact that, to a certain extent, each movement struggled to distance itself from the others, 

as if they were anathema to each other This struggle 1s apparent m the repud1at10n of 

Symbolism by the Futunsts, for example However, as Deak pomts out, they owe a 

considerable debt to the Symbolists from whom they learnt what 1t was to be avant-garde 
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m the first place (Deak 3) Jung 1dent1fies and deftly sums up this tendency "All esotenc 

teachings seek to apprehend the unseen happenmgs m the psyche, and all claim supreme 

authonty for themselves What 1s true of pnm1t1ve lore 1s true m even higher degree of 

the rulmg world rehg1ons" (Jung 303) This 1s equally true of the vanous schools of the 

modem avant-garde The vanous "isms" are roughly analogous to vanous sects of a 

rehg10n Their respective characters are similar issues of specific doctnne -

ph1losoph1cal, aesthetic or both - and divergent poht1cal views compnse the maJonty of 

thetr disagreements, albeit these can be vehemently or even v10lently asserted Yet, at 

root, the vanous sects are engaged m the same search Part of the difficulty here 1s also 

that the efforts of cnt1cal analysts and h1stonans often amplify differences between 

avant-garde schools and ignore those thmgs that hnk them to each other The lay person 

would no doubt find them all equally mcomprehens1ble However, m the mtroduct10n to 

An Anthology of German Expresswmst Drama Walter Sake! captures the character of the 

s1tuat10n well 

An 'ism' 1s a convemence makmg rational discourse about the 
phenomena of cultural history easier or even possible Too many 
md1v1dual vanat10ns exist to penmt us to expect hard and fast 
defimt1ons There are as many styles as there are md1v1dual authors or, 
more accurately still , md1v1dual works It has recently become 
fash10nable among German cnt1cs to deny altogether, or at least to 
doubt, the leg1tlrnacy of such genenc terms as Express1omsrn Such an 
extreme view would unnecessarily 1mpovensh our mtellectual 
discourse, for terms that denote, however approximately, common 
elements m a literary penod can serve a useful funct10n, provided we 
keep m mmd thetr hm1tat1ons (xn) 

That said, the aim 1s not to 1mpovensh discourse by leanmg m the opposite direction 

Rather 1t 1s simply to pomt out that the vanous "isms" are not so d1ss1mI1ar as we are 

often led to beheve Common mtenttons and common methods run throughout the whole 

penod Jung's essay provides us with evidence of this, or at least a conduit to an 

understanding of 1t Jung and the avant-garde share the m1ss1on of chartmg the 

unconscious Ult1mately, Jung's essay proV1des considerable ms1ght as to the character of 

avant-garde theatre m the modem penod, remforcmg common methods and agendas that 

have theIT root m the symbolist movement and thetr epitome m Beckett's oeuvre If the 
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avant-garde generally approaches this m1ss10n from the perspective of art, expressing 

(with some notable except10ns) a more nght-bramed, mtmtlve understanding, Jung 

approaches as a scientist, from a more carefully reasoned rational side His d1scovenes 

are laid out ma methodical fashion In Man and H1s Symbols, Jung charactenzes the 

difference between his approach to dream mterpretatton and Freud' s The latter 

encourages free association with the dream that leads the subject further away from 1t 

Jung's more methodical and rationalized approach focuses on the specific symbols of the 

dream m question and the form m which they are offerred (11-14) Whether this 

approach holds a greater value for approachmg a work of art or not 1s arguable Certamly 

1t could be seen as a ' rational' counterpart to Freud' s mtu1t1ve or ' mat1onal ' approach 

Ultimately 1t 1s Jung's 'rat10nal ' approach to essentially ' mational ' subject matter plays a 

crucial role m understandmg of Beckett's theatre 
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Chapter Three 

Beckett and the Modem Avant-garde 

Jung's madvertent explication of avant-garde motivations and methods naturally 

1mphes a connect10n to Beckett as well However, where Jung' s theones comcidentally 

11lummate the general features of the modem avant-garde, m Beckett' s case they provide 

a direct and s1gmficant mfluence Even a basic apprec1at10n of Jung' s work aids in 

developmg an understanding of Beckett' s plays, not m terms of determinmg the 

' meaning' commonly sought (and consistently rebuffed by the playwnght), but in terms 

of understanding the terram m which the plays operate Jungian psychology provides a 

rare condmt to understanding the central images m Beckett' s theatre, and the idea of 

Beckett's oeuvre as a culmmatmg synthesis of avant-garde aesthetic values ts supported 

by the Jungian influence Duectly or mdtrectly 1t contnbutes to the d1st1llatton of avant­

garde values rn Beckett' s theatre Though present m hts 1mt1al forays mto the theatre 

(Godot , Endgame), this quality becomes even more apparent m hts later work, as he 

sheds the layers of artifice that mitigate the relat1onsh1p between the baste impulses and 

ideas that underlie a theatncal presentation and the audience that receives 1t Even as 

Jung's theones help us to identrfy and understand the degree to which Beckett's theatre 

concentrates avant-garde values, m an mstance of reciprocity, the character of Beckett's 

work also remforces the degree to which Jung' s theones, albeit madvertently, capture the 

character of the avant-garde They help us to understand that the very thmgs m the 

symbohst movement that Beckett echoes are the thmgs that help establish the value of his 

theatre as the epitome of avant-garde values 

That mfluence began to emerge m Beckett' s personal hfe when Jung had the 

dubious d1stmctton of bemg the twentieth professional consulted m the treatment of 

Lucia Joyce, \\ho was mfatuated with Beckett for a time The episode ended 

mausp1c10usly when Jung made some less than welcome observatmns about Lucia's 

relationship wtth her father, and was summanly d1sm1ssed (Cronm 210) Whether 

Beckett was mfluenced at all by this contact 1s difficult to determme However, tt 1s 



reasonable to conclude that he was aware of Jung' s presence, cons1denng that Lucia' s 

well-bemg and treatment were hkely of some mterest to him, particularly smce Lucia' s 

unrec1procated mterest m Beckett proved a sore point m his relat1onsh1p with her father 

However, in tenns of any possible mfluence on the playwnght, the whole issue would 

probably be ms1gmficant were 1t not for Beckett's later interest m Jung's ideas 
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While hvmg m London in the early th1rt1es, Beckett underwent psychoanalysis 

The course of treatment occasioned his attendance, in 1935, at a lecture given by Jung at 

the Tavistock clime m London The lecture proved to be of considerable importance to 

Beckett and to his dramatic work This reveals itself in two particulars a chart of the 

unconscious employed in the lecture, which he subsequently ' appropriated' (Cromn 220), 

and a now-famous anecdote of the circumstances surrounding Jung' s unsuccessful 

treatment of a httle g1rl The two mstances speak to two different levels of influence on 

Beckett's work The anecdote reveals a general emotional 1dent1ficatlon wtth Jung's 

ideas The chart, while further serving to confirm this general ident1ficat1on, also 

suggests a formal or procedural affinity In other words, these two instances of Jung' s 

influence suggest not only an 1deolog1cal affimty, but also an affimty with a method of 

locating, approaching or apprehendmg the ideology m question a rationale to get at or 

explicate archetypal imagery, or a method of getting at the madness, so to speak These 

affimt1es also underscore the way in which, by adhering to symbolist pnnc1ples, 

Beckett's theatre ep1tom1zes avant-garde values, ultimately the things that make his 

theatre a paradigm of the modem avant-garde are the same things which hnk Beckett to 

Symbolism 

The anecdote 1s well known Mary Doll recounts the story in the following way 

That mght m 1935, Jung once again was articulating his point--
"We like to beheve in our will power and in our energy and in 
what we can do, but when 1t comes to a real show-down we find 
we can do 1t only to a certain extent, because we are hampered by 
those httle devils, the complexes " It 1s m this context that Jung 
then descnbed the strange case of the httle girl who had amazing 
mytholog1cal dreams and whose death, Jung said, was a result of 
her never having been born entirely (Doll 12) 

The degree to which Beckett was impressed by this tale 1s indicated by the fact that 
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twenty years later it appeared m Beckett' s radio play All That Fall The character of 

Mrs Rooney descnbes attending a lecture by "one of these new mmd doctors," a lecture 

in which a "httle girl , very strange and unhappy m her ways" died because "she had 

never really been born' " (Collected Shorter Plays 35) Tellingly, Beckett also used this 

story ma rehearsal of Footfalls m Germany m 1976, as a way to help an actress who was 

havmg difficulty relating to that part (Walter Asmus in Kalb 181), suggestmg a conscious 

connection between the story and the creation of the play Clearly the story caught his 

imagmation enough to be retold m one play twenty years later, and then used as a part of 

the basis for another play almost twenty years after that 

The 'appropnated' chart of the unconscious further indicates Beckett's interest in 

Jung' s ideas The chart represents the mmd as a senes of concentnc circles "becommg 

ever darker till we reach the final darkness of the unconscious" (Cronm 221) This ' final 

darkness ' also effectively descnbes the terram of Beckett' s plays, particularly the later 

ones, which tend to take place agamst a blank or black background It rmght be 

suggested, moreover, that the concentnc circles of the chart parallel the circular dialogue 

and action of his plays, both the dialogue and the physicality of his plays tend to consist 

of repet1t1ve signatures The plays' images and ideas unfold m the revelation of more 

detail in each cycle Ultimately the archetypal nature of the images also attests to the 

Jungian character of his collective mzse-en-scene Those developing central images are 

generally set against a ' final darkness' as though in a sort of sculptural rehef 

The idea of an archetypal grounding for Beckett's work resonates well with the 

ind1v1dual plays Probabihttes and resonances are generally all one can expect of an 

archetype As Robertson Davies wntes, "the thmg about 1t which 1s most difficult to 

grasp 1s that 1t cannot be 1dent1fied m any smgle form and 1s evident only through its 

mamfestat10ns You cannot natl 1t down but you can see what 1t does" (326) Jung 

himself wntes that the " archetype 1s essentially an unconscious content that 1s altered 

becoming consc10us and being perceived" (301) Nevertheless, archetypal quahhes are 

still recognizable in Beckett' s plays For instance, Footfalls' woman-wraith, May 

( comc1dentally-- m a semmal, Beckett-directed performance by B1lhe Whitelaw -­

bearmg an astomshmg resemblance to Munch' s The Cry) paces across the stage, mne 
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steps to the nght and nme to the left, m what seems to be a quest for proof of her 

existence As 1s revealed m the dialogue of mother and daughter, " the motion alone 1s 

not enough I must hear the feet however famt they fall" (C SP 241) Unfortunately for 

May, those footfalls are not enough either Each recurrent sequence of pacing 1s in 

famter ltght at a slower pace Ultimately the hghts brighten Just enough to reveal that she 

1s no longer there at all The central image m That Time 1s a disembodied head floatmg 

m space ten feet off the ground "Voices ABC are his own coming to him from both 

sides and above" (C SP 228) Here agam a cycle of repetition gradually reveals more 

and more details ofbuned, uncertain but ominous memones In fact, the whole play 

seems to about the nature of memory and difficult memories m particular 

never the same after that never quite the same but that was 
nothing new 1f 1t wasn't this 1t was that common occurrence 
somethmg you could never be the same after crawling about year 
after year sunk m your hfelong mess muttenng to yourself who 
else you'll never be the same after this you were never the same 
after that (C S P 229) 

Happy Days features a woman, Wmme, buned up to her waist ma growmg pile of earth 

She 1s bhssfully unaware of this and other environmental facts Mostly she 1s concerned 

with the contents of her handbag and the maintenance of a positive outlook Mary Doll 

draws a comparison between this image and Persephone These and many other images 

in Beckett's plays possess an archetypal resonance The entirely bnef play, Breath, 

which Beckett created for Kenneth Tynan's Oh Calcutta, also exh1b1ts an archetypal 

resonance Consider the play m hght of these comments by Joseph Campbell " It is the 

\vtnd, spmtus, the spmt, we got m Chief Seattle That's an archetype, the recogmtion of 

breath as the breath of ltfe" (Campbell 31 ) A reading of Breath confirms the probability 

of this association (the breath of ltfe), though 1t exh1b1ts typical 'Beckett1an' cynicism 

Whatever else they may do, Beckett' s plays certainly exrub1t archetypal 

resonances m that thelf images display certain kinship with the "ferocious beasts that the 

caverns of the psychic underworld are supposed to harbour " (Jung 316) Not I, has a 

particular kmsh1p \Vlth one such beast and -- other than the obv10us example of Footfalls 

-- may be the most tellmg example of Jung's mfluence on Beckett' s theatre The play 
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features a woman's "MOUTH, upstage audience nght, about eight feet above stage level, 

faintly ht from close-up and below, rest of face m shadow " The action of the play 

consists of MOUTH'S stream of consciousness uttered to a faceless auditor ma 

somewhat repetitive and fractured process of self-discovery (C SP 216) Tellmgly, 

Archetypes of the Collect1ve Unconscwus descnbes the amma as an archetype of what 1s 

"always the a pnon element of [lus] moods, react10ns, impulses and whatever else 1s 

spontaneous m psychic hfe "Jung's further descnptton of the amma's character reveals a 

stlll deeper kmshtp with Beckett's play 

she 1s not charactenstic of the unconsc10us m its entirety She 
1s only one of its aspects This 1s shown by the very fact of her 
femmm1ty What 1s Not-I, not mascuhne, 1s most probably 
femmme, and because the Not-I 1s felt as not belongmg to me and 
therefore as outside me, the amma image 1s usually proJected 
upon women Either sex 1s mhab1ted by the opposite sex up to a 
point, for, b1olog1cally speaking, 1t 1s simply the greater number 
of masculme genes that tips the scales m favour of mascultmty 
The smaller number of femmine genes seems to form a feminme 
character, which usually remams unconscious because of its 
subordmate pos1t10n (323-324) 

Given Beckett' s proven interest in Jung' s work, 1t 1s difficult to 1magme the title 

as anything other than deltberate, particularly smce the play presents Just such a fragment 

of feminme character, struggling for self-awareness However, even were the archetypal 

affinities other than conscious, they clearly md1cate an affimty with Jung' s theones and 

support the case of an unconscious context for Beckett' s plays This 1s especially so 

given that Jung's theones also md1cate the manner m which the archetypal or pnmord1al 

themes emerge m Beckett' s work more or less singular, concentrated images set m 

repetitive verbal and physical cycles agamst a blank or dark background, though in 

earlier works two or more pnmord1al images are brought together in almost astronomical 

configurations, as his career develops, the images appear more and more often by 

themselves Consequently even without a dtrect conscious lmk between Beckett and 

Jung, the archetypal aesthetic of his theatre 1s sttll apparent In Belkett and Myth, Mary 

Doll spends s1gn1ficant time on the connect10n between Jungian psychology and 

Beckett's work She descnbes "a shared agreement between an archetypal psychologist, 



Jung, and a poet, Beckett" 

Beckett's actual expenence of psycluc forces bears out Jung's 
psychoanalytic theory of the collective unconscious This 1s a 
channel Jung and Beckett descnbe as emerging from deep 
recesses from non-rational matenal or from the lesser mmd 
Properly channeled, this matenal source can give tremendous 
creative energy to the receptive wa1tmg artist To descnbe the 
creative process as ahve with complexes would seem to negate 
artistry Yet for Jung as for Beckett artistry 1s not a matter of ego 
control, rather 1t 1s a matter of openmg to the phenomena of the 
collective unconscious, the matenal of which 1s greater than the 
mere surface events of personal daily hfe (Doll 12) 
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Beckett' s affinity with Jung helps us to understand the way m which Beckett 

adheres to the fundamental pnnctples of the avant-garde and the baste theories of 

Symbolism This 1s particularly true smce Jung's theones so articulately explam the 

baste mtenttons of the avant-garde m the first place The convent10ns of avant-garde 

practice as I have exp lamed them are that 1t ts based on the express10n of ideas, that 1t 

operates m accordance with Nietzsche's dynamic of simultaneous creation and 

destruct10n, that 1t operates accordmg to three basic practical models, that tt operates 

w1thm the parameters of maJor aesthetic d1chotom1es of the avant-garde Beckett's work 

represents a culmmatmg synthesis of the avant-garde because 1t incorporates all these 

conventions 

The first pnnc1ple of the avant-garde 1s that 1s based on the express10n and 

discourse of ideas We have established that the plays of the avant-garde are more or less 

direct mamfestat10ns of varymg 1deolog1es, ideologies which may then extend mto the 

spmtual metaphysical or the soc1opohtical realms the avant-garde stage 1s a cerebral 

stage Beckett's theatre clearly demonstrates that focus Certainly his plays express 

soph1sttcated mental images m which "the necessary and needful react10n from the 

collect1ve unconscious expresses itself m archetypally formed ideas" (Jung 3 I 7) 

Beckett's own words md1cate the cerebral nature of hts work when he declares "I am 

interested in the shape of ideas, even tf I do not belteve m them" (Absurd Theatre 20) 

The second underlying pnnc1ple of the avant-garde ts the simultaneous urge to 
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destruct10n and creation descnbed by Nietzsche The crux of this dynamic 1s explored by 

Jung m his descnpt1on of the way m which trad1ttonal symbols are consciously 

undermined and the exotic symbols of other cultures put m their place Though subtle, 

Beckett's embrace of this aspect of the avant-garde 1s undeniable The m1ttal pubhc 

response to the first product10ns of Wmtmg f or Godot, "which bewildered the 

soph1st1cated audiences of Pans, London and New York," attests to this There is a 

deliberate act of subversion in creating a play m which "nothmg happens", echoing the 

"clear path of negation" (Kalb 155) that belongs to dada and is the legacy of Jarry 

The relationship of Beckett' s theatre to the dream model 1s indicated by its 

relat1onsh1p with unconscious ideas, archetypes and myths His theatre manifests 

pnmordial or archetypal images m much the same way that dreams do The 

mythological 1mphcat1ons of his work reinforce affimttes with the dream Cunously 

enough, while he adheres to the model m other respects, particularly in the general 

atmosphere of his plays, httle attempt 1s made to actually employ the metaphor of the 

dream as a kind of user-fnendly analogy of understanding for the audience The only 

overt effort to stage a dream occurs m Nacht und fraume In that piece, ongmally 

created for telev1s10n, an old man sits at a table He lays his head down on the table and 

behmd him his dreamt self appears The dreamt self 1s v1s1ted by a pair of hands, which 

mop hts brow and offer him dnnk, and for a moment come to rest long enough to 

generate sustained contact (CSP 303) Though this is the only overt application of the 

dream metaphor, the m1se-en-scene in Beckett' s theatre certainly evokes the atmosphere 

of the unconsc10us Beckett' s plays can, m fact, be hkened to a sort of wakmg dream, 

and thus can be approached in the same manner Furthermore, the ' dream1c' character of 

his work might help to explam his reluctance to discuss the meanmg of his plays How 

does one explam the existence of dreams? They come unbidden and without mstruct10ns 

for use, at least not in any trad1t10nal sense, dreams reqmre a different kind of percept10n 

and understanding to explain They are outside our normal realm of expenence and 

control The Symbolism cannot be unlocked without specific reference to the character 

of the hstener m question Jung explains," 1t is not possible, except under very special 

cond1t10ns, to work out the mean mg of a dream without the collaborat10n of the 



dreamer "(On the Nature of Dreams 379) In fact Nacht und Traume presents the 

dreamer and the audience with Just this kmd of situat10n, though m an 

uncharactenstically (for Beckett) optnmstic hght Thus, even while he dispenses wtth 

the dream metaphor and assumes the cerebral stage, Beckett advances or develops the 

dream model, by actively explonng the unconscious and archetypal themes without 

attempting any convenient explanat10ns or acknowledgmg any need for them 

"Drama," Beckett once wrote, " ts following music" (McMillan 
and Fehsenfeld 16) Both cnttcs and performers have often 
remarked on the musical qualtty of Beckett's work, which stems, 
not Just from the melodic beauty and power of the language 
uttered on stage, but from the score-hke prec1s1on with which the 
late plays set cond1ttons on the actors ' performances (Saltz 64) 

73 

The musical character of Beckett' s plays quickly becomes evident when 

attemptmg to stage them Though 1t might be less apparent m his early works, 1t 

becomes mcreasmgly difficult to miss the further one goes mto his oeuvre However, 

even m the early works the musical elements of his theatre are clearly present The most 

obv10us md1cat10ns of this he m the use of pause or silence so frequent m his plays In 

many ways these represent rests m a musical score and emphasize the rhythmic character 

of his work The concept of dialogue as interrupted s1 Jenee has become well understood, 

but few playwrights make this clearer The musical character of his plays extends 

beyond the use of pause and silence, though even here their use has greater 1mphcat10ns 

than the value of a simple rhythrmc device The apphcat10n of rhythm itself 1s far from 

simple In Beckett, " the deliberate use of the pause as a s1gmficant means of expression" 

(Sokel xix) 1s an understatement Ultimately, 1t 1s an issue of the character of the entue 

work Prominent duectors of his plays have noted this quality Until his death, Alan 

Schneider d1rected every North-Amen can premiere of Beckett's plays George Devme, 

prominent d1rector of the Royal Court Theatre, duected the first English production of 

Endgame, among others Here Schneider discusses himself, Devme and the music of 

Beckett' s theatre 

Every Beckett play possesses its own specific tonality, its special 
texture That which d1stmgu1shes 1t from anybody else ' s 



work As the Royal Court's George Devme, one of the earliest 
and most loyal of Beckett's supporters and mterpreters, once 
explamed his own view of the Beckett terrain "One has to thmk 
of the text as something hke a musical score wherein the 'notes,' 
the sights and sounds, the pauses, have thelf own interrelated 
rhythms, and out oftheJr compos1tlon comes the dramatic 
impact " (Schneider 249) 
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This testimony obviously supports the musical character of Beckett's language, helping 

us to understand the relation of music to Beckett's dialogue Beckett's own words testify 

directly to the apphcat10n of musical pnnc1ples to the physical aspects of performance 

He stressed a musical approach m his theatre, an emphasis he d1Tectly alluded to when 

d1scussmg physical aspects of theatncal production m 1962 

Producers don ' t seem to have any sense of form m movement 
The kmd of form one finds in music, for instance, where themes 
keep recumng When tn a text, act10ns are repeated, they ought 
to be made unusual the first time, so that when they happen agam 
- m exactly the same way- an audience will recogmze them 
from before ( qtd in Cohn 231) 

Kalb recogmzes musical principles at work in the movement of the actors m plays 

dtrected by Beckett (Kalb 33) The movement patterns m his works generate a 

relat1onsh1p to dance that Walter Asmus, another promment dtrector of Beckett's plays, 

descnbes as balletic That kmd of approach can be witnessed ma video of Wall mg for 

Godot perfonned by San Quentin players m the video senes Beckett Directs Asmus 

made the observation ma rehearsal of Wmtmgfor Godot, which Beckett dtrected 

Beckett walks on stage, his eyes fixed on the ground, and shows 
the movement as he speaks Estragon's Imes, 'You had somethmg 
to say to me? You're angry? Forgive me Come, D1d1 Give 
me your hand ' With each sentence Beckett makes a step 
towards the 1magmary partner Always a step and then the !me 
Beckett calls this step-by-step approach a physical theme, 1t 
comes up five, six or seven times, and has got to be done very 
exactly This 1s the element of ballet (qtd m Kalb 33) 

The mamfestat1on of musical pnnc1ples through phys1cahty becomes more and 

more obvious as one \>,orks through his oeuvre Consider the stage dJrections for 

Footfalls May takes nme steps to the nght, startmg with the nght foot, then nme steps to 
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the left, startmg with the left foot At the begmnmg, each step 1s supposed to take one 

second, gradually slowmg down as 1t progresses (CSP 237) Such mus1cahty 1s even 

more apparent m Quad, a piece entlfely without words, descnbed m Beckett' s notes as 

"A piece for four players, hght and percuss10n " The play mvolves a pattern of pacmg by 

the four players m vanous combmat1ons Their own hght, and their own percussive 

mstrument accompany each of the players, so that the hght and percussion and players all 

come together m vanous combmat1ons as the play progresses to the rhythm ofthe1r 

pacrng 

The pursmt of the musical model engenders the prec1s1on of Beckett's plays The 

precise stage dtrect1ons he provides are analogous to markmgs ma musical score Given 

the character of the theatncal ' score,' the dialogue and the characters can be equated to 

melody, harmony and mstrumentat10n The pauses become rests, as Sokel descnbes 

above, and the stage directions suggest dynamics and tempo Given his subtle 

apphcat1on of stage direct10ns, 1t 1s httle wonder that Beckett would become somewhat 

sens1t1ve to thelf alteration It would be akm to changmg the dynamic markmgs of a 

piece of music, some vanat1on 1s allowable, but 1f alterations are made outside a fairly 

narrow range of parameters, the mtegr1ty of the piece 1s threatened, 1t 1s no longer 

Beethoven, or -- m this case -- Beckett The settmgs, tempos, rhythms and moods, the 

vanety of which, m rhythm or tone, create the theatncal texture of his plays, constitute 

the works ' character and 1dent1ty, actmg as a kmd of signature In The Theatre of the 

Absurd, Esslm descnbes Beckett' s plays as "essentially polyphonic an orgamzed 

structure of statements and images rather hke different themes ma symphony" (Esslm 

13) 

Recently research has been done on the associatron of music and mmd For many 

years the veracity of the so-called "Mozart effect" has been debated The st1mulat10n of 

mtelhgence responses by Mozart's (and others) music was embraced, reJected and (qmte 

recently) embraced agam In a recent article m the Glohe and Mall, researchers suggest 

the reason for the effect may have to do with the way that music m1m1cs the patterns and 

rhythms of the bram' s electrochemical activity, the rhythmic structure of ideas Whether 

or not this 1s true, an explorat10n of the rhythmic character of pause and silence 1s a good 
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way to approach the primordial 1mphcat10ns of the musical model m Beckett's theatre 

The phenomenological nature of the theatncal experience allows rest, pause, and silence 

some mterestmg poss1b1ht1es States offers this perspective 

What happens m a Chekhov silence 1s that the tactile world, 
the v1s1ble world (which the talk 1s aimed unconsc10usly at 
keeping at bay), this history m objects, qmetly encroaches on the 
human, hke the creepmg vegetat10n m Sartre's Bouvrlle 
Suddenly, you can hear the ttckmg of the objects and the 
ceaseless flow of the future mto past the world 1s no longer 
covered by conversation 

How different this silence 1s than lbsen, which bnstles with 
attentiveness and expectat10n, with thmkmg Out of Ibsen will 
come Pmter, out of Chekhov, Beckett (Great Reckonmgs m 
L1t1/e Rooms 73-74) 

To suggest archetypal 1mphcat10ns of music 1s, of course, entirely reasonable, and 

1s bound up With the experiments of the modem avant-garde from the1r very conception 

If The Birth of Tragedy leans m this d1rect10n, the philosophy of Schopenhauer depends 

heavily on the notion that "aspects of music express m a umversal or general form what 

hes behmd the generahty that conceptual thmkmg abstracts from phenomena " 

(Webster's) 

The physical express10n of musical forms relates closely to the application of the 

c1rcus model m Beckett's theatre Physicality 1s lmked to musicality by rhythm, which 

governs both the rhythm of performance is a vital mamfestatlon of the abstract 

correspondences at work m his plays Though all three models represent an abstraction 

of the traditional narrative offered m realistic theatre, m the case of the cucus model 

specifically, the abstraction relates to the human form (such as the contort10mst, clown) 

In this regard, Beckett's theatre conforms to that model This can be seen m the 

s1tuat10ns of his characters and the physical demands of the1r performance From his first 

plays to his last, Beckett's theatre places stringent physical demands on its performers, 

less stnngent and dangerous than those of the acrobat or tightrope walker, but no less 

real Often those demands are relatively subtle and have more to do with confinement 

than with physical v1rtuos1ty per se In fact, a profound sense of restramt or confinement 
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1s a hallmark of his work For example, m Endgame the confinement of Hamm to a 

wheelchatr throughout the play, his parents to garbage cans, and Clov's mab1hty to sit, 

constram the movement of the performers involved Consider also Happy Days, in 

which the prmc1pal character spends the enttre course of the play buned, first up to her 

waist and then up to her neck, ma mound of sand Fooifalls, descnbed above, reqmres 

the actor to remam w1thm the narrow confines of her walkmg space At rest, "she bows 

her poor head agamst the [1magmary] wall and snatches a little sleep" (CSP 241) That 

pervasive atmosphere of restramt may not seem tembly demandmg, but 1mmob1hty or 

stillness 1s a difficult actmg problem and 1s a component of performance that actors tend 

to remember B1llte Whitelaw, one of Beckett's favountes, said of Footfalls 

The walk m Footfalls- it's not Just seven or mne paces 
dependmg on the size of the stage, 1t' s not that I have actually 
twisted my spine by doing Footfalls, because in fact something 
happens whereby my spme starts to sptral down as though I am 
d1sappearmg And it's physically very pamful to do Each play I 
do I'm left with a legacy or scar (Kalb 236) 

Though this kmd of restramt or confinement 1s probably the most common 

physical demand of his plays, the~ore overt demands of physical v1rtuos1ty also play a -~ ~--
substantial role In Waztmgfor Godot, the'~emands are generally those of the clown the 

orchestrated changmg or trading of hats, the numerous pratfalls etc Beckett's own 

dtrectlon of the play, which Asmus discussed, gives a clear md1cat1on of the kmd of 

precise phys1cahty that he sought The physical reahty 1s md1spensable to the characters 

and situations mvolved Herbert Blau descnbes the importance of phys1cahty to the 

1dent1ty of the characters 

On the physical level, the mexhaust1b1hty of the plays 1s Just plam 
exhausting Even thmkmg 1s a physical task, not only for Lucky 
Look at D1d1's face agonized with the effort to use his 
mtelhgence Our actors discovered the physical mvestment 
demanded of them m this apparently mtellectual play, as they 
discovered a new concept10n of character m action urmatmg, 
eatmg carrots, puttmg on boots, scratchmg the head, playmg 
charades -- they compose an identity (Blau 259) 

Nowhere m his theatre are the physical demands more obvious than m Act 
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Wzthout Words I and Act Without Word,· II Descnbed as mimes for one and two players 

respectively, these pieces -- particularly the former -- are tremendously demandmg m the 

physical sense In Act Without Words I, the performer, m the playwnght's own words, 1s 

"flung back\.\ards on stage" several tunes dunng the play The play largely consists of a 

precanous balancmg act, and a rope-chmbmg lazzt (CSP 41 & 47) These form the 

essential content of the piece 

The 1mpltcat10ns of physicality m Beckett's plays are considerable Physical 

charactenzat1on 1s an essential element of meamng m Beckett's theatre, m that 1t 

generally determines or at least parallels the character of the plays themselves Thus the 

physical context of a given work has strong 1mphcat10ns m terms of its impact and 

potential meanings Here the kmsh1p with the circus 1s strong When we as audience 

members watch an artist engaged in a high wife act, we do not have to struggle with 

metaphors about the precanousness of human existence We are confronted With 1t The 

same 1s true of Beckett ' s theatre However, where in actual circuses the impact of the 

physicality 1s overt, m Beckett the effect 1s generally subtler, 1f no less real The 

1mphcat1on of physicality clearly informs plays like Act Wrthout Word~ I, ma manner 

directly related to the circus, but 1t 1s equally present m the more subtle form m the play 

Happy Day Winme's s1tuat10n conveys an 1mmed1ate message Beckett's effectiveness 

as a playwnght 1s largely due to the degree to which an audience part1c1pates m the 

situations of the characters the spectators are physically, temporally mvolved m the 

action of the play Nowhere does this aspect of his wntmg appear more clearly than m 
'------­

Waztmgfor Godot Not only do Vlad1mlf and Estragon wait, but we also, as an audience, 

wait with them Whether this fact registers consc10usly or not 1s ultimately melevant 

Everybody waits Godot never comes This 1s akm to feel mg existential sympathy for 

the tightrope walker We do not need to beheve in thelf world to feel 1t, though by meta­

theatncal references m the play, Beckett seems to imply that the world of the play and 

the world of the stage are the same world anyway Thus dialogue reinforces the notion of 

shared expenence as well, m addition to mamfestmg its own circus elements, which 

extend beyond pure physicality The clowning of Vlad1mir (D1d1) and Estragon (Gogo), 

Lucky and Pozzo m Wallzng For Godot 1s not Just physical clowning but also verbal 
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clown mg The d1alogue's "peculiar repetitive quality of the cross-talk comedian's 

patter" has been thoroughly discussed by Esshn (Absurd Theatre 14), among others, who 

also pomts out that the connection " to the music hall and circus 1s even explicitly 

stated" 

Vlad1m1r Channmg evemng we're havmg 
Estragon Unforgettable 
Vladimir And 1t' s not over 
Estragon Apparently not 
Vladimir It ' s only the begmnmg 
Estragon It's awful 
Vladimir It's worse than bemg at the theatre 
Estragon The c!fcus 
Vladimir The music hall 
Estragon The circus 

(qtd m Absurd Theatre 14) 

The same style of delivery could be heard from the Marx Brothers, Abbott and Costello 

or Bums and Allen Here agam, his drawing on the popular trad1t1on of music-hall patter 

1s turned to advantage References to the audience, which are a mundane component of 

Vaudeville performance, have broader and more far-reachmg 1mphcat1ons m Beckett 

Although a bit of a s1mphficat1on, in essence the tramp's dialogue 1s music-hall banter 

wtth a metaphysical twist 

In mcorporatmg the popular vaudevillian trad1t1on, Beckett draws on clowning's 

nch and ancient tradition The tramps are the descendants, direct or otherwise, of the 

trad1hon of commedw dell' arte or the even more ancient trad1t10ns on which 1t, m tum, 

was based Beckett's tramps are close km to the fool In the context of a symbolic --and 

archetypally related -- trad1t1on like that of the Tarot, for example, the Fool is often 

portrayed walking along a road The Symbolism of the Tarot supports the idea of the 

hero's Journey, which m Beckett becomes subverted Jung identifies "the set of pictures 

in the Tarot" as being "distantly descended from archetypes of transformat10n" (Jung 

334) The maJor trumps of the Tarot are assigned a numenc value, and accordmg to some 

interpretations, the fool's card 1s the zero card, meanmg 1t precedes all the others The 

fool, then, represents the matenal world, but also a kmd of Everyman, walking through 

the other cards on a Journey of spmtual development, walkmg the path ofhfe (Manly P 



Hall , The Secret Teachings of All Ages cxxx) The Sih111Ificance of this particular 

Symbolism m the context of the Watt mg for Godot extends from the static nature of its 
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-::::; situation these two fools are unable to make the Journey, held up by their own inab1ltty 

to take any decisive action, waiting for the mystenous Godot to show them the way 

They divert themselves as they wait with what amount to games, possessing the d1stmct 

flavours of art, philosophy, rehg10n, science mathematics etc Thus Beckett seems to 

send his (existentialist) message by mvokmg and then subvertmg the ancient 

metaphysical analogy for the Journey of hfe (In fact, Mary Doll discusses the theme of 

the subverted Hero ' s Journey m Beckett and Myth) The tramps are on a road gomg 

nowhere, wa1tmg for someone else to provide guidance for their own Journey m hfe 

They are wa1tmg, but the physical reality of the1r situation puts them m another category 

Beckett's mcorporation of all three practical models of the avant-garde m his 

theatre emphasizes its pos1t1on as the culmmatmg synthesis of the avant-garde aesthetic 

That position is further emphasized by a quality m his work that embraces dichotomy, m 

particular the maJor d1chotom1es of the avant-garde The ability to straddle aesthetic 

boundanes 1s an important part of his character as a playwnght Esslm alludes to 1t when 

he discusses Beckett ' s use of language to convey the mefficacy of language or " to 

communicate the mcommumcable" (Esslm 46) This quality extends to the d1chotom1es 

which more or less define the avant-garde aesthetic the representat10nal versus 

presentational , the abstract versus the concrete, the lyncal versus the grotesque, the 

rat10nal versus the ant1-rat1onal, ' high ' versus ' low' art Beckett' s theatre addresses or 

resolves all of these 

In Beckett m Pe,formance, Kalb declares, "Beckett really represents a third 

category situated between Stamslavsky and Brecht because of the way m which he 

renders the presentat10nal and representat10nal md1stmgmshable" (Kalb 38) Beckett' s 

accommodat10n of this dichotomy 1s also alluded to, by Deak m relation to Maeterlmck's 

plays "such aspects of the symbolist mzse-en-scene were Juxtaposed with a stage set and 

dramatic situation that had a degree of vens1m1htude" (Deak 161 ) So here the theatres 

of the representational and the presentational find a kmd of balance m lyncal Symbolism 

In a passage that further reinforces the connection between Beckett and the Symbolists, 



States describes a s1tuat10n that parallels the resolut10n of presentational and 

representational which Kalb identifies 

Such a play 1s perhaps best descnbed in Frye's term, 
archetypal masque, which "takes place ma world of human 
types, which at its most concentrated becomes the mtenor of the 
human mmd" (2) I am thmkmg particularly of that stram of 
1mpress10mst1c plays from Maeterlmck to Beckett where the 
characters seem to be enactmg a drama of pure consc10usness 
under a naturalistic shell of language For example, this passage 
from Maeterlinck's Intruder 

Uncle What shall we do while we are wa1tmg? 
The Grandfather Wa1tmg for what? 
The Uncle Wa1tmg for our sister 
The Father You see nothmg commg, Ursula? 
The Eldest daughter (At the wmdow) No, father 
The Father And m the avenue? --You see the avenue? 
The Daughter Yes father, 1t 1s moonlight, and I see the avenue as 
far as the cypress wood 
The Grandfather And you see no one, Ursula? 
The Daughter No one, grandfather 

The s1milanty to Beckett here goes deeper than the static situation 
and the verbal images that recur m Wattmgfor Godot Here we see the 
peculiar cooperation of text and metatext so common m 1mpress1omsm 
Apart from the shght stiltedness, we hear the pace and detail of real 
speech, speech concerned with a real out there but we also have the 
feelmg that speech 1s refernng to another landscape that can be seen 
only with the metaphysical eye (States 81-82) 
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The second of the d1chotom1es that define the avant-garde 1s between concrete 

and abstract correspondence The resolut10n of this particular tension 1s mherent mall 

the maJor movements The temporal character of the theatre and its uneasy relat1onsh1p 

with the generally abstract concerns of the avant-garde mean that this dichotomy 1s 

embodied m virtually all schools of the avant-garde They must employ both modes of 

correspondence because, though they stnve for abstract ideals, the medium 1s essentially 

concrete or, as pomted out by States, the theatre "1s really a language whose words 

consist to an unusual degree of thmgs that are what they seem to be" (20) It 1s worth 

ment10nmg, then, that both find a place m Beckett' s theatre Obv10usly concrete 

Symbolism 1s at work m Beckett's plays The abstraction anses from rhythmic repetition 

and the applications of phys1cahty m Beckett's plays, descnbed above Superficially, the 



characters and images m his plays are for the most part identifiably concrete Theu 

essential abstract10n anses out of how they behave or out of the Juxtaposition With 

another concrete symbol 
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The dichotomy of the lyncal versus the grotesque Is certainly the most important 

to truly emerge from, and define Itself m, the symbolist movement This maJor schism of 

the symbolist movement, which began With the performance of Ubu Roz, represents such 

a drastic departure from Maeterlmck's plays that many still fail to associate Jarry With 

Symbolism at all This particular dichotomy Is seldom 1f ever resolved throughout the 

course of the modem penod, though 1t 1s possible that some ofMeyerhold's productions, 

after his commitment to the grotesque m The Fairground Booth, may have reached this 

kmd of equation or relat10nsh1p, mus1cahty 1s an important part of the lyncal tradition, 

whereas, the grotesque tends to march to the beat of 1ts anarchy, but the importance of 

music to Meyerhold's productions was never lost Meyerhold's productions never seem 

to have abandoned themselves to the kmd of anarchy that Jarry' s grotesque engendered, 

the anarchy offutunsm and dada Even so, Meyerhold's successes, as a rule, depended 

on his treatment of already ex1stmg works What makes Beckett different m this regard 

IS that he resolves thts dichotomy as a playwrzght In a manner similar to that of 

Meyerhold, he creates a theatncal s1tuat10n m which the lyncal and the grotesque seem to 

hve together ma kmd ofharmomc discord Nowhere 1s that charactenst1c more clear 

than m Wall mg for Godot It 1s m the umtmg of lyncal and grotesque Symbolism that 

Beckett reveals his mastery of the avant-garde aesthetic and the value of hts work as its 

paradigm, somethmg he accomphshes m hts first publtshed and performed play Its 

affinity with lyncal Symbohsm ts evident m the undeniable poetry and mherent 

mus1cahty of Beckett's wntmg, even under the self-imposed d1sc1plme of an unfam1har 

tongue Yet there ts no denying this play's association WI th the grotesque world of the 

clown He clearly draws on an earthy, crude or vulgar element It 1s central to the pomt 

of the play The combmat10n of these two 1s part of what gives 1t its 1dent1ty Esslm cites 

that combination as an important part of what constitutes absurd1st theatre, a hallmark 

not only of Beckett's work but also of the whole trad1t1on of the absurd, at least as far as 

Esslm ongmally descnbed it 



If m the course of this book we have established that the 
theatre of the Absurd 1s concerned essentially with the evocation 
of concrete poetic images designed to communicate to the 
audience the sense of perplexity that their authors feel when 
confronted with the human cond1t10n, we must Judge the success 
or failure of these works by the degree to which they succeed m 
commumcatmg this mixture of poetry and grotesque, trag1com1c 
horror (Absurd Theatre 308) 
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In Watt mg for Godot the respective approaches of Maeterlinck and Jarry meet It 

captures the essence of the symbolist movement m its two maJor and generally 

oppositional marufestations Didi's and Gogo's p1ssmg and fartmg (the legacy of Ubu's 

world) meet the poetic pre-occupat10ns ( conceits?) of symbohst dramatists ltke 

Maeterlinck Thus Beckett' s play grounds its loftier moral or philosoph1cal 1mphcations 

m the earth of the circus nng 

The importance of Artaud and Brecht to twentieth-century theatre ultunately 

serves to make the dichotomy between rat10nal and ant1-rat10nal approaches to 

Symbohsm the single most important defining feature of avant-garde practice It stands 

to reason then that Beckett' s resolution of that dichotomy 1s one of his more s1gn1ficant 

contnbut10ns Artaud' s theones emerged largely out of his association with Surrealism 

Histoncally speaking, Beckett falls on the heels of the Surrealists There can be httle 

doubt that some port10n ofh1s theatncal mfluences came from them There 1s a 

s1m1lanty between surrealist pamtmgs and the central images m Beckett' s theatre Here 

the s1gmficance of Jung' s chart of the subconscious emerges agam In both cases, objects 

and/ or characters, set m 1solat1on, dommate the field of view The honzon 1s virtually 

empty and the objects of focus are isolated m that emptmess 

Superficially, the s1m1lanty to Surreahsm 1s fairly obv10us subconscious 

concerns, dream-like imagery, s1m1lar ideas about visual compos1t1on as 1t pertams to 

pamtmg This 1s not surpnsmg given that, m the context of the avant-garde, the m1heu of 

Surreahsm 1s the one of which Beckett had the best workmg knowledge It ts well 

known that he translated many of the works of the Surreahsts, mcludmg some of 

Breton' s poetry, dunng the early years of his time m Pans In a paper entitled ''A 



Surrealist Readmg of Beckett's Theatrical Space" given at a Beckett conference at The 

University of V1ctona m the spnng of 1996, Jason Quinlan discusses this whole issue 

In Beyond Mrmmalrsm, Enoch Brater discusses s1m1lant1es 
between Beckett's visual images and some belonging to the 
Surrealists, particularly several key scenes from the Dah / Bunuel 
classic Un Cluen Andalou Beckett had brushes With surrealist 
art and literature (his translations of surrealist poetry and later 
work { with ?] Alberto Giacometti, for example) that make some 
surrealist mfluence on his work, conscious or subconscious, 
plausible, 1fnot probable (142-143) 
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It 1s the direct association with Surrealism that underscores the relationship which 

Bed.ett's plays have with Artaud and the Theatre of Cruelty Some ofth1s I have 

descnbed above They en Joy commonahty in their mutual reJectton of realism in theatre 

and thelf shared mterest m archetypal themes and concerns They also share a keen 

interest m visceral theatre In an essay regarding audience response in Beckett, Karen 

Laughlin wntes "In their polyphornc ms1stence on the drama ' s material aspects, 

Beckett's later plays speak that language ' addressed first of all to the senses mstead of 

bemg addressed pnmanly to the mind' demanded in Artaud's Theatre and rts Double" 

(28) However, 1f Laughlm detects a resonance with Artaud m Beckett's later works, 

Roger Bhn 1dent1fied 1t m Wa1tmgfor Godot (the premiere of which he directed), 

1dent1fymg, "a whole d1mens10n of cruelty that 1s clearly there m the play" (qtd m "Bhn 

on Beckett," Bishop 229) This declaration 1s further substantiated by the fact that Bhn 

personally knew and worked with Artaud In Beckett m Performance, Kalb too 

emphasizes this correspondence m his assessment of Bed.ett's work 

In as much as theatre smce World War Two has in fact 
mamfested the Artaud/Brecht split - mternally focused 
perforrnance actmg on and through the psyche versus externally 
focused performance concerned with social forces and actmg for 
social change -- Beckett fits squarely mto the former camp 
Moreover, Artaud's call for religious mtens1ty m performance 
also pomts to Beckett, his idea of an "affective athlettc1sm" 
whereby actors could be tramed to tap mto pnrn1ttve impulses 
that, when activated, would then evoke sympathetic responses m 
spectators (147) 
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Despite my personal belief m the "cruel" 1mphcahons of Beckett' s theatre, 

however, to associate him w1th the ant1-rat1onal to the exclus10n of the rational , w1th 

Artaud to the exclusion of Brecht 1s, I thmk, a mistake Ftrst of all , the dynamic 

descnbed by Kalb m the spht between Artaud and Brecht does not do Justice to the true 

nature of that relat1onsh1p It 1s at once too simple and not simple enough In fact, 

though ph1losoph1call1 speakmg Brecht and Artaud are generally regarded as bemg 

almost d1ametncally opposed, they are not as far apart as 1s generally thought There are 

some mterestmg s1m1lant1es between them Fust, both are ant1-Illus1omsts neither 

beheved m nor followed the realist / naturalist movement Both seek something more 

presentat10nal than representational Despite theJT drastic differences regardmg the place 

of the text, both sacnfice the mtncac1es of plot or psychological charactenzatton to theJT 

respective, desired, particular theatncal goals Ultimately, both abstract the m1,<,e-en­

scene to sutt the shape of a particular idea, supportmg a mult1med1a approach to 

theatncal production They emphasize a highly visual approach, behevmg m the power 

of the gesture and visual relat1onsh1p to convey meanmg They believe m farcical and/or 

physical humour m theatre (here the clown appears agam) and m the importance of a 

musical and rhythmical approach Fmally both theatres were designed to serve a ' higher ' 

purpose than that of simple entertamment, or the demands of status quo reahsm Theu 

theatres are pro-active, directly addressing themselves to the better ' health ' of society 

Brecht's by attempting to stimulate social change, Artaud' s by lancmg society' s spmtual 

boils " to dram abscesses collectively," thereby effectmg a theatre of metaphysical 

transformation ( The 1 heat re and its Double 31 ) 

The chief differences between Artaud and Brecht come down to two important 

elements The first 1s the importance of text Artaud reJects 1t outnght, whereas Brecht's 

theatre 1s certamly text-based The second pomt 1s one of orgamzat10n and approach 

Brecht's approach 1s centred on essentially rational pnnc1ples, around the mtellect, 

supportmg and promoting the value of rational Judgment But Artaud ' s approach reJects 

the rat10nal and logical outnght Theatre 1s not to appeal to the intellect but rather to 

subvert 1t, to approach the audience on a more or less subhmmal level This 1s where the 

essential differences m their respective theones he Brecht's rat1onahsm leads him to 



86 

adopt polttical explanations of the world and to subsequently attempt to effect social and 

poltt1cal solutions Artaud' s mationalism leads him to pursue the metaphysical , mystical 

or spmtual transformat10n The b1furcat1on contmues from that pomt, leading to 

markedly different theatncal styles 

Accepting these differences, 1t 1s difficult to assign Beckett's theatre exclusively 

to the realm of Artaud His approach, though 1t has some d1stmct and important 

s1mllant1es with the aesthetic values of Surrealism and Theatre of Cruelty, disregards 

s1gmficant elements of Artaud' s and has some equally d1stmct and important s1m1lant1es 

with the Brecht1an The importance of text 1s one of the most pronounced Beckett' s 

theatre, hke Brecht ' s, certamly places importance on the text And though 1t plays a 

supportmg rather than a leadmg role, the text in Beckett' s theatre remains virtually 

sacrosanct This 1s where his differences from Artaud he, even while "he has long smce 

convinced us that he understands the hm1tat10ns of language articulated by Artaud" (Kalb 

160) 

Though he does so by attemptmg to d1sm1ss them, Kalb himself provides 

evidence of further affimt1es with Brecht1an Theatre He cites three mam pomts The 

first, which he summanly d1sm1sses, 1s that both attempt to dismantle naturalism 

One can take a broad hterary-h1stoncal stance and use the 
comc1dence to view the authors as co-adJutants in the great 
modernist effort to dismantle naturalism, but m the end that 
approach robs both theatres of thelf spec1fic1ty by lumping them 
together with mnumerable others supposedly rebelling against the 
same nmeteenth-century enemy ( 45) 

The point 1s well taken Gtven that after naturalism, all of the avant-garde movement 1s a 

react10n against the dictates of realism, we might discard this as a s1gmficant pomt of 

agreement However, 1t 1s worth notmg, first that realtsm rather than naturalism 1s 'the 

enemy', and 1t 1s far from a mneteenth-century one In fact, at the time that both Brecht V 
and Beckett are wntmg (after WW II, and well mto the twentieth century), 1t 1s by far th 

most dommant theatncal form It remams so to this day Recogmzmg both ,vr1ters' 

(successful) attempts to dismantle, or at least to challenge, realism m no way robs them 

of their spec1fic1ty No attempt 1s made to "lump" them together The recogmt1on of the 

'/; 
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s1m1lanty simply provides part of a basis for discourse that ultimately serves to recogmze 

and confirm thetr spec1fic1ty But that s1milanty becomes more s1gmficant m hght of 

more specific parallels This bnngs us to Kalb's second and third pomts of s1mllanty 

clowns and the verfremdungseffekt 

There are two usual bases for assoc1at10ns of Beckett with Brecht, 
apparently separate but actually related, the first of which 1s thetr 
shared interest m clowns That interest in itself, however, proves 
nothmg smce almost every dramatic thmker of this century has 
had 1t m common with them (Clowns are mentioned exphc1tly, 
for one thmg, m the programs of all the maJor h1stoncal avant­
garde movements) It would only be s1gn1ficant 1f the clowns 
happened to have similar meta-theatncal respons1b1ht1es - e g as 
satmsts commenting on thetr fict10nal s1tuat10n - which mdeed 
numerous cnt1cs have sought to demonstrate by pomtmg out the 
reflex1v1ty m Brecht and Beckett's dramas In this way, the issue 
of clovvnmg leads mto the second basis for assoctatton the fact 
that the plays of both sometimes call attent10n to the machinery 
ofthe stage (45) 

Kalb d1sm1sses the shared interest m clowns because they "are mentioned 

exphc1tly in the programs of all the maJor h1stoncal avant-garde movements " This ts not 

good reasonmg (1t does help to emphasize the pervasiveness of the ctrcus model) The 

shared mterest recognizes and confirms a shared mfluence, which has deep roots In 

fact, the prevalence of the circus model of the avant-garde does suggest s1m1lar 

metaphysical respons1b1ht1es A specific clown may possess specific charactensttcs, but 

also possesses universal ones It 1s more or less futile to deny the clown its Everyman 

quahty, 1t ts the fool of the Tarot In the avant-garde 1t usually appears in the context of 

satmcal commentary 

Two of the "numerous cntlcs" whom Kalb ment10ns are Martm Esslin and Enoch 

Brater (from Brecht's Ber/mer Ensemble) Both comment on the quality of 

verfremdungseffekt (or altenat1on) m Beckett' s plays Kalb d1sm1sses these observations 

on the basis that there 1s no s1m1Ianty of purpose, somethmg which they do not claim (m 

fact both note the difference), and no s1m1lanty ofresult, which, given any acquamtance 

with theones of audience reception, 1s difficult 1f not 1mposs1ble to prove or disprove 

The reasons that these writers employ self-reflex1v1ty in theu theatre may indeed be 
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Those differences are not surpnsmg given different temperaments and h1stoncal 
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contexts They only mean that a s1m1lar techmque 1s apphed to a different end The 

technique 1s still a charactenstic of advanced theatncal thmkmg, an 1mpltc1t recogmtton 

of theatre as microcosm, and of the phenomenological nature of the theatncal event (self­

reflex1ve metatheatre) Ultimately the pomt 1s that, m both cases, the self-referential 

element 1s being consc10usly, rationally applied That element of conscious rat1onaltsm 

1s particularly important because 1t 1s d1stmctly opposed to the spmt of Artaud's theatre 

The most s1gmficant assumption he does not share with the avant­
garde 1s that art1st1c goals must be pursued ma spmt of bhnd 
panic, which 1s really part of Artaud's legacy the conv1ct1on that 
the world and the theatre have detenorated to such a state that the 
only appropnate response 1s to scream Beckett's mner calm, his 
unceasmg effort to pare down, to weed out every messentlal 
syllable, d1scardmg all techmcal "g1mm1cks" stands dtametncally 
opposed to the ethic of eclect1c1sm and entropy m what ts 
sometimes called ' pluraltst1c' performance The avant-garde has 
m fact ceased to search for the icon, as Beckett does m lus late 
works, since that search represents a quest for umty and unity 1s 
antithetical to the model of a "radiating" action that explodes 
from a centre (Foreman) (Kalb 159) 

In these statements Kalb ' s repud1at1on of Brecht1an resonance m Beckett' s theatre 

becomes somewhat suspect, though the "spmt of aggress10n and bhnd pamc" 1s probably 

not a good way to charactenze the avant-garde, to the extent that 1t 1s true of Artaud' s 

theatre, 1t ts also true of Surrealism, which was certamly "concerned with social forces 

and actmg for social change " This undermines Kalb ' s appraisal of the Artaud / Brecht 

spht The d1stmctton ts not so simple after all More important m this instance, however, 

1s the "mner calm" and "unceasing effort to pare down, to weed out every messenttal 

syllable" which Kalb descnbes m Beckett This assumes a certam methodical precis10n 

m his wntmg that belongs more squarely m the Brecht1an camp than the Artaud1an 

It ts Beckett's parmg down m search of the icon that bnngs us to the Brechtian 

concept of gestus "Gestus 1s at once gesture and gist, attitude and pomt one aspect of 

the relation between two people, studied smgly, cut to essentials and physically or 
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verbally expressed " (Willett, Brecht 173) Here a startling s11mlanty 1s revealed 

Beckett' s plays, especially his later ones, could easily be viewed as a sort of prolonged 

gest1c exercise Gestus 1s at the centre of Brecht's theatre Beckett does not always hm1t 

himself to aspects of a relat1onsh1p per se, but the essence of the concept 1s the same 

Consider Hamm' s parents m garbage cans m Endgame Or May ' s relat1onsh1p to her 

mother m Footfalls, expressed as a v01ce speakmg out of the darkness (her own?) If we 

expand W1llett ' s explanation of gestus only slightly, we can see that Beckett does express 

smgly, and cut to essentials, aspects ofh1s characters ' relationship to their world, or thelf 

place m It One can easily see Beckett's theatre as an advancement of gest1c pnnc1ples, 

not necessanly of the same order but certamly of the same nature This brmgs the 

kmsh1p of verfremdungsejfekt, the shared mterest m clowns, the attempt to dismantle 

realism and the importance of text mto sharper focus Perhaps Beckett 1s not as squarely 

m the camp of Artaud as might at first be believed 

Kalb's book 1s one the most useful on Beckett' s theatre that I have encountered, 

and my mtention 1s not to try to d1scred1t that work, but rather to build on It If Beckett' s 

theatre represents a third category between Stanislavsky and Brecht, between the 

representational and presentational, he can as easily represent a category between Brecht 

and Artaud, between rational and mat10nal formalism Brecht embraces intellect to 

amve at the essence of social spmt Artaud eschews intellect to alleviate the pressure of 

a similar underlymg social malaise Beckett refuses to deal with either many overt 

manner However, his work recreates an essential dynamic of Theatre of Cruelty m 

appeal mg to the spmt by virtue of physical or temporal presence, but 1t 1s also profoundly 

mtellectual, a kmd of puzzle or nddle, 1mphc1tly embracmg the mtellect by its consc10us 

weavmg of patterns of sensory reception language, image, tone, tempo, rhythm etc 

Beckett's theatre may represent "mternally focused performance actmg on and through 

the psyche", but 1t also represents a tnumph of fonnahsm that 1s method1cal , precise, 

conscious, even rational m its approach, and -- at least -- related to Brecht's rat10nal 

fonnahsm 

Even without directly comparmg Beckettlan theatre with the general conventions 

of the avant-garde, 1t 1s readily apparent that Beckett' s theatre 1s not an unheralded 
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anomaly m the world of theatncal art Like all others, 1t 1s a product of its time and has a 

kmsh1p with prev10us as well as contemporary theatncal express10ns On one hand 1t 1s 

the obvious mhentor of surrealist aesthetics m France On the other 1t captures many 

aspects of the German avant-garde The state of the art m Europe - before the 

developments of World War Two began to curb theatncal act1V1ty- are represented m 

France by Surrealism and the Theatre of Cruelty, and m Germany by Brechttan Theatre 

and Theatre of the Bauhaus 

Affimt1es With the Bauhaus movement - though certamly present - are subtle and 

opaque Beckett v1s1ted Gennany several tunes, but there 1s no reason to believe he had 

any contact with Schlemmer's school, though knowledge of 1t, at least an awareness of 

its existence, 1s highly likely But the penod of Beckett's v1s1ts to Germany came well 

after the Bauhaus school had closed m 1933 With 1t, Beckett shares a formal approach 

to theatre, the same concerns with form, discussed m reference to music and movement 

m Beckett, are those that emerge from Bauhaus Regardless of subject matter, m thetr 

respective approaches they also share an almost chmcal prec1s10n that speaks to the 

rat10nal and a s1m1lar treatment of the pnmary models of the avant-garde Enthus1ast1c m 

the If use of the music and circus, they make no attempt to encourage dream analogies, 

tak.mg the cerebral stage - or m1se-en-scene - more or less for granted 

The tendency to avoid explanations 1s somethmg which the Bauhaus school 

mhented from dada, but which reflects an attitude not uncommon m antI-rat1onal, avant­

garde art, 1t 1s contrary to an 1mphc1t code to attempt easy answers, or in fact to attempt 

any answer or rational explanation at all This was an important factor of Surrealism ' s 

separat10n from dada Breton cited Freud's theory as a bu1ldmg block of his approach 

This might be said to have offered -- m retrospect -- ideas or perspectives on the dada 

raison d'etre, but, m so far as I can determine, these ideas were never corroborated and 

were never espoused by dada's pract1t1oners Breton' s Surrealism saw a need to 

mcorporate the dream analogy, a need that dada ignored and that Beckett's theatre 

dispensed with It stands to reason that Beckett's theatre shares something in common 

with dada The common ground 1s very basic Kalb descnbes the term dada as "a playful 

appellation for a clear path of negat10n" ( 155), and 1t 1s this basic essence that Beckett 
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has m common with that movement This turns up m the way his characters often 

undercut themselves and each other (discussed by Esslm m The Theatre of the Absurd), 

but 1t also stems very simply from the manner and spmt of his theatncal presentation He 

flt es m the face of the well-made play and its reahst progeny From this pomt of view 

Wwtmgfor Godot 1s perfectly dada, m the spmt of Re/ache Moreover, Beckett dnves 

the "clear path of negation" home m that he sustams 1t over the course of two full acts 

Hts utthzat1on of the clovm's trad1t1on also has parallels with dada and its theatre of 

nonsense The general disregard for plot m Beckett plays presents us wtth an absurd 

c1rculanty worthy of a dada nonsense poem, and the meta-theatncal elements of 

Beckett' s plays, those statements or s1tuat10ns which mclude the audience m the world of 

the stage or vice versa, are an extension of those parts of grotesque modernism ( dada) 

which blur the !me between art and hfe Though Beckett' s nonsense 1s more subtly 

applted and may ultimately lead somewhere, 1t 1s as sure a reJect10n of trad1t1onal 

theatncal convention as anythmg dada offered In the moment that the bowler-hatted 

tramps decide to leave and then do not move, the essential pomt of dada 1s perfectly 

articulated This 1s the reason that Esslm mcludes dada m the trad1tton of the absurd 

(Theatre of the Afourd261-267) In fact Esslm goes a long way toward demonstratmg 

Beckett's pos1tton m the avant-garde It 1s m the spmt of negat10n through the trad1t1on 

of nonsense that the !me of commonaltty extends through Surrealism and dada back to 

the Futunsts 

Futunsm 1s a movement with which Beckett would seem to have httle affimty 

There 1s httle or nothmg m Beckett that favours or embraces war or the dubious gifts of 

the future m a technologically advancmg c1v1hzatton A real and notable exception to 

these differences 1s the shared attitude toward film, most especially toward the films of 

Chaplm and Keaton (I suspect the Marx Brothers would have found favour with the 

Futunsts m the way they did wtth the Surrealists) Beckett seems to have had a respect 

for the medium It 1s the one with which he had the least discourse As to these 

Sl!,1111ficant differences m attitude to the world of war, machmes and war machines, this 1s 

true of all the other avant-garde movements None of them display a special love for 

these thmgs Some of the more m1htant mamfestatlons of dada m Germany fltrted with 
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these attitudes, but this seems to have been more a question or issue of postunng than a 

deeply held belief ( m fact the outrageousness of this flirtation 1s 1mphc1tly recognized m 

its expl01tat1on) Ultimately the affinities of Beckett's theatre \Vlth Futunsm are 

precisely those thmgs that proved such an mfluence on the avant-garde m general its 

oppos1t1onal stance, its energy, tts disregard for the restncttve trad1t1on of reahsttc 

appearance, its simultaneous embrace of the physical and the cerebral However there ts 

one notable way m which Beckett shares a significant affinity with Futunsm Futunsm 

spnngs from a recognttton of the nsmg importance of technology m modem hfe, and 1t 

imphcttly asserts the degree to which tt will become a dommant force m modem hfe, 

mediating our understand mg of the world Other than the cerebral energy of protest and 

challenge, this particular theme 1s the most lasting legacy of the Futunst movement It 

finds a strong v01ce m Eastern Europe m Russian construct1v1sm Though not really 

Russian, Arthur Koptt's RUR deals with this theme to a considerable extent As tt turns 

out, one of Beckett's most popular and apparently autob1ograph1cal plays, Krapp 's La!Jt 

Tape, deals specifically with the way m which technology -- the tape -- mediates Krapp' s 

understandmg and memory of events m hts hfe Here agam, Beckett recycles a theme 

from the h1stoncal avant-garde 

Obv10us affimt1es with Express1omsm can be difficult to see They do share a 

sense of anarchism m the reJect1on of trad1t10nal theatncal values m terms of plots and 

characters But their theatre shares a deep sense of musicality, an affinity well outlmed 

m a c1tat1on made above And mdeed on the basis of that aspect of Beckett's work, tt 

could be seen as an advancement of express1omst aims The affirnty between Beckett 

and the Express1omsts deepens m thetr shared evocation of ChnstJan mythology It 1s 

further deepened by the simple fact that the characters of both are engaged m 

confrontation with the deep realms of the subconsc10us, a kmd of psychic struggle that 

mamfests itself ma theatre that either emulates or resembles the subJectlve realms of 

dream or mghtmare And there 1s also an affinity m the (Artaud1an) cruelty of their 

theatncal s1tuat1ons Consider this statement to Peter Brook "Samuel Beckett once 

confided m me that for him a play was a ship smkmg not far from the coast while the 

audience watches helplessly from the cliffs as the gest1culatmg passengers drown" 
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(Threads 0JT1me 172) Beckett' s work goes farther than the Express1omsts 

Fundamentally, 1t displays a more developed understanding of the subconscious This 

may be the result of Beckett' s own experiences with psychotherapy or 1t may simply be 

that theories of the unconscious had developed m the time between the ascendancy of the 

Express1omsts and the appearance of Beckett' s theatrical works To my mmd Beckett's 

work represents an advancement m this regard precisely because of its concentrated 

nature and its rat10nal attack The aesthetic philosophy of Express1omsm prevented any 

apphcat1on of rational thmkmg to their theatncal cause Beckett 1s able to advance a 

reJect10n of rat10nal theatre of psycholog1cal realism, while makmg rational prec1s1on a 

tool m that attack 

The exammat10n of all these movements reveals the position of Beckett's theatre 

as a culmmatmg synthesis He shares the exploration or revelation of the subconsc10us 

with the Surrealists, the "clear path of negation" (Kalb 155) with dada and Futunsm, the 

aesthetic of the scream, and the panoply of the crippled or dissociated, WJth 

Expressionism The degree to which Beckett' s theatre resonates wtth that of both Artaud 

and Brecht attests to its funct10n as a paradigm of the modem avant-garde In ach1evmg 

this synthesis, Beckett' s theatre resolves what 1s the probably the most significant 

dichotomy of the modem avant-garde, and of twentieth-century theatre as a whole 

Given that this dichotomy c1rcumscnbes the pantheon of the modem avant-garde, its 

resolut10n prefigures the mcorporation of varymg avant-garde aesthetics m Beckett1an 

theatre The accommodat10n of the avant-garde's fundamental d1chotom1es demonstrates 

its value as a culmmatmg synthesis of the avant-garde 1t encompasses the polar extremes 

that define the parameters of the avant-garde aesthetic However, as this charactenstic 

supports the idea of Beckett' s theatre as the epitome of avant-garde values, 1t also further 

demonstrates his ties to the symbohst movement 

Beckett's theatre 1s an extension and confinnat10n of symbohst pnnc1ples m the 

way that represents esotenc affinities WJth pnmordial ideas, 1t expresses the 

representat10nal and the presentational, the lyncal and the grotesque, the rat10nal and the 

mational It 1s here that one may begm to see how Beckett represents a culmmatmg 

paradigm for the modem avant-garde theatre by captunng the essence of Theatncal 
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Symbolism For the issues of representation, of abstract and concrete correspondence, of 

a lyncal versus a grotesque presentation, and of a rational or anti-rational approach all 

have some grounding m questions or programs of explorat10n determined by the 

symbolist movement The issue of representation was fundamental to the establishment 

of the symbolist movement m the first place The premise of the whole aesthetic was 

based on a challenge to representat10nal theatre Maeterlinck' s plays manage to find 

harmony with both, as do Beckett' s Maeterlinck ' s lyncal Symbolism allowed that dual 

nature, but the appearance of Ubu Ro1 embraced the grotesque onentation, flagrantly 

presentational, m which the whole concept of balance 1s swept aside This proved to be 

the pivotal schism of the symbolist movement, because the anarchy of the grotesque also 

sowed the seeds for the development of the schism between rational and ant1-rat10nal 

approaches With lyncal Symbolism increasmgly devalued, the crucial dec1s10n m 

approaching avant-garde theatre became, rather than an issue of product -- grotesque 

versus lyncal -- an issue of process the rational versus ant1-rat1onal Though this 

dichotomy really came to a head in the wake of the First World War, the roots of the 

issue are still m Symbolism When Theatncal Symbolism first emerged, the repudiation 

of representationahsm was eqmvalent to a repudiation ofrat1onaltsm - the rational 

process of apprehending the world through a descnpt10n of surfaces The dichotomy 

between rat10nal and anti-rational began to develop after 1t was understood that 

presentational Symbolism could accommodate a rational approach (or v1ce versa) The 

nature of the approach thus became crucial to determmmg a course m modem avant­

garde the anarchic, orgamc, mtmtlve processes of the ant1-rat10nahsts, versus the 

reasoned and ordered processes of the rationalists The relative poles came to be defined 

m the contrast between Artaud1an and Brechtian approaches Therefore, when Beckett 

accommodates the d1chotom1es of the avant-garde, he 1s addressing questions that have 

thetr root m the symbohst movement 

Leaving aside questions of the ongins of the vanous avant-garde d1chotom1es, m 

the history of the modem avant-garde, Beckett' s theatre finds its greatest resonance m the 

theatre of Symbolism A d1rect companson of Beckett's theatre to the symbolist 

movement reveals his affinity with this progemtor of the avant-garde m1ss10n Clearly 
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Beckett's theatre incorporates the lyncal and grotesque applications onginally belonging 

to the symbohst movement That 1s a good ind1cat10n of his relat1onsh1p to the symbolist 

aesthetic But his particular affimty with the symbolist movement begms at the most 

basic level His theatre clearly echoes the symbolist's m1ss10n of creating "perceptible 

appearances designed to express esotenc affimt1es with pnmord1al Ideas" stated m the 

movement's literary manifesto It would be entirely appropnate to say that Beckett' s 

work 1s commonly considered esotenc In this his work possesses the same subtlety of 

approach favoured by the Symbohsts, preferrmg to surround an idea rather than name 1t 

"Poetry hes m the contemplatwn of thmgs, m the image emanatmg from the revenes 

which things arouse mus To name an object 1s largely to destroy poetic enjoyment, 

which comes from gradual d1vmat10n The ideal 1s to suggest the object" (Mallarme qtd 

m Deak 23) 

That Beckett 1s deahng with pnmord1al ideas 1s difficult to dispute The 

concentrated nature of his theatre suggests that he 1s stnvmg for the essence of a 

theatncal idea The Jungian mflucnce only remforces the notion There 1s an obvious 

affimty between the pnmordial idea and the archetype The reason for this 1s that they 

have a s1milar pedigree In fact they are different express10ns of the same thmg For 

example, m d1scussmg the archetype and its ongms Jung descnbes 1t as a "pnmordwl 

type," which clearly reveals the affimty Furthermore, m definmg the word idea, the 

connection becomes clearer still 

Take for mstance, the word idea It goes back to the concept of 
Plato, and the eternal ideas are pnmord1al images stored up (ma 
supraceleshal place) as eternal transcendent forms The eye of 
the seer perceives them as "1magrnes et /ares," or as images m 
dreams and revelatory visions I will not go on needlessly g1vmg 
examples It ts sufficient to know that there ts not a smgle 
important idea that does not possess htstoncal antecedents 
Ultimately they are all founded on pnmord1al archetypal forms 
whose concreteness dates from a time when consciousness dtd 
not thmk, but only perceived ("Definitions (abndged)" m The 
Basic Wntmgs of C G Jung 328-329) 

The evidence makes Beckett's compliance with the fundamental m1ss10n of the 
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symbohst movement faJrly clear, at least m so far as 1t 1s articulated by the literary 

manifesto But how does Beckett compare to the specific practical dictates of the 

movement? It has been established that he fully employs the practical models that 

emerged from Symboltsm -- the dream, music and circus models It 1s also fairly clear 

that all of these have roots m the five genres of symbolist theatre descnbed by Kahn, the 

practical models are their natural extens10n So 1t could be said that Beckett's 

appltcatlon of the practical models adheres to the basic aesthetic demands of the 

symbolist movement But a closer look reveals his deeper affimty with Symbohsm, 

because m Beckett's theatre all five symbohst genres find some express10n 

The correspondence of Beckett's work to the genre of ' poetic drama' 1s of 

pnmary importance m estabhshmg his symbohst status The Symbolists were trymg very 

hard to create stage poetry above all else The poetry of the event itself was of central 

importance, something that led to the adoption and exploration of abstract 

correspondences Certamly the avant-garde theatre preserves m essence the poetic 

aesthetic of Symbohsm, but for the most part the role of poetic language m avant-garde 

theatre itself clearly d1m1mshes over time This 1s an aspect of theatre mto which Beckett 

breathes new hfe In a broad sense, his theatre bnngs attent10n back to the importance of 

poetry m the theatncal event He 1s a wordsmith of the highest order Consequently one 

of the most 1ll ummatmg thmgs that can be said of Beckett' s theatre 1s that 1t 1s poetry for 

the stage But m accomphshmg this, it 1s theatre that embraces the visual and 

phenomenolog1cal elements, not abandon mg the contnbution of spoken text, but brmgmg 

them together mstead mto a smgle poetic theatncal statement 

Things happen m Wa,tmgfor Godot, but these happenings 
do not constitute a plot or story, they are an image of Beckett's 
mtmt10n that nothing ever happens in man's existence The 
whole play 1s a complex poetic image made up of a comphcated 
pattern of subsidiary images and themes, which are mterwoven 
hke the themes of a musical compos1tion, not as m most well-
made plays to present a !me of development, but to make m the 
spectators mmd a total complex 1mpress1on of a basic and static 
situation In this the Theatre of the Absurd 1s analogous to a 
Symbolist or Imag1st poem, which also presents a pattern of 
images and associations m a mutually interdependent structure 
( Theatre of the Absurd 294) 
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According to Kahn, poetic drama 1s that which 1s based on rnus1cahty "verbal 

orchestrat10n, or the apphcat1on of the prmc1ples of music to drama and theatre" (Deak 

29) Beckett's use of musical pnnc1ples has been discussed adequately enough to forgo 

much re-exammat1on of 1t here However, 1t 1s worth re-v1s1tmg the relat10nsh1p between 

the pauses of Beckett and Chekhov addressed earlier m reference to Bert O States That 

relat10nsh1p suggests the further 1mphcations of verbal orchestration 1t 1s the pre­

occupation with silence associated wtth verbal orchestration that forms a part of the 

special bond between Beckett and Symbolism While he generally questions Beckett's 

place m the avant-garde, Innes still 1dent1fies the pecuhar s1mtlant1es m their respective 

approaches to silence These stem directly from the Symbolists ' notions of abstract 

correspondence m the trad1t10n of Baudelaire In this ms1ghtful passage Innes not only 

puts his finger on an element of Beckett's affimttes wtth Symboltsm but also lays bare an 

aspect of the avant-garde ' s contmmty m this regard 

The negative value placed on rat10nal structures of thought was 
what led the Symbolists to attempt to find direct as opposed to 
d1scurs1ve ways of cornmurncatmg - a language at once both 
sensual and subltrnmal - and 1t ts this lmkmg of apparent 
opposites that has become a basic charactensttc of all avant-garde 
drama, leadmg straight to Artaud ' s ideal of ' dtrectly affectmg the 
orgamsm' of the spectator by creating a 'concrete language, 
intended for the senses and independent of speech ' , which would 
give a ' physical knowledge of images ' ma manner comparable to 
acupuncture Followtng this symbolist lme, Maeterlmck worked 
toward a ' theatre of silence' , 1rnphc1tly d1sm1ssmg the d1scuss1on 
basis of pineroesque or 1bsemte problem plays Words (man 
argument that stnkingly ant1c1pates Samuel Beckett) 
automatically substitute habitual react10ns for existential 
awareness, verbaltzmg emotion depnves 1t of authent1c1ty, and 
' static drama' replaces external conflict, which by definition 1s 
superficial (Innes 20) 

The tendency to descnbe essentially static s1tuat1ons relates to the genre of 

poetic drama, and 1t 1s mdeed something that Beckett and Maeterlinck have m common 

The Intruder, The Sightless, and lnterwr reveal that tendency m Maeterlinck In the case 

of Beckett, even a play hke Wa1tmgfor Godot, which sees a good deal of stage act1v1ty m 
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terms of movement, still offers an essentially static s1tuat1on In fact 1t 1s the premise of 

the entire work Endgame too explores such a cJrcumstance, Happy Day~ another such 

A static s1tuat1on 1s part of the given ctrcumstances of virtually every play Beckett wrote 

But regardless of that, given the nature ofh1s work 1t would still be appropriate to 

associate Beckett' s theatre with poetic drama 

The musical component of his theatre, the quality of silence, as well as the shared 

explorat10n of static s1tuat1ons offer ample grounds to confirm Beckett's pos1t1on as a 

symbohst playwnght But his adherence to the prmc1ples of the first symbohst genre 

only mtroduces further parallels m other genres After poetic drama, the next genre as 

descnbed by Kahn ts ' character comedy man undefined settmg ' Thts second symbolist 

genre accurately describes the character of many of Beckett' s plays, an undefined settmg 

1s almost de n geur m his theatre The issue of comedy 1s central to Beckett' s theatre, 

occupymg a somewhat 1rornc pos1t1on As with tragedy, comedy 1s always 1romcally 

present m Beckett' s plays So though one cannot assert thetr status as comedies, one 

cannot really deny that either And 1fthe Imes between comedy and tragedy qmckly 

become unmatenal here, that 1s part of the character of Beckett's plays I do not beheve 

that the term comedy 1s mappropnate At least Beckett's plays are comedies m the 

trad1t1on of Chekhov' s The Seagull 

The element of comedy applies m part to the third and fourth genres, 'modern and 

clowmsh pantomime,' and ' ctrcus comedy', which I group together, because of thelf 

shared cJrcus element Where the aspects of ' poetic drama' tend to conform to lyncal 

Symbolism, these genres tend to the grotesque In Beckett's theatre, the third and fourth 

genres mamfest as a kmd of hybnd Certamly Beckett has wntten several pantomimes 

both modem and clowmsh The most obvious examples of this are Act Without Words 

One and Act Without Words Two However, the quality of pantomime 1s ever-present m 

Beckett's theatre, perhaps because the substance of Beckett' s plays 1s revealed as much 

m the progression or evolution of the unfoldmg stage imagery as m the dialogue The 

words serve to remforce the image or rather the words and images serve to remforce each 

other, as opposed to either bemg the sole vehicle of meanmg This shanng of emphasis 

recalls the character of synesthesw m Symbolist theatre, the practical extens10n of 
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Baudelaue's theones of correspondence, m which different sense media express similar 

ideas Clearly, however, the plots (such as they are) of Beckett' s plays are realized by the 

stage image ma manner s1m1lar to that of a pantomime This 1s one of the definmg 

features of the Theatre of the Absurd The stage image 1s meant to embody the prmc1ples 

of absurdity, along with the characters, plot etc The prmctple of the pantomime m 

Beckett' s theatre supports the presence of 'circus comedy ' Watt mg for Godot and 

Endgame could both be descnbed as 'c1rcus comedy' for the presence oftheu clown 

The last of Kahn ' s five genres 1s visual spectacle The genre of visual spectacle 

evokes certain elements of the pantomime, m that the visual elements bear the weight of 

mean mg Kahn 's descnpt10ns of the genre as "a senes of short and expressive images" 

and "poems of form and colour" serve to descnbe the specific character of md1v1dual 

plays (Nacht und Traume for example) but also the general character of all of them This 

descnpt10n smts Beckett' s later works well It 1s important to mention that, as ongmally 

conceived by Kahn, ' visual spectacle' was to be a form of text-less theatre and was not 

necessanly mtended to be staged Instead 1t would "mspire a visual evocat10n which 

would be of a completely different character than one based on language" (Deak 29-

30) The genre as descnbed 1s accommodated by many of Beckett' s later plays Nacht und 

Traume, and Quad stand out particularly, but also Breath, not to ment10n the pantotmmes 

themselves But even m Beckett' s language-onented plays the visual element (the 

central stage image) 1s an md1spensable part of the play which the language ultimately 

only serves to deepen and reinforce 

Beckett' s theatre manages to capture the vanous faces of the symbohst 

movement its poetry, subtlety, mus1cahty, its ambtgmty and refusal to name ideas 

(prefemng mstead to surround them), the aesthetic of the clown with attendant flavour of 

chaos Beckett' s theatre accommodates all the practtcal models which emerged from 

Symbohsm, and all five of the theoretical genres as well All m accord with the 

fundamental premises of symbohst art, this serves to dnve home Beckett's affimty with 

Theatrical Symbohsm But Beckett's theatre not only recaptures the specific 

charactenst1cs of Symbohsm, but captures and incorporates aesthetic subtleties of 

subsequent movements as well 
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This thesis begms with quest10ns Why 1s he so often 1dent1fied as the most 

important playwnght of his generation? What makes Beckett's theatre so widely 

admtred? Why has 1t resonated so strongly with audiences and cnt1cs? What 1s it his 

theatre accompltshes so successfully? I beheve that this thesis helps to offer some 

perspective on these kmds of questions The 1dentificat10n of modem performance 

conventions and their ongms in Symbohsm are valuable observations m and of 

themselves Placmg Beckett m that context reveals certain important charactenst1cs of 

his theatre Beckett' s theatre emerges as the culminating synthesis of modem avant-garde 

pnnc1ples Moreover 11 accomplishes this while renewing fundamental conventions of 

symbohst performance that ushered m the modem era m the first place 

In addressmg these quest10ns even my rudimentary knowledge of Jungian theory 

and its relat1onsh1p to Beckett ' s work has played a crucial role Archetypes of the 

Collect1ve Unconscwus 1s extremely useful not only m helping to determine the common 

underlying motivations of avant-garde art so often lost m the chaotic m1heu of the 

modem avant-garde, but subsequently also m 1dent1fymg how Beckett's plays so 

successfully satisfy those mot1vat10ns Ultimately, the cons1derat1on of Jung' s theories 

(or Freud's for that matter) helps us to understand that the success of avant-garde plays 1s 

dependent on the degree to which they resonate with the psyche I thmk Beckett's plays 

are particularly successful m this We respond to his theatre because it touches 

somethmg ms1de our mmds, somethmg familiar, perhaps one of the "feroc10us beasts" 

that hve m the psyche But while mamtammg the necessary flexible amb1gmty requued 

to engender their broad symbohc impact, Beckett's plays do so with a prec1s1on which 

gives the impact a cuttmg edge They embody the pnnc1ple m which, m the words of 

Peter Brook "a true symbol is specific, 1t 1s the only form a certam truth can take" 

(Empty Space 7) 
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Beckett' s plays are profound and precise In his theatre, powerful archetypal 

images are presented to us m such a way that their ambiguity itself 1s precise In this the 

rational and mat10nal find an effective balance Perhaps this helps to account for his 

cntJcal and popular success But of course there is more to it Identifymg specific 

charactenstics of the avant-garde and of Beckett's theatre helps us to 1dent1fy the pattern 

of development Thus Beckett and his h1stoncal context emerge as orgamc components 

of eachother The consistent, almost orgamc progress10n defines a consistent personality 

for the avant-garde m which we can recogmze the mnovat1ve character of Beckett's 

theatre as a natural outgrowth In the body of hts dramatic output Beckett has captured 

all of the maJor aesthetic conventions of the penod the basic premise of the psychic 

stage, the oppos1t10nal dynamic described m Nietzsche, the primary models of 

performance (Music, Dream and Circus), and -- m almost Herculean fashion -- all the 

maJor conceptual d1chotom1es (representational versus presentational, abstract versus 

concrete, lyrical versus grotesque, rational versus anti-rational) This by itself 1s clearly 

an 1mpress1ve accomplishment But, while Beckett's theatre firmly establishes itself as 

thenatural outgrowth of a developmg modem aesthetic, its affimty with Symbolism 

bnngs the modem avant-garde full cHcle, and further remforces its essential umty 

If Beckett's plays could be said to embody vanous md1v1dual archetypes, then, m 

the !Jght of his achievement, the modem period could be said to embody one of its own 

In Man and Hrs Symbols, Jung descnbes how a mneteenth-century German chemist, 

researching the molecular structure of Benzene, solved his professional problem when he 

dreamed of an image datmg back to at least the th1rd century B C that comc1dentally 

captures the character of the avant-garde the snake WI th its tail m its mouth (26) The 

image finds some further resonance m "The S1gmficance of the Absurd" when Esslm 

draws a companson between absurd theatre and Zen Buddhism, which seems particularly 

apt here m Beckett's remtegrat1on of symbolist values we can find somethmg akm to the 

Zen concept of the endpomt as begmnmg 
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