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Introduction  

LADY: What are you waiting for? STRANGER: If I only knew.  

– August Strindberg, To Damascus (Part I)5  

ESTRAGON: Let’sgo. �VLADIMIR: Wecan’t. �ESTRAGON: Whynot? �VLADIMIR: We’re 
waiting for Godot.  

– Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot 

Modern drama signifies the struggle for self-realization and freedom; 
the turn from declamatory speech in classical drama to the intimacies of 
interpersonal exchange (called the fourth wall) which include silence, 
pauses, and inarticulateness; and the exploration of anxiety and 
alienation, a feeling of waiting for something inscrutable expressed in 
the Strindberg and Beckett epigrams above. Yet these themes, however 
accurate, merely begin a complicated task of defining “modern drama.” 
Martin Puchner reminds us that while it is “relatively easy to come to 
an agreement about the beginning and end of modern drama, it is much 
more difficult to specify what exactly modern drama was,” and “what 
was specifically modern about modern drama.”7 The difficulty is partly 
owing to the fact that “modernists were giants,” Lawrence Rainey 
contends, “monsters of nature who loomed so large that contemporaries 
could only gape at them in awe”;8 partly owing to modern drama’s 
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insistence on up-to-dateness, what Terry Eagleton calls the “rebellious 
adolescence” of modernism, “defined by a definitive rupture with its 
parentage” and implying that “renewal” must always be present and 
evolving;9 and partly because defining modernism has been an 
academic obsession creating myriad descriptions and explanations.10  

To makes sense of its features, I want to propose several strands of 
modernism in modern drama. It would be foolhardy to suggest that all 
dramatists from 1880 to 1960 shared the same ideas; even where a 
school of thought derives from a single figure (Strindberg, for example, 
as the founder of expressionism), there is no reason to imply one 
defining feature or phalanstery on which all members agree. We do 
better to utilize Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion of “family resemblances” 
describing “a complicated network of similarities overlapping and 
crisscrossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of 
details.” The various threads running from Strindberg to Beckett might 
resemble one another without sharing identical features; this clustering, 
Wittgenstein argues, does not mean it is mistaken to call them by a 
unifying name, nor is it necessary to pinpoint exactly where one critical 
mass ends and another begins. Instead, Wittgenstein’s “threads” 
composed of many overlapping filaments serve our purpose because 
“the strength of the thread does not reside in the fact that some one 
fiber runs through the whole length, but in the overlapping of many 
fibers.”11 If there is, throughout this book, an implicit attempt to 
aggregate the various “fibers” into a whole, this should be understood 
as my effort at fusing various elements.  

The Oxford English Dictionary (1989) defines modernism as a “usage, 
mode of expression, or particularity of style or workmanship 
characteristic of modern times.” The term derives from the Latin 
modernus, which means “now time.”12 Time and place overlap in 
modern drama because modern dramatists were deeply influenced by 
how we think of both in a social and personal context. The thrust of the 
modern age, Stephen Kern asserts, “was to affirm the reality of private 
time against that of a single public time and to define its nature as 
heterogeneous, fluid, and reversible.” Owing to socio-economic 
changes and the clustering of people in the cities, “the wireless, 
telephone, and railroad timetables necessitated a universal time system 
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to coordinate life in the modern world.”13 The dislocation of a universal 
time into a private, subjective, and personal time managed against 
public (social) demands, as well as the balance between change and 
stasis, is described by Charles Baudelaire’s oft-quoted definition of 
modernism: “the transient, the fleeting, the contingent; it is one half of 
art, the other being the eternal and the immovable.”14 Space, too, 
encroached on characters in the plays of Ibsen, Strindberg, Chekhov 
and onward throughout twentieth-century modernism, typifying what 
Raymond Williams calls “a repeated search for some means of defining 
the humanity that cannot be lived in these well-ordered rooms – the 
forces outside, the white horses or the seagull, the tower of the cherry 
orchard, which have meaning because there are forces inside these 
people in these rooms, which cannot be realized in any available life.” 
The rebellious nature of modern dramatic char- acters is illustrated by 
“an individual who is breaking away from what is offered as general 
truth: a uniquely representative figure (representative of ‘humanity,’ of 
‘Man’) who is in revolt against the representative environment other 
men have made. The world of action, characteristically, is then the 
action of others; the world of consciousness is one’s own. Out of this 
separation, and out of its terrible tensions, these men trapped in their 
rooms make their only possible, their exceptionally powerful, drama.”15  

“Modernity” is the overarching cultural and political phenomena 
beginning with the Enlightenment era (c. late eighteenth century) that is 
still largely with us, and “modernism” is an aesthetic period (1880 to 
1960) stressing what Daniel Schwarz calls “a lack of coherent identity” 
and “techniques to express this idea.”16 In art and literature artistic 
techniques were largely reactions against realism. Realism was deemed 
too literal to convey the fragmentary and disjointed modern world. 
Modernism, Fredric Jameson contends, is a “narrative category” that 
“cancels and surcharges” realism. If, as Jameson posits, “realism is 
grasped as the expression of some commonsense experience of a 
recognizable real world, then empirical examination of any work we 
care to categorize as ‘modernist’ will reveal a starting point in that 
conventional real world, a realistic core as it were, which the various 
telltale modernist deformations and ‘unrealistic distortions,’ 
sublimations or gross characterizations, take as their pretext and their 
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raw material, and without which their alleged ‘obscurity’ and 
‘incomprehensibility’ would not be possible.”17 Modern drama, 
however, incorporates the obscure and surreal along with the realism of 
Ibsen, Chekhov, Shaw, and others largely because the human presence 
onstage cannot be thoroughly deformed, distorted, or rendered 
incomprehensible. Literature and art can explore other-worldly genres 
and non-corporeal venues, but drama is tethered to the human form – 
the “real world” of the human body. Dramatists certainly characterized 
modern drama as “experimental,” often creating distorted images, gross 
characterizations, masks, and narrative obfuscations; still, unless 
performers are puppets (as the actor and designer Gordon Craig tried to 
represent), or presentations are designed without the human body (radio 
drama, for instance), the “real” presence of bodies onstage yokes drama 
into a realism of sorts. Therefore modern drama, as opposed to other art 
forms, sublimates realism and avant gardism under its rubric because 
the human form is an irrefutable and consistent link between them.  

Modernism was the condition in which tradition was found to be 
lacking and the task of making sense of ourselves and the world could 
no longer depend on prior authority, religion, or antiquity.18 It 
represented massive social, economic, philosophical, and artistic 
changes brought about by a rejection of Classical formalism 
(seventeenth century) and Enlightenment rationalism (eighteenth cen- 
tury), and was influenced by two revolutions: the nineteenth-century 
industrial revolution, where widespread technological advances 
occurred, and the French Revolution (1789), where the monarchy were 
overthrown and replaced temporarily by democratic egalitarianism. It 
signified a turn from deities and moral certainty and towards self-
conscious individualism and ambiguity in judgment, values, and 
interpersonal relations. In Theory of the Modern Drama, Peter Szondi 
writes that the “drama of modernity came into being in the 
Renaissance,” resulting from “a bold intellectual effort by a newly self-
conscious being who, after the collapse of medieval worldview, sought 
to create an artistic reality within which he could fix and mirror himself 
on the basis of interpersonal relationships alone.”19 I concur but suggest 
that the interpersonal relationships did not fully materialize until 
dramatists wrote plays in which the artifice of the “fourth wall,” actors 
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speaking to each other interpersonally and not declamatorily to the 
audience, took root. When the actors turned inward, addressing each 
other onstage and establishing, once and for all, the realistic person-to-
person interchange that replaced the classical style of direct address to 
the audience (even as an aside), modern drama and theatre arose. This 
transition did not occur overnight; even plays deemed “modern” still 
employed the occasional address to the audience. Nevertheless, by the 
early nineteenth century, Frederich Hegel says, “our age is a birth-time, 
and a period of transition. The spirit of men has broken with the old 
order of things.”20  

Peter Gay describes modernism as “a call to authenticity” that “detested 
formulas and prized originality. Whether a Realist, Symbolist, 
Expressionist, Vorticist, or proponent of any of the other isms crowding 
one another early in the twentieth century, each modernist liked to see 
himself defying stifling rules and deadening traditions, to stand as a 
nemesis to the tyranny of academicism.” Modernism, he asserts, “was a 
crusade in behalf of sincerity, in behalf of an expressive freedom that 
no establishment could command or, in the long run, frustrate.”21 This 
call to authenticity resulted in autonomy – the individual discovering 
itself as the source of value and comprehension – rather than depending 
on uniformity or non-reflexive authority such as God’s external 
judgment and feudal hierarchy. Bert Cardullo contends that in modern 
drama, “the patriarchal relationship between God and the individual 
soul has been replaced by the adversarial relationship between a person 
and his or her own psychology, the will to comprehend the self, even as 
the patriarchal relationship between ruler and subject has been replaced 
by the adversarial relationship between the individual and society, in 
the form of society’s drive to marginalize all those it cannot or will not 
homogenize.”22 Art itself broke apart as a unifying experience, sowing 
the seeds of revolutionary intent. The idea of art’s autonomy, Matei 
Calinescu observes, “was by no means a novelty in the 1830s, when the 
battle cry of Art for Art’s Sake became popular in France among circles 
of young Bohemian poets and painters.” Still, it was a rallying point for 
modernists “who had become empty of romantic humanitarianism and 
felt the need to express their hatred of bourgeois merchantilism and 
vulgar utilitarianism.”23 The self-conscious attack on bourgeois mores is 
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characterized by the romantic poet Arthur Rimbaud, who wrote that the 
“first task of the man who wants to be a poet is to study his own 
awareness of himself, in its entirety; he seeks out his soul, he inspects 
it, he tests it, he learns it. As soon as he knows it, he must cultivate it!” 
In the process, “A poet makes himself a visionary through long, 
boundless, and systematized disorganization of all the senses. All 
forms of love, of suffering, of madness; he searches himself, he 
exhausts within himself all poisons, and preserves their 
quintessences.”24 Or, as the romantic essayist Herder put it even more 
bluntly, “The artist is become the creator God.”25  

Sociologically life underwent enormous transitions. Technological 
advances increased the speed of everyday life; living shifted from rural 
to urban, demand- ing accommodation to a new congestion and 
proximity; rising industrialization created new forms of wage earnings; 
and people coped with new social networking and family bonds. 
Sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies wrote in 1887 that modernism is 
situated around the transition from Gemeinschaft (rural and stable 
community) to Gesellschaft (urban and unstable society): “everyone 
who praises rural life has pointed to the fact that people there have a 
stronger and livelier sense of Community. Community means genuine, 
enduring life together, whereas Society is a transient and superficial 
thing. Thus Gemeinschaft must be understood as a living organism in 
its own right, while Gesellschaft is a mechanical aggregate and 
artifact.”26 Transportation sped from animal to machine; health 
improved; photography and film altered vision; and telegraph and 
telephones accelerated communication. The conception of time 
changed by dint of “timetables,” what Tony Judt calls “the ubiquitous 
station clock” at every railway stop, where “prominent, specially 
constructed towers at all major stations, inside every booking hall, on 
platforms and (in the pocket form) in the possession of railway 
employees” yielded “the establishment of nationally and internationally 
agreed upon time zones; factory time clocks; the ubiquity of the 
wristwatch; time schedules for buses, ferries, and planes; for radio and 
television programs; school timetables; and much else.”27 Modernism 
meant the appearance of an emerging middle class demanding higher 
education, free speech, democracy, pluralism, consumerism, objective 
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judiciary in courts of law, and a new spirit of improvement and 
openness. These paradigm shifts took place internally and externally; 
people became aware of a new era whose features informed pace, 
structure, and relationships. To be modern was to live under the rubric 
of “modernization,” what Paul Greenhalgh calls the collective response 
to “a state of being that exists in a tense, intertwined relationship with 
modernization.”28  

	
	
	
	
The “Trauma” of Alienation  

Modernism amplifies the notion that the truest art surfaces from the 
margins – from misunderstood geniuses, the bowels of society, and the 
outsider who mocks the status quo. The tremendous changes created a 
“trauma of alienation” – a feeling that the past is unmoored, the future 
uncertain, and the present an unstable relation of people and things. The 
complexity of modernism, writes John McGowan, “stems from its 
containing both the spiritualistic, religious impulses of high 
romanticism and the scientific, rationalistic impulses of realism while 
at the same time bringing to the center stage the issue of art’s 
autonomy. Modernism can never decide if it wants to occupy the fully 
secular and political world of modernity that realism attempts to master 
or if it wants to escape into some separate aesthetic realm that is more 
free and more pure than the world of ordinary human making.” Modern 
artists not only split focus between realistic secularism and romantic 
spiritualism, they were hardly sanguine about art’s ability to improve 
the world; like the romantics, according to McGowan, the modernists 
“harbor hopes of transforming the world of modernity, but with much 
less belief than nineteenth century artists/intellectuals that such acts of 
transformation are within their power.”39 Doubt and skepticism – of 
religion, society, politics, ethics, and art itself – emerged as an 
underlining motif, leaving modern dramatic characters existentially 
bereft and unhinged. One of the consequences of dethroning God and 
morality meant, in Art Berman’s words, “that neither God nor human 
can do anything about time.”40 Temporal uncertainty – what will happen 
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next? – exerted a tremendous influence on modern dramatists.  

Modern drama highlighted disillusionment, where displacement and 
ennui personify modern existence. According to Michael Goldman, 
“Characters in modern drama are typically haunted by a feeling of 
being cut off from the joy of life, or indeed from life itself, as feeling of 
being dead.” This alienation, Goldman explains, motivated “a particular 
notion of where the fulfillment lies, of how the self defines itself and 
how the job of life is recognized.” Rather than outward fulfillment 
(heaven, kingdoms, or the conquest of other external spaces), 
modernism is marked by “the drive to conquer inner space, to possess 
internally a transcendent quality of begin.” This quest, he notes, “is 
validated by an expansion, possession, or transfiguration of the self.”41 

Transfiguration and alienation were known prior to modernism, but the 
ways and means of experiencing them differed. For example, 
Shakespeare’s protagonist, Richard III, exemplifies a pre-modern 
perception of alienation. When he is surrounded by his foes at the 
play’s conclusion, he cries out “My kingdom for a horse.” The 
exchange of a kingdom for a horse (his vehicle of escape) would have 
resonated with Elizabethans; kingdoms (and their expansive spaces) are 
what humans aspire to, so an exchange would carry symbolic value. 
The irony is that for a mere horse Richard was offering something of 
enormous value, at least in the minds of Elizabethans. But to the 
moderns, kingdoms are abstractions derived from royalty and rendered 
virtually meaningless. Inner self-possession and ful- fillment, rather 
than outward appreciations and possession, define modernism’s value. 
Kingdoms atavistically handed down are replaced by modernism’s 
indi- viduality and, more importantly, the accumulation of wealth. 
According to Karl Marx, the power of liquidity is a modernist turning 
point; it replaced the surfeit of kingdoms because money can now 
purchase “inner kingdoms.” Money for Marx is the triggering 
mechanism of transfiguration, the force for good and evil, and the 
means of changing reality’s permutations:  

That which exists for me through the medium of money, that which I can pay for, 
i.e., which money can buy, that am I, the possessor of money. The stronger the 
power of money, the stronger am I. The properties of money are my, the 
possessor’s, properties and essential powers. Therefore what I am and what I can 
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do is by no means determined by my individuality. I am ugly, but I can buy the 
most beautiful woman. Which means to say that I am not ugly, for the effect of 
ugliness, its most repelling power, is destroyed by money. As an individual, I am 
lame, but money procures my twenty-four legs. Consequently, I am not lame. I am 
a wicked, dishonest, unscrupulous and stupid individual, but money is respected, 
and so also is its owner. Money is the highest good, and consequently its owner is 
also good.42  

Ibsen takes this idea of transformation and inner fulfillment further. 
When Ibsen’s protagonist Nora at the conclusion of his play A Doll’s 
House prepares to leave the security of her home, husband, three 
children – and money, for her husband is a banker with a stellar 
reputation to uphold – she explains her reasons for leaving: she is not 
up to the task of mother and wife. A modernist influenced by romantic 
notions of inner fulfillment, Nora has waited for the notion of “the 
miracle,” as she calls it, to occur – the miracle of her husband’s 
sacrifice. When she finds him woefully falling short of her ideals, she 
realizes that she, too, must look selfishly inward. Torvald says that 
“Before all else, you’re a wife and a mother,” but Nora replies:  

I don’t believe in that anymore. I believe that, before all else, I’m a human being, 
no less than you – or anyway, I ought to try to become one. I know the majority 
thinks you’re right, Tovald, and plenty of books agree with you, too. But I can’t go 
on believing what the majority says, or what’s written in books. I have to think 
over these things myself and try to understand them.43  

Ibsen’s protagonist defines the key feature of modern interiority. Social 
rules and obligations become mere external hand-me-down artifacts no 
longer applicable to the modern world. Torvald’s kingdom – a doll 
house – is exchanged by Nora for inner freedom. Instead of convention 
and certainty, with its routine and subjugating conditions, Ibsen’s Nora 
transforms, leaving behind home, family, security and all prior 
investments held dear to a pre-modern existence. She leaves the stage 
space, with its comforts and familiarity, transgressing, indeed 
challenging the very ideals of matrimony and motherhood. It is 
deliberately vague where she is going, because metaphorically she is 
following Baudelaire’s directive to become a modernist “idler,” which 
means “dwelling in the throng, in the ebb and flow, the bustle, the 
fleeting and the infinite. To be away from home and yet to feel at home 
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anywhere; to see the world, to be at the very centre of the world, and 
yet to be unseen in the world, such are some of the minor pleasures of 
those independent, intense and impartial spirits.”44  

 

 

Three Modernisms: Romanticism, Realism, and Avant Garde  

Modern dramas were primarily the intersection of three major aesthetic 
movements: romantic idealism of the early to mid nineteenth century, 
realism of the mid nineteenth to the early twentieth century, and avant-
gardism of the late nineteenth and early to mid twentieth century. All 
three shared much in common and – ironically – all worked diligently 
to reject any suggestion of mutuality. Yet, in retrospect, what is at stake 
is not so much disagreements between them (although disagreements 
occurred vehemently), as the different levels and emphases they 
characteristically employed. All three aesthetic movements were 
influenced by history – concerns with the past and how it folds into the 
present – and three key philosophers of modernism: Hegel, Nietzsche, 
and Schopenhauer.  

Romanticism, realism, and the avant garde come into being with the 
advent of historicism – the emphasis on documenting and verifying the 
past. The Enlightenment and earlier periods were concerned with 
history, but they generally viewed people as largely consistent 
throughout most ages and the aims of their historical inquiries into the 
past were to secure and construct an aesthetic simultaneity with the 
present. The pre-modern period “championed the concept of continuity 
in all areas,” observes Henri Lefebvre, whereas with “the new period 
comes an upsurge of discontinuity.”45 Continuity helped promote 
symmetry in the arts: if everything in the past, present, and assumed 
future is similar then the structure of the arts could remain consistent. 
This is why “rules” were stressed and why Voltaire, for instance, 
introduced the “philosophy of history” in order to break free of the 
supernatural (myths and legends) and illustrate what he called the “four 
blessed ages” where the “arts” flourished. The value of history for him 
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and other Enlightenment philosophers was to identify exemplary eras in 
order to stimulate their contemporaries.46 During early-nineteenth-
century Romanticism, however, this view radically changed. Hegel’s 
Philosophy of History began a process of periodization that 
demonstrated stages in human development accentuating differences 
rather than similarities. Hegel’s study ushered in what he called the 
“painful struggles of history,” pitting differing views in a dialectical 
conflict of “world-historical” spirit.47 This movement brought about a 
revolt against similarities with the past and raised, in Isaiah Berlin’s 
words, an “historicism” where “you can understand other human beings 
only in terms of an environment very dissimilar to your own.”48 Hegel, 
Johann Gottfried Herder, and Auguste Comte, among others, advanced 
the modern idea that, as Karl Löwith put it, “no phenomenon can be 
understood philosophically unless it is understood historically, through 
a demonstration of its temporal derivation and destination, its function, 
significance, and relative right in the whole course of history.”49  

Modernism in drama sets itself as an antithesis to Romantic idealism. 
Toril Moi’s study of Ibsen raises this point when she says that the “true 
aesthetic antithesis of modernism is not realism, but idealism,”50 which 
is why (with the exception of Georg Büchner) I begin with Ibsen. This 
antithesis, however, makes modernism beholding to romanticism 
because modernism is in revolt against the German romantic ideas of 
Innerlichkeit (inwardness) and human nature. German romantic 
idealism puts its stock in the “ideal” world – Schelling’s “spirit of 
nature” and Schiller’s reestablishing “the unity of human nature,” for 
instance – and modernism rebels by exposing idealism’s false claims of 
unity in nature.51 This view is similar to Robert Brustein’s observation 
of modern drama as a revolt that “rides in on the second wave of 
Romanticism – not the cheerful optimism of Rousseau, with his 
emphasis on institutional reform, but rather the dark fury of Nietzsche, 
with his radical demand for a total transformation of man’s spiritual 
life.” While I would add Hegel and Schopenhauer as principal 
philosophers of modern drama, I agree with Brustein that “Nietzsche 
remains the most seminal philosophical influence on the thea- tre of 
revolt, the intellect against which almost every modern dramatist must 
measure his own.”52  
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It was from Schopenhauer that Nietzsche considered the world in terms 
of volition conceived not, Jerrold Seigel informs us, “as a faculty of 
individuals, but as the cosmic power at the center of the universe, and 
the motive force of all experience and history.”53 Nietzsche’s The Birth 
of Tragedy (1871), written amidst the ferment and heady days of the 
Franco-Prussia War, lays the found- ation of modern drama perhaps 
more than any seminal text. It challenged, among other things, the 
philistine materialism, optimism, and decadence of bourgeois culture; 
the conventional wisdom of Greek tragedy as pristine and the Greek 
chorus as the “rational-ideal” spectator; and the effect of tragedy that, 
as Nietzsche insists, “never rested on epic suspense, on teasing people 
and making them uncertain about what will happen now or later.” 
Instead, Greek tragedy relied on “those great rhetorical and lyrical 
scenes in which the passion and dialectic of the protagonist swelled into 
a broad and mighty stream. Everything was in preparation for pathos, 
not for action; and anything that was not a preparation for pathos was 
held to be objectionable.”54 Nietzsche’s book revolved around the twin 
axis of “Apollonian” and “Dionysian.” Apollo, the god of reason and 
light, facilitated sober judgment and dream-like assurances. Apollo 
stood for what Nietzsche, borrowing from Schopenhauer, called the 
principium individuationis, the ordinance of nature that promoted the 
individual’s purity and uniqueness. Dionysus, the god of intoxication 
and music, reigned over impulsive nature and the flow of energy that 
contradicted Apollonian stable boundaries between individuals, objects, 
and the certainty of existence. The Dionysiac cosmos, with its reliance 
on music to animate life, characterizes Nietzsche’s counterbalance 
against the superficial notion of Greek serenity and austerity, as well as 
the positivism of technological advancement and the philosophy of 
Hegel, where actions advance history and humanity. “Dionysiac man is 
similar to Hamlet,” Nietzsche says: “both have gazed into the true 
essence of things, they have acquired knowledge and they find action 
repulsive, for their actions can do nothing to change the eternal 
existence of things, they regard it as laughable or shameful that they 
should be expected to set to rights a world so out of joint. Knowledge 
kills action.”55 This thinking is romantic idealism shorn of hope, or the 
illusion of the individual as a source of renewal.  



	 13	

Romantic idealism was a philosophic and artistic outlook that believed 
in the mind’s ability to overcome reality; the quotidian could be 
transcended if only one’s intellect and passions rose above life’s 
inadequacies. For romantic idealists the only thing real is feelings 
emanating from the mind; all material and temporal existence takes as 
its start and end point individual mental conscious- ness. With the fall 
of aristocracy resulting from the French Revolution, and the collapse of 
religious faith, European intellectual thought stressed the individual, 
specifically individual feeling as the ideal aesthetic. Romanticism, 
writes Baudelaire in “The Salon of 1846,” lies “neither in the subject an 
artist chooses nor in his exact copying of truth, but in the way he feels.” 
Where artists were outward-looking prior to modernism, the modern 
artists looks “inward, as the only way to find it.”56 It, for Baudelaire, is 
the search for beauty and the divine, and this search, writes one of the 
founders of idealism, the playwright- philosopher Frederich Schiller, is 
“the sphere of unfettered contemplation and reflection; beauty conducts 
us into the world of ideas, without however taking us from the world of 
sense.” Beauty is thus “a process of abstraction from everything 
material and accidental, a pure object free from every subjective 
barrier, a pure state of self-activity without any admixture of passive 
sensa- tions.”57 Beauty was perfection for the romantic idealists, an 
absolute state within art, literature, music, and drama that served the 
most immediate conduit to truth and freedom. This ideal was not, as the 
Enlightenment rationalists thought, a timeless and eternal form, but 
rather a product of sensualist subjectivism. In order to achieve 
individualism the subject demanded freedom; the romantics put 
tremendous stock in “freedom” because without it the individual 
remained bound by custom and law. The idea of “Bildung,” the German 
literary term defining educational development and maturation, is 
inextricably linked to free choice. Frederick Beiser writes that the 
“romantics insist that Bildung must arise from the free choice of the 
individual, that it must reflect his own decisions. The self realizes itself 
only through specific decisions and choices, and not by complying with 
general cultural norms and traditions.”58 Romanticism (following Kant) 
stressed the individual genius, encouraging artists to follow their own 
inspiration. For romantic idealism art, more than anything, helped 
humanity achieve a state of absolutism – a purity beyond the materially 
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mundane and idealized as a mental frame of mind. This artistic 
inspiration, however, comes at great cost; Frank Kermode reminds us 
that for Baudelaire and the romantics, isolated in the modern city, “the 
poet is a ‘seer’” and the poet’s supreme image, “for all its concretion, 
precision, and oneness, is desperately difficult to communicate, and has 
for that reason alone much to do with the alienation of the seer as the 
necessary of his existing in the midst of a hostile society.”59  

Romanticism begins with the French Revolution in 1789, transpiring 
throughout Europe in the nineteenth century, and manifesting in the 
multiple European Revolutions of 1830, 1848, and 1871, as well as the 
American Civil War of 1861–65. These upheavals accentuated the 
internecine conflicts of class, race, region, religion, nationalism, and 
the desire for human equality and freedom that were the cause and 
consequence in France in 1789. They were exhilarating times that also 
left the world, Henri Lefebvre notes, with a feeling of fragmentation 
and alienation, “slow but overpowering, influencing knowl- edge, 
behaviour, and consciousness itself.”60 The revolutions inspired the dra- 
matic mode known as melodrama, because revolutions, Peter Brooks 
writes in The Melodramatic Imagination, marked “the final liquidation 
of the traditional Sacred and its representative institutions (Church and 
Monarch), the shattering of the myth of Christendom, the dissolution of 
an organic and hierarchically cohesive society, and the invalidation of 
the literary forms – tragedy, comedy of manners – that depended on 
such a society.” For Brooks, “Melodrama does not simply represent a 
‘fall from tragedy,’ but a response to the loss of the tragic vision. It 
comes into being in a world where the traditional imperatives of truth 
and ethics have been violently thrown into question, yet where the 
promulgation of truth and ethics, their instauration as a way of life, is 
of imme- diate, daily, political concern.”61  

By the mid nineteenth century artists and social critics questioned 
romanticism’s emphasis on interiority and abstract mental concepts. 
The military conflicts between emerging nations and the rising 
industrial revolution brought suffering to a degree unknown before. 
Urban squalor, massive poverty, nationalist jingoism, war’s carnage, 
and the newly exploited class of workers known as the proletariat 
opened romanticism up to the charges of evading social reality. This 



	 15	

criticism set the stage in the 1840s for a group in Germany and 
throughout Europe known as the Young Hegelians. These radical social 
thinkers (Marx among them) borrowed Hegel’s dialectics – the clash of 
ideas eventuating in reconciliation and synthesis – but viewed conflicts 
as material rather than mental, concrete rather than abstract, and in the 
flesh rather than in rationality and the mind. According to Jürgen 
Habermas, “Hegel inaugurated the discourse of modernity; the Young 
Hegelians permanently established it, that is, they freed the idea of a 
critique nourished on the spirit of modernity from the burden of the 
Hegelian concept of reason.”62 The realists observed the massive effects 
of revolution, industrialization, and a rootless public alienated from 
social institutions. Realism surfaced as an artistic expression of 
objectivity: the world is a sordid place and it is the job of the realists to 
depict this world, warts and all. Toril Moi contends that “Realists face 
the truth of the human condition, idealists demand that people sacrifice 
themselves in the name of chimerical ideals.”63 Here, then, is the point 
at which modern drama surfaces.  

Philosophically realism is concerned with the world as it is without the 
mind or the individual’s influence. Realist playwrights wanted to 
convey a deeper veracity of life than mere subjectivity; not an 
exactitude of photographic repre- sentation but shaping plays that 
reflect cultural complexity. Realism, Astradur Eysteinsson contends, 
“portrays social reality as a ‘whole’ and ultimately as a ‘common 
ground,’” which “holds true even when the relationship between the 
individuals and society is predominantly characterized by conflict.”64 

Realism puts its stock and trade in the conflict of individual versus 
society, with the individual as a “stand-in” for everyone. While this 
surrogation opens up realism to the critique of “universality” – a 
protagonist, however beleaguered, cannot represent everybody – the 
struggle of the individual against institutions became a dominating 
theme in realistic drama and a successful weapon against institutional 
oppression. The rise of Darwin’s evolutionism, Freud’s psychol- ogy, 
and Marx’s socialism altered perceptions that informed realistic 
dramas, tilting towards a rejection of introversion and highly subjective 
art of romanti- cism in favor of societal conflicts and psychological 
analysis. Human beings in society replaced the introversion of the 
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mind; history replaced myth; ordinary people replaced royalty as the 
subject matter; scientific observation replaced religion; and necessity 
and motivation replaced fate and chance. A work of realism in art and 
literature was not meant to elevate humanity but rather expose the 
underlying objective social condition and emphasize the quotidian over 
the poetic. In realism surfaces are stripped away, revealing causal 
networks functioning beneath appearances. Feminist social activist 
Emma Goldman wrote that in Gerhart Hauptmann’s play about the 
working class, The Weavers, “There is nothing in literature to equal the 
cruel reality of the scene in the office” when “the weavers bring the 
finished cloth. For hours they are kept waiting in the stuffy place, 
waiting the pleasure of the rich employer after they had walked miles 
on an empty stomach and little sleep.”65 Modern realism explicates the 
specific conditions of technological social relations and the manner in 
which they impinge upon the individual’s freedom. The painter 
Courbet led the way in the 1850s and 1860s with his stark depictions of 
ordinary life; with Courbet, writes Charles Morazé, “painting had 
embarked on a new mission; it was no longer concerned with historical 
and anecdotal erudition, but with helping men to see, and to see 
themselves as they were.”66 History of the ordinary – from the bottom 
up – became the rallying cry of realists who sought to inculcate 
psychological and sociological approaches depicting relationships, 
actions, and consequences. The goal politically was to expose aspects 
of reality obfuscated by power relations; ugliness was no longer off 
limits. Realists rejected all subject matter that could not be witnessed as 
physically existing, depicting rawness and steely-eyed observations as 
the core ingredient in the recreation of social perfidy. Realism is 
selective, demonstrat- ing what the French call une tranche de vie – “a 
slice of life.” Whereas the romantic idealists depicted something that 
might replace the grim façades of life, the realists sought to rip the 
façades down, even if this meant stripping all possibility of hope. Ibsen, 
Strindberg, and Chekhov carried the banner of realism to its 
ascendancy, probing the falsehoods of bourgeois hegemony and 
drawing away the circumambience of deceit that permeated the middle 
class’s arrogant self-perception.  

The social struggles personified by the failure of the European 
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Revolution of 1848 sparked the end of idealism as a progressive tool, 
giving way to realism’s icy, unsentimental observations. The 
breakthrough of realism, in fact, can be said to occur precisely during 
1848, when the reality of the revolution’s demise provided the means 
for the dramas we associate with realism. The European Revolution of 
1848, writes Mike Rapport, “were seen subsequently as failures, but 
one should not be too pessimistic. The events of 1848 gave millions of 
Europeans their first sense of politics, workers and peasants voted in 
elections and even stood for and entered parliament. The civil liberties 
that flourished all too briefly in that year also provided Europeans with 
the free space in which they – including women – were politicized, 
through participation in political clubs and workers’ organizations.”67 

Although the proletariat was defeated and the social forces of the 
revolution were decisively crushed, the outcome was hardly dire. What 
emerged was what Lewis Namier called the ascending “middle classes 
led by intellectuals, and their modern ideology with which they 
confronted the old established powers and interests.”68 Foremost among 
this ideology was the demand for political power sharing, national 
sovereignty, women’s rights, end of slavery, and freedom from 
aristocratic rule, all of which found its way into modern realistic 
dramas.  

Avant-gardism typified a rejection of realism. Even where the 
framework of realism took critical account of social conflicts, the 
experience of realism and its offshoot naturalism, it was believed, 
failed to break free of conventional social reality. Instead of a mimetic 
reflection of reality, the avant garde focused on formal concerns of 
drama: multiple narratives, stream of consciousness, non- linear 
representation of time and space, heightened poetics, reliance on myths 
and symbols, dreamscape, fictive abstraction, fragmentation, 
abruptness, stridency, lyricism, disintegration of the familiar, and 
aggression against its own medium. These iconoclastic innovations 
were attempts to break through appearances in order to discover 
“deeper” meanings behind a common sense “realistic” framework of 
representations. According to Malcolm Bradbury and James 
McFarlane, it is “a quality of abstraction and highly conscious artifice, 
taking us behind familiar reality, breaking away from familiar functions 
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of language and conventions of form.”69 However, unlike art, where 
abstraction comes naturally, theatre and drama still had to contend with 
real human bodies onstage; as Günter Berghaus observes, modernist 
avant-garde works “were still ‘realistic,’ but in a manner that 
transcended mere imitation. Modernist art modified the categories of 
representation and enriched them with new techniques that went 
beyond the traditional ‘art holding the mirror up to nature’ concept of 
Realism.” The formal elements of avant-garde modernism, “such as the 
use of incongruous and contradictory ingredients, collage of 
components taken from a variety of contexts, simultaneity and 
fragmentation of elements,” yielded “in the reader/viewer a heightened 
awareness of reality.”70 The avant-garde modernists were concerned 
with a probative recovery of the “truer” self than realism could ever 
achieve by uncovering the instinctual and spiritual foundations beneath 
the surface façade. For them, the self was dispersed, contradictory, and 
disingenuously portrayed within the structural framework of a unified 
“representation.” The avant-garde modernists, Marjorie Perloff notes, 
urged “collage and its cognates (montage, assemblage, construc- tion)” 
constituting their “central artistic invention,” and that modernist 
practices “call into question the representability of the sign” – the 
cohesion and juxtaposition of sign and reality so endemic to realism.71 

Realism, it was believed, relied too heavily on showing experience 
confidently and uniformly; Peter Bürger asserts that the fragmentary 
nature of the avant garde “renounces shaping a whole,” providing the 
artwork instead with “a different status, since parts of it no longer have 
the relationship to reality characteristic of the organic work of art.”72 

What was needed was less focus on representation and totality, and 
more exposure of theatrical convention. The very features of theatre 
were foregrounded, stressing the theatrical apparatus; for example, 
being-in- a-theatre (I’m watching a play and I’m aware of this fact), it 
was argued, is the truer reality than pretending a fourth wall.  

The avant-garde modernists celebrated the esoteric. With the exception 
of the Futurist F. T. Marinetti, the avant garde was unconcerned with 
popularity, catering to a limited circle of devotees. The avant-gardists 
often flouted myster- iousness, disinterested in clarifying reality and 
flaunting the obtuse, which they believed the common ruck could never 
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comprehend anyway. The intrinsic lucidity of realism makes the work 
accessible in a way the avant garde – with its subjectivism, formal 
difficulty, and purposeful obscurantism – could not. The avant garde, 
writes Richard Murphy, opposes “realism’s characteristic gesture of 
pretending to offer a comprehensive survey and rational explanation of 
the world,” challenging instead “the narrative structures and 
conventional rationalist constructions through which reality is 
interpreted, in order that they can make the inherited realist models of 
the world less self-evident or ‘natural.’ ”73 The world is not (following 
Hegel) linear but rather (following Nietzsche) circular, inconsistent, 
and lacking in Aristotelian formulas of beginning, middle, and end. 
August Strindberg, whose plays epitomized both realism and 
naturalism as well as avant-garde expressionism, wrote in his Preface to 
A Dream Play that modern characters and situations are not one- 
dimensional cardboard cut-outs but rather “Everything can happen, 
everything is possible and probable. Time and place do not exist; on an 
insignificant basis of reality the imagination spins and weaves new 
patterns into a blend of memories experiences, free fantasies, 
absurdities and improvisations.” For Strindberg, “characters are split, 
double, multiply, evaporate, condense, disperse, assemble.”74 For the 
avant-gardists realism was too concerned with bourgeois convention 
and trite moral issues pertaining to crass middle-class commercialism. 
Marcel Duchamp’s ready-mades were, according to Peter Bürger, 
provocation that “not only unmasks the art market where the signature 
means more than the quality of the work; it radically questions the very 
principle of art in bourgeois society according to which the individual 
is considered the creator of the work of art.”75 The notion of the 
individual and his or her volition is deemed solipsistic by avant-
gardists; such valuing puts stock in the vainglorious bourgeois 
individual as an autonomous being. “The hostility toward other value 
systems, the need to épater le bourgeois,” Frederick Karl writes, “is a 
matter of redefining human behavior within an alternate system. The 
artist must annihilate others’ taste to justify its milieu. The avant-garde 
thrives on such annihilation, Nietzsche’s death of gods carried to all 
forms of behavior.”76  

Einstein’s physics inspired the avant garde because his theory disrupted 
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the comfort of space and time – any objective view of it that marked 
realism’s causality. Einstein maintained that comprehending space and 
time varies according to the relativity of motion. His ideas had a 
profound impact on aes- thetics, undermining agreed upon judgment 
because simultaneity – two people observing the same thing at the 
same time – has no absolute certainty of consensus. According to 
Einstein, “Two events which, viewed from a system of coordinates, are 
simultaneous, can no longer be looked upon as simultaneous when 
envisioned from a system which is in motion relatively to that 
system.”77 In art, then, time and space were shredded and reconfigured 
from new angles and perspectives. Cubism exemplifies this 
disorientation. Jose Ortega y Gasset noted that Einstein’s theoretical 
discoveries asserted that there is “no absolute space because there is no 
absolute perspective.” Without absolute certainty, actual space cannot 
be determined by a realistic totality and finality, but rather incorporates 
fragments that collide, disperse, and amalgamate again. As a result, 
Gasset contends, Einstein’s theory “is a marvelous proof of the harmo- 
nious multiplicity of all possible points of view. If the idea is extended 
to morals and aesthetics, we shall come to experience history and life in 
a new way.”78  

Relativity opened up drama to a plethora of modern inventiveness and 
originality, casting aside rigid morality and philosophical idée fixe. 
Walter Benjamin said that ideas cannot be fleshed out through the 
given elements of phenomena; the realists have it wrong when they 
present art as merely a photo- reproduction to be analyzed objectively 
even if they analyze it from every angle. Instead, ideas are an amalgam 
of atoms or stars, colliding, moving apart, circling around. “Ideas are to 
objects as constellations are to stars,” he remarks, and ideas “do not 
contribute to the knowledge of phenomena,” but rather “are timeless 
constellations,” where things are understood only relative to other 
things.79 For the avant garde, what we observe as real, John Peter writes, 
“is not really real; that there are things which are more real than the 
things our perceptions report to us about; that beyond the things we 
perceive in ordinary life there is another reality, and we can somehow 
apprehend what it is; that this hidden reality – and this is an important 
jump – may not be clearly and rationally expressible; but that – an even 
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more important jump – it is more significant than the one we are used 
to.” As a result, avant-gardists “were not interested simply in reality as 
they saw it: they wanted to grasp what made reality seem real, and they 
wanted to show us this insight in their pictures.”80  

Somewhat like romantic idealism, the avant garde sought a subjective 
view of the world, but unlike the romantics, who took art seriously, 
they added sarcasm, wit, and doubt about the individual’s power to 
shape the world. Influenced by Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, the avant 
garde viewed human will as ridiculous and hardly worth emulating. 
“Eternal becoming, endless flux,” writes the aporetic Schopenhauer, 
“belongs to the revelation of the essence of will. The same thing shows 
itself finally in human endeavor and desires as well, which always 
mask their fulfillment in the guise of ultimate goal of willing, but 
which, as soon as they are achieved, no longer look the same and are 
thus soon forgotten, antiquated, and really always, even if without 
admission, set aside as vanished deceptions.”81 For Schopenhauer, the 
will’s ever-striving need reaches an aporia, a deadening languor, that is 
displayed in a life-congealing boredom. There is no “progress” in the 
Hegelian sense, only the odious condition of a feckless will which no 
action can tame. Human endeavors and desires merely sustain us with 
the vainglorious hope that their fulfillment will be volition’s final goal, 
with the irony being that once the goal is achieved, another takes its 
place. Avant-gardism stands for an image of the future that breaks 
decisively with human continuity. It is contemptuous of progress and 
the durability of civilization, situating instead the inchoate, seren- 
dipitous, and non-linear at the center of creation. Susan Sontag sums up 
this negation of art’s pedagogic purpose: “As the activity of the mystic 
must end in a via negativa, a theology of God’s absence, a craving for 
the cloud of unknown beyond knowledge and for the silence beyond 
speech, so art must tend toward anti-art, the elimination of the ‘subject’ 
(‘the object,’ the ‘image’), the substitution of chance for intention, and 
the pursuit of silence.”82  

Many modern movements occurring in this period were really short-
lived breakthroughs appearing abruptly and disappearing hastily; their 
influences were absorbed quickly into the large maw of modernism’s 
endless cycle of newness. Modernism adores the new, but quickly 
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discards it when the gloss fades. Experimentation is one of the key 
constituents of modernism because it values “newness.” To experiment 
in the theatre, Tom Driver notes, “has usually meant to break with 
whatever is the reigning style and method, and in the 1890’s breaks 
were made in many directions. There was a veritable eruption of that 
modern spirit that insists on rejecting the ‘given.’ ”83 Still, idealism, 
realism, and the avant garde absorbed most shorter-lived movements 
into their categories, creating the triumvirate of modern drama.  

	
	
When I speak of modern drama, I naturally refer only to those regions 
of dramatic literature that, sparsely inhabited as they may be, are yet 
essentially new. Down below, in the ordinary theatre, ordinary and 
traditional drama is doubtless yielding slowly to the influence of the 
vanguard; but it were idle to wait for the laggards when we have the 
pioneers at our call.  

– Maurice Maeterlinck103  

Henrik Ibsen, August Strindberg, and Anton Chekhov were hailed not 
only for their groundbreaking techniques and glittering display of 
theatricality, but also for their complexity – the density, compelling 
allusiveness, and passion exhibited in their plays. Ibsen’s quest for 
freedom in the mind as well as in society often drove his characters to 
extreme risks and dangerous rebellion. Strindberg’s stake in naturalistic 
drama, and his assault on the closed melodramatic form, were the most 
graphic contributions to modern drama. His post-Inferno plays (the 
period after his nervous breakdown) involved a transformation in the 
way drama transpired. John Fletcher and James McFarlane write that if 
“Ibsen is the origin and impetus [of modern drama], Strindberg is its 
astonishing pre-figuration. Where Ibsen made penetration, broke 
through in unexpected directions and took himself and those who 
responded to him into new and previously unexplored territories of 
dramatic experience, Strindberg by a kind of visionary enactment 
anticipated the then still indeter- minate future of Modernist drama.”104 

Chekhov’s irony and understanding of the human condition 
reverberates straight through to Beckett and beyond.  
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Among the many modernist contributions of these three playwrights are 
their uncanny and creative fusions of social realism and artistic 
abstraction that derive from the juxtaposition of the representational 
and the symbolic. Their modernism stems from the reliance on realism 
as a grounding for character and setting; and the use of metaphors 
(cherry orchards, ghost sonatas, and wild ducks, among others) as 
methods of reaching beyond mimetic reflection. Chekhov was gentler, 
perhaps because he possessed the best sense of humor; for Chekhov the 
political can also be absurd and taking yourself too seriously can be 
risible. If Ibsen and Strindberg’s characters burned with subjective 
intensity, fought idealistically for their political aims, and charged the 
ramparts of new dramatic forms, Chekhov was taciturn. With his 
subaqueous palette, Chekhov’s characters luxuriate in a kind of burned-
out cosmic depression, the way one does after living on too much 
caffeine and dreams. But he, too, had a knack for being misunderstood 
and evoked initial confusion in critics and audiences.  

What they shared was an awareness of modernism’s shock – the 
psychic transformation from old world values to a new age of 
bourgeois consumerism and egalitarian social relations. Trauma and 
modernism are interlocking categories, and these three playwrights 
understood the connection. Trauma, Sigmund Freud writes, is “any 
excitations from outside which are powerful enough to break through 
the protective shield.”105 These three playwrights grasped the central 
place of shock and trauma occurring in a rapidly changing society. 
They understood the trauma overtaking the late nineteenth century not 
as a single, monolithic instant wielded by certain sectors of society, but 
rather as a complex and systemic operation that happens in multiple 
circum- stances and dramatic occasions. The formation of a bourgeois 
consumerism, progress, and conquest conflicted with old world values. 
If the Renaissance credo was Christian humanism, the Enlightenment 
secular reason and communitarian relations, and Romanticism creative 
imagination, modernism was traumatic rupture; power shifting from 
aristocracy to the mercantile class, from rural to urban, and rising 
technology evident in everyday experience.  

Trauma reflects a shattering nature often unavailable to conscious 
recollection and understanding. Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekhov 
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replicate the murky patterns of human consciousness, the inchoate 
barrage of impressions, impulses, memories, and eruptions of anguish 
and desire that form the thought patterns of modern culture. They tried 
to reverse the traditional consensus of nineteenth-century drama; 
instead of rendering the social landscape by a searchlight of 
melodrama’s sweeping surfaces, they prowled the labyrinthine cubicles 
of the inner self, the dehiscence of everyday existence. They observed 
the temporal condition of trauma, the rupture with traditional patterns 
charac- teristic of a progressive, technologically advanced, 
metropolitan-centered world. The industrial revolution created a new 
way of experiencing life, and Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekhov bear 
witness to a reconditioning of the psyche, a redirection of the eddies 
and flow of human discourse moving in language and time, and a 
shattering of all that was held true and certain. Ibsen, Strindberg, and 
Chekhov never completely abandoned the structural framework of 
melodrama, but worked within it and simultaneously rebelled against 
its causal narrative progression and rigid moral clarity. Instead of 
predictability, the three dramatists illuminated a dreamlike pulse of 
modernism, prying open the logical coherence of surfaces in order to 
illustrate a messier interiority and conflicting morality. Their theatrical 
space – dialogue, situations, relationships, and stage settings – gyrates 
with alternatives, spontaneity, and complexity unmatched by their 
contemporaries. They took a domestic turn, but not in any conventional 
way; like the Impressionist painters, they mixed realistic detail with the 
darkening effects of Impressionist abstractions. They demonstrated 
reality to the audience, but also transformed it – uncovered multiple 
ways of perceiving it. Their dramas were hardly one-dimensional, 
photographic reproductions of events common to melodrama but 
instead probative inquiries into the methods of perception, the multiple 
effects of dramatic action, and the stupefying complexity of moral 
decisions. The result of their plays is a powerful shift in the language of 
form and the meaning of content, congeries of disparate philosophical 
and psychological inclinations of modernism. They overturned the 
nineteenth-century style of melodrama that was essentially predictable, 
stolid, and sentimental, by creating explosive challenges to 
conventional wisdom.  
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The basic structure of melodrama was the pièce bien faite, the well-
made play used ubiquitously by dramatist Emile Augier, August von 
Kotzebue, Victorien Sardou, and Alexander Dumas fils, but none more 
so than Augustin-Eugène Scribe (1791–1861). Scribe’s prodigious 
output of plays, vaudeville, libretti, and operas (totaling 374) 
influenced comedies, musicals, and dramas. Stephen Stanton describes 
the basic features of the well-made play: the plot is based on a secret 
known to the audience but withheld from certain characters; through 
the course of the play intrigues are uncovered incrementally; the 
endings create a climactic scene unmasking the fraudulent character, 
restoring moral order and good fortune to the suffering hero (a 
protagonist whose plight we have been made to sympathize); an 
ensuing pattern of increasingly intense action and suspense, instigating 
a series of reversals, or ups and downs (the Aristotelian term is 
peripeteia, change in fortune), which precipitate the fate of the hero; 
the conclusion of a scène à faire, or obligatory scene, marking the 
hero’s lowest and highest points; a central misunderstanding leading to 
quid pro quo (something for something) in which things become 
clarified, followed by a logical and credible dénouement (ending). 
Finally, the overall action pattern is causal and logical; in other words, 
everything appeals to a rational sequence of motivation and 
justification. As Stanton remarks, “Scribe invented nothing. He used 
the technical methods of all the great writers of comedy [and intrigue], 
but he kept all their tricks in use all the time in his plays. He was the 
theatrical juggler supreme.”106 Scribe was a superb craftsman, his 
contributions hardwired into the fabric of modern drama. Intrigue, 
suspense, and psychology from the nineteenth century onward owe 
virtually everything to this clichéd but viable form. Gustav Freytag’s 
Technique of Drama (1863) was also a playwrit- ing handbook that 
took hold among melodramatic writers. Freytag prescribed five parts of 
a good melodrama: introduction, where the exposition and protagonist 
are revealed; the rising action brought forth by an antagonist; the 
dialectical clash of protagonist and antagonist leading to a climax; the 
return, or fall of the event, and the catastrophe, or consequence of the 
conflict.107 The art of producing entanglements and tension, conflicts 
and delaying their unraveling, sharp twists and turns, startling surprises 
that unveil the coups de théâtre, the mathematical symmetry of rising 
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and falling action, and the sensational curtain line that would end each 
act, was hardly original nor did it end in the nineteenth century 
(television soap operas and prime-time melodramas owe everything to 
this form). The form can be traced to Shakespeare, Molière, commedia 
dell’ arte, and the medieval farce. During the nineteenth century, the 
modern boulevards rolled out the assembly-line production of 
melodramas that followed the formula to great success. George Bernard 
Shaw decried these pre-packaged melodramas, yet he, too, used the 
patterns to construct his plays.  

To facilitate legibility, melodrama relies on over-determined 
psychological and emotional transparency and revelatory surface 
expression. By contrast, Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekhov emphasized 
the unfocused, elliptical, and oblique in human interaction; while 
melodrama practiced the art of clarifying, these three playwrights 
created shifting surfaces, fleeting expression, and breakdown of clarity. 
Identity for them is a loose bundle of unorganized energies and 
possibilities; the past may try to sustain its organizing grip, but the 
modern age destabilizes any certainty of self. Fumbling 
inarticulateness, agitated silence, and stuttering emotion replaced 
linguistic lucidity and emotional coherence. Arnold Weinstein posits 
that Ibsen staged the “death knell for his nineteenth-century bourgeois 
culture, showing how much rot existed in its foundations, displaying 
how its central conventions of marriage and work were riddled with 
disease, proving how lying – to others, to oneself – was the principal 
antic of creatures in culture.” If Ibsen presided over a dying culture, 
then Strindberg would be the visionary, “the sometimes brutal, 
sometimes startling experimenter whose personal breakdowns were 
always fertile for his art, whose later work explodes with new horizons, 
making the stage hospitable to dream and displacement, cavalierly 
rearranging the laws of time and space, looking straight into Surrealism 
and the twentieth century itself, a time of both gutter wars and formal 
invention.”108 Chekhov rejected any pretensions of supreme answers to 
life’s questions; like Ibsen he abhorred lies, and like Strindberg he 
looked into the eyes of his characters’ psyche without blinking. 
According to Lionel Abel, Chekhov, “powerfully influenced by 
Tolstoy’s insistence on utter truthfulness, deliberately softened the 
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oppositions in his plays, toned down their climaxes, broke up the 
structure of the ‘well-made play,’” and “eliminated altogether any 
suggestion that what happened to his characters happened because of 
fate.”109 No one was beyond his affection; no one was spared 
lampooning; and his plays reflect the modernist notion of time’s effect 
on characters, that same preoccupation in the doorstop novels of 
Tolstoy. Chekhov aimed his sharpest wit against pretentiousness, the 
puffery of oversized egos; yet even in his most shortsighted and 
noxious characters he left room for compassion. His great talent lies not 
in grand themes but in minutia, what Gustav Flaubert called art that 
relies not on “the great disasters,” but rather on “the small ones of 
which one has to be afraid.”110 Likewise Ibsen and Strindberg, he 
observed the decay of the aristocracy and the rise of the bourgeoisie. 
Lopakhin’s purchase of Lyubov Andreevna’s land and turning it into 
summer cottages in Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard is emblematic of 
the global transition from wealthy, aristocratic landowners to capitalist 
dispensers of private property. Atavistic ownership of land now became 
dissected and bartered, used in the marketplace as one of many 
exchange commodities. But unlike his two great contemporaries, 
Chekhov reserved harsh and systematic judgment. Chekhov’s talent, 
writes Maurice Valency, “lay in the sensitive depiction of the life 
around him, the physical and psychic landscape in which he lived.”111 

Rather than sharp spotlight, his palette is closer to the Impressionists, 
with fuzzier moral lines and softer shadings. Ibsen, Strindberg, and 
Chekhov receive the greatest attention in this book because they 
establish modernism as a fixture and “value” in drama, creating a 
foundation that every playwright has, to one degree or another, 
emulated since.  
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Modernist Beginnings  

God is dead. The world broke apart. I am dynamite.  

– Hugo Ball329  

From approximately 1890 to 1930, a plethora of modernist movements 
advanced their agendas through doctrines, pamphlets, manifestos, 
broadsheets, journals, newspapers, magazines as well as the artworks 
themselves. All were, in one form or another, dubbed avant garde, and 
in playwriting this meant opposition to mimesis and realism; seeking 
new methods and techniques through lighting, stage, and sound design; 
and creating new language to express alternatives. The playwrights 
were largely radically inclined intellectual trouble- makers who sought 
to break down the hierarchies of politics and theorized about how 
abandoning traditional aesthetics could imbue theatre with new 
meaning. From every artistic enclave, playwrights and players looked 
for new methods to coincide with a new spirit of modernism. If art, 
music, and literature were breaking free of convention, then theatre and 
drama must do likewise.  

Of the many modernist “isms” that permeated the times, the two most 
widely considered and popularly applied were Expressionism and 
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Symbolism. Dadaism, Surrealism, Futurism, and Constructivism, to 
name just a few, were significant; but by and large their ideas either 
folded into these two broadly construed concepts or lost their 
momentum and made minimum impact. This is not to suggest 
hegemony or uniformity in all of the plays; each artist sought 
individual expression and the catch-all “genres” are primarily academic 
categorizations. But the aggregation of Expressionism and Symbolism 
carried international weight; playwrights found their themes grist for 
their creative mills. These modernists shared the underlying theme of a 
culture obsessed with the “new.”  

While this “newness” was an attempt to liberate the artist from 
convention, Expressionism and Symbolism still owed much to the 
Romantics, whose emphasis on enchantment, folk tales, mysticism, 
dynamic-exuberant expression played out in Expressionistic and 
Symbolic plays. Expressionism and Symbolism simply shifted 
emphasis from Romanticism’s individual as a whole and creative being 
to the individual divided, ruptured, and dispersed. This resulted from 
Einstein’s deconstruction of time and space, the advent of Cubism, and 
the rise of musical dissonance. The de-centering of the subject stressed 
subjectivity as the Romantics would have it, but, owing to Strindberg, 
no longer found the subject the arbiter of a singular perspective. De-
centering was not the alternative to Romantic inwardness, but rather the 
logical extension of it: the self was still the source of creativity, but an 
unreliable source, raising doubt and desta- bilization – “alienation” 
being the common description. Charles Taylor argues that the modern 
deconstruction of the self is the flip side of the same Romantic coin: 
“The old Romantic aspiration to overcome fragmentation, to break 
down the repressive barriers between unconscious and conscious, 
irrational and rational, imagination and reason, recurs. But unlike with 
the great Romantics, the goal was not so much a synthesis in difference 
as a merging of the separated rational ego into the deeper flux.”330  

Playwrights sought to break the logical coherence of the world, which 
led to gaps and breaches in perception. Modernist ideas, James Clifford 
notes, took as their “problem – and opportunity – the fragmentation and 
juxtaposition of cultural values.”331 The point was to enlarge the scope 
of possible appearances and split the world into alternative versions. 
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Audiences, used to viewing the realistic descriptions of everyday 
events schematically, abruptly suspended the obvious evidence of 
things, unfolding a deeper, transcendental truth beyond the boundaries 
of the ordinary. Modern Expressionism and Symbolism comprised 
challenges to monistic theories of truth and surface reality presented as 
“facts.” Daniel Gerould’s description of Symbolism can just as easily 
describe Expressionism: “In striving to put on stage what common 
sense declared to be non-dramatic and undramatizable, the symbolists 
liberated playwriting from mechanistic notions of chronological time 
and Euclidian space, and they enlarged the frame of drama to include 
other worlds and other beings than those inhabiting the bourgeois 
theatre.’” Borrowing from Strindberg’s split personalities within 
individuals, symbolist drama, Gerould remarks, “would be multiple, 
fluid, polyvalent, a point of departure for imaginary voyages into 
uncharted regions.”332 The disdain for materialism and positivism added 
to the avant garde’s yearning for a dismantling of surfaces and a 
probative inquiry into the strange and veiled worlds of the soul. 
Symbolism and Expressionism were paradoxically ideologies of hope 
and despair, providing positive responses to alienation and modern 
technology, while simultaneously offering ideologies of futility in the 
face of industrialization and technological progress.  

Although they had a concomitant disdain for the bourgeoisie, the 
fundamental difference between Expressionism and Symbolism is the 
way they expressed their art. The former emphasized rebellion, 
stridency, incongruity, harshness, alienation, disharmony, physicality, 
staccato language, and extremity; the latter subtlety, nuance, harmony, 
spirituality, mysticism, poetry, and organicity. Expressionism was 
primarily German and American, Symbolism French, Irish, Russian, 
and Indian (though there were notable exceptions and additions); and 
both endured by folding into the fabric of modern drama.  

Expressionism, wrote Paul Raabe, was “atmosphere, movement, 
vivacity.”333 It rejected the scientific representation of naturalism, 
replacing it with an outward appearance of impressions, or Jugendstil 
(Art Nouveau), in an effort to evoke a reality beyond the realm of the 
rational. Its key German playwrights Ernst Toller (1893–1939), Walter 
Hasenclever (1890–1950), Reinhard Sorge (1892–1916), and Georg 



	 31	

Kaiser (1878–1945) sought to distort reality as a way of gaining access 
to the inner vision of the work. They built their plays on Freudian 
notions of the subconscious; Nietzschean ideas of ritualistic-Dionysian 
bacchanal; and Henri Bergson’s emphasis on intuitive vitality and 
subjectivity over intellectualism and objectivity. “What matters is the 
transformation of energy,” asserts Expressionist Ludwig Rubiner; 
“Transformation of inner images into public facts, lines of force erupt 
into view, stage backdrops are overturned, spaces becomes visible,” 
and “new abodes of thought” appear “until the next catastrophe.”334 It 
was a reaction against authoritarianism, capitalism, industrialism, the 
mechanism of modern life, Taylorism (assembly- line efficiency), the 
hollowness of late-nineteenth-century bourgeois Victorianism, and 
(especially in Germany) the jingoism and carnage of the First World 
War. Painters Georg Groetz, Wassily Kandinsky, Ernst Kirchner, Oskar 
Kokoschka, Max Beckman, Marc Chagall, and Egon Schiele, to name 
the most prominent, expressed the helplessness of human beings 
against war’s machinery. In Grosz’s painting Republican Automatons 
(1920), for example, men are faceless machines, clanking and whirring 
mechanical flags.  

The unidentifiable men in Grosz’s painting on the next page are legless 
and armless, victims of World War I, yet remain antediluvian, flag-
waving patriots. For Grosz and other Expressionists, the world had lost 
its bearings, where humans, capable of inflicting barbarous cruelty on 
each other, are reduced to the basest instincts and knee-jerk loyalty. 
The sentimental romanticism of nine- teenth-century Germany that 
provoked Kaiser-worship and nationalism turns abruptly into the art of 
a deliberately anti-romanticist Weimar Germany.  

The Expressionist artists formed loose collectives, such as Die Brücke 
(The Bridge) in Dresden and Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider) in 
Munich, and drew their inspiration from the French Fauves Movement 
(The Wild Beasts) during the first decade of the twentieth century. 
Films such as The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1919) and Fritz Lang’s 
Metropolis (1927) revealed stark shadows  
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Grosz, Republican Automatons (1920)  

and extreme facial expressions. Expressionism contained the 
aspirations and idealism of the nineteenth century’s prosaic world of 
urban life; but it was also colored by an ironic self-awareness of urban 
limitations. Expressionists, writes Peter Gay, “lived off the city, 
responding to it as a devouring monster, a trigger for the widest 
fantasies, an unsurpassed stage for love and loneliness.”335 Strindberg 
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paved the foundation for Expressionist drama: Stationendrama (locales 
at different “stations”) broke up the realistic parlor scene; emphasis on 
heightened emotionalism manifested in the Schreidrama (cri du coeur); 
and stress on the primacy of the individual against the herd – all 
derivative of Strindberg. This last point was also the result of Der Neue 
Mench (The New Man), a movement that would resist the 
encroachment of modern pressures through a call of universal 
brotherhood. This brotherhood was not, however, an attempt towards 
conformity, but rather a desire to unite against the increasing 
mechanization and robotization of modern life. Kurt Pinthus wrote that 
Expressionism “produces its means of expression with forcefulness and 
violent energy through the power of the spirit (and it doesn’t care about 
avoiding their misuses). It hurls forth its world in ecstatic paroxysms, 
in tortured sorrow, in the sweetest musical song, in the simultaneity of 
crisscrossing emotions, in the chaotic smashing of language, in the 
most gruesome derision of failed human existence, in flagellation, 
shrieking, enraptured longing for God and the good, for love and 
fraternity.”336  

Expressionist dramas tended to use lengthy (often shrill) monologues, 
staccato utterances, unconventional syntax, and an admixture of dance, 
pantomime, and abstract staging. In Expressionism, Walter Sokel 
writes, “We witness bizarre events.”337 Disjointed language, disruptive 
narratives, and distorted stage settings were its signatory features. Set 
designs frequently utilized post-Impressionism (Cézanne) and Cubist-
like styles, with landscapes of blocks, cylinders, and cones. The best of 
these designers, Adolph Appia and Gordon Craig, used lighting 
effectively to create crepuscular images, penumbra backdrops, and 
stark moods. Appia, Craig, and others were aided by new technologies 
in stage lighting that highlighted the journey of the protagonist. This 
was especially significant because for the most part the protagonists of 
Expressionism were journey-bound; often youthful (Expressionism was 
a very youth-oriented movement), the plays were educational journeys 
in the mode of Bildungsroman (educational novels of the eighteenth 
century) – only with additional heightened expressiveness. The 
protagonists appeared as the soul of humanity, being the epicenter of 
inner reality that reflected the total human experience. The Ich-Dramen 
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(ego, or I-dramas), as they were called, stressed the protagonist’s 
struggle against external forces, often a Freudian assertion of youthful 
exuberance against parental restraint (Walter Hasenclever’s The Son, 
for example). Expressionist drama, wrote Rudolf Kayser, “hurls forth 
from the ego (Ich); it confesses and takes sides.” Additionally, “The 
world is neither copied nor ‘formed,’ but created from intense 
interiority.”338 Their aims demonstrated interior truths, not through 
psychological analysis or representa- tion, but by observing aspirations 
and fears made by the intrepid hero’s sojourns and experiences. In 
order to capture the universality, characters were often stereotypes 
(Father, Doctor, etc.) rather than individuals. Expressionism challenged 
the unity of time, place, and action, focusing instead on an open 
structure where the sense of time is dream-like, place is frequently 
nightmarish, opulent, and stark, and the action less concerned with 
intrigue than with peeling away the layers of social convention. Finally, 
like their counterpart contemporary artists, the Expressionist 
playwrights were drawn to “primitiv- ism” – the fashionable spirit of 
African art that ricocheted throughout Europe. Plays were presented at 
a feverish pitch: the volume was turned up, the action frenetic, and the 
pace accelerated. The Expressionist artist, writes Edschmid Kasimir, 
“does not see, he shouts. He does not describe, he experiences.”339 This 
shout was unsustainable; the energy required to create Expressionist 
dramas was quickly exhausted. As Richard Murphy explains, 
Expressionists “unleashed their most private emotions in their texts and 
open up their  

personality to the point of excess. Yet although initially shocking and 
arresting, the full force of these powerful effects cannot be sustained 
for long. The novelty-value rapidly fades, and any attempt to repeat this 
effect necessarily involves trying to raise the emotional voltage still 
further in order to repeat the shock. This ends inevitably in hollow 
rhetoric and mere artifice.”340 The best of Expressionism folded into 
realism – Eugene O’Neill and Arthur Miller, to name a sample of 
playwrights who profited from this form.  

If Expressionism was strident, Symbolism was muted. It, like 
Expressionism, aspired to be what Bert Cardullo calls “a total spectacle 
encompassing all of life,”341 but with softer shading and greater 
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melancholy. Poetry over asperity, opaque over angular images, stillness 
and silence over abrasiveness and hysteria were Symbolist benchmarks. 
It toned down the histrionics and hyperbole of melodrama, emphasizing 
stasis and subtlety. The archetypical Symbolist drama displays 
mysticism, oneiric language and images, and correlative-introspective 
poetics. Everything depends on the selected symbol and a symbol, 
writes one of its main proponents William Butler Yeats (1865–1939), is 
“the only possible expression of some invisible essence, a transparent 
lamp about a spiritual flame.” Maurice Maeterlinck (1862–1949), 
another Symbolist, adds that onstage “we have far fewer extraordinary 
and violent adventures.”342  

Yeats, Maeterlinck, and the Symbolists looked to convey the 
subconscious. There was no “straining after realism,” observes Frank 
Kermode, but rather a search for the “Romantic Image.”343 They sought 
an appreciation of the symbol-making gesture of human beings; if 
animals are immersed in the immediacy of their world with no thought 
beyond the here and now, humanity is capable of symbolic form either 
through myth, language, or dreams – in order to reveal passion, 
authenticity, and relationships. External phenomena are symbols of a 
deeper system of ideas; while the realists were content to describe the 
symbolic relationship between the thing and the representation for its 
own sake, the Symbolists wanted to perceive the lacunae existing in the 
interstices between sign and phenomena, fleshing out the collective 
unconscious along the lines of a Wagnerian legend. According to 
Günter Berghaus, the “symbolists sought to penetrate the world of 
appearances and to apprehend essential truths underneath the material 
surface of reality, especially in the spiritual and psychic realms. They 
wanted to open the doors of perception to the mystical and sublime, to 
fathom the divine essence of Being, and to invigorate the spiritual 
faculties that had withered in the aftermath of industrial and scientific 
revolutions.”344 In order to penetrate this interiority, the Symbolists used 
dreams, fantasies, and other imaginative methods that expressed the 
inexpressible through their key utility: the symbol. “At the center of the 
symbolist poetics,” Frantisek Deak contends, “is the notion of poetry as 
an evocation of a hidden reality through symbolic means. The poet 
discovers the relationship among things, their correspondences, and 
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evokes them with the use of symbols or other literary devices.”345 The 
Symbolists demanded a fragmentary rational consciousnesses, 
stimulating a vertigo not unlike that of the Surrealist André Breton, 
who called for a “vertiginous descent into ourselves” (la descente, 
vertigineuse en nous),”346 whereby the performance would accentuate 
vagary in the likeness of dreams.  

To understand the modernist avant garde, we need to examine the 
process of creation of the art object by these movements’ artists during 
the late nineteenth century. Gianni Vattimo notes that during this period 
“artists began to feel the first massive effects of the industrial 
revolution.” This transformation, he says, “basically comes down to 
one meaning: the loss of direct contact with a restricted and well-
known public, and the acquisition of a much wider public, albeit 
unknown and far removed.” This distancing helped shape the Romantic 
artist, who is “an artist abandoned to himself, who generally has no 
commissioner in the traditional sense of the term; who has no specific, 
precise, or given demands to which he must respond; and who must 
seek solely within himself, in his own personality, the inspiration, the 
source, and rules of his own art.”347 As a consequence, the relationship 
of theatre and drama to the spectator fractures: the one-to-one 
relationship of events onstage to the world, largely utilized in the 
process of mimesis, loses its grip for the modernist avant garde. Instead 
of artworks recognizable to something occurring “in real life” because 
life is unified, artworks now occur within a new system of language, 
image, and meaning; to encounter the work the spectator has to view it, 
in Vattimo’s words, like “encountering” a new person who “cannot be 
merely set into the world as it is.” Rather the artwork “represents a new 
perspective, a new proposal to arrange the world in a different manner.” 
Seeing a new person means creating meaning in the moment and not 
from a pre-existing past; it means immediate assessments and wonder, 
rather than pre-formulated experiences and knowledge. The work of art 
should be read “as prophecy, as a point of departure rather than a point 
of arrival.”348 For Vattimo it comes down to two alternative ways of 
seeing art: the Aristotelian conception of mimesis, where we enter the 
theatre with the specific purpose of seeing a world already pre-given in 
reality and learn to interpret that world more keenly through the play’s 
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moral compass and interpersonal relationships; or a Kantian conception 
of aesthetic free play, where the event we witness cannot be derived or 
comprehended by pre-existing situations, but instead is taken for what 
it is – fresh and original. Entering the theatre consigned to the 
Aristotelian view means confronting the circumstances onstage as a 
concomitant connection to history, to a progressive and linear belief 
that the unfolding events are time- related, where a narrative with a 
beginning, middle, and end is a parallel universe to our world, and that 
a progressive grasp of consciousness aids the spectator in a historical 
overview and comprehension. We learn from the play’s progression to 
absorb the sociological, psychological, and political events  

outside the drama by the mental-associative one-to-one process. But, as 
Nietzsche and Heidegger demonstrate, such thinking leads merely to a 
Hegelian “world-process” – a progressive-teleological movement that, 
in their view, merely repeats itself and fails to produce anything novel. 
In place of “spiritual powers,” says Nietzsche, the unfolding of history 
is merely the “sole sovereign power.”349 Put another way, Heidegger 
contends that “long-familiar mode of thought preconceives all 
immediate experience of beings. The preconception shackles reflection 
on the being of any given entity.”350 By contrast, the avant garde 
encourages a purely aesthetic relationship; we see art spontaneously, 
open to the immediacy of experience. Reality is false, as Richard 
Sheppard notes, so that the modernists of the period “have a developed 
sense that reality is not reality as perceived and structured by the 
Western bourgeois consciousness.” They sensed instead that behind 
reality conventionally understood, “there lies a realm full of dynamic 
energies whose patterns are alien to liberal humanist or classical 
notions of order, and which, to the extent that they exist at all, are 
elusive and mysterious.”351 To derive the essences of these dynamic 
energies meant a restructuring of the artistic experience.  
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Chapter 5 Rising Symbolism  

“As far as I’m concerned,” wrote the Symbolist poet Stéphane 
Mallarmé, “the situation of a poet, in this society which does not allow 
him to live, is that of a man who isolates himself to sculpt his own 
tomb.”352 Isolated, indeed, for Mallarmé’s interiority led him to the 
“drama of the book” (Le Livre), a kind of Wagnerian “total work of art” 
for private viewing. Though Maeterlinck and Yeats were deeply 
influenced by Mallarmé, they remained invested in the word and the 
actor onstage, even if spoken by marionettes. Katherine Worth main- 
tains that for Symbolists like Maeterlinck and Yeats, “going down into 
the depth of the mind meant also reaching out, making contact with the 
mystery of the universe, galvanizing into active life the part of the mind 
that dreams and is passive and has intuitive knowledge the conscious 
mind is blind to.”353 Blindness (darkness) and light were the dialectical 
balancing act that defined one of the main tenets of Symbolism. Vision 
itself is part of a long tradition in Western philosophy; Martin Jay 
writes that the development of Western philosophy cannot be 
understood “without attending to its habitual depend- ence on visual 
metaphors of one sort or another. From the shadows playing on the 
walls of Plato’s cave and Augustine’s praise of the divine light to 
Descartes’s ideas available to a ‘steadfast mental gaze’ and the 
Enlightenment’s faith in the data of our senses, the ocularcentric 
underpinnings of our philosophical tradition have been undeniably 
pervasive.”354  

Alfred Jarry’s 1896 production of his sophomoric play, Ubu Roi (King 
Ubu), is generally the agreed upon launching point for Symbolist 
drama. It is, however, hardly the first of such plays and, as Arthur 
Symons points out, this “comédie guignolesque” is “of little importance 
itself,” though it is “of considerable importance as a symptom of 
tendencies now agitating the minds of the younger generation in 
France.” Jarry’s satire of royalty and authority – and its famous first 
word “merdre” (a made-up word translated as “shitter”) – 
provocatively stirred up the precocious anti-establishment. Symons 
called the play “the crudity of a schoolboy,” but it created a sensation 
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with its “symbolic buffoonery” meant “to satirize humanity by setting 
human beings to play the part of marionettes, hiding their faces behind 
cardboard masks, tuning voices to a howl and a squeak which tradition 
has considerably assigned to the voices of that wooden world, and 
mimicking the rigid inflexibility and spasmodic life of puppets by a 
hopping and reeling gait.”355 Despite its puerility, the play’s target – 
middle-class pretensions – represented a cool observer judging grown-
ups with the severity of a kangaroo court. It also assisted in ushering in 
a new conception of drama opposed to the well-made play tradition. Its 
send-up of the holy- Ibsen-like “drama of ideas” led Lionel Abel to 
remark that had it not been for dramatists like Ibsen, the whole edifice 
of modern drama would have rejected the “wrong belief” that “without 
the Greek metaphysic the form of tragedy was possible and valid.”356 

The tragic form based on Attic mimesis and catharsis – reproducibility 
of reality and the narrative of an individual’s fall – inhibited modern 
drama, Abel claims, undermining the trajectory of its newly invented 
farce and metatheatre – a theatre that calls attention to itself. Along 
similar lines, Arthur Symons wrote in 1909 that Maeterlinck’s “theatre 
of marionettes, who are at the same time children and spirits, at once 
more simple and more abstract than real people, is the reaction of the 
imagination against the wholly prose theatre of Ibsen, into which life 
comes nakedly, cruelly, subtly, but without distinction, without poetry. 
Maeterlinck has invented plays which are pictures, in which the crudity 
of action is subdued into misty outlines.”357  

The Belgium-born Maurice Maeterlinck was a poet, theorist, 
playwright, and Nobel prizewinner (1911) whose major plays were The 
Intruder (1890), The Blind (1890), Pelléas and Mélisande (1892), 
Interior (1894), and The Blue Bird (1908). For Maeterlinck, realism’s 
bankruptcy resides in its assumption that truth is revealed when the 
struggles of the protagonist are developed in the Hegelian notion of 
conflict in action. For Hegel, modern dramas avoid the tragic flaw that 
disfigures and brings down the protagonist; instead, social conflicts are 
drama’s pre-eminence. Hegel was interested in the collision of 
incommensurable wills between humanity and institutions, family 
versus family (Antigone was his prime example), or other socio-
political contrasts. Once the colliding purposes transpire, drama 
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exposes the residual hypocrisy of institutions, people, or authoritarian 
regimes. The dialectical clash of one-sidedness constitutes the grounds 
for tragedy; in Peter Szondi’s words, in Hegel “the tragic and the 
dialectic coincide.”358 Maeterlinck thought otherwise; for him drama 
was not tied to “conflict” as much as it was rooted in what Szondi calls 
“existential powerlessness,” where “a single moment is dealt with – the 
moment when a helpless human being is overtaken by fate.” This is 
not, however, the fate of the Romantics, where human beings are tossed 
hither and yon by the  

feckless forces of chance. Rather for Maeterlinck, Szondi says, “human 
destiny is represented by death itself, and death alone dominates the 
stage in his works.” In this sense the category of action so essential for 
Hegel (and Hegel’s best practitioners, Ibsen and Shaw) is “replaced by 
‘situation.’ ”359 Maeterlinck’s coinage of drame statique (static drama) 
and le tragique quotidien (tragedy of the everyday) erases action from 
the dramaturgical equation; passivity, stillness, and awaiting death or 
the report of death are all that occurs.  

In Maeterlinck traditional reflections of “life” are not optical 
certainties. The whole occasion of Western philosophy relying on the 
notions of “mirror,” “window,” “frame,” etc., are not for him methods 
of transparency or sources of information about the world. The optical 
emphasis indelibly etched into Western conceptions of mimesis is at 
best a tool for reading deeper symbols. Events onstage merely unfold 
different paradigms – codes that should be read in this manner, rather 
than fostering nostalgia for truth, certainty, humanity, God, etc. In 
realism what we apparently see onstage is only an object, figure, or 
conven- tionalized picture of reality which tries in vain to erase its own 
artificiality – it tries to pretend it is the “truth” when in fact it is artifice. 
The theatrical procedure of realism is based on the optical fallacy of 
“seeing” the truth. In Kantian terms, we only see appearances, not the 
thing-in-itself; any suggestion otherwise is illusory. Instead, we have 
what Maeterlinck calls “the terrible unknown.” Modern drama, he says, 
is now “Incapable of outside movement, deprived of external ornament, 
daring no longer to make serious appeal to a determined divinity or 
fatality, it has fallen back on itself, and seeks to discover, in the regions 
of psychology and of moral problems, the equivalent of what once was 
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offered by exterior life.”360 Maeterlinck blamed Ibsen (though 
generously acknowledg- ing Ibsen’s talent) for setting modern drama 
off course. Instead of Hegelian action and conflict, interiority and 
contemplation should reign; instead of history and linear trajectory, a 
sense of multiple sources and congeries of unseen energy should 
permeate modern drama. Words, too, offer only surface manifestations; 
silence, for Maeterlinck, “is the element in which this mystical 
communion takes place,” writes May Daniels: “As the universal spirit 
is hidden deep, it can be perceived only when the superficialities of 
everyday life are laid aside,” and “Human speech is regarded as one of 
these superficialities.”361 The aim of drama is to crack open the 
congealed, homogenous surface of the given world and accept the 
mystery and opacity of its interstices. In order to accomplish this, 
Maeterlinck (likewise Yeats) sought what Paul de Man calls a 
“poetization” of human experience, where the poetic image “becomes a 
close verbal approximation to what perception and sensation are 
actually like” and “a vital source for theoretical psychology, rather than 
a minor part of it.”362 Symbols best reveal another way towards 
authenticity and the true encounter of the world. Poetic-symbolic 
language liberates words and gestures from the fixed corset of labels 
and action, opening multiple possibilities of meaning.  

In Maeterlinck’s The Intruder, vision and perception are the guiding 
metaphors. In one, brief Act, a family awaits the death of the matriarch. 
The Grandfather, blind (blindness is an essential symbol), apprehends 
the death amidst the denial of others. He “sees” it, while no one else 
can. The dying daughter, in an adjacent room, is being attended to by 
nurses and doctors. The family tries to reassure the Grandfather that his 
daughter and their mother will survive, but death – the symbolic 
intruder – lurks ominously in the Grandfather’s mind. He “sees” and 
“hears” the hovering presence of death, and his mind races with the 
thoughts and images of her demise: “I have not seen my daughter for a 
very long time! ... I held her hands yesterday evening, but I could not 
see her! ... I do not know what has happened to her ... I do not know 
what she looks like ... I do not know what her face is like anymore [...] 
This is not living! ... You sit there, all of you, with eyes wide open 
looking into my dead eyes, and not one of you feels any pity!”363  
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Maeterlinck’s plays are like a tuning fork of emotional reverberation; 
they convey a synergy with the audience, a kind of musical undertone 
seeking to appeal to an internal state. To create this, Maeterlinck 
attenuates simultane- ously to a surface reality and a parallel inner 
condition. Frantisek Deak called Maeterlinck’s Interior “a play in 
which the visible and invisible world existed side by side.”364 The 
juxtaposition demarcates for Maeterlinck the world of appearances and 
the interior world of the soul. As in The Intruder, death hovers over 
stable relationships as an interior force. A family is about to be 
informed of a daughter who drowned herself; again, an Old Man, like 
the Grandfather, observes the everyday-ness of the family as yet 
unaware of the impending catastrophe. The Stranger and the Old Man 
contemplate the best timing when to tell the family; their anxiety moves 
them to action yet halts their ability to speak. We see the family, but 
through a kind of miasma, where the visible is only faintly illuminated. 
When the Old Man meets his granddaughter, Mary, she urges him 
towards restraint: “Have pity on them, grandfather ...,” to which the 
Old Man replies, “We have pity on them, my child, but no one has pity 
on us.” She implores him to “Tell them tomorrow, grandfather; tell 
them when it is light, then they will not be so sad.”365 Following 
Schopenhauer’s notion that we are creatures who can conceive of death 
in the abstract, exponents of Symbolism like Maeterlinck believed we 
can, at best, try to understand the structures of our failures to know, to 
connect with death, and to make meaning of the drama cohere with 
death’s “fact of life.” It is not hard to understand Maeterlinck’s appeal 
to Chekhov, who called his work “odd wonderful plays” which “make 
an enormous impression.” As Laurence Senelick contends, “Chekhov 
disparaged the symbolists’ metaphysical pretensions,” but he was “not 
disdainful of their literary experimentation.”366  

“The problem of existence,” writes Maeterlinck, “was answered only 
by the enigma of annihilation.”367 The silent elder man or woman gazing 
outwardly and ruminating inwardly would have its culmination in 
Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape decades later. The silences and surds, too, 
would find their way into the plays of Harold Pinter. In Maeterlinck’s 
dramas, Katherine Worth notes, “ ‘not knowing,’ ‘not remembering,’ 
‘not saying’ become vital modes of expression.”368 Language for 
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Maeterlinck is incapable of expressing shock or trauma; instead he 
looked to the lone figure onstage experiencing unattainable longings 
and existential angst. In Maeterlinck’s words, “There is a tragic 
element in the life of every day that is far more real, far more 
penetrating, far more akin to the true self that is in us than the tragedy 
that lies in great adventure.”369 Maeterlinck searched to reveal the 
trauma of death and human existence, where the term “trauma” itself 
moves from its unambiguous external concept of physical wound to 
what was to become a modernist understanding in the late nineteenth 
century: trauma as an interior, psychic injury, more spiritual than 
physical, or what William James called in 1894 a “thorn in the spirit.”370 

The injuries in Symbolist plays are not associative seismic acts of 
violence, but rather internal destruction damaging the psyche, 
psychological blows manifested primarily in blindness, death, and 
existential angst. Human wounds are to be conceived symbolically, not 
literally, giving new meaning to the tragic experience.  

For Maeterlinck and the Symbolists, death is not occasion for lessons 
learned (as it is in melodrama), but a finality in itself. Death, Martin 
Heidegger maintains, “does not reveal itself as a loss, but as a loss 
experienced by those remaining behind.” Because we “do not 
experience the dying of others in a genuine sense,” death is therefore 
“always essentially my own.”371 The Old Man in Maeterlinck’s Interior 
conveys in Heideggerian terms the existential loneliness and isolation 
of the human spirit in its oneiric cage; he can “see” the events as we, 
the audience, see them, but he cannot alter them:  

I am nearly eight-three years old, and this is the first time that the reality of life has 
come home to me. I do not know why all they do appears to me so strange and 
solemn. There they sit awaiting the night, simply, under their lamp, as we should 
under our own; and yet I seem to see them from an altitude of another world, 
because I know a little fact which as yet they do not know ... Is it so, my children? 
[...] And even if nothing has happened, it would frighten me to see them sit there 
so peacefully. They have too much confidence in the world. There they sit, 
separated from the enemy by only a few poor panes of glass. They think that 
nothing will happen because they have closed their doors, and they do not know 
that it is in the soul that things always happen, and that the world does not end at 
their house-door. ... (51).  
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The Old Man’s bird’s eye view of the world is not so much a 
philosophic fool-on-the-hill as it is a lamentation, similar to Greek 
tragedy, to be almost sung rather than spoken. Maeterlinck emphasizes 
the articulate and inarticulate  

utterances of the lamentation at the expense of logos (reason), the 
lyrical at the expense of conflict, and the Nietzschean divide of 
Dionysus and Apollo (passion and stillness, as Maeterlinck might 
interpret it) at the expense of a rational clash of wills. The enemy is 
death, the ubiquitous symbol, and the doors represent bourgeois 
security. More importantly, the Old Man’s perception of death is nested 
in its lack of presence, in the fact that death, as Heidegger reminds us, 
is a loss experienced only by the living – the dying need not appear 
onstage. To a European theatre immersed in melodrama thickened by 
the hurly-burly actions of protagonists searching for truth and the 
hyperbole of characters teasingly suicidal in our presence, 
Maeterlinck’s plays were disarmingly passive, a retreat from Hegelian 
progressive momentum for action, and for Maeterlinck steeped in 
passivity, quietism, and skepticism.  

If Maeterlinck tends to be grim, William Butler Yeats infused brighter 
language and nationalist (Irish) politics into his Symbolism. Yeats was 
not only a Symbolist poet and dramatist, he was, along with Lady 
Gregory, the catalyst for an Irish theatre movement. His development 
of the Irish Literary Theatre in 1899, the Irish National Theatre Society 
in 1902, and the Abbey Theatre in 1904 was central to the creation of 
an Irish national theatre. His combina- tion of political activism, with 
its external and outward approach to his plays, introspective poetry, and 
intense spiritualism (he believed in reincarnation), marked his work. 
James Flannery contends that Yeats’s internal conflicts can be 
summarized as “the struggle between lyric instinct and histrionic 
tempera- ment.”372 Seeking a way to formalize his dramas, he looked 
partially to the Japanese No ̄h theatre, a fourteenth-century lyrical court 
drama that became Japan’s major national theatre by the seventeenth 
century. Ezra Pound introduced Yeats to Nōh and according to Yeats, 
“with the help of Japanese plays, [...] I have invented a form of drama, 
distinguished, indirect, and symbolic, and having no need of mob or 
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Press to pay its way – an aristocratic form.”373 Yeats (Nobel Prize in 
1923) spent much of his artistic life in the theatre seeking to transform 
pedestrian realism into heightened lyricism; he wanted Ireland to usher 
in a nobler drama that those found in Europe, though he also wanted a 
drama appealing to the “peasant” class; and his goals in this manner 
combined masks, dance, and stylized gesture to the poetic words. His 
dramas fused Jungian emblematic archetypes couched in the conflicts 
of youth versus age, or ruler versus ruled. Though he sought an organic 
unity in his poetry and dramas, his language was essentially, in Paul de 
Man’s words, “determined by an intent which uses language and in 
which language is deeply involved, but which nevertheless finds its 
ultimate justification in a meta-logi- cal and, at times, anti-logical 
realm.”374 His muse of poetry led Yeats down an esoteric path, where 
dance, music, mask, and gesture combine with words to create creation 
itself, or, as F. L. Lucas observes, “Yeats wanted a symbolic mythology 
as background and framework for his writing” so intensely that, at  

YOUNG MAN: OLD MAN: YOUNG MAN:  

But there is no well. �Can you see nothing yonder?�I but see �A hollow among stones 
half full of leaves.378  

times, “Yeats’s symbols seem to have become more important to him 
in themselves than for what they symbolized.”375 His At the Hawk’s 
Well (1916), for example, concerns the conflict of a young and old man 
over a well protected by hawks. The well’s symbol is endless: it can 
mean eternal youth, knowledge of life, or a host of other ideas. The old 
man has waited fifty years by the well for the waters of immortality and 
other benefits. The symbol of the well- guardians, Natalie Crohn 
Schmitt remarks, “were common both in fact and in mythology. Most 
common among the supernatural guardians were ghostly women in 
white and, after that, fairies. Such fairies, who had been described to 
Yeats and Lady Gregory, were in control of the well’s powers and 
could cure illness and grant wishes.”376 The well symbolizes, moreover, 
artistry, power, strength, and eternal youth, yet it is also a place “where 
nothing thrives.” The young man Cuchulain, an Irish mythic character 
of the Ulster Cycle, enters seeking the well where the Old Man waits. 
He warns Cuchulain that the Guardians of the Well, albeit invisible, 
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may attempt to deter him. Likewise Maeterlinck, vision plays an 
important role in Yeats’s symbolism, but it is a vision of what Martin 
Puchner calls “diegetic narrators,”377 the sense that we are not seeing a 
mirrored reflection of life but rather what is actually onstage.  

Yeats, Maeterlinck, and the bulk of Symbolist dramas are seeking 
something new and modern in tragedy. Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre 
Vidal-Naquet remark that from a dramatic and tragic point of view, 
“there are two aspects to action. It involves on the one hand reflection, 
weighing up the pros and cons foreseeing as accurately as possible the 
means and the ends; on the other, placing one’s stake on what is 
unknown and incomprehensible, risking oneself in the terrain that 
remains impenetrable, entering into a game with supernatu- ral forces, 
not knowing whether, as they join with one, they will bring success or 
doom.” Even precise, carefully considered actions supply no reassuring 
guarantees of knowledge from the experience once the drama ends. “So 
long as there has been no complete consummation,” they note, “human 
affairs remain enigmas that are more obscure the more the actors 
believe themselves sure of what they are doing and what they are.”379 

The enigmatic for Yeats merged with the notion of Irish folk tales, 
informing his characteristic model of Celtic art. For him, “all ancient 
peoples delight in tales that end in death and parting, as modern peoples 
delight in tales that end in marriage bells; and made all ancient peoples, 
who, like the old Irish, had a nature more  

lyrical than dramatic, delighted in wild and beautiful lamentations.” 
Death for Yeats, likewise Maeterlinck, evokes a melancholy when we 
are “face to face with Nature” – when we commune with the 
“mournfulness of being born and of dying.”380 Yeats’s modernism has 
as much to do with language and ritual as it does with the connections 
to the past: “The theatre began in ritual,” he insists, “and it cannot come 
to its greatness again without recalling words to their ancient 
sovereignty.”381  

The symbolic bonding of ritual and language that ramifies throughout 
Yeats’s plays led him to recognize a kindred spirit in the great Indian 
playwright Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941). Their friendship had its 
ups and downs, but ever since Yeats wrote the introduction to Tagore’s 
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play The Post Office (1912), they shared a meaningful creative link. 
According to Harold Hurwitz, Yeats was inspired by Tagore’s focus on 
an “unbroken civilization where the artist was in harmony with his 
culture and where his works represented the true spirit of his country, a 
spirit that found its outlet in the voice of its poets.” The idea of a 
unified folk culture appealed to Yeats; it was one of the key reasons 
why he established the Abbey, and why Tagore’s “school theatre” in 
India appealed to him as well. Hurwitz notes that both Yeats and 
Tagore “were romantic by nature, both idealists, and both mystics 
(though Yeats’s mysticism was closer to occultism).” Their similarities 
extended socially and politically as well: “Yeats was a Protestant in 
Catholic Ireland, and Tagore was a member of the liberal Brahmo 
Somaj in traditionally Hindu India. Both belonged to families that were 
distinguished and aristocratic, and that had long been associated with 
national movements for freedom and independence. There was also a 
great deal of similarity in the Celtic view of life that Yeats held and the 
Indian philosophy that Tagore grew up with, particularly their belief in 
a reincarnation.”382  

Rabindranath Tagore’s prodigious authorship led to a Nobel prize in 
1913, the first non-Westerner to receive the award. According to 
Aparna Bhargava Dharwadker, the internationally celebrated Tagore 
“wrote more than sixty plays between 1881 and 1938, staged most of 
them at his family estate in Jorasanko (Calcutta) or the school he 
founded at Shantiniketan, and acted or recited various roles in them 
himself until well into the 1930s.”383 One of his earliest plays, Karna 
and Kunti (1899), demonstrates the kind of drama appealing to 
Yeatsian Symbolism. A one-act, two- character drama of a reunion 
between mother and son, the play considers the unity of souls. The 
mother, Kunti, abandoned her son, Karna, and is now wracked with 
guilt. The play is based on an episode in the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata 
and is enriched by its simplicity and sentiment. Karna was raised by a 
warring charioteer and rival of his mother. In keeping with Tagore’s 
symbolism, the meeting is intensely passionate yet de-emphasizing 
melodramatic flourishing.  

KARNA: Fortunate mother of five brave kings, where can you find a place for me, a 
small chieftain of lowly descent?  
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KUNTI: Your place is before all my other sons. �KARNA: But what right have I to take 
it?�KUNTI: Your own God-given right to your mother’s love.384  

Tagore’s plays, writes Anada Lal, employ a “musical quality suffused 
with a characteristic spiritual feeling and the aura of benevolent natural 
surroundings” that “recall Indian precedents such as the classical 
Sanskrit drama or the Bengali folk theatre, both of which we know 
affected Tagore deeply.” Though he read Western literature copiously 
(especially Shakespeare), Tagore’s plays “dramatize the inner quest for 
fulfillment in man through union with the universe: quite the opposite 
of mainstream Western dramaturgy which, generally speaking, 
emphasises the individuality of man in conflict with the physical world, 
on a realistic and psychological level.”385 There is certainly much truth 
to this; however, Tagore did not completely forsake the individual and 
his quest for material freedom. His works resonated in common with 
Yeats’s symbolism and both rejected Western consumerism, but 
Tagore’s characters are not immune to individuality. “All our spiritual 
teachers,” Tagore says, “have proclaimed the infinite worth of the 
individual. It is the rampant materialism of the present age which 
ruthlessly sacrifices individuals to the bloodthirsty idols of 
organizations.”386 For Tagore and Yeats, the individual is among the 
wider expanses of the community, an ebb and flow of oneness within 
and without the culture, what Avishai Margalit has called the “ethics of 
memory,”387 where communities are made and remade through shared 
collective memories and obligations. For Yeats and Tagore, the poet 
must unify the individual with the collective conscience through shared 
poetics, language, myths, rituals, and folk drama. According to Tagore, 
“Yeats has made his poetry confluent with the ancient poetic tradition 
of Ireland. [...] He sees beyond the physical world: its mountains and 
open spaces are a mysterious field for him, traversable by meditation. 
Had he tried to express this feeling through the channels of modern 
literature, his sentiment and vigour would have been spoilt; for such 
modern- ism is not really flesh, but rather something worn out, 
rendered stiff and unresponsive by constant use.”388 Tagore’s thread of 
memory links individual experience into a collective memory in terms 
of loss, trauma, and wounds, and this was meant to provide a new 
meaning of experience through the unity of culture. Within this idea 
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resides an emphasis on collective mourning: by bring- ing myth and 
ritual up-to-speed with folk art and dance, Indian society could conflate 
long-established moral categories to a centrality of ethics and politics.  

According to Yeats, Tagore’s play The Post Office is “less intellectual, 
more emotional and simple.” Tagore had informed Yeats that the play 
was inspired by the text of an old village song, “Ferryman, take me to 
the other shore of the river,” the other shore symbolizing departure and 
death, which “may come at any moment.”389 The play experiences the 
last day of a dying child, Amal, who is given the illusion of a future by 
his family and friends, with the exception of his uncle, Madhav. 
Madhav denies the inevitable, takes on a curmudgeon attitude, and 
resists the warmth of others who come to pay their last respects. Amal’s 
deathbed words, spoken to the old Gaffer, are enriched by joy, under- 
taking his last moments with visions of “the King’s postman coming 
down the hillside alone, a lantern in his left hand and on his back a bag 
of letters.” As the old Gaffer listens intently, he comforts the child: 
“My eyes are not young,” he says, “but you make me see all the same” 
(29). For Tagore, this symbolist drama is what Gilles Deleuze would 
call a “Nietzschean tragic joy.” Amal’s affirmation of images in his 
vision – symbolized by the postman’s letters – defines “the joy of 
multiplicity, plural joy.” This joy, Deleuze says, is not an Aristotelian 
or Hegelian “sublimation, a purging, a compensation, a resigna- tion or 
a reconciliation.” Rather, the tragic is “the aesthetic form of joy, not a 
medical phrase or a moral solution to pain, fear or pity. It is joy that is 
tragic.”390 Madhav cynically resists this joyful experience; in the end he 
says to the old Gaffer, “What are you standing there for like a statue, 
folding your palms? – I am nervous. – Say, are there good omens? Why 
are they darkening the room? How will star-light help?” To which the 
old Gaffer replies, “Silence, unbeliever” (37).  

Seeing the body through mirrors is the leitmotif running through 
another Symbolist play, Marguerite Vallette-Eymery’s one-Act The 
Crystal Spider (L’Araignée de cristal, 1894). Taking the nom de plume 
Rachilde because her family insisted that writing is a masculine 
occupation, Rachilde was, according to Frazer Lively, the “only woman 
writer who had a position of influence in the early avant-garde French 
theater.”391 The Crystal Spider is a two-character, mother-son 
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relationship play in which an overbearing mother pressures her son, 
Sylvius, called “Terror-Stricken” in the play, to form a romantic rela- 
tionship with his cousin, Sylvia. The similarity in names is no 
coincidence; the transgender symbolism, the pressure to bond sexually, 
and Sylvius’s reflections (the space is filled with mirrors) are 
asphyxiating the youth. Sylvia is his gender doppelgänger and the 
androgyny of the young man motivates his contradictory state of 
confusion, lust, and anguish. His rage against his Oedipal oppression is 
counteracted by “incestuous overtones,” notes Teresa Stankiewicz,392 

and the body Sylvius views in the mirror horrifies him, because he lives 
in a phantasmagoria of transgender images he has seen since the age of 
ten. He tells his mother that when he looked into a mirror for the first 
time, he saw “an army of phantoms suddenly rising,” making mirrors 
“so very frightening.”393 Still, “from that day on, mirrors have strangely 
absorbed me, in spite of the nervous aversion I felt for them” (275). 
Amidst this tense relationship sits a mirror at the center of the stage, 
what Rachilde describes  

in the stage directions as a “tall psyche mirror in empire style, 
supported on each side by long necks of swans with brass beaks” (273). 
The enigmatic “psyche mirror,” what Christine Kiebuzinska calls a 
“mise en abyme,” a hall of mirrors, “reflecting something different in 
each refraction,”394 underscores the play’s symbolic meaning.  

Amongst the Symbolists there is perhaps no better theatrical advocate 
than Oscar Wilde (1854–1900). Wilde’s corpus transcends Symbolism; 
he wrote in many styles and his ubiquitous talents spread over a 
multitude of genres (he will reappear in this book as a realist of sorts). 
One of his earliest plays, Salome, has all the ingredients attributed to 
Maeterlinck, Yeats, Tagore, and Rachilde noted above: lyrical 
language, ritualistic performance, esoteric images, repeti- tion, 
reflections, and musical rhythms embedded in the orchestrated 
dialogue. Its language, in Martin Puchner’s words, is “symbolist” in 
“what one might call ornamental orientalism,” conjuring “a richly 
ornamental tapestry arranged in formal patterns of repetition, echoes, 
and revisions that rival the world we see in the theater.”395 Yet the 
precocious Wilde also brought to his plays some grounding in realism, 
some sense of connectivity to the real world, which afforded his dramas 
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a wider appeal. Salome, originally written in 1892 for the London stage 
but refused a license by the British censors, was published in French in 
1893 and produced in Paris in 1896. It concerns the biblical tale of 
Salome’s request for the head of the prophet Iokanaan; urged on by her 
mother, Herodias, Salome approaches King Herod and demands the 
head because he spurned her entreaties. The rhythmic language uses 
repetitious phrases such as Salome’s “I will kiss your mouth, 
Iokanaan,” Herod’s “Dance for me Salome,” and Herodias’s rebuttal 
“Do not dance,” each symbolically placed to foster a hypnotic effect. 
The repetition of the color red (blood and red lips, for instance), or the 
moon’s change from silver, to blood red, to black as Salome cradles the 
head, underscore the sensualist-Symbolist refrain that would reoccur in 
Suzan-Lori Parks’s notion of “rep-and-rev” (repetition and revision) 
nearly a century later.396 Shelton Waldrep has noted that “Wilde’s work 
consists of an ongoing debate about the relationship between the visual 
and the verbal.” As a result of Romantic influences, Wilde employed 
what Waldrep calls “synesthesia,” a “trope that provides a concrete 
illustration of the romantic doctrine of the fusion of the arts as it was 
inherited by Wilde”397 (more on this shortly).  

Two facets set Wilde apart from his contemporaries: his sense of 
humor, which obviates the general melancholic tone of most Symbolist 
plays, and his stress on materiality. Herod’s puffery, to cite just one 
example, is matched by his forgetfulness; he commands an order yet 
forgets what it is he has com- manded. “Bring me – What is it that I 
desire? I forget. Ah! Ah! I remember.”398 John Lahr writes that “Wilde’s 
wonderful jokes dethrone the serious and kept life on the surface, 
where he could handle it. His frivolity resolutely insisted on  

the superficial.”399 The play is deadly serious, with the death and the 
threat of death circling the air; yet Wilde never misses an opportunity 
to insert gallows humor or bon mots into the mix. As Thomas de 
Quincy noted in his essay “Knocking at the Gate,” the inebriated 
doorkeeper’s loquacious remarks about sexual prowess (or lack 
thereof) in Shakespeare’s Macbeth not only added levity to the play, 
the humor’s juxtaposition added to the horror of the crimes. The very 
incongruity of laughter following horror only adds to the horror. Wilde, 
too, raises the bar of terror by inserting jokes; laughter amidst terror 
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brings a reality to the situation that often heightens fear.  

Salome is a character quickly engulfed by sexual desire. Once rebuffed, 
she turns malevolent and vindictive. Her desire for the head of the 
Baptist is presaged in the suicide of a suitor, the Young Syrian. But 
even in this Wilde cannot help but insert humor. The Young Syrian’s 
body lies onstage, but it takes a while for Herod to notice. When he 
does, he asks for his identity.  

FIRST SOLDIER:  

HEROD: �SECOND SOLDIER: HEROD:  

It is our captain, sir. It is the young Syrian whom you made captain of the guard 
but three days gone. �I issued no order that he should be slain. �He slew himself, sire.  

For what reason? I had made him captain of my guard! (312).  

Herod’s vanity cannot comprehend why someone would commit 
suicide after being promoted; and his sycophantic soldiers cater to his 
whims. Nowhere does Wilde suggest that the body be removed; the 
actors have to step over it during the scenes. It is gallows humor, to be 
sure, illustrating Wilde’s wonder- ful sense of irony that the specter of 
death which hovers over the play is juxtaposed with ironic ribaldry. 
There is a zaniness mixed with seriousness that is trademark Wilde; 
Sheldon Waldrep notes that, “With its rococo sexual situations, stylized 
language, elaborate sets, and costumes that emphasized the visual as 
antirealist spectacle – not to mention its Oriental subject matter, gay 
characters, and general drag atmosphere – Wilde composed a drama as 
rock concert.”400  

Wilde balances his romanticism with materialism, grounding his 
characters in relative mimetic certainty. He notes in his essay De 
Profundis that “The faith that others give to what is unseen, I give to 
what one can touch, and look at.”401 The materiality of his plays follows 
along the trajectory of “synesthesia.” The modernist term first appeared 
in 1891, meaning a sensation in one part of the body produced by 
stimulus applied to another. Wilde intones a musical cadence with 
repeated phrases to create an associated mental image and sense 
impressions. Edouard Roditi examines Wilde’s interest in synesthesia 
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in terms of Wilde’s interest in Romanticism: “Ever since the Eighteenth 
Century, when it had inspired scientific and mechanical experiments 
such as the Abbé Castel’s  

color-organ or Diderot’s investigations of blindness, the theory of 
synæsthesia, according to which one sense is able to perceive what 
appeals to another sense, had haunted the whole tradition of European 
Romanticism.”402 Holding the head, Salome says:  

Ah, Iokanaan, Iokanaan, thou wert the man that I loved alone among men! All 
other men were hateful to me. But thou wert beautiful! The body was a column of 
ivory set upon the feet of silver decked with shields of ivory. There was nothing in 
the world so white as thy body. There was nothing in the world so black as thy 
hair. In the whole world there was nothing so red as thy mouth. Thy voice was a 
sensor that scattered strange perfumes, and when I looked on thee I heard a strange 
music (328).  

Wilde wrote the play when the term synesthesia had psychological 
implications, referred to clinically as “color-hearing,” what was 
deemed an abnormality at the time. Wilde builds on this connectivity 
by repeating images and colors, in order to make the symbol red, or 
kisses, or dancing, not only a mental picture, but a material-bodily 
connection in his audience. If, as Terry Eagleton notes, “Aesthetics is 
born as a discourse of the body,”403 Wilde personifies this notion with 
his coinage “The Dance of the Seven Veils” (323). Salome’s ultimate 
dance for Herod in return for the Prophet’s head is meant as an Eros-
Thanatos dialectic, a merging of sexuality with the death-urge and 
bringing the whole Symbolist theme to a theatrical crescendo. Wilde’s 
centrality of the body as ultimate symbol had the benefit of opening 
modern artists to multiple creative possibilities. Modernist dancers 
Isadora Duncan, Ruth St.-Denis, Loie Fuller, Maud Allen, Mata Hari 
(Margaretha Zelle), Ida Rubinstein, Tamara Karsavina, and Aida 
Overton Walker took their cues from Wilde’s play and capitalized on 
the Salome dance throughout the fin de siècle. Their performances 
became the nodal point of Symbolism and one of the defining features 
of modernism in dance.  
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Chapter 6 Rising Expressionism  

There are two Expressionist beginnings, both originating in Germany: 
one pre-World War I, which takes as its influence Symbolism but 
reshapes it into a more highly theatricalized, visceral style; and post-
World War I, which responded to the mass slaughter, wartime defeat, 
failed revolution, and hyperinflation in Germany. The latter developed 
in Weimar, which was far enough away from the chaos of Berlin; the 
experiences of post-war Germany, with the destruction of the rigid 
Prussian caste system and authoritarian monarchy, opened fertile 
ground for sexual adventurism and artistic experimentations. The rise 
of cabarets and dance halls provided venues for gays and lesbians 
emboldened by a liberal government. The period, however, also 
witnessed social panic provoked by inflation and communist-fascist 
street brawls, which energized brothels as escapist havens and, during 
the twenties, offered another means of venting steam: massive hero-
worship rallies honoring German nationalism. The prostitute, in 
particular, was an essential feature in the art scene, where desire and 
corruption meet, the fake and the real combine; and every hedonistic 
indulgence becomes available. In the art of Otto Dix, Max Beckmann, 
and George Grosz, eroticism and disgust, desire and loathing, 
intermingle.  

The Expressionist playwright Georg Kaiser (1878–1945) wrote over 
forty dramas. Perhaps his most well-known is From Morn to Midnight 
(1912, first produced in 1917), the soulful journey of a bank cashier 
who embezzles money in order to pursue a married woman. His 
disillusionment with his stale and uninspired life is reflective of many 
Expressionist plays. As the protagonist (named only as Cashier) says to 
his wife,  

A History of Modern Drama Volume I, First Edition. David Krasner. © 2012 David Krasner. 
Published 2012 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd.  

Where must I go? That’s the hard question, wife. I’ve climbed down from wind- 
swept trees to look for an answer. This was my first call. It was bound to be the 
first. Warm and cozy, this nest of yours; I won’t deny its good points; but it 
doesn’t stand the final test. No! The answer is clear. This is not a halting-place, but 
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a signpost; the road leads further on.404  

Along similar lines is the playwright Ernst Toller (1893–1939), whose 
play Transfiguration (1917, first performed in 1919), according to 
Renate Benson, “employs and pushes to the extreme the forms of the 
Stationendrama, a form already used by Strindberg in To Damascus 
(1898) and further developed by Kaiser.”405 The play has a strong 
agitprop overlay, a characteristic feature of Expressionist drama. Its 
anti-war sentiment is etched in the characters’ bitter sarcasm, 
exemplified by this speech aligning passion and cruelty.  

FRIEDRICH: It had to be, poor woman, for our country’s sake. �WOMAN: For our 
country’s sake? Our country? For the sake of a small handful of rich men who 
feast and debauch and gamble with the products of  

our labor. Ah, how I hate them! Brutes, devils! I know them well; I was one of 
them myself. God rewards you for your labors, they say! But what sort of God is it 
that lets us rot away in misery?406  

Juxtaposition of passion and cruelty is a fundamental feature in 
Expressionism, illuminated marvelously in Sophie Treadwell’s 
Expressionist drama Machinal (1928). The play’s title, Jerry Dickey 
notes, “is taken directly from a French word meaning mechanical, 
automatic or fragmentary.”407 In her description of the play, Treadwell 
offers her “plan” for the drama, “by showing the different phases of life 
that the woman comes in contact with, and in none of which she finds 
any place, any peace.” This is because the “woman is essentially soft, 
tender, and the life around her is essentially hard, mechanized. 
Business, home, marriage, having a child, seeing pleasure – all are 
difficult for her – mechanical, nerve nagging.”408 Only in her brief tryst 
with a gigolo does she find any satisfaction, and this is fleeting. The 
clerical protagonist (clerks are a favorite Expressionist protagonist), 
given only the name of Young Woman, lives in what Julia Walker calls 
a “Taylorized hell,”409 a reference to the mechanization of labor 
division, flexible specialization, and assembly-line efficiency first 
discerned by Adam Smith, later theorized and updated by Frederick 
Taylor in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and 
eventuating in Henry Ford’s assembly line. Throughout the play the 
Young Woman (we only later in the play find out her name is Helen 
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Jones) is alienated from society and family; she finds little satisfaction, 
internally or externally; her personal life is passed from an unfeeling 
mother to a brutalizing husband; and her work is nothing more than a 
mechanized existence. She is a cog in the wheel, akin to Charlie 
Chaplin in his film Modern Times (1936), existing as a  

160 A History of Modern Drama  

mere extension of machines. Like Yank in Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy 
Ape (1922), she is part of the engines of modernization, an instrument 
of technology, and a product of the harrowing drum-beat of 
mechanization. Yank shovels coals in the bowels of a steamship, heat 
and coal covering his body; the Young Woman types in a sterile office 
devoid of warmth, where nothing “touches” her in any humane way; 
and both experience the extremities of temperature.  

Machinal, based on the trial of Ruth Snyder and murder of her 
husband,410 was pejoratively referred to by Robert Brustein as “one of 
those banal tabloid stories” demonstrating how “a sensitive dish of 
cream is curdled in the age of the machine.”411 Yet a close examination 
of the play reveals an originality tran- scending mere yellow 
journalism. The drama unfolds in nine scenes, each designed to situate 
the protagonist in an uncomfortable enclosure; even in her one moment 
of passion, the “Intimate” scene of episode six, the setting is “a dark 
room,” where “nothing can be discerned.” The Young Woman, J. Ellen 
Gainor and James Dickey contend, “is not the enlightened, socially 
aware New Woman found” in other feminist or pseudo-feminist plays. 
She derives her force instead “from the implication that autonomy 
remains the right and within the power of ‘any woman,’ not solely the 
intellectual or political activist.”412 Much of what is characterized as her 
“ordinariness” is in her language: half- articulate, staccato, and filled 
with a mixture of desperation and resignation. The opening office scene 
orchestrates various workers’ voices longing to make connections but 
marooned in isolation. Their language is scattered, dispersed, and 
blurred to a degree that eradicates their personalities; their subjectivity 
is swallowed in the vortex of machines. The scurrilous boss looms over 
them, questioning their work ethic, checking to see who is late or 
slacking off, and the day moves through time but never in time – never 
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in tune with an organic rhythm, always at the mercy of machinery, 
time-clocks, and organized work- days. Everything about the 
conditions is cold, inorganic, and oppressive; even the backdrop of 
sounds is designed to pummel the women workers. “Like the 
expressionist plays,” writes Ronald Wainscott, “much of the action is 
heavily dependent on responses to sound and music that provide ironic 
or pathetic counterpoint to the onstage action and frequently serve to 
overwhelm the protagonist.”413 The second scene opens at home, amidst 
lower-middle-class gimcracks, where the badgering mother 
insensitively thinks of her daughter as merely a repository of eating and 
child-rearing, a reproductive “machine” in simpatico with modern 
technology.  

YOUNG WOMAN: MOTHER: YOUNGWOMAN: MOTHER: YOUNG WOMAN:  

Ma – I want to talk to you. Aren’t you eating a potato? No. �Whynot?  

I don’t want one.  

MOTHER: YOUNG WOMAN: MOTHER:  

Potatoes go with the stew – here! Ma, I don’t want it! �Want it! Take it! (188).  

Throughout the scene the Young Woman wants to make contact, have a 
human conversation – in contemporary parlance, enjoy “quality time” 
with her mother. But time here is nothing more than efficiency and 
“Mother” force-feeds her daughter as a substitute for emotions. The 
Mother, like everyone else in the play (with the exception of the lover), 
blots out her daughter, turning her into an abstraction. The image of a 
mother feeding a child should provide comfort and coziness; but 
Treadwell, in Brechtian fashion, overturns this image, giving us instead 
an “alienation” of the loving mother-child relationships we have come 
to expect. The Young Woman works to pay for her mother’s existence, 
yet her mother provides only ingratitude. Outside forces – sounds – 
interrupt the Young Woman’s attempt to make contact: garbage 
collection, radios, voices of small boys playing – all intercede on her 
psyche, fracturing her agency. The Young Woman has been proposed 
to – her louche boss has fallen in love “with her hands.” He makes her 
“skin curl,” and when “He puts a hand on me, my blood turns cold” 
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(192). Tactility which should be comforting has the experience of 
alienating; ironically the situation is not the same for the Boss – he 
longs for her touch. At the end of the scene it is the Young Woman 
who consoles the Mother, agreeing to wash the dishes. She puts on 
rubber gloves to protect her hands – hands that type, wash, cook, and 
will service her soon-to-be husband. And the brutality continues, 
relentlessly – at her honeymoon, birthing her child, domestic life. The 
increasing pressure leads her to kill her husband. Her key monologue in 
scene four, dubbed “Maternal,” places the Young Woman amidst 
mechanical, callous, and perfunctory doctors and nurses unsympathetic 
to her gagging, nausea, and ailments – both physically and spiritually.  

YOUNG WOMAN (alone.):  

Let me alone – let me alone – let me alone – I’ve submitted to enough – I won’t 
submit to any more – crawl off – crawl off in the dark – Vixen crawled under the 
bed – way back in the corner under the bed – they were all drowned – puppies 
don’t go to heaven – heaven – golden stairs – long stairs – long – too long – long 
golden stairs – climb those golden stairs (204).  

The monologue continues to evoke heaven, St. Peter’s gates, God, and, 
again, the image of hands: “got to love God – God is love – even if he’s 
bad they got to love him – even if he’s got fat hands – fat hands” (205). 
In the background at the scene’s end the sound of “riveting continues, 
until it goes into the sound of an electric piano and scene lights up for 
Episode Five” (206). Treadwell is creating an oral-temporal pressure 
that continues to efface the Young Woman, demonstrating  

a contingency in every scenic composition, demolishing the sacrosanct 
idea of motherhood, and enveloping the protagonist in alienation at 
every turn.  

What the protagonist experiences is, in fact, a kind of “disalienation,” 
what Henri Lefebvre describes as a deeper strand of modernism. 
Modernism, he says, “carries alienation to extremes. In addition to all 
the old alienations it produces a supplement that becomes heavier and 
heavier – technical alienation. The topsy-turvy world is still the real 
world. But at the same time, beyond this maximal alienation, 
disalienation becomes only more and more pressing.”414 The Young 
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Woman is “disalienated” not only from others, but from her body and 
her work. Julia Walker points to the typewriter as the Young Woman’s 
“tool” of work and as the source of disalienation, observing that typing 
was originally an honorable profession among men in the nineteenth 
century, a symbol of their creative prowess; but as the twentieth 
century appeared, stenography and dictation surfaced as “acceptable” 
workplace conditions for women. The very object of “authorization,” 
the typewriter, is converted to a doubling down on alienation. The 
typing machine is impersonal, making the Young Woman nothing more 
than an extended copying instrument for her boss. Its noise, 
compounded by other secretaries, creates a machine-gun aurality: 
dissonance and disturbance envelop the protagonist. In Machinal, 
Walker notes, the Young Woman “free-associates about the horrid 
prospect of entering into a loveless marriage when it is clear she has no 
other choice. With no means of self-authorization before her, it is as if 
she has no self.” This alienation of self, the key constituent of 
Expressionism, is illuminated in Treadwell’s play. The Young Woman 
goes about her life, Walker explains, “Typing, adding, filing, patching, 
all are routinized mechanical skills, devoid of any personal expression.” 
As the typewriter “feminized a formerly respectable white-collar 
profession for men,” it “relegated that profession to a more subordinate 
position within the office, replicating the patriarchal structure of 
marriage. The roles assigned to women in the office were not unlike 
those assigned to them at home.” The model of the play, Ruth Snyder, 
also worked for her husband as a secretary before marrying (and 
murdering) him. The typewriter, Walker adds, “symbolically erased the 
secretary’s ‘personality,’ perhaps suggesting to Treadwell an analogy 
between the standardized forms of typescript and the standardized roles 
that women were assigned under patriarchy.”415  

Machinal shares much with Georg Büchner’s Woyzeck, where 
surrounding characters are more symbol than three-dimensional; both 
plays draw from court case studies of madness and murder; both plays 
are replete with sounds drumming into the ear of the protagonist; and 
each play is divided into choppy, episodic scenes. Both protagonists are 
consumed by humiliation and a disen- gagement with their bodies: 
Woyzeck the guinea pig for science and the Young Woman by 
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machinery. Treadwell goes further, examining the intrusiveness of  

YOUNG WOMAN:  

No! No! Don’t touch me – touch me! (They take her and put her in the chair, cut a 
patch from her hair). I will not be submitted – this indignity! No! I will not be 
submitted! – Leave me alone! Oh my God am I to never be let alone! Always to 
have to submit – to submit! No more – not now – I’m going to die – I won’t 
submit! Not now! (251)  

technology and patriarchy that nullifies gender identification. Walter 
Benjamin observed that during the industrialized nineteenth century, 
“women were for the first time used in large numbers in the production 
process outside the home.” By employing them in factories, he says, 
“masculine traits were bound to appear in these women eventually. 
These were caused, in particular, by the distorting influence of factory 
work. Higher forms of production, as well as the political struggle per 
se, fostered masculine characteristics of a more refined nature.”416 For 
the Young Woman, her hands represent the last vestiges of femininity, 
which are ultimately brought out in her trial. Mr. Jones, her hus- band, 
was struck and killed with a bottle that left no fingerprints. The Young 
Woman tries to pass the murder off on intruders breaking into her 
home. When confronted by the Prosecution on the witness stand, she 
holds to her story. The Prosecutor, however, presses her: “You are in 
the habit of wearing rubber gloves at night,” he asks (242), even after 
her husband expressly wished she would stop wearing them. After 
pursuing this line of questioning, the Prosecution produces an affidavit 
from the Young Woman’s lover, confirming their assignation. This last 
account breaks her; she confesses. When the Judge asks why she did it, 
the Young Woman replies, “To be free” (248). In exem- plary 
Expressionist style, the scene in the courtroom closes with a Schrei: 
“Young Woman begins to moan – suddenly – as though the realization 
of the enormity of her isolation had just come upon her. It is a sound of 
desolation, of agony, of human woe. It continues until the end of the 
scene” (248).  

The Young Woman is erased by the eradication of her body. This 
erasure is not merely physical, via an artificial “dying onstage.” Rather, 
Treadwell artfully and symbolically removes pieces of her body parts. 
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At the final scene, titled in characteristically Expressionistic style “A 
Machine,” the Young Woman is being prepared for execution. Her hair 
is to be shaved while she is supposedly con- soled by a Priest. 
Impersonal guards and matrons surround her, perfunctorily going about 
their business of shaving and execution with all the enthusiasm of an 
assembly line. The Barbers cut off a patch of her hair – a piece of her 
body part – noting that hair-shaving is “routine” and part of the 
“regulations,” while she implores them to leave her in peace.  

Disrobed, shaven, stripped of dignity and humiliated, the Young 
Woman calls out for freedom, for the one moment of her life – the 
murder – when she was “free.” She asks the Priest: “When I did what I 
did I was free! Free and not  

afraid! How is that, Father? How can that be? A great sin – a mortal sin 
– for which I must die and go to Hell – but it made me free!” (252). She 
asks the Priest to fill her void and reconcile the contradictions and irony 
invested in her one moment of agency – the bludgeoning of her 
husband. Her words pour forth in waves, desperate sounds, and 
inchoate bursts of emotion; the Priest contrastingly speaks in platitudes 
and boilerplate nonsense about redemption, trying to pulverize her into 
nothingness, like some medieval corruption that has intertwined itself 
into her being and now must be expunged. It is striking how morally 
sanctimonious the Priest is, without ever bothering to explain what 
exactly she is experiencing or acknowledge her anguish. His self-
righteous indignation is the antipode of her longing, in Woyzeck-like 
fashion, for comprehension. Woyzeck wants to “see” the betrayal and 
the Young Woman wants to see “freedom”; both are expressing what 
typifies Expressionism’s rage – a mixture of self-effacement and desire 
to know, what Wolfgang Paulsen calls an “unmediated yearning in 
dramatic expression,” and Annalisa Viviani calls “this immense, 
heaven-striving, ‘steep’ gesture in the axis about which the whole of 
Expressionist dramatic art turns.”417 The Young Woman’s 
inarticulateness is in itself an articulation of her state of mind, the 
exemplary Expressionist lapidary dialogue – replete with dashes, 
exclamation points, outbursts of longing, and conjuring the interiority 
through hyperbole.  
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The Gothic emotionalism in Machinal is the antithesis of Maeterlinck’s 
symbolism, yet both Maeterlinck and Treadwell – and the gamut of 
avant gardists – search for ways of expressing agency that rises above 
mere reported reality. The Young Woman’s expressions are inexorably 
bound to madness – confusion, delirium, and ineffable ambiguity – yet 
not madness in a nullifying sense, but rather a maddening rage justified 
by the inexorable brutality of her existence. According to a stage 
direction in her unpublished typescript, Treadwell ponders the meaning 
of her inner monologues: “Does their place in the plan of the play – 
connecting links, or better – connecting channels of action – demand 
that the thought move through them in an approximately straight line, 
or can one be permitted a nearer approach to the scatteredness, 
unexpectedness of the relaxed meditating mind?” In employing 
monologues and expressionist techniques, Treadwell hoped to appeal to 
women in the audience “by accentuation, by distortion” and “by the 
quickening of still secret places, in the consciousness of the audience, 
especially of women.”418 She understands that suppressing the female 
ego creates an extremely unruly place in the mind, a labyrinth of 
inadmissible desires and scrambled urges suffocated by a culture 
determined to keep women “in their place.” Sophie Treadwell, writes 
Barbara Bywaters, “belongs to the coterie of early modern women 
playwrights who portrayed with relentless honesty women’s struggle 
for autonomy against a patriarchal system.”419 Autonomy is the 
buzzword of modernism, and like other dramatists, Treadwell 
highlights an injustice  

1ST REPORTER: 2ND REPORTER: 3RDREPORTER: PRIEST:  

1ST REPORTER: 2ND REPORTER: 3RDREPORTER:  

Suppose the machine shouldn’t work! �It’ll work! – It always works! – �Hush! �Saints 
of God make intersession for us – Be merciful – Spare us, oh Lord – be merciful –  

Her lips are moving – what is she saying? Nothing. �Hush!(254)  

done to a segment of the population. Unlike the Symbolists, whose 
poetization of language and emotion is meant to get at the core of 
human expression lyrically and thus achieve the political indirectly, 
Treadwell and the Expressionists bring art, in Richard Murphy’s words, 
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“sharply down to earth, to the level of the banal and the everyday,”420 in 
order to expose injustice front and center.  

“The normative force of performativity – its power to establish what 
qualifies as being,” Judith Butler posits, “works not only through 
reiteration, but through exclusion as well. And in the case of bodies, 
those exclusions haunt signification as its abject borders or as that 
which is strictly foreclosed: the unlivable, the nonnarrativizable, the 
traumatic.”421 Treadwell undermines any beatification of her 
protagonist; the blunt, grotesque deformation of her hair – the cutting 
off of one patch – visualizes the ugly, fragmentary, chaotic, and 
traumatic foreclosure Butler refers to in order to subvert any 
romanticism or glorification of her death. In the end the voracious 
reporters seeking Schadenfreude – the guilty pleasure of watching her 
die – try to get a glimpse of the Young Woman, to see how she might 
behave in her final moments. Questioning the efficacy of the electric 
chair – modernist machineries sometimes fail – they say:  

The Young Woman’s body is expressing anguish in the face of her 
execution (and every good actor should recognize this). She is 
wordless, speech having dissolved as useless against the spectacular 
vortex of her highly publicized execution. All that remains are pieces of 
her body, picked apart by her executioners. The body – Treadwell’s key 
expression of her aesthetic – is fragmenting, crumbing, splintering into 
shards. Her final word comes breathtakingly short:  

YOUNG WOMAN: (Calling out). Somebody! Somebod – (Her voice is cut off ) (255).  

She is cut off from language, but even more, she is disengaged from the 
“body” (notice the last word shorn of the last letter), a syntactical image 
made potent by cutting the Schrei (cry or scream) off from its final 
letter. Renate Benson’s description of the twin pillars of Expressionist 
drama, Ernst Toller and Georg Kaiser, can easily describe Treadwell. 
Toller and Kaiser, Benson says,  

 “sought not mimesis but expression of a new vitalist feeling, the 
[Henri Bergson’s] élan vital, and of their personal vision of the world,” 
yielding “the subjective expression of an inner world (vision)”; and the 
artist “has to free himself from all academic rules and traditional 
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aesthetic concepts (especially traditional norms of beauty).”422 

Expressionism undermined the perceived comfort zones of 
expectations, highlighting moral rankness in both form and content.  

Part III Realism  

“Real life,” George Bernard Shaw said, “is so ill understood, even by 
its clearest observers, that no sort of consistency is discoverable in it; 
there is no ‘natural justice’ corresponding to that simple and pleasant 
concept, ‘poetic justice’; and, as a whole, it is unthinkable. But, on the 
other hand, it is credible, stimulating, suggestive, various, free from 
creeds and systems – in short, it is real.”423 Amidst the rise of 
modernism’s avant garde Shaw and his realistic “problem plays” were 
on the defensive – which for the insouciant George Bernard Shaw 
meant going on the offensive. The whole edifice of dramatic realism – 
problem play, thesis play, drama of ideas, didactic drama, drawing 
room drama, romantic-rhetorical drama, etc., all derivatives of the well-
made play genre of the nineteenth century, and all rebelling against it – 
flourished during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Dramatic realism became a testing ground for ideas and society. Martin 
Meisel observes that for Shaw and others, “the underlying notion of a 
critical-realistic drama” meant that “ideals and conventions were 
criticized, tested, examined, ridiculed, and proposed, and in which 
dramatic situations had no value except as instruments to test ideals and 
conventions, and to reveal character.”424 Shaw outlines the main thrust 
of the so-called “realistic problem play”: social questions, he asserts, 
“are produced by the conflict of human institutions with human 
feelings,” and as such “the material of the dramatist is always some 
conflict of human feeling with circumstances; so that, since institutions 
are circumstances, every social question furnishes material for drama.” 
He proffers these directives: “Every social question, arising as it must 
from a conflict between human feeling and circumstances, affords 
material for drama”; the preference for the subject matter ought to be 
“political and temporal circumstances,” creating topical drama; and the 
“resultant tendency to drive social questions on to the stage,  
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and into fiction and poetry, will eventually be counteracted by 
improvements in social organization, which will enable all prosaic 
social questions to be dealt with satisfactorily long before they become 
grave enough to absorb the energies which claim the devotion of the 
dramatist.”425 Shaw was too good a playwright to write sophomoric 
term papers; his humor and romantic intrigue (not to be confused with 
Romanticism) pumped life into his best dramas. Like John Millington 
Synge, Shaw gave his characters flesh and blood, and it is Synge who 
provides one of the best descriptions of realism in drama: “The drama 
is made serious,” he says, “not by the degree in which it is taken up 
with the problems that are serious in themselves, but by the degree in 
which it gives the nourishment, not very easy to define, on which our 
imaginations live.” Drama, he adds, “like the symphony, does not teach 
or prove anything,” but drama can and should provide humor. Likewise 
Shaw, Sean O’Casey, and Oscar Wilde, the necessity of humor – 
exposing human foolishness and accentuating folly – is a requisite. As 
Synge says (somewhat harshly of Baudelaire), “Of the things which 
nourish the imagination humour is one of the most needed, and it is 
dangerous to limit or destroy it. Baudelaire calls laughter the greatest 
sign of the Satanic element in man; and where a country loses its 
humour, as some towns in Ireland are doing, there will be morbidity of 
mind, as Baudelaire’s mind was morbid.”426  

To call Synge, Shaw, O’Casey, Wilde, and others in this section 
“realistic” dramatists is stretching the term “realism” to its limits. The 
playwrights would likely balk at such categorization. It is impossible, 
writes Sean O’Casey, to “go out into the streets and lanes of the city 
and compel the people to come on the stage, for the people on the stage 
must be of the stage and not of the streets and lanes of the city or of the 
highways and hedges of the country. The most realistic characters in 
the most realistic play cannot be true to life.”427 For Wilde, “art 
imitating life” is dull and in-artistic; art (not nature) is more graceful, 
eloquent, and appreciative of craft and beauty. “The more we study 
Art,” he says, “the less we care for nature,” because art demonstrates 
“Nature’s lack of design, her curious crudities, her extraordinary 
monotony, her absolute unfinished condition.” In lieu of sincerity and 
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authenticity, art and drama require the “art of lying” (calling it “The 
Decay of Lying”). For Wilde, nineteenth-century English melodrama 
reproduces characters who “talk on the stage exactly as they would talk 
off it; they have neither aspirations not aspirates; they are taken directly 
from life and reproduce its vulgarity down to the smallest detail; they 
present the gait, manner, costume, and accept of real people; they 
would pass unnoticed in a third-class railway carriage. And yet how 
wearisome these plays are!”428 Synge couldn’t agree more. “Ibsen and 
Zola,” he claims, are “dealing with the reality of life in joyless and 
pallid words. On the stage one must have reality, and one must have 
joy, and that is why the  

intellectual modern drama has failed, and people have grown sick of 
the false joy of the musical comedy, that has been given them in place 
of the rich joy found in what is superb and wild in reality.”429  

Still, the playwrights in this section valued words as synonymous with 
reality; they hardly hesitated to use the stage as a mirror of life, or at 
least aspects of life they wished to accentuate. For the dramatist here, 
words, content, and relationships are transparent; characters evolve, 
change, and grow, and their trajectory is visible, their transitions 
palpable, and their development, while unpredictable and even 
uncanny, occurs openly. The playwrights here would not, by and large, 
subscribe to a self-reflexive use of words, an alienation of identity, or a 
veiling of characterizations found in modernist linguistic schools such 
as the Prague Circle, Structuralism, or Formalism. The “repugnance” to 
content and the preference for form in these schools, Fredric Jameson 
maintains, “lies precisely in a kind of transformation of form into 
content, in which the form of Structuralist research (stories are 
organized like sentences, like linguistic enunciations) turns into a 
proposition about content: literary works are about language, take the 
process of speech itself as their essential subject matter.”430 René 
Wellek (and, I would suggest, the playwrights here) gainsays this, 
contending that “self-reflexivity fails to define literature and most 
poetry, and it is completely refuted by the novel in which words may 
become almost transparent.” The same with these dramatists; literature, 
Wellek says, is more than self-reflexive; it “evokes a world of its own 
through language. I cannot accept the fashionable talk about the ‘prison 
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house of language.’ Literature does refer to reality, says something 
about the world, and makes us see and know the external world and 
that of our own and other minds.”431  

What the dramatists who constitute this section understood is the power 
as well as the limitations of drama as a medium for social change. They 
were doubtlessly aware of social problems: Shaw’s Fabian socialism 
and pacifism are indelibly woven into his plays; Synge’s socialism and 
empathy for Ireland’s poor inform his work; O’Casey’s pacifism and 
satire of Irish nationalism caused backlash riots; and Wilde’s Dandyism 
and alleged indifference to politics failed to prevent his incarceration 
for homosexuality. Yet these “realists” – and I use this rubric loosely – 
were aware of art’s shortcoming as a weapon for justice. Terry 
Eagleton explicates modern art’s “contradictory material status within 
bourgeois society,” its limitation to inspire change. Culture, Eagleton 
maintains, “is deeply locked into the structure of commodity 
production; but one effect of this is to release it onto a certain 
ideological autonomy, hence allowing it to speak against the very social 
order with which it is guiltily complicit. It is this complicity which 
spurs art into protest, but which also strikes that protest agonized and 
ineffectual, formal gesture rather than irate polemic.” Art can only 
provide an implicit critique of the culture it lives in, and it can only be  

authentic if it acknowledges (or confesses) its debt to the very culture it 
deplores. The “aporia of modernist culture,” Eagleton contends, lies in 
the fact that art must “either abolish itself entirely – the audacious 
strategy of the avant garde – or hover indecisively between life and 
death, subsuming its own impossibility into itself.”432 The realist 
playwrights depended on bourgeois culture to support them, while they 
simultaneously condemned the very hand that fed them.  

Chapter 7 Rural Realism  

Perhaps no play exemplifies the state of suspended tension between life 
and death better than Synge’s powerful one-act Riders to the Sea. 
Riders is hardly “dramatic” in a Hegelian sense; there is little “conflict” 
as such. Yet its lyricism, authenticity, and pathos make it perhaps the 
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closest play to “modern” tragedy as the Greeks prescribed. John 
Millington Synge (1871–1909), following the advice of Yeats, traveled 
to the Aran Islands off the coast of Ireland in 1897, and, like a good 
actor absorbing a role, studied the fishing villages and their way of life. 
Fishing is the primary sustenance for the islands that derive their name 
from three intersecting lands (Inishmore, Inishmaan, and Inisheer) in 
the Atlantic. Afflicted with severe poverty, Synge witnessed appalling 
conditions, but he was after something more than photo-realist 
reportage: he created a play reflecting the relentless nature of the sea, 
the culture’s stoicism, the lyricism expressed in the idioms and phrases 
of the Gaelic-Celtic semantics, and tragic- evoking pathos. Language, 
as with the other playwrights of this section, had an organic link (a 
dialect) incorporating specificity of time and place. This was Synge’s 
attempt at the creation of a nationalist poetics. He followed Yeats’s 
advice yet each had different ways of attaining this goal. Yeats, 
according to T. R. Henn, wanted “to make the nation conscious of its 
heritage and myth; to provide a point round which the popular 
imagination might first awaken, and then concentrate its power; and at 
the last to unify itself for a nationalist effort by the imaginary liberated 
in the drama.” Synge, by contrast, sought the “non-political, detached, 
ironic; concerned with the excited yet dispassionate exploration of the 
world of the western peasantry, and of an imagination that was still 
fiery, magnificent, and tender.”433 Despite the difference in style, they 
shared visionary dreams of an Irish National theatre grounded in folk 
tradition, myth, and language.  
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Riders to the Sea (produced in 1904 and at the Abbey Theatre in 1907, 
along with Synge’s riot-provoking The Playboy of the Western World) 
is brief, potent, and comes to terms with death as a way of life. The 
play’s “action” is akin to the Symbolists’ emphasis on inaction; nothing 
essentially happens in any cataclysmic sense. There is death, happening 
offstage and, like the Symbolists, impacting the living. Yet, unlike 
Maeterlinck and others, the play is site-specific; it is grounded in 
realistic setting and costume; and seeks mimetic recreation of a 
particular time and place. Maurya and her two daughters, Nora and 
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Cathleen, live on the Aran Island with her last remaining son, Bartley. 
The sea has claimed the lives of her other sons, husband, and father. 
Maurya tries to convince Bartley not to go to the sea, but he resists her 
entreaties, sealing his fate. The play’s symbolism is scattered and 
dispersed throughout every image- evoking word, where Catholicism, 
paganism, fate, and myth intersect and collide: the rope and boards 
represent the cross; the Mother’s image of the dead son Michael riding 
the red mare erupts in the symbolism of death; pagan superstitions 
abound; and Bartley’s death itself is predicted – he is knocked off his 
horse and drowns. “This play is so exquisite,” Tom Driver contends, 
“and of such power that one may call it perfect within its own carefully 
defined limitations.”434 When Bartley leaves for the sea, Maurya sees 
his death much like Maeterlinck’s elders:  

MAURYA: (in a low voice, but clearly). It’s little the like of him knows of the �sea. ... 
Bartley will be lost now, and let you call in Bamon and make me a good coffin out 
of white boards, for I won’t live after them. I’ve had a husband, and a husband’s 
father, and six sons in this house – six fine men, though it was a hard birth I had 
with every one of them and they coming into the world – and some of them were 
found and some of them were not found, but they’re gone now the lot of them. ... 
(103).  

Maurya’s threnody consists of memory, a form of cultural-collective 
engage- ment that, according to Kate Chedgzoy, “traditionally has a 
female form – that of the Greek goddess Mnemosyne.”435 Shorn of any 
control of history, women found themselves relying on memory 
instead; folk tales and reminiscences are in lieu of conventional power 
structure controlled by men. Hers is a memory akin to post-traumatic 
stress disorder, a repetitive lament of someone attempt- ing to make 
sense of an ongoing horrific condition. This memory is on two levels: 
collective and personal. Death by drowning among the inhabitants of 
the Aran Islands is practically taken for granted (they refuse to learn to 
swim). Maurya represents the aggregation of other mothers, wives, and 
daughters encountering the folk milieu, her story a micro and 
macrocosm of life on the Islands. In what Paul Connerton calls “acts of 
transfer,” the individual recalls a shared past on the basis of common 
practices and conventions,436 in this case,  

the commonality of mothers. But it is also an individual memory, a 
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recollection of time and space – the very space of the stage – where 
Maurya says, “I was sitting here with Bartley, and he a baby lying on 
my two knees” (104) or when she takes Michael’s clothes “in her 
hands” (104). These symbolic memorials constitute her memory, 
ghostly thoughts suggestive of a past enmeshed in a moral framework 
unchanged by time. Nothing alters for Maurya: death’s con- stant 
beckoning becomes embodied memory, artistically etched in her words. 
The memory of her actions (inactions?) is represented in the repetitions 
and rhythms of her language, words that bring the past to life, retaining 
the sounds and textures of the time and place from which they sprang, 
and enlivening Maurya’s voice as she grapples with abstract notions of 
death in concrete terms.  

Synge creates this environment through an admixture of props and 
thoughts, symbols and earthy things. Past events, present occurrences, 
and future predic- tions exist in an echo chamber. The play’s 
symbolism is accentuated when Bartley stands in the doorway before 
leaving, as if the doorframe is his coffin. This symbol had been enacted 
before, by Maurya’s other sons, husband, and father; and it will be 
enacted again, ritualistically, by other mothers and sons to come. The 
visual artist Armando considers the notion of memory that is ger- mane 
to Riders: “You have,” he says, “the past, you have the present, and 
then there is also a future. That makes three. But there is a fourth: the 
past of the memory, of the imagination.” This “memory” differs than 
the historic past (the facts) in that it has been “colored in with the 
index, kneaded and bent, it has been displaced and shrunk, it has been 
crumpled, thick here, thin there, and people think that’s how it should 
be.”437  

One might criticize Synge, perhaps, for overloading his brief one-act 
with top-heavy symbols and passivity; Yeats favored The Shadow of 
the Glen over Riders to the Sea because the latter seemed to him “for 
all the nobility of its end, its mood of Greek tragedy, too passive in 
suffering.”438 But few can object to the purity of the play’s language, the 
musicality of its rhythms, and the mythical emblem of folk culture. As 
Simon Williams observes, Riders to the Sea “is arguably the most 
complete realization of the Yeatsian myth of Ireland staged by the Irish 
National Theatre, more complete than Yeats achieved in any of his own 
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plays.”439 George Steiner, writing about Georg Büchner, wrote that his 
“Drama is language under such high pressure of feeling that the words 
carry a necessary and immediate connotation of gesture.”440 Much the 
same can be said of Riders, only now its words are legato rather than 
staccato. When, for instance, Bartley’s body is laid before Maurya, the 
townswomen are “keening softly,” underscoring the lamentation, as 
Maurya intones: “They’re all gone now, and there isn’t anything more 
the sea can do to me. [...] I’ll have no call now to be up crying and 
praying when the wind breaks from the south, and you can hear the surf 
is in the east, and the surf is in the west, making a great stir with the 
two noises, and they hitting one on the other. I’ll have no  

call now to be going down and getting Holy Water in the dark nights 
after Samhain, and I won’t care what way the sea is when the other 
women will be keening” (105).  

This oft-quoted passage is richly metaphoric, culling out sounds of 
wind, breaking surf, and keening women. The connection of images to 
sounds, and the background keening, gives the play an operatic quality 
– a mixture of lamentation and euphonious aurality in words. The play 
is thickened by inexorable doom akin to ancient Greek tragedy; but the 
doom is not stylized – there is no heightened solemnity, no abstraction 
to lift the play out of its realistic intent. Rather, it is simply guttural and 
gut-wrenching, a play “for the mournful,” as Walter Benjamin would 
say about Trauerspiel (mourning plays): “not so much plays which 
cause mourning, as plays through which mournfulness finds 
satisfaction.”441 Mourning is about achieving separation; the sense of 
her children will dissipate as their memory grows remote though time, 
and mourning (grief) is a way of dealing emotionally with the loss of 
memory as well as flesh. But the speech also contains a sense of relief 
in that the future will terminate the parade of corpses; only memories 
fill the void, and the sadness they bring is circumambient. Synge 
remarks that the grief of the keen “seems to contain the whole 
passionate rage that lurks somewhere in every native of the island” and 
in this “cry of pain the inner consciousness” lays “itself bare for an 
instant.” The women “shriek with pitiable despair before the horror of 
the fate to which they are doomed.”442 Succumbing to fate illuminates 
its Greek aura; but the realism of its setting and language provides its 
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modernism. T. S. Eliot observed that the plays of Synge are “based 
upon the idiom of a rural people whose speech is naturally poetic, both 
in imagery and rhythm.” The language of Synge is therefore “not 
available except for the plays set among that same people,” adding, he 
“wrote plays about characters whose originals in life talked poetically, 
so that he could make them talk poetry and remain real people.”443 

Yeats observed that Synge “made word and phrase dance to a very 
strange rhythm,” yielding “the drifting emotion, the dreaminess, the 
vague yet measureless desire, for which he would create a dramatic 
form. It blurs definition, clear edges, everything that comes from the 
will, it turns imagination from all that is of the present, like a gold 
background in religious picture, and it strengthens in every emotion 
whatever comes to it from far off, from brooding memory and 
dangerous hope.”444  

The play’s tragedy is modern in its urge to find the “tone” of the 
common people. In this sense the play can be described as 
“Naturalistic.” Émile Zola asserts that Naturalism is “the return to 
nature and to man, direct observation, exact anatomy, the acceptance 
and depicting of what is.” In Naturalism there is “no more abstract 
characters in books, no more lying inventions, no more of the absolute; 
but real characters, the true history of each one, the story of daily 
life.”445 Synge knew the people of the islands intimately, writing an 
elegiac  

report of their condition in The Aran Islands: “As they talked to me and 
gave me a little poteen and a little bread when they thought I was 
hungry, I could not help feeling that I was talking with men who were 
under a judgment of death. I knew that every one of them would be 
drowned in the sea in a few years and battered naked on the rocks, or 
would die in his own cottage and be buried with another scene in the 
graveyard I had come from.”446 Mary King argues that the play has 
socialist underpinnings as “a drama of a house divided against itself by 
the presence of history and time,” exploring as it does the conflict 
between the community and industrial society. “Because of their 
poverty,” she says, “and their related need to get a good price for what 
they sell, the remaining son cannot choose with disinterested freedom 
his time of departure.”447 Despite the rough weather, Bartley “must go 
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now quickly. This is the one boat going for two weeks or beyond it, and 
the fair will be good fair for horses, I heard them saying below” (98). 
Maurya pleads with him: “It’s hard set we’ll be surely the day you’re 
drowned with the rest. What way will I live and the girls with me, and I 
am old woman looking for the grave?” (98). While the play’s strong 
investment in social orientation for the working poor, and concerns 
with ordinary folk in the here and now tend to make it a naturalist-
socialist tragedy, its lyricism defies the blunt edges and sordidness 
typifying Naturalist social drama. The play combines the sorrow of a 
people fated to die a horrible death, their lyrical poetry, and the 
rhythms inhabiting their sounds and movements. There is an odd 
congruity here – beauty and morbidity – impressively presented in a 
landscape of concupiscence and desolation. Maurya’s eidetic speeches 
are an amalgam of Christian ethos, Nietzschean ritual of infinite 
sorrow, and stalwart endurance spoken in pitch- perfect tones. Its 
beauty reflects Kant’s notion of an aesthetic disinterestedness; 
Maurya’s detached resignation and the acceptance of her fate juxtapose 
the weighty sorrow that, if overemphasized, could topple the play’s 
structure into treacle emotions. Her stoicism achieves grace nullifying 
shrill bombast; her restraint and poeticism affords her admiration. We 
are at home with a mother so ensconced with the earth that seeing her 
gives us a feeling of comfort and invasiveness simultaneously. If we 
stay too long we overstay our welcome; the play’s brevity is in 
harmony with an elegy that never turns into testimonial.  

Synge’s little play thus comes as close to “modern sublime” as any play 
in modern drama. Sublime, first, demands brevity. Full-length dramas, 
due simply to their turgidity, fail to capture the subtle and incisive 
depth of certain experiences. Longinus’s On the Sublime, written in late 
antiquity, notes that the first significant rule of the sublime “is the 
ability to form grand conceptions,” and second “comes the stimulus of 
powerful and inspired emotions.” These two elements, he asserts, “are 
very largely innate,” while additional attributes “are the product of art,” 
such as “figures of thought and figures of speech, together with the 
creation of noble diction, which in turn may be resolved into  

the choice of words, the use of imagery, and the elaboration of the 
style.” Finally, he adds “grandeur, which embraces all those I have 
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already mentioned,” creating “the total effect resulting from dignity and 
elevation.”448 There is grandeur in Maurya, a poetic method of 
expression and imagery that illuminates her sublimity. In Riders her 
linguistic sublime is in her description of a child’s death, and in the 
almost indifferent resignation of fate that Kant called (in an admittedly 
different context) the “astonishment bordering on terror, the horror and 
the awesome shudder, which grip the spectator when viewing mountain 
ranges towering to the heavens.”449 Kant’s aesthetics brought about by 
disinterestedness is for Synge something along the lines of Schiller’s 
romantic idea of suffering, where “The depiction of suffering, in the 
shape of simple suffering, is never the end of art, but it is very 
important as a means of attaining its end.”450 Suffering cannot be 
sustained for long; sublime pathos can only emerge briefly, intensely, 
passionately and in richly metaphoric language. Maurya moves with 
dignity and speaks with imagery, all of which gives her grandeur, but in 
Synge’s sure hands she never crosses into melodramatic excess. 
Instead, the sublime arises in the idioms of rustics that possess internal, 
everyday poetry without pretense to “being” poetry. Whether it is the 
lonely villages, with their tinkers and tramps, in The Shadow of the 
Glen and The Tinker’s Wedding, folklore in The Well of the Saints, or 
farce in The Playboy of the Western World, Synge’s ear for musicality 
is grounded in the struggles and conflicts of his folk culture.  

Synge paved the way for a modern drama consisting of one-act folk 
plays and these were especially relevant to the dramas of African 
Americans during the 1920s and 1930s. (Modern theatre was generally 
inclined towards the “Little Theatre” movement at the time, with short 
one-acts dotting the landscape.) The philosopher Alain Locke was 
deeply impressed by Synge’s folk dramas, writing that African 
American drama “must have the courage to develop its own idioms, to 
pour itself into new moulds; in short, to be experimental.”451 The folk 
play, he asserts, “must grow in its own soil and cultivate its own 
intrinsic elements; only in this way can it become truly organic, and 
cease being a rootless derivative.” The term “soil” is a likely reference 
to Synge, whose plays are grounded in the earthy peasant milieu. For 
Locke, Synge should be emulated because he presents “the drama of 
free self-expression and imaginative release, and has no objective but to 
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express beautifully and colorfully the folk life of the race.”452 W. E. B. 
Du Bois likewise admired the Irish theatre movement, but for different 
reasons. African American theatre should be “propaganda for gaining 
the right of black folk to love and enjoy,”453 he says, and adhere to “four 
fundamental principles” of African American theatre: “About us. By us. 
For us. Near us.”454  

The tug-of-war between Locke’s realistic folk art and Du Bois’s 
propaganda would reverberate during the heady days of Harlem 
Renaissance modernism  

and according to Samuel Hay, “Despite their differences, the tenets of 
the two schools still inform African American drama.”455 The poet and 
dramatist Georgia Douglas Johnson (1877?–1966) wrote several one-
act plays under the influence of both Locke and Du Bois; her home in 
Washington, D. C., known as the Halfway House, was a site for black 
intellectuals and artists to gather and discuss literature, art, and 
drama.456 In her best known one-act, Plumes (1927), the influence of 
Synge’s Riders to the Sea is evident throughout. The protagonist, 
Charity Brown, lives in a two-room cottage with her terminally ill 
daughter. The specter of death looms over the play. Charity awaits the 
arrival of the doctor, whom she deeply mistrusts. With her friend Tildy, 
she resigns to the inevitable.  

CHARITY: It’s me that’s low sperited. The doctor said last time he was here he might 
have to operate – said she might have a chance then. But I tell you the truth. I’ve 
got no faith a-tall in ’em. They takes all your money for nothing.  

TILDY: They sho do, and don’t leave a thing for putting you away.457  

Burial, likewise in Riders, is crucial for Plumes; Charity decides to 
forego the operation and use what little money she has left on a 
dignified funeral. Other similarities come into view: both plays deal 
with rituals and superstition; with rural poverty and neglect; with 
dialects; with mothers losing children; and with resignation to fate. 
Plumes and Riders form a compelling diptych of two playwrights: 
Douglas’s combination of lapidary prose and an emotional fine point 
on grief makes her play, likewise Synge’s, a complex message of 
heartbreak and survival. Plums addresses the political concerns of Du 



	 76	

Bois, but within a folk idiom advocated by Locke.  

Chapter 8 Urban Realism  

George Bernard Shaw, wrote Sean O’Casey (1880–1964), “saw that 
there was desperate disorder in poverty; and he liked order; he saw that 
there was disease in poverty, and he loved health; he saw that there was 
death in poverty, and he loved life.” Raised on the same Dublin streets 
as O’Casey, Shaw’s “resolve first set itself into the young mind to 
circumvent this satanic trinity of death, disease, and disorder by a fight 
to abolish poverty for ever and a day; and not by being meek and mild 
about it.”458 Much the same could be said for and about O’Casey, too. 
To the Irish spectators who came to O’Casey after encountering a diet 
of nationalistic jingoism and jeremiads against England, his plays’ 
iconoclasm shocked. In his panoramic view of Dublin life, O’Casey 
depicts characters struggling to survive amidst violent street battles 
between Catholics and Protestants, or Irish and British. Scenes churn 
relentlessly as characters traverse barriers, sing ballads, and speak from 
the heart; bluntness and racy language are scattered throughout; and 
O’Casey’s acidic attacks on hyperbolic patriotism undermine 
comforting myths of heroism and bravery. O’Casey’s plays are a 
squirm-inducing assault on Ireland’s reckless patriotic behavior during 
its two major conflicts, the Easter Uprising (1916) and the Civil War 
(1922), as well as the violence in World War I (the last notably in his 
play The Silver Tassie). Irish conflicts were no doubt the result of long, 
tangled historical roots, justified by, among other things, the relentless 
siege of British imperialism and forced starvation during the Potato 
Famine of the nineteenth century. O’Casey, born and raised in the 
colorful and impoverished streets of Dublin, sympathizes with the 
rebels, is moved by a socialist inclination, and has an animus against 
English rule. But he draws an unequivocal line against violence: for 
him there is no mythic glory in dying for nationalism, no saving grace 
in sacrificing for one’s country; death is just death, and bullets in 
particular  
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(“riddled with bullets” is his favorite phrase) are a rather painful 
reminder that the last living moments of victims are bloody and 
horrifying. O’Casey unsparingly attacks radical violence on behalf of 
Irish nationalism, but to describe his attitude as dogmatic or 
contemptuous is to miss the compassionate and almost rabbinical 
seriousness that drives his plays. His dramas are replete with earthy, 
proletariat humor, street slang, lilting argot that comprises his highly-
attuned ear for Irish-urban dialogue, and “tapping the idiom of his daily 
speech,” which, according to Herbert Coston, enabled him “to express 
his profound concern for humanity.”459 If Synge captured the 
countryside’s lyricism, O’Casey’s dialogue contains linguistic asperity 
and celerity. Even his most foolishly patriotic characters are never 
caricatured, but represent a complexity and integrity despite their 
puffery. His three Dublin Plays – The Shadow of a Gunman (1923), 
Juno and the Paycock (1924), and The Plough and the Stars (1926) – 
are cityscape dramas that take audiences to the heart of people amidst 
violence and humor, fear and courage, tension and release. “All three 
plays,” Christopher Murray contends, “are bound together by war, its 
violence and tragic disruptiveness,” but O’Casey never presents this 
one- sidedly; he juxtaposed pathos with humor, and the endings of his 
plays are “always searingly ironic.”460  

The Shadow of a Gunman concerns the would-be poet Donal Davoren 
and his feigned appearance as a revolutionary gunman. He accepts this 
pose because it might garner fame and bring him closer to Minnie 
Powell, whom the peddler Seumas Shields dubs “A Helen of Troy 
come to live in a tenement” (37). Seumas is a crucial character in 
O’Casey’s corpus; like Fluther Good in The Plough and the Stars, he 
serves as a raisonneur, the reasoning friend of the protagonist. His 
sardonic explanation of the love affair between Donal and Minnie 
serves as the author’s critique of phony heroism:  

You think a lot about her simply because she thinks a lot about you, an’ she thinks 
a lot about you because she looks upon you as a hero – a kind o’ Paris ... she’d 
give the world an’ all to be gaddin’ about with a gunman. An’ what ecstasy it ud 
give her if after a bit of you were shot or hanged; she’d be able to go about then – 
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like a good many more – singin’, ‘I do not mourn me darlin’ lost, for he fell in his 
Jacket green.’ (37–38).  

Similarly Joxer in Juno says, “It’s betther to be a coward that a corpse” 
(84). For O’Casey, ham-fisted brio are shown to be little more than 
rhetoric, lots of grandstanding and brouhaha but, in the end, ordinary 
bystanders pay the ulti- mate price. Raymond Williams comments that 
O’Casey’s plays are working out of a complex condition of loyalty and 
self-preservation, conflicting emotions that manifest in contradictory 
words and sudden explosions of verbal inflation that just as suddenly 
retreat backwards to evasion: “The use of random colour,  

of flags, of slogans, of rhetoric and comic inflation, of the sentimental 
song, of reminiscences of theatre” are “a rush of disintegration, of 
catching at tempo- rary effects,” whereby “the structure of feeling of 
the self-exile, still within a connective action” can be “neither avoided 
nor taken wholly seriously.”461 The bluster and blarney result from fear 
and confusion, loyalty to Irish Independence and loathing of violence. 
Only the women in the play absorb the consequential anguish of the 
violence, as Mrs. Tancred says in Juno:  

Me home is gone now; he was me only child, an’ to think that he was lyin’ for a 
whole night stretched out on the side of a lonely counthry lane, with his head, his 
darlin’ head, that I often kissed an’ fondled, half hidden in the wather of a run- 
nin’ brook. An’ I’m told he as the leadher of the ambush where me nex’ door 
neighbour, Mrs. Mannon’, lost her Free State soldier son. An’ now here’s the two 
of us oul’ women, standin’ one on each side of a scales o’sorra, balanced be the 
bodies of our two dead darlin’ sons (115).  

She is referring to the Irish Civil War, an internecine carnage that left 
moth- ers to collect their bloodied sons fighting other sons on Dublin 
streets. Perhaps his most damning play is The Plough and the Stars, 
because O’Casey is con- demning the Easter Uprising of 1916 (a 
sanctified moment in Irish history) and the playwright daring to make 
death present onstage. Actors dying onstage has generally been 
problematic to modern dramatists (though it hardly both- ered 
Shakespeare), because of its potential melodrama and rebarbative 
laughter in the audience. But in this play the death at the end is laced 
with a bitter pill; Bessie’s sarcastic vitriol spills out as an attack on the 
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very idea of revolution; and O’Casey is challenging grandstanding 
heroics. Bessie has begun to take a liking to Nora, whose pining for her 
revolutionary husband has a ring of contrivance. Nora stands heroically 
by a window looking for Jack, and when Bessie pushes her away from 
this vulnerable spot, she falls victim of gunfire: “(With an arrested 
scream of fear and pain), Merciful God, I’m shot, I’m shot, I’m shot! ... 
Th’ life’s pourin’ out o’ me! (To Nora). I’ve got this through ... through 
you ... through you, you bitch, you!” (244). Bessie accuses Nora of 
histrionic behav- ior, but she is also condemning herself for getting 
involved. Heroics and com- passion are for fools, O’Casey suggesting 
that only those who step aside live.  

The Plough and the Stars presents a collage of Dublin life, with a 
myriad of working-class characters living simple lives amidst travails 
of war. Jack Clitheroe is a bricklayer and commandant in the Irish 
Citizen’s Army; his adoring wife Nora (pun on Ibsen?) is his doting 
wife, prone to acting out Ophelia as she fears for her husband’s safety 
and who melodramatically burns a letter meant for her husband in an 
effort to keep him home. The Young Covey, Clitheroe’s cousin, spouts 
aimless socialist platitudes and the colorful Bessie Burgess, a street 
vendor, comes to the rescue of Nora (to her demise). O’Casey’s most  

vivid character is Fluther Good, a carpenter and tippler whose 
humanism and humor make him a ballast of reason amidst chaos. Act 
Two consists of a bar where the Barman, Fluther, Rosie, Bessie, and 
Mrs. Gogan argue, flirt, and drink while the “Voice of the Man” 
bellows patriotic drivel through the loudspeaker. Faced with the Young 
Covey’s socialistic tirades, Fluther says: “It would take something 
more than a thing like you to flutther a feather ’Fluther. Blatherin’, an’, 
when all is said, you know as much as th’ rest in th’ wind up!” (196). 
Fluther’s cynicism is never meant to fall into despair – he has too much 
vitality to suggest anything like Eugene O’Neill’s down-and-outers in 
The Iceman Cometh; but Fluther has long since divorced himself from 
the trappings of politics, with its phony utopianism and indiscriminate 
violence.  

The bogus patriotism, tendentious idealism, and Procrustean dedication 
to nationalism are stripped to the bone and shown to be hollow. It is 
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tempting to compare O’Casey to Chekhov, but a better comparison is 
Euripides, in that both O’Casey and Euripides believe that those who 
stick their necks out are decapitated (Minnie or Bessie), while those 
who keep their heads below the radar live (Fluther). Ronan McDonald 
calls O’Casey a meliorist – a believer in the human capacity to change 
things for the better – yet McDonald concedes that “As well as being a 
commentator on his times, O’Casey is also a symptom of them, and far 
from transcending or debunking the rhetoric of political ideology, he is 
traumatized by it.” Although “O’Casey’s strongly Protestant 
upbringing transmuted into the political zealotry of his adult life” and 
“as a socialist he believed that human suffering is appalling because it 
is avoidable,” ultimately “we see O’Casey’s optimism, his belief in 
utopian solutions to social problems, waver.”462 O’Casey’s case against 
violence can render him a one-note dramatist, but his colorful 
characters and language offset such criticism, and his attempt to 
frustrate patriotism is universal in its appeal.  

Chapter 9 Optimistic Passion  

If O’Casey was a pacifist while still skeptically supporting Irish 
Nationalism, George Bernard Shaw was a pacifist with no strings 
attached. If O’Casey was cynical of politics, Shaw was too optimistic to 
accept nullifying cynicism. “Optimistic passion” defines Shaw. One of 
the most well-known writers in the English language – his longevity 
and personal drive helped keep him in the spotlight – there was hardly a 
topic Shaw failed to opinionate. His dozens of plays can be demanding, 
with prolix passages of political proselytizing and ponderous inquiries 
into social conflicts. Yet his writings are often exquisite: lengthy 
dialogues unfold with eloquence and erudition, and his lines of 
argument follow a natural course of thought. To call George Bernard 
Shaw (1856–1950) – autodidact, novelist, critic, pamphleteer, essayist, 
photographer, correspondent, vegetarian, Nobel Prize winner (1925), 
and terrific self-promoter – “prolific” is the ultimate understatement. 
He began as a music and drama critic for The Saturday Review (1895–
1898), ultimately writing sixty-three plays, often clustered in units, 
such as Plays Pleasant (romantic comedies concerning love’s folly), 
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Plays Unpleasant (social propaganda plays), Plays Extravagant, etc. His 
significance is in his almost single-handed and relentless attack on the 
frothy and shallow Victorian stage, turning the conventional well-made 
play into a venue for social debate. He defended socialism, feminism, 
and freedom (he wrote for Britain’s Fabian Society from 1884 to 1929), 
though he was a eugenicist who advocated euthanasia.  

Shaw conceived of drama and theatre as a moral institution, akin to the 
Church in its significance. Drama, he believed, should provoke thought, 
prompt one’s conscience, elucidate social behavior, fight despair, resist 
dullness, and serve as a holy temple for the ascendency of humanity. 
Fabianism appealed to him because of its “gradualism,” Sally Peters 
writes, because it was  
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 “revolutionary action wedded to order.” Shaw looked to Fabianism as 
a promise towards a “brilliantly lit, spotless ethereal world.”463 His 
steadfast socialism was often criticized by the left for its pallid 
Fabianism and the right for obvious reasons. He was never one to 
retreat from criticism, and his rebuttals are frequently argued with 
forceful intelligence. “As a Socialist it is my business to state social 
problems and to solve them,”464 he wrote in 1942 and every play seems 
to echo this sentiment. But Shaw’s socialism was essentially trumped 
by his belief in human passion; for him, “Passion is the stream in the 
engine of all religious and moral systems.” He opposed the turn-of-the-
century vogue of pessimism, which, led by Schopenhauer, “fell into the 
Rationalist- Mercantilist error of valuing life according to its individual 
profits in pleasure, and of course came to the idiotic pessimist 
conclusion that life is not worth living.” Life, Shaw countered, is 
indeed worth living, however, not for “the fulfillment of moral law or 
of the deductions of reason, but the satisfaction of a passion in us which 
we can give no rational account whatever.”465 Shaw’s idealistic belief in 
passion was not quixotic; he argues carefully for an acceptance of high 
and low passions, and it is the obligation of the artist to cull out the 
better angels. “The tragedy of Hedda Gabler in real life,” he writes in 
his 1911 “Preface” to the plays of Brieux, “is not that she commits 
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suicide but that she continues to live.”466 Living on, pushing forward, 
progressing, and growing are the goals and any obstacle to this progress 
– either personally or through social constraints – must be contested. 
As we live we are the product of, and experience, many passions – 
goodness and greed, altruism and selfishness, etc. – and the point of his 
plays is the process of sorting out the best and the worst of these. As 
Martin Meisel contends, his plays are strategies “designed to culminate 
in a state of feeling, often including uneasiness and unresolved stress, 
that will effect a permanent change in the consciousness bearing on 
social change.”467 Shaw’s Hegelianism incorporated the idea of a 
dialectic give-and- take aimed at mutual progress, along with the 
embodiment of passion. Human passions oscillate, producing sacrifice 
and kindness, greed and malevolence, etc., but all add up to the purpose 
of Shaw’s teleological goals: to present choices – it is up to us to 
discern which is the best passion to live by. Eric Bentley says that 
while Schopenhauer found the will horrifying, “Shaw found it 
inspiring.” Personal preference is everything for Shaw and optimism 
“has more validity because it is necessary to continue living. And that 
life should continue is a presupposition of all moral philosophy.” 
Humanity’s hope for Shaw, Bentley contends, “is that passions of 
generosity, restraint, and goodness may prove as strong as those of 
egoism, aggression, and cruelty.”468  

This dialectical foundation is evident in Shaw’s early play Mrs. 
Warren’s Profession (1893). Mrs. Warren, a capitalist running brothels 
in Brussels, Budapest, and Vienna, defends prostitution as a viable 
alternative to crip- pling drudgery and low factory wages; her daughter, 
Vivie, the Shavian  

 “New Woman,” rebels against her mother’s morally unsound 
enterprise. “I simply affirm that Mrs. Warren’s Profession is a play for 
women; that it was written for women; that it has been performed and 
produced mainly through the determination of women that it should be 
performed and produced; that the enthusiasm of women made its first 
performance excitingly successful; and that not one of these women 
had any inducement to support it except their belief in the timeliness 
and the power of the lesson the play teaches,” Shaw said in 1902.469 The 
plot is simple, but powerful: a “Madam,” Mrs. Warren, establishes a 
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bordello to pay for her daughter’s wealthy existence. The climactic 
scene of Mrs. Warren and her righteously indignant daughter, Vivie, 
comes down to choices: how to live in a society that provides women 
scant opportu- nity. Mrs. Warren defends herself, saying, “Do you 
think I was brought up like you – able to pick and choose my own way 
of life? Do you think I did what I did because I liked it, or thought it 
right, or wouldn’t rather have gone to college and be a lady if I’d had 
the chance?” To which Vivie replies, “Everybody has some choice, 
mother” (37). Vivie raises the specter of flower-selling as a choice, 
which anticipates Shaw’s Pygmalion, where the protagonist is a flower-
seller uplifted to the middle class by way of Professor Higgins.  

Shaw establishes the moral dialectic that would come to reflect his 
view of drama. “My plays,” he says, “do not consist of occasional 
remarks to illustrate pictures, but of verbal fencing matches between 
protagonists and antagonists, whose thrusts and rispostes, parries and 
passados, follow one another much more closely than thunder follows 
from lightning.”470 The setting of a brothel is germane to Shaw’s 
illustration of capitalism’s financial success against the backdrop of 
moral opprobrium. Tracy Davis reminds us that the “subject of 
prostitution was highly relevant to millions of Victorian women whose 
financial means were insufficient to allow them to survive in comfort or 
even provide what was necessary for basic substance.”471 Mrs. Warren’s 
perorations to her daughter throughout the play stand as arguments for 
Shaw’s attack on capitalism and his belief in the equality of women. 
Her daughter’s equally powerful rebuttals establish the Hegelian 
conflict of ethical dilemmas that would come to define Shavian 
intellectualism.  

Arms and the Man (1894) represents the Shavian plays of lighthearted 
romance, concerning a farcical relationship between two sets of 
couples, but it is also about conflicting ideals: romanticism and realism. 
The realist Bluntschli, a mercenary professional soldier, finds himself 
marooned in the bedroom of Raina, a toothsome idealist who is 
engaged to Sergius. Bluntschli becomes Shaw’s unlikely cynosure of 
our sympathy; he carries chocolates rather than bullets and has no 
compunction against running away from a fight. He is a survivor who 
chooses life (in much the same way as Mrs. Warren in Mrs. Warren’s 



	 84	

Profession); survival is all, but not just survival for survival’s sake. 
Rather, life should be lived to the fullest. Shaw wrote in 1905 that the 
first version of Arms  

Optimistic Passion 185  

and the Man had no geography – “nothing but a war with a machine 
gun in it.” His associate Sidney Webb “suggested the Servo-Bulgarian 
war” of 1886, and Shaw proceeded to adapt the play to this historically 
specific situation.472 Bluntschli, the chocolate cream soldier, is the 
Shavian surrogate, a hardened realist with a sense of humor; Sergius is 
the idealist whose unpredictable and blundering charge leads to victory. 
According to every military strategy his suicidal charge in the face of 
enemy fire should have failed; but its stupidity shocked the opposition 
and prevails. Sergius is a “hero” but as Bluntschli surmises, his victory 
is characteristic of war’s chaotic and often uncontrollable outcomes.  

Shaw is not writing a debate but rather a romantic comedy. The key 
relationship is between Raina and Bluntschli, and it is in this exchange 
that Raina is won:  

RAINA: (staring haughtily at him). Do you know, sir, that you are insulting me?  

BLUNTSCHLI: I can’t help it. When you strike that noble attitude and speak in that 
thrilling voice, I admire you; but I find it impossible to believe a single word you 
say.  

[...] �RAINA: (wonderingly). Do you know, you are the first man I ever met  

who did not take me seriously?�BLUNTSCHLI: You mean, don’t you, that I am the first 
man that has ever taken  

you quite seriously?473  

With an eye, perhaps, to Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, Shaw creates a 
knowing and stable relationship, one in which the soldier woos 
respectfully. All pretenses are discarded; nothing that cannot be 
touched and felt is to be considered important; and all idealism is 
illusion. Shaw follows the well-made play formula but subverts 
expectations; daughter defying the expectations of marriage and 
reconciliation with her brothel-owning mother, or the anti-heroic 
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common sense of Bluntschli, for example. His characters are often 
defiant and unconventional, leaving others to gape or rant in outrage at 
their irreverence. This defiance enabled Shaw, by and large, to 
reconcile the contradictions of his socialist proclivity and 
individualism. His great theme, writes Edmund Wilson, “is not a 
doctrine of social salvation; it is the conflict between one’s duty to 
society as a unit in the social organism and the individual’s duty to 
himself.”474 In extolling socialist and emancipatory ambitions (in his 
Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism, for instance, he was one of the 
first to demand women’s wages for housework), he also, like 
Shakespeare, had little faith in mob democracy. This top-down 
socialism left Shaw in a conundrum; for all his progressivism, he was 
aware of limitations. His heroines, like Eliza Doolittle and St. Joan, 
often find their independence but leave the stage at the end  

of the plays with little more than Nora does in A Doll’s House – an 
assertion of freedom but with negligibly specific contributions to 
society. V. S. Pritchett says that despite the wit and charm of his plays, 
they tend to “degenerate into the longuers of debate; farce becomes 
crude. Devastating in his ability to talk on both sides of the question 
and to cap or sink his own arguments, Shaw damps us because he talks 
his way back to the status quo, and leaves the impression that all he has 
had to say has only verbal importance. We are back were we started.”475  

Though Shaw has sometimes been referred to as an idealist, he is more 
in line with the traditions of British Empiricism and common sense. 
When George Berkeley writes that “Some truths there are so near and 
obvious to the mind that a man need only open his eyes to see them,”476 

we are coming closer to Shaw’s vision of a vibrant and common 
sensical worldview. Jonathan Bennett wrote that “Berkeley regarded 
the doctrine of abstract ideas as not just false but pernicious, productive 
of error which – he sometimes seems to think – is worse than that of 
abstractionism itself.”477 Such skepticism is evident in Shaw’s anti-war 
play Heartbreak House (1919), where a society oblivious to war and its 
carnage carries on blithely and indifferently. The play follows Shaw’s 
Pygmalion (1914), which deals with class and language. The strata of 
class society in England gave Shaw an opportunity to accentuate his 
socialism, but the play’s real tension rests on the sexual attraction 
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between Eliza Doolittle, nineteen years old, and Professor of Phonetics 
Henry Higgins at forty-nine. Higgins, through a bet, plans to “make a 
duchess of this draggletailed guttersnipe,”478 but the outcome makes him 
realize that turning her speech around hardly turns around her soul. 
Where Bluntschli converts Raina to reality, Shaw has matured as a 
playwright, realizing that characters do not so easily change even when 
reality stands before them front and center. In Shaw’s essay, “The 
Illusions of Socialism,” he confirms his new-found complexity: “Do 
not suppose that I am going to write about the illusions of Socialism 
with the notion of saving anyone from them. Take from the activity of 
mankind that part of it which consists in the pursuit of illusions, and 
you take out the world’s mainspring.”479 Eliza achieves her 
independence and leaves at the end to care for herself. It is not hard to 
see Shaw’s debt to Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, but Shaw derives his 
feminism with far less grandstanding that his mentor. Eric Bentley 
concludes that the play “is Shavian, not in being made up of political or 
philosophical discussions, but in being based on the standard conduct 
of vitality and system, in working out this conflict through inversion of 
romance, in bringing matters to a head in a battle of wills and words, in 
having an inner psychological action in counterpoint to the outer 
romantic action, in existing on two contrasted levels of mentality, both 
of which are related to the main theme, in delighting and surprising us 
with a constant flow of verbal music and more than verbal wit.”480  

Shaw modeled Heartbreak House on Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard 
(subtitling it A Fantasia in the Russian Manner on English Themes), 
where the advances of modernism sweep unnoticed by the characters 
(or characters in denial). In his preface to the play, “Heartbreak House 
and Horseback Hall,” Shaw notes that Chekhov, “more of a fatalist, had 
no faith in these charming people extricating themselves. They would, 
he thought, be sold up and sent adrift by the bailiffs; therefore he had 
no scruple in exploiting and even flattering their charm.” Shaw’s goal, 
by contract, is more critical: “It is said that every people has the 
Government it deserves. It is more to the point that every Government 
has the electorate it deserves; for the orators of the front bench can 
edify or debauch an ignorant electorate at will.”481 Shaw’s characters in 
Heartbreak House, Thomas Whitaker observes, are “rhetorical 



	 87	

puppets,” and while they cannot be mistaken for Chekhov’s 
characteristic depth, “have nonetheless a surprisingly rich vitality.” On 
this stage, Whitaker says, “a heartbroken adolescent can instantly 
become a cynic on the prowl, a maternal confidante can also be a 
seductive hostess and an emasculating wife, a philandering lapdog can 
be a shrewd judge of character and an offstage hero, and a mad hatter 
can be a mad Lear and a mad Shaw.”482  

For Shaw, the aim of drama is to root out stupidity, convention, stale 
ideas, and irrational inclinations. He was an unabashed positivist, 
optimist, empiricist, and believer in a rational world where the mind 
could, if prompted correctly, guide us towards a better world. Yet he 
was not naive; he realized that folly and self-delusion are rampant; but 
he took refuge in the belief that life had a pur- pose and the point of 
drama was the dialectical debates in working this purpose out. Shaw 
would likely agree with Matthew Arnold that culture is an “inward 
spiritual activity, having for its characters increased sweetness, 
increased light, increased life, increased sympathy.”483 For Shaw life is 
a force for improvement and a struggle upward, and he says as much in 
almost all of his plays, but none more so that in his third-act 
intervention, “Don Juan in Hell,” inserted rather turgidly into Man and 
Superman. According to Don Juan (speaking for Shaw),  

That is the working within me of Life’s self-consciousness, to higher organization, 
wider, deeper, intenser self-consciousness, and clearer self-understanding. It was 
the supremacy of this purpose that reduced love for me to the mere pleasure of a 
moment, art for me to the mere schooling of my faculties, religion for me to a 
mere excuse for laziness, since it had set up a God who looked at the world and 
saw that it was good, against the instinct in me that looked through the eyes of the 
world and saw that it could be improved (169–170).  

Shaw paid very close attention not only to the content and structure of 
his plays, but to their delivery in print. He understood the market of 
modernism would commodify his works onstage as well as in book 
form, realizing, as  

W. B. Worthen astutely observes, “the design of the book was not 
merely part of its packaging for the market: it was a means both to 
stage the value of modern drama as print literature, and a means to 
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represent the drama in the form of print, to articulate a sense of the play 
in writing and performance.”484 Language was his tool, weapon, and 
machinery for social advancement; his plays, however turgid, would be 
used as a way to disseminate his political agenda. In the last years of 
his life Shaw took umbrage at fellow playwright Terence Rattigan’s 
critique calling Shaw’s plays all talk and mere platitudes. Shaw, 
irascible to the end, conjured up this retort: criticism of his works, he 
says, “used to take the form of complaints that my plays are all talk. 
Now it is quite true that my plays are all talk, just as Raphael’s pictures 
are all paint, Michael Angelo’s statues all marble, Beethoven’s 
symphonies all noise.” He continues: “What, then, is the function of the 
playwright? If he only ‘holds a mirror up to nature’ his vision of life 
will be that of a policeman on point duty.”485 Shaw’s megalomania, 
gothic verbalism, and highfalutin intellectualism often obscured his 
larger points and creative talent; he was, in Harold Bloom’s analysis, 
“marred by his garrulous tendencies, and the way he embodied his 
ideas is too often wearisomely simplistic.”486 Shaw did not subscribe to 
the general tendency of modern dramatists towards pessimism and was 
repelled by what he saw as the frivolous impulse towards avant-garde 
fictions and theatricalized masks. He was convinced life had a purpose 
and the will a vehicle in which to live out our goals. This cut against 
the grain of avant-garde modernism, which generally saw human will 
as frail, an ambiguous faculty capable of little more than deception, and 
the theatre as a great place to show how the masks of self-deceptions 
helped us get through the daily grind. But it can be said with assurance 
that Shaw deracinated the puffery of nineteenth- century melodrama 
and the drama of ideas took firm root into the consciousness of 
modernism because of him.  
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Chapter 10  

The Campaign Against 
Earnestness  

If Shaw wanted to strip away pretense, Oscar Wilde cloaked himself in 
it. Wilde and Shaw shared a mutual admiration, though each quibbled 
about the other (Shaw was likely jealous of Wilde’s talent). They 
shared, however, much: they were atavistic products of a long line of 
English comedies (Shakespeare, Johnson, Wycherley, Congreve, 
Farquhar, etc.); “archenemies of sentimental- ity,”487 to borrow John 
Gassner’s words on Shaw; and their wit and bon mots reached heights 
of cleverness and insight in English that only Noel Coward could 
match. They respected language; it is common wisdom to quote 
Shavian and Wildean pithy aphorisms that literally sing with insightful 
acumen. Their strongest weapon against hypocrisy was their prose, 
arising in either torrential eloquence (Shaw) or devastating brevity 
(Wilde), and always with muscularity. Their agile and rhythmic 
repartee is attuned to the cadence of English: ornate without pretension 
and bending towards the sonorous without being detached from 
psychology. Shaw and Wilde, at their best, are poets of love who 
comprehend love’s folly and machinations – the extent to which we 
will go in order to attain our passions.  

But they differed in this key point: with Shaw, what you see is what 
you get; with Wilde, what you see is never what you get. Every double 
entrendre and innuendo in Wilde’s plays is illustrated and maximized; 
every japery implies another meaning; and every pose masks the 
veridical. “The first duty in life is to be as artificial as possible,” Wilde 
maintains; “What the second duty is no one has yet discovered.”488 For 
Wilde, aesthetics is all – it is not something representative but rather 
the art in itself (though it is not art for art’s sake). In his plays 
everything relies on artifice, on what Michael Levenson calls his “witty 
campaign against earnestness,”489 and the artifice for Wilde is the “real” 
(or at least the real art). Wilde was both the product of and sympathetic 
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Victorian sincerity and social progressivism; like Shaw he supported a 
tepid socialism and rallied behind women’s rights; but he avoids these 
problems in his plays. Wilde, Isobel Murray writes, “was intensely 
suspicious of the means by which even the great writers sometimes 
made their protests, the rhetoric, the preaching, the moral imperatives, 
and these weapons in the hands of lesser writers he found terrible 
indeed.”490 His dandified carapace was, in part, a reaction to the 
proselytizing and pretentiousness of his era. “In matters of grave 
importance,” Gwendolen says in The Importance of Being Earnest, 
“style, not sincerity is the vital thing” (526). For Wilde, style is 
aestheticism – and every judgment of art must be measured by it; art is 
unmoored from reality because art is superior – no sense in copying 
nature, which is random and therefore “bad” art; and witticism is 
interjected at every opportunity. Like decorative rococo, comic 
flourishings, even if they fail to support plot or circumstances, are 
enthusiastically encouraged. René Wellek argues that “under the 
glittering surface of Wilde’s prose, an ingenious play of mind, and a 
quick grasp of many verities,” arises the difficulty of seizing his work 
because “he disconcertingly shifts between three often divergent views: 
panaestheticism, the autonomy of art, and a decorative formalism,” and 
each of the three does not “hold his vision steadily.”491 The mannered 
flippancy and stabbing witticism, however admirable, are sometimes 
forced, and the retreat to nonsense and back to sense again, while 
magnificently orchestrated, are occasionally contrived. Yet there is a 
sui generis gift of romantic intrigue and comedic language that holds 
our attention in ways few playwrights have ever attained.  

Wilde was a student of Walter Pater, the Renaissance scholar whose 
remarks on art bear on Wilde’s dramas. According to Pater, the “basis 
of all artistic genius lies in the power of conceiving humanity in a new 
and striking way, of putting a happy world of its own creation in place 
of the meaner world of our common days, generating around itself an 
atmosphere with a novel power of refraction, selecting, transforming, 
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recombining the images it transmits, according to the choice of the 
imaginative intellect.”492 For Pater, the sordid fails to elevate; Greek 
attic art, which he held aloft, is tied to Greek religion and “is at once a 
magnificent ritualistic system, a cycle of poetical conceptions.”493 Wilde 
concurs, with a lavish sense of wit and humor. Harold Bloom situates 
Wilde between Pater and Yeats, “between a doctrine of momentary 
aesthetic ecstasies, phantasmagoric hard gemlike flames, and a vision 
of lyric simplification through aesthetic intensity, what Yeats called the 
Condition of Fire.”494 But Wilde stops short of Yeats’s poetic ideals, 
because Yeats takes art too seriously and nationalism too literally. 
Wilde maintains a distance from ideals and satirizes their pretensions 
when he has Gwendolen say: “We live, as I hope you know, Mr. 
Worthing, in an age of ideals. The fact is constantly mentioned in the 
more expensive monthly magazines, and has reached the provincial 
pulpits I am told: and my ideal has always been to love some one of the 
name of Ernest” (490).  

Wilde’s language is eloquently sculpted, but the content is deliberately 
shallow; the game of love is just that – a game, to be played by artifice 
and panache. The greater the disingenuousness, the deeper the 
affection.  

The Importance of Being Earnest (1895) is Wilde’s most produced and 
finest work. It arises from a tradition of British comedies, having roots 
in Congreve’s The Way of the World in the eighteenth century and a 
host of other nineteenth- century farce-comedies.495 Its plot, in Wilde’s 
words, is “slight,” but the real “charm” is “in the dialogue.”496 Two idle 
bachelors, John Worthing and Algernon Moncrieff, plan to woo 
Gwendolen Fairfax and Cecily Cardew, respectively, through the 
imaginary figures of “Ernest” and “Bunbury.” John (Jack) poses as 
Ernest – “my name is Ernest in the town and Jack in the country” (484) 
– while Algernon calls such shenanigans a confirmed “Bunburyism.” 
Algernon explains: “You have invented a very useful younger brother 
called Ernest, in order that you may be able to come up to town as often 
as you like. I have invented an invaluable permanent invalid called 
Bunbury, in order that I may be able to go down into the country 
whenever I choose” (486). Their devices inevitably fall apart, as each 
tries to woo their respective lovers. The comedy is not, as Wilde rightly 



	 92	

says, in the plot, which derives straight through from Plautus to 
Shakespeare, but rather arises from the cleverness and sheer audacity of 
the characters. They seem remorseless in their lies, immoral in their 
tricks, and having an altogether wonderful time trying to worm their 
way out of their predicaments. William Archer wrote, somewhat 
sardonically, “What can a poor critic do with a play which raises no 
principle, whether of art or morals, creates its own canons and 
conventions, and is nothing but an absolutely willful expression of an 
irrepressibly witty personality?” The play, he goes on, is “a sort of 
rondo capriccioso, in which the artist’s fingers run with crisp 
irresponsibility up and down the keyboard of life.”497  

The lightheartedness would have sufficed to make this a landmark 
modernist comedy if all Wilde had presented were two flummoxed 
couples; but Wilde invents the extraordinary figure of Lady Augusta 
Bracknell. She is a juggernaut, the “dreadnought society dowager” in 
Mary McCarthy’s words,498 entering the stage with forceful likeness to 
Shakespeare’s John Falstaff, unrelenting and unforgiving (except at the 
end, and only then partially), a panjandrum at the center of the play. 
She is larger than life, which is to say she is a life-force. Wilde, Donald 
Ericksen remarks, has “succeeded in creating a totally artificial world 
where form is the beginning and end of things.”499 Not quite an 
“artificial world” as it is a world populated with people behaving 
artificially. This is an important distinction, because the world Wilde 
invents is hierarchical, with Lady Bracknell at the top of the 
“artificiality.” Nothing she says has any direct connection to Philistine 
concerns or mundane existence. She has built an artificial world and 
protests against any semblance of sentiment to infect her rarified 
bubble. Every chance she can she inserts irony as a ballast against  

the quotidian; sarcasm to batten down the commonplace; and razor-
sharp insights that undercut any semblance of complacency. Her wit is 
a zone of artifice that keeps a gimlet eye trained on love’s foibles and 
typical English attestations and pretentions.  

Wilde’s verbal ingenuity contains the buoyancy that has all the 
earmarks of Restoration wit and was later picked up by Tom Stoppard. 
His characters gently lift the theatrical atmosphere above the grounded 
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realism of causality and plausibility, but they never wholly detach from 
circumstances (as in the case of Noel Coward, whose characters, albeit 
brilliant, sometimes appear too clever to be real and whose humor is 
more one-liners akin to the American Neil Simon). Eric Bentley 
summarizes Wilde’s artifice and deft drolleries, saying that the play’s 
title reveals it is “about earnestness, that is, Victorian solemnity, that 
kind of false seriousness which means priggishness, hypocrisy, and 
lack of irony.” Instead of a sharp spotlight on the dark recesses of 
European pretense, Wilde deliberately circumvents it; but through 
indirection he calls attention to it better than any Shavian frontal 
assault. “His witticisms are, not comic, but serious relief. They are an 
ironic counterpoint with the absurdities of the action. This counterpoint 
is Wilde’s method. It is what gives him his peculiar voice and peculiar 
triumph.” The tipping point between seriousness and frivolity is 
sustained throughout (he never falls into direct satire) by balancing the 
“assured appearances and inner emptiness.” And this was achieved by 
“bohemianism,” which for Wilde was the essential mask. Quoting 
Wilde, Bentley says, “‘A Truth in Art is that whose contradictory is 
also true. The Truths of metaphysics are the Truths of masks.’” His 
language, Bentley concludes, “leads us to Pirandello.”500  

Part IV Dissociated Sensibility  

What is the stage? It’s a place, baby, you know, where people play at 
being serious.  

Even our eyes aren’t our own.  

– L. Pirandello501 – F. G. Lorca502  

The cottage, the go-cart, the Sunday afternoon drives in the Ford, the 
first rheumatism, the grandchildren, the second rheumatism, the 
deathbed, the reading of the will.  

– T. Wilder503 In the seventeenth century a dissociation of sensibility set 
in, from which we  

have never recovered.  
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– T. S. Eliot504  

For the playwrights Luigi Pirandello, Federico García Lorca, and 
Thornton Wilder, masks and veils, disguises and hidden agendas, 
demarcate the surfaces of their plays like pointillist landscapes. Their 
common denominator is the underlying isolation, alienation, and 
metaphysical fragmentation epitomizing, in T. S. Eliot’s words quoted 
above, a “dissociated sensibility.” Eliot (a well- established playwright 
himself) was defining the works of Donne, Milton, and Dryden, but he 
might as well have defined the three playwrights examined here. For 
Eliot, the metaphysical poets were consistently amalgamating disparate 
experiences, taking two or more unrelated experiences and forming 
new wholes, entireties, and connections. For Pirandello, his plots and 
the means of conveyance – the theatricality – were mixtures, forming a 
dissociated sensibility;  
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Lorca combined a potpourri of theatrical experiences – songs, rituals, 
dance, music, folklore, and rural superstitions – all dissociated yet 
combined to form a gestalt; and Wilder, like Pirandello and Lorca, 
combined theatricality with psychology, interweaving experiences and 
imaginatively connecting them.  

At the risk of over-simplification, their plays share a surface patina that 
masked lives of quiet desperation. Joseph Wood Krutch, writing about 
Pirandello, notes that one of the characteristics of modern drama is “the 
tendency to ‘dissolve the ego.’ ” Identities are like flotsam and jetsam, 
present and existing but disguising a deeper passion for something out 
of reach. This desolation – the splitting, fragmenting, and dispersing of 
identity – has, according to Krutch, “made us very much aware of 
inconsistencies and illogicalities in our feeling and conduct, of conflicts 
and opposing impulses.”505 We are in the epicenter of modern drama, 
where ascertaining identity is more puzzle than given, more jig-saw 
than whole cloth. There is a shared futility in the works of these 
playwrights, though humor can be perceived amidst grim existence. 
From their passions bursts forth operatic emotionalism and poetic 
exuberance; everything in their plays is heightened, melo-dramatized, 
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emotionally charged expressions and linguistic arias. Pirandello’s 
Italian, Lorca’s Spanish, and Wilder’s English are poetically crafted 
dialogue, beatified to form a semi-operatic score.  

Paradoxically, however, the operatic nature of their plays also 
epitomized the limited degree to which their dramas could succeed in 
conveying the larger- than-life anguish. They understood dramatic 
limitations lodged in the whole edifice of presenting a play. For them, 
the set of signs they constructed – the language they used or the 
dramatic structure they employed – suggested counterintuitive 
reactions. The dramatic counterpoint to the linguistic sign was the game 
of theatre, its artifice, the cryptic sense of irony that the theatre is not 
wholly truthful, however much it aims to convey real-life emotions. 
They established a balancing act of various experiences – realism and 
avant garde – juggling them, keeping all the balls in the air, while never 
afraid to throw into the mix the kitchen sink (music, song, poetry, 
characters in disguise, etc.). They conjoined psychological realism with 
theatrical panache, mixing traditional family relationship drama that 
was the mainstay of conventional theatre and crazy-quilted notions of 
Dada-like insanity that were the bailiwick of the avant garde. For these 
three it was with experience and not ideology, from life and not theory, 
that the playwrights ground their action, the realm of lived experience 
in the moment of “theatre” that truths are gleaned. The experiential 
immediacy, which will become the fabric of Beckett’s work, derives its 
place not just as linguistic, but almost anti-linguistic, as if the words 
succeed and fail simultaneously.  

Chapter 11 Distorted Modernism  

Rhythm is everything in Pirandello’s plays. His dramas undulate 
between story and theatricality, reality and illusion, surging and 
receding in tides of realism and avant-gardist rejection of all that is 
illusionary. The plays move gracefully back and forth between the plot 
and the absurd – often clashing in a confluence of imaginative writing. 
If his confidence as a dramatist was any less assured, the plays would 
appear gimmicky, over-determined, forced, and sophomoric. In some 
sense his plays are gimmicky, but his deft hand at dramaturgy saves 
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them with flashes of humor and psychological profundity. Despite the 
occasional tongue-in-cheek, the plays of Luigi Pirandello (1867–1936) 
maintain a steady pulse; he takes us into the world of fourth wall reality 
only to split it open, removing us from our perceptions of drama, and 
melting the distinction between actor and character. The plays are rich 
in epiphanies, studied realizations that we are in a theatre watching a 
play, and flowing along with a plot. Pirandello creates legerdemain 
sometimes to the point of being coy, vertiginously rolling the 
improvisatory dice. His stories are about the contingency of personal 
memories with theatrical ones, and the impetus is always a movement 
towards transcendence. The process is what matters as much as the 
plots. The flow of experience is towards something resembling 
meaning, a sense of one’s place in the theatre, but the ambiguity keeps 
us at arm’s distance. Commenting on his most popular play, Six 
Characters in Search of an Author (Sei personaggi in cerca d’authore, 
1921), Wylie Sypher claims that “These six characters belong to life 
yet at the same time they do not belong to it; they are like the things 
Picasso ‘assassinated’ in the interest of total representation. Their 
impromptu appearance on the ‘legitimate’ stage is a double exposure of 
reality and illusion.”506  

That Pirandello’s work circles around the issue of presenting illusion 
and reality and that he attempts to implant new values in the logic and 
coherence  
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of mimesis is hardly new. The bifurcation of reality, the comic 
phantasmagoria, and the contradictions of life, are metaphors the author 
himself describes in his work. In his essay “On Humor” (L’Umorismo), 
Pirandello writes, “Every feel- ing, thought, and idea which arises in 
the humorist splits into contraries. Each yes splits itself into a no, which 
assumes at the end the same value as yes. Sometimes the humorist may 
pretend to take only one side; meanwhile, inside, the other feeling 
speaks out to him, and appears although he doesn’t have the courage to 
reveal it. It speaks to him and starts by advancing now a faint excuse, 
an alternative, which cools off the warmth of the first feeling, and then 
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a wise reflection which takes away seriousness and leads to 
laughter.”507  

Robert Pippin’s remarks, referring to Manet’s painting Scandale, 
Olympia (1863), are apropos of Six Characters: “Nothing captures 
better the tone of modernism than this look. It seems to ask the 
bourgeois viewer (or purchaser): and what, exactly, are you looking 
for?”508 Pirandello’s teatro dello specchio (theatre of the mirror) creates 
an image that stares back at the audience, like a mirror reflecting back 
at us in Manet’s famous work. Who are the actors? Who are the 
characters? – the play seems to be saying. Along similar lines, M. C. 
Escher’s fantastical illusions that defy logic share Pirandello’s sense of 
reality and distortion. Are we or are we not in the theatre? Are we or 
are we not ascending/descending staircases? In Escher, flat planes are 
distended and appearances are thrown into chaos; in Pirandello, our 
confidence in what we believe to be relationships is masked, 
suspended, and complicated. A first glance at Escher’s work suggests 
that the stairs do, indeed, lead somewhere; that there is a realism of 
sorts unfolding in the movement; it is only after a “double-take” that 
our sense of reality is thrown helter-skelter. The naive link from the 
text to the event, or the picture to the image, is mistrusted, not against 
reality itself but against the usual meaning associated with the concept 
of reality – the surety that the representation will succeed in 
illuminating the thing it represents. The crisis of representation that lies 
at the foundation of modernism was initiated by Pirandello. Modernism 
– with its simultaneous interest in phenomena and dialectical challenge 
to phenomena – is at root a challenge to the certainty of mimesis, the 
confidence of the word’s ability to represent the image, the clarity of 
the gesture, and the hierarchization of reality. Reality has a logic, 
causality, and sequencing that casts a meliorating cloud over our 
confusion. It tells us that the world is this way or that, and we embrace 
the sequential arrangement because the causal ordering assuages our 
fears of a chaotic universe. Pirandello, like Escher, calls into question 
this axiological homogeneity – a value-specific uniformity – by 
stripping the scaffolding of values aligned with sequencing order. The 
theoretical elaboration of a work of art, Jacque Derrida says, “ought to 
suspend or at any rate to complicate, with great caution, the naive 
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opening that once linked the text to its thing, referent, or reality, or 
even to some last conceptual or semantic instance.” In traditional  
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theatre or other arts, Derrida says, mimesis “is lined up alongside truth; 
either it hinders the unveiling of the thing itself by substituting a copy 
or double for what it is; or else it works in the service of truth through 
the double’s resemblance.”509 For Pirandello, truth is here and 
elsewhere, at once and the same time in the theatre and in the illusion 
of reality.  

It Is So! (If You Think So) (1917), as Pirandello’s biographer Gaspare 
Giudice remarks, is the first play in which Pirandello comes to grips 
with “nothingness – not the romantic, constellated abyss or the 
metaphysical doubts of before, but absurd and irreconcilable 
nothingness.” For Pirandello, the play is “a nihilistic relativism no 
longer on a theoretical level, but on a level of everyday life, of social 
life in the Italian provinces.”510 If Strindberg’s plays suggest that the 
dream or illusion is as interesting as reality, or Ibsen’s The Wild Duck 
makes the case that illusions are sometimes more important to humans 
than reality, then Pirandello’s It Is So furthers this hypothesis. The play 
centers on the assertions that either one of two possibilities exists. 
Either Ponza, the secretary to the town Prefect, lost his first wife four 
years ago, and her mother, in order to maintain her sanity, thinks his 
second wife is actually her (living) daughter; this is why Ponza keeps 
her sequestered in her fifth floor apartment. Or, the mother- in-law, 
Signora Frola, says otherwise: it is Ponza who is mad for thinking his  

first wife dead (according to her she is not), and he is delusional. 
Documents proving the truth have been destroyed; we are simply left 
with “he said/she said,” rendering resolution impossible. Laudisi, the 
play’s raisonneur (or at least a voice trying to make sense of the mess), 
asks the key question: “What can we really know about other people – 
who they are – what they are – what they are doing, and why they are 
doing it?”511 In Act Two he underscores this condition: “She has created 
for him, or he for her, a world of fancy which has all the earmarks of 
reality itself. And in this fictitious reality they get along perfectly well, 
and in full accord with each other; and this world of fancy, this reality 
of theirs, no document can possibly destroy because the air they breathe 
is of that world. For them it is something they can see with their eyes, 
hear with their ears, and touch with their fingers” (98). In the end, 
Signora Ponza is called into court only to say “I am she whom you 
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believe me to be” (138). With Pirandello, we are only subject to the 
phenomenon as we each perceive it. Anne Paolucci contends that 
reality for Pirandello “is something each of us must define and redefine 
– not in solipsistic terms but as a shared experience, a conviction that 
others will recognize and accept from within, with certainty, as Signor 
Ponza and Signora Frola succeeded in doing, in spite of their seemingly 
contradictory assertions.”512 Or, as Eric Bentley says, for Pirandello 
“truth is relative and subjective, the joke being that people know the 
truth already since whatever seems to each of them so is so.”513  

One of modernism’s defining traits is a conceptual category predicated 
on its separation from material and social reality, an artistic institution 
disassociated with the living practices. With Pirandello, however, we 
have a dramatist straddling the interstices dividing reality and illusion, 
avant garde and realism; his dramas are not so much an assault on 
reality as they are a way of carving out a theatrical space for the inquiry 
of reality and illusion – each entity jockeying for position, making its 
case, elbowing the other off the stage, and seeking vantage points to 
trump the other. His is not a straightforward resistance nor an outright 
capitulation to reality, but rather a momentary equivocation that 
incorporates elements of both in an unstable synthesis. Robert Brustein 
summarizes Pirandello’s themes along similar lines: “Life (or reality or 
time) is fluid, mobile, evanescent, and indeterminate. It lies beyond the 
reach of reason, and is reflected only through spontaneous action, or 
instinct. Yet man, endowed with reason, cannot live instinctually like 
the beasts, nor can he accept an existence which constantly changes. In 
consequence, he uses reason to fix life through ordering definitions. 
Since life is indefinable, such concepts are illusions. Man is 
occasionally aware of the illusionary nature of his concepts; but to be 
human is to desire form; anything formless fills man with dread and 
uncertainty.”514  

Pirandello wrote over forty plays, as well as novels and treatises, 
becoming one of Italy’s greatest twentieth-century authors (Nobel 
Prize, 1934). But no play or novel of his overcame his best known 
work, Six Characters in Search of  

an Author. In the play Pirandello presents imaginary characters who, 
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having materialized in visible shape, force their way into an ongoing 
rehearsal (of a Pirandello play!), and demand to have their story 
enacted. The “six characters” challenge the veracity of the actors, who 
live in a world of pretense and illusion, by presenting “their” allegedly 
superior story, which they claim is “more” tragic than what the actors 
intend to rehearse. The stage space becomes a wres- tling match 
between the “actors” and the “characters,” a battleground of wills 
trying to elbow each other offstage. According to Pirandello, “Mine has 
been a theatre of war. The war revealed the theatre to me: when 
passions were unleashed I made my own creatures suffer these passions 
on the stage.”515 The “war” is between reality and illusion, fought on the 
battlefield of scars, wounds, and anguish. Each play – the actors with 
their play and the six intervening char- acters with theirs – wants to 
“take the stage,” as Francis Ferguson puts it, where “the real actors and 
the director want to take it for their realistic purposes.”516 It is Hegelian 
conflict run amok, with the humor located in a send up of Ibsen-
Shavian dialectical debate.  

We are entering a world of absurdity when the opening stage directions 
note that the actors enter randomly, “about to rehearse a Pirandello 
play” (212). The self- referentiality immediately challenges an 
audience’s preconceived notions of theatre. The concept of realism – 
the objective acceptance of a “reality” that we witness – is no longer on 
stable ground. We are reminded of Pirandello by Pirandello himself, a 
not-uncommon trick of theatre used effectively by Molière and French 
farce. When the “Leading Man” questions the script’s requirement that 
he wear a cook’s cap for the rehearsal (calling it “ridiculous”), the 
Manager retorts, “Ridiculous? Ridiculous? It is my fault if France 
won’t send us any good comedies, and we are reduced to putting on 
Pirandello’s work, where nobody understands anything, and where the 
author plays the fool with us all?” (213). We are moving towards 
Ionesco and the whole edifice of the “theatre of the absurd.”  

Upon the arrival of the “family” unit – Father, Mother, Step-daughter, 
Son, Boy, Child, and Madame Pace, a sort of seventh seal on the six – 
the challenge facing the acting company and its crew is to decipher the 
seriousness of the new arrivals, the truth of their tale, and the balancing 
act between the play intended to be rehearsed, and this new scenario 
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presented by the intruders. They won’t leave the stage until satisfied 
that some author will script their story – that words will somehow 
succeed in matching the pathos and tragedy of their lives. The Father 
makes this point: “But don’t you see that the whole trouble lies here. In 
words, words. Each one of us has within him a whole world of things, 
each man of us his own special world. And how can we ever come to 
an understanding if I put in the words I utter the sense and value of 
things as I see them; when you who listen to me must inevitably 
translate them according to the conception of things each one of you 
has within himself. We think we understand each other, but we never 
really do” (224).  

Andrew Kennedy has remarked that the play casts two conflicting 
orders of experience: “The pain of role-playing in any life, and the 
painful limitations of dramatic art.” Six Characters, he says, “embodies 
not only the paradox of art against life, fixity, and happening. It also 
presents the tension between a play of abundant verbal expression and 
one that is reduced to a photographic fragment.”517 The ongoing tension 
is also between what Umberto Mariani calls an old-fashioned tearjerker 
“typical of bourgeois theater” and the kind of material “that Pirandello 
rejected from the very beginning of his career as a playwright.”518 

Pirandello’s six intruding characters bring with them stories ripped 
from the pages of melodrama: incest of the father with the step-
daughter, the child’s witnessing of the parents’ love-making, and the 
boy’s decision to let his sister drown, prompting his suicide. This 
seems hardly a rejection of melodrama; in fact Pirandello, in his 
“Preface” to the play written a few years after the first production, 
expressed considerable empathy for his six characters, noting that 
“Creatures of my spirit, these six were already living a life which was 
their own and not mine any more, a life which it was not in my power 
any more to deny them.”519  

In Enrico IV (1922), Pirandello explores the concept of madness within 
the backdrop of his ongoing reality-illusion dialectic. Enrico (Henry), 
the play’s protagonist, was injured in a fall from his horse, causing him 
to suffer amnesia for a dozen years. At the time of his injury he and his 
family partook in an elaborate medieval pageant, in which Henry 
assumed the character of Emperor Henry IV (1050–1106), known for 
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his ongoing struggles with Pope Gregory VII. At the time of the injury 
another youth, Tito Belcredi, who was Henry’s rival in love with the 
Marchioness Donna Matilda, poked Henry’s horse, provoking the fall. 
Though at first Henry seemed unharmed, his injury resulted in him 
believing he really was Henry IV. The family humored him until the 
malady passed, yet after twelve years Henry, regaining awareness, 
decides to maintain the mask of his illusion consciously. After eight 
years of this charade, Henry’s flame, Donna Matilda, marries, becomes 
a widow, and is now Belcredi’s mistress. At the start of the play 
Matilda, Belcredi, Doctor Genoni (an “expert” on mental illness), and 
others attend to Henry, suspecting that he is nearly “cured.” For a time 
everyone assumes their roles for Henry, fearful that a sudden 
“awakening” might be detrimental to his health. The party of visitors 
disguise themselves in the appropriate medieval clothes. The Doctor’s 
plan is to dress Matilda’s daughter in the exact clothes Matilda wore 
twenty years ago in an effort to “shock” Henry out of his stupor. The 
ruse fails. Henry inveighs against all those that surround him, clinging 
to his disguise, and calling into question the very idea of a cure.  

In the final act Henry admits to his malady, and admits further that he 
maintained the guise of madness in order to deal with the world. There 
are intimations of autobiography; Pirandello’s wife was 
institutionalized and for  

much of his life he cared for her. But there is more; Pirandello 
characteristically is investigating the nature of madness in the modern, 
and for him, senseless world. Pirandello’s “disassociation of 
sensibilities” is deliberate in light of jealousy and betrayal. Henry has 
turned his madness into art; his costumes, fantasies, and performances 
are his vicarious ways of pitching time backward to medieval 
Romanticism. Evoking Nietzsche, Van Gogh, and Artaud as 
emblematic of artistry and madness, Michel Foucault writes that in 
modernism madness is the moment of truth that both affirms and 
abolishes madness; it is a place of licensed chaos, Nietzschean ludic 
unrestraint: “Nietzsche’s madness – that is, the dissolution of his 
thoughts – is that by which his thought opens out onto the modern 
world.” Foucault does not suggest that madness alone is the key to the 
modern world, but rather, “it means that, through madness, a work that 
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seems to drown in the world, to reveal there its non-sense, and to 
transfigure itself with the features of pathology alone, actually engages 
within itself the world’s time, masters it, and leads it; by the madness 
which interrupts it, a work of art opens a void, a moment of silence, a 
question without answer, provokes a breach without reconciliation 
where the world is forced to question itself.”520 By incorporating history 
as a backward process – by bringing history into the present and the 
present into the past through Henry’s will – Pirandello is using art, 
artifice, and the clash of illusion and reality to create some kind of 
ordered existence in a world in flux. Jerome Mazzaro observes that the 
“absence of a traditional external model of reality for memorial order 
leads to the reliance on a r t i f i c e , a r b i t r a r y, c o n j e c t u r a l , 
a n d m e t a p h o r i c a l m o d e l s , ” t h e s e l f s a m e metaphors of 
Henry’s “character” of Enrico IV that enables him to function, as 
Mazzaro puts it, on “the two dominant metaphors of his day – William 
James’ view of consciousness as a stream and Henri Bergson’s image 
of memory’s integrating process as a kind of telephone switchboard 
operation.”521 The flow of life is interrupted, upended, mocked, turned 
around, and tossed back at us in streams of consciousness made loopy 
and topsy-turvy.  

Pirandello’s work bears the frequent criticism that his one-note theme 
of reality versus illusions is elongated throughout his career. While 
true, his revolutionary work was, at the time, a bold modernist 
usurpation of conventional drama. The “Pirandellean” effect on modern 
drama is to fuse the grave and the absurd, the body blow and the joke, 
the nightmare and the fickle daydream. His plays are flippant, coy, and 
irreverent, while deadly serious simultaneously. Pirandello owes much 
to commedia dell’ arte, with its antic zanies and characteristic feature 
of stereotypic popinjays. Like commedia, Pirandello strips away our 
pretenses and the illusion (delusion, really) of our superiority. But 
ultimately Pirandello’s contributions to modern drama reside in the way 
he fashions consciousness – how we perceive ourselves and our place 
in the world. The affliction of modern consciousness for Pirandello, 
writes Anthony Caputi, “was that it had lost the focus that inherited 
cultural structures had made  

possible for many centuries: it lacked the means to order, define, and 
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regulate the data of experience; the familiar categories, the time-
honored distinctions, the unexamined standards and loyalties that had 
given shape and meaning to experience had been lost. The crisis of 
modern consciousness consisted in its need to discover a new idea of 
itself and of the world, a way to structure itself that would enable it 
once again to derive values coherently.”522  

Pirandello builds on traditional drama’s gravitas – the seriousness of 
dra- matic conflict and emotional upheaval – but adds ludic anarchy to 
highlight the absurdity of our existence. His dramas capture what 
occurs when the ordinary flow of life is interrupted. As he says, we 
might want to “keep coherent all the fictions we create, the condition 
and the status in which we try to establish ourselves,” but “During 
certain stormy moments, inundated by the flow, all our fictitious forms 
collapse ignominiously.”523 This is because for him, the modern world 
has no certainty that pre-modern worlds possessed: “Life is a 
continuous and indistinct flux and has no form beyond that which we 
from time to time give it, infinitely variable and continuously 
changing.”524 Despite humor, Pirandello is pessimistic. For him, reality 
is a false template couched in denial. The cosmos is fractured into 
invisible objects by our limited vision. We move through time, and thus 
our thoughts are time-conscious; but the world is otherwise – 
unknowable and fraught with surprises. We are out-of-joint with nature 
and the universe, and our actions foolishly try to set it right. A similar 
sense of the conflict between conformity and rebellion permeates the 
greatest Spanish dramatist of the modern era.  

Chapter 12 Lyrical Modernism  

Federico García Lorca’s “rural” trilogy of Spanish life comprising 
Blood Wedding (Bodas de Sangre, 1932), Yerma (1934), and The 
House of Bernarda Alba (La Casa de Bernarda Alba, 1936) was deeply 
influenced by his opposition to authoritarianism and his pessimistic 
view of any ability to overcome it. Lorca (1898–1936) was part of the 
“Generation of 27,” a disparate group of Spanish authors brought 
together by a shared dissatisfaction with contemporary Spanish 
literature. While the movement was principally invested in “art for art’s 
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sake” characteristic of modernism, Lorca was also a social crusader 
whose efforts on behalf of the Spanish peasantry ultimately cost him 
his life (he was executed by the Fascists). The Generation of 27 (a 
reference to the three hundredth anniversary of the Spanish poet Luis 
de Góngora) were largely Republicans at odds with the reactionary 
Falange movement, a clash that would inevitably lead to the bloody 
Spanish Civil War.  

While politics and folk culture certainly influenced him, Lorca was 
attracted to the avant garde. “Lorca’s springboard may have been the 
folktales and stories of his childhood,” writes Melia Bensussen, “but by 
his teens he was enthralled by the forces of the avant-garde beginning 
to flourish in 1920s Spain, and particularly by the Surrealists.”525 The 
groundswell of modernist influences that informed Lorca’s work can be 
located in his close friendships with surrealist painter Salvador Dalí and 
filmmaker Luis Buñuel. According to Maria Delgado, Lorca met Dalí 
at Madrid’s Residencia de Estudiantes, “a student boarding house to the 
north side of the city modelled on Oxbridge’s college system.” Lorca 
joined the Residencia in 1918, remaining until 1928 and absorbing “its 
progressive ethos and celebration of the edifying potential of culture.” 
The excitement generated by the Residencia, Delgado maintains, 
proved “seminal to the genesis and evolution” of the “Lorca-Dalí-
Buñuel axis.”526  
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Lorca absorbed the ascendency of modernism in pan-Hispanic art and 
literature. According to Rafael Maya, the psychological influences of 
Zola and the French Naturalists contributed to pan-Hispanic artistry, 
especially Zola’s early works exploring the psychologically damaged 
figures in his plays and novels. However, for the Spanish artists “there 
was a series of psychic phenomena, hidden to classical analysis, that 
constituted profound and permanent modifications in the human 
conscience. No psychologist, nor doctor, nor moralist, had studied, up 
to that time, the infinite forms of boredom, the escapist obsession, the 
inner anguish, manic depressiveness, delight in the artificial and the 
exotic, sentimental aberrations, paralysis of the will, moral agony, 
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erotic sadism, the paradoxical synthesis of mysticism and sensuality, 
the morose predisposition toward persistent daydreaming, etc.,” that 
constituted the focus of Spanish artists at the time.527 Lorca’s work is a 
mixture of psychological realism and poetic expression, a mash-up of 
Freudian modern psychology and avant-gardism in aesthetic practice. 
He uses the foundationalism of realistic-psychological depictions and 
certainty of time and place (especially the colorful locale of rural 
Spain), but releases his drama from an earth-bound naturalism by 
incorporating poetry, song, music, symbolism, and folklore. Lorca was 
a product of Spanish drama’s rich history, with its Golden Age tradition 
(1500–1700) spearheaded by Lope de Vega and Calderón de la Barca. 
From Lope he absorbed the rustic folk poetry of everyday speech, the 
importance of spectacle, and a heightened visual and musical 
supplement to the dramatic dialogue; from Calderón he drew on the 
importance of symbolism, respect for honor, and the ever-looming idea 
of death. But his was a modernist version of these playwrights, 
rejecting Catholicism’s rigidity and drawn to experimentation. The 
main characters in his three major plays are women, because (like 
Ibsen) he saw in the female a resistance to the status quo.  

Blood Wedding, his first success, is a bubbling cauldron of a play, part 
Greek chorus, folk music, dance, symbolism, magic realism, and a 
dynamic mix of romance and spontaneous violence that would 
characterize Lorca’s major dramas. Most importantly it is a play about 
repressed passion, conflicts between desire and tradition, urgent needs 
and social constraints. The play opens on the morning in a room 
“painted yellow,” a foreboding symbol in Spanish culture. When the 
Bridegroom (Novio) enters he sees his Mother, who offers him 
breakfast. He declines and asks for a “knife,” foretelling the dark 
inevitability of the play. His request for the knife is at first benign – he 
will use it to cut and eat grapes in the vineyard where he works – but 
his Mother replies, “Knives, knives. Cursed be all knives, and the 
scoundrel who invented them” (34). Following the funeral of her 
husband and other sons, the Mother fears for the life of her only child. 
The Bridegroom tries to avoid the conversation, but she persists:  

MOTHER: Everything that can close a man’s body. A handsome man, full of young 
life, who goes out to the vineyards or to his own olive groves – his own because 
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he’s inherited them ...  

BRIDEGROOM: (lowering his head) Be quiet. �MOTHER: ... and then that man doesn’t 
come back. Or if he does come back  

it’s for someone to cover him over with a palm leaf or a plate of rock salt so he 
won’t bloat. I don’t know how you dare carry a knife on your body – or how I let 
this serpent (She takes a knife from the kitchen chest) stay in the chest (34–5).  

The darkened mood is offset by folk music, but nothing can offset the 
sexual tension that exists between the Bride (Novia) and Leonardo (the 
only character with a non-symbolic name, he is identified with the 
image of a lion). Though he is already married and the Bride is engaged 
to the Bridegroom, their attraction boils over in Act Two when 
Leonardo says “to burn with desire and keep quiet about it is the 
greatest punishment we can bring on ourselves.” Her passions, too, are 
inflamed: “I can’t listen to you. I can’t listen to your voice. It’s as 
though I’d drunk a bottle of anise and fallen asleep wrapped in a quilt 
of roses. It pulls me along, and I know I’m drowning – but I go on 
down” (60). For Lorca, unbridled passions lead disastrously to a violent 
confrontation between Leonardo and the Bridegroom. Tennessee 
Williams, who owed much to Lorca, wrote in his Notebook of similar 
desires and in a similarly poetic stream of consciousness: “I think 
almost continuously of K. – Memories – dreams – longings – little 
hopes and great desolations – Will he ever come back? Can there – will 
there be someone else? Or will I always be walking around streets at 
night alone. Standing wearily in front of bright windows? Wondering 
where to go, what to do, when only someone I loved could give real 
direction in which to move.”528 The same could be said of the 
Bridegroom, and for Lorca himself. Saturated by conservative 
Catholicism and repression, Lorca’s homosexuality was not merely at 
odds with society, it was potentially lethal. Lorca wrote that the 
“theatre is a school of weeping and of laughter, a rostrum where men 
are free to expose old and equivocal standards of conduct, and explain 
with living examples the eternal norms of the heart and feelings of 
man.”529 This remark expresses his sexual passions bottled up in and by 
an unfriendly culture. In his essay “Theory and Play of the Duende” 
(“Teoría y Juego del Duende,” 1931), the Duende (goblin or demon 
that the artist must confront to claim his or her muse) is a “force not a 
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labor, a struggle not a thought.” It “surges up, inside, from the soles of 
the feet.” It lives “in the veins,” and its meaning is “of the most ancient 
culture of immediate creation.”530 Lorca invests in the poetics of blood 
and land, in the body and soul of his three plays, what he called a 
“trilogia dramâtica de la tierra española” (“dramatic trilogy of the 
Spanish earth”). According to Edward Honig, “Lorca was exploring the 
primitive dramatic structure, the Catholic mass, the tribal ritual,  

and attempting thereby to create a tragic form which might fit the 
modern condition without relinquishing the spontaneity of the 
ancient.”531  

Lorca’s Yerma is, like Blood Wedding, a disassociated sensibility of 
passion and repression, though it, too, moves along the path of its 
central character’s quest for a child. The robust but barren Yerma asks, 
“Why am I childless? Must I be left in the prime of my life taking care 
of little birds, or putting tiny pleated curtains at my little windows?” 
(112). Frustration reaches a crescendo with her husband, Juan, in ways 
reminiscent of Strindberg’s battle of the sexes. But Lorca departs from 
Strindberg in his attempt to capture the peasant folk, their ways and 
manners, their language and passions, similar to Yeats, Synge, and 
O’Casey’s efforts to forge a nationalist theatre. Yerma creates a rustic 
motif through the everyday existence of Yerma, her husband, and the 
peasants. Her fallowness is matched by the spiritual vacuity around her; 
she is trapped in a marriage she never wanted, with a man who does not 
love her, and subsists in a world that shuns her for her shortcoming. 
She sees her fellow women of the town tending to babies, exacerbating 
the emptiness of her life and the narrowness of possibilities. Her 
remark to her husband echoes Nora in a A Doll’s House – “Men get 
other things out of life: their cattle, trees, conversations, but women 
have only their children and the care of their children” (129) – but 
childless, she can neither enjoy the fruits of birth and upbringing nor 
even the possibility of condemning that life. She is trapped in an 
existential void, her desperation coursing through the play. She is 
teeming with desires she cannot hope to satisfy. Lorca is acutely aware 
of how societal expectation, inner passion, and the grueling progression 
of time press against his protagonist’s psyche. We strive after 
happiness, Freud tells us, and what is called happiness “in its narrowest 
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sense comes from the satisfaction – most often instantaneous – of pent-
up needs which have reached great intensity, and by its very nature can 
only be a transitory experience.” By contrast, suffering, he says, 
“comes from three quarters: from our own body, which is destined to 
decay and dissolution, and cannot even dispense with anxiety and pain 
as danger-signals; from the outer world, which can rage against us with 
the most powerful and pitiless forces of destruction; and finally from 
our relations with other men.”532 Yerma’s Freudian sufferings are 
contained in her body, cultural pressures, and relationship with her 
unloving and untrusting husband. In Act Three a drunken Juan accuses 
Yerma of deceit; in her defense, she inveighs against him:  

I won’t let you say another word. Not one word more. You and your people 
imagine you’re the only ones who look out for honor, and you don’t realize my 
people have never had anything to conceal. Come on now. Come near and smell 
my clothes. Come close! See if you can find an odor that’s not yours, that’s not 
from your body. Stand me naked in the middle of the square and spit on me. Do 
what you want with me, since I’m your wife, but take care not to set a man’s name 
in my breast (142).  

The visceral images of body, smells, sweat, odor, and public display of 
passion recalls a rich Spanish folk tradition. As Lorca’s brother 
Francisco García Lorca contends, Yerma raises a “confluence of 
traditional Spanish theatre tendencies” achieved in the congeries of a 
“classic conception, toward which the poet turned his eyes in search for 
simplicity and sobriety. It is already expressed in the very title, Yerma – 
‘barren.’ An invented name, symbolic, univocal, which answers the 
play’s conception in a perfect fashion.”533 Her final act of murder is 
fleshed out logically, sequentially, through the razor- sharp focus of a 
caged character using her rage to release her tension. Though the 
murder of her husband is hardly condoned, Lorca lets Yerma admit her 
guilt by crying to the gathering townspeople, “I’ve killed my son. I 
myself have killed my son!” (153). Yerma has done everything she can 
to conceive a child (elixirs, prayers, counseling from elders), and her 
final act is operatic in its tone and execution.  

Gordon Rogoff contends that Lorca’s The House of Bernarda Alba “is 
an opera without music, and therefore not a good play.”534 I would 
suggest that the play, Lorca’s third in the triptych dealing with rural 
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Spanish life, is good by virtue of its being pseudo-operatic. In the play 
Lorca’s Castilian, peasant earthiness creates operatic feelings that do 
not hesitate to tear a passion to tatters. Bernarda Alba is also the most 
realistic of his oeuvre, what Dennis Klein calls his “tightest work” 
where “not a word is wasted.”535 The play opens with Lorca’s stage 
direction, in “A very white room in Bernarda Alba’s house” (157), and 
this starkness – with everyone dressed in black mourning – 
emblematizes the bleaching of colorful emotions and sexual passions. 
The whiteness of virginity and blackness of mourning reverberates 
throughout the house, where, to borrow Gaston Bachelard’s words, 
“our house is our corner of the world.”536 But this is a corner ruled by 
Bernarda Alba, whom the maid Poncia calls at the beginning of the 
play a “Domineering old tyrant!” (157). Bernarda has five daughters – 
Angustias, Magdalena, Amelia, Martirio, and Adela – ranging in ages 
from thirty-nine to twenty, and each is kept tightly reigned within the 
orbit of the mother’s watchful eye. Though Bernarda makes every 
effort to contain her daughters, the youngest Adela has an affair with 
the husband of the Angustias, Pepe el Romano. Lorca keeps Pepe and 
the affair discreetly offstage, allowing the drama to unfold solely 
amongst the women.  

Bernarda’s very first words to the servants, “Silence!” and “Less 
shrieking and more work” (161), indicate her tyrannical control – but 
also her lack of control. For however much she calls for silence, the 
other characters keep talking, moving, chattering, contesting, battling, 
and defying her. Her world is spiraling out of control, first with the 
death of her husband (the play opens with funeral plans) and then with 
her sexually awakening daughters. She tries to maintain order and 
authority, but her uphill struggle is thwarted on every side by unruly 
off-springs. Many critics view the play as a parallel attack on  

Spain’s rising fascism; Bernarda Alba is indeed authoritarian, a ruthless 
bully who prevents her daughters from romance and marriage to the 
local peasants she considers beneath them. Maria Delgado notes that 
the play “is built on the premise of negation,” revealing “a social 
microcosm representative of a wider body politic” at a time “when the 
country was facing the distinct possibility of a military coup and a 
return to dictatorship.”537 But to see the play solely this way is to miss 
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Lorca’s subtle portraiture of the matriarch and the repression against 
women as a whole. When Amelia says to her sister Martirio that a 
neighbor, Adelaida, was not at the funeral of their father, Martirio 
reports the story of Adelaida’s father and his murder. When Amelia 
asks why he was able to get away with the brutal crime, Martirio says, 
“Because men help each other cover up things like that and no one’s 
able to tell on them” (169). Amelia will later say, “To be born a 
woman’s the worst possible punishment” (185). This story reflects a 
way to consider Bernarda, too. Bernarda, albeit dictatorial, is alone, 
without male support in an unrelenting patriarchal culture and with 
only the inheritance on which to survive. Throughout the play she is 
overbearing to her daughters, servants, and anyone defying her 
authority, but her justification for this behavior is not entirely without 
merit. She must contain her daughters in a world where women’s 
survival depends on restraint. Lorca has doubtlessly created in 
Bernarda a power magistrate who blocks unbridled passions; “The 
white dress, the white coffin, the white virtue, the white death,” writes 
Edward Honig, “are the negative counterparts to the blood-throbbing 
mating of horses, the full-blooded peasant boy fleeing in the forest, and 
the torrents of blood staining the earth in Bodas de Sangre.”538 As much 
as she is brutal, however, Bernarda also knows the price to be paid for a 
woman alone, or a woman dependent on a man’s wages to survive.  

BERNARDA:  

PONCIA (fiercely): BERNARDA:  

I know my destiny! And my daughters! The whorehouse was for a certain woman, 
already dead ... �Bernarda, respect the memory of my mother! �Then don’t plague me 
with your evil thoughts! (192).  

The servant Poncia was born of a prostitute and Bernarda knows the 
limits of women in a patriarchal society. She tenaciously imprisons her 
daughters, forcibly directing them to whom and when they should 
marry. But to see her as a one-dimensional termagant is to miss her 
complexity. “No one’s going to fetch and carry for me,” she proclaims 
(194). Her stubbornness leads to her daughter Adela’s suicide and this 
is unforgivable. But Bernarda also knows her world of men, gossip, 
reputation, honor, and social position; to control she must dig in, 
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despite the cost. The walls she erects, actual and metaphoric, are meant 
to protect her family and keep the land, even if her daughters loathe  

Lyrical Modernism 209  

her. Lorca is not condoning her, but neither is she a caricature of evil. 
Although mean-spirited, Bernarda nonetheless is a prisoner of her 
world, too – a world that shows no mercy. Like her daughters, she is 
trapped in conforming tradi- tions that have been passed down to her 
through centuries of Catholicism and strict social codes. That she 
defends these codes and is defined by them dem- onstrates how tragic 
her disassociated sensibilities are.  

Chapter 13 Sentimental 
Modernism  

In his biographical description of Pirandello, Eric Bentley referred to 
the Italian term “Pirandellismo,” meaning the pervasive influence of 
Pirandello’s theatre on modern drama. For instance, Italian audiences, 
upon seeing Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, conjured the term 
Pirandellismo to indicate Miller’s use of flashbacks and illusion. But 
for Bentley, “An American playwright much more likely to have been 
directly influenced by Pirandello is that avid reader and linguist, 
Thornton Wilder.” Wilder’s interest in commentators and play- within-
a-play motifs “provide a world where reality itself is a maze in which 
we are lost (only a god can see a maze from above, and the gods are 
dead) suggesting that he may have known his Pirandello before writing 
Our Town and The Skin of Our Teeth.”539 In Wilder’s essay “Some 
Thoughts on Playwriting” (keeping Pirandello in mind), he says, “The 
stage is fundamental pretense and it thrives on the acceptance of that 
fact and in the multiplication of additional pretenses. When it tries to 
assert the personages of the action ‘really are,’ really inhabit such and 
such rooms, really suffer such and such emotions, it loses rather than 
gains credibility.”540 Like Pirandello and Lorca, Wilder mixes realism 
and surrealism, naturalism and lyricism, never content with one form or 
the other, but rather freely draws from a disassociated sensibility. 
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Wilder, like Lorca, depicts characters straining against moral codes 
imposed on them. In many ways Wilder is a mixture of two great 
American painters, Norman Rockwell and Jackson Pollock: his folksy 
characters, especially in Our Town (1938), and his sly humor in The 
Skin of Our Teeth (1942), mirror Rockwell’s portraitures of everyday 
Americans at work and play, yet his characters break out of convention 
and, especially in the Stage Manager of Our Town and Sabrina in Skin, 
employ abstract Expressionism and free-flowing form. Wilder 
exemplifies  
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both the Rockwellian desire for safety and security as much as the 
Pollock-like oppositional need for flight and rebellion.  

Above all, memory, in Wilder’s un-regenerating landscape, is often the 
only thing his characters have to get them through the winter of their 
discontent. His characters cling to memory like a lifeline beating back 
their existential void. Wilder, like Pirandello and Lorca, locates threads 
in his plays along the meridian of suspension between the present and 
the past, this world and the dream. His plays live in the liminal 
interstice between certainty and uncertainty, grounded reality of 
everyday life and the otherworldly shadow that hangs above each 
character’s life. The pseudo-narrators are tour guides into lives that 
float rather than run, replete with people searching the past for clues to 
live by that hopelessly fall short of expectations. Wilder’s canny use of 
narrators in these two plays is one of the ways he achieves his breakout 
from realism, but this is hardly the main reason for his folksy 
theatricality. He achieves his balancing act of realism and theatricality 
through the vast changes his characters experience over time, which 
bubble to the surface in forceful rejections of norms and conventions. 
Take Henry’s speech to his father in The Skin of Our Teeth:  

Try what? Living here? – Speaking polite downtown to all the old men like you? 
Standing like a sheep at the street corner until the red light turns green? Being a 
good boy and a good sheep, like all the stinking ideas you get out of your books? 
Oh no. I’ll make a world, and I’ll show you (236).  

For Wilder, there is a chasm between reality and expectation, between 
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life and desire, creating a metaphysical distance where nothing hangs 
together. His characters are attracted and repulsed by each other, 
forcing them to experience an immense willpower to cross the 
landscape that divides them. The ending of Our Town, for instance, is 
successful because of the build up to it, and once we arrive at the 
gravesite Wilder gives us, in piercing simplicity, what it feels like to 
have lived a meaningless life: the sense of utter erasure, notable by the 
graves marking people’s voices, once making noise, now unheard. 
Wilder provides a soundless personal abyss that shrouds his characters 
in an almost heroic stature. They hardly put up a fight against their 
aimlessness and vapidity; in fact, the emptiness is hardly mentioned. 
Yet there it is, just beneath the surface. There is in Wilder an enduring 
charm, despite (or perhaps because of) its lonely sensibility.  

Our Town occurs in Grover’s Corner, New Hampshire, having all the 
earmarks and flavor of a New England town at the beginning of the 
twentieth century; yet it could, with a twist here and there, represent 
any American town at the time. Wilder eliminates much of the scenery 
and props necessitating a realistic stage, thereby giving the play a 
universalism. The play’s time-span runs from 1901 to 1913, and the 
movement of time is an essential facet of the play. The basic plot deals 
with two neighboring households, the Gibbs and Webb  

families, whose lives are routinized and un-dramatic. But the un-
eventfulness is deceptive; the “Daily Life,” as the first act is described, 
proceeds through a single day, fleshing out the poignancy of the 
commonplace, enriched by children doing homework and deliveries of 
milk and newspapers marking the arc of time. There is an underlying 
tension, a sense of foreboding to come, despite the pleasantries. 
Twenty-two characters pass across the stage, interweaving through the 
Gibbs and Webb households, but the main story is the sweet romance 
of the households’ children, George and Emily. At the play’s end Emily 
dies in childbirth after nine years of marriage, and George, who cannot 
see Emily (she, like others, returns from the dead), grieves beside her 
grave. The pathos is marked by Emily’s words.  

EMILY:  
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(In a loud voice to the Stage Manager). I can’t. I can’t go on. Oh! Oh! It goes too 
fast. We don’t have time to look at one another. (She breaks down sobbing. At a 
gesture from the Stage Manager, Mrs. Webb disappears.) I didn’t realize. So all 
that was going on and we never noticed. Take me back – up the hill – to my grave. 
But first one more look. Good-by. Good-by, world. Good-by Grover’s Corner ... 
Mama and Papa. Good-by to clocks ticking ... and Mama’s sunflowers. And food 
and coffee. And new-ironed dresses and hot baths ... and sleeping and waking up. 
Oh, earth, you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you. (She looks toward the 
Stage Manager and asks abruptly, through her tears). Do any human beings 
realize life while they live it? – every, every minute?  

No. (Pause) The saints and poets, maybe – they do some (110).  

STAGE MANAGER:  

Time’s significance runs through Emily’s speech, marking the 
ephemerality of existence. Like the theatre itself, with its fleetingness 
and certainty only in the moments enacted, Wilder is imploring us to 
appreciate life’s delicacies, what Malcolm Goldstein calls Wilder’s 
“belief that the cause of man’s unhap- piness is not his failure to 
achieve or sustain greatness, but his failure to delight in the beauty of 
ordinary existence.”541  

Our Town’s enactment of defiant individualism – characters who 
represent solitary seekers bent on nineteenth-century missionary work – 
which has characterized American exceptionalism for decades, recalls 
the similar “promised land” zeal that Alexis de Tocqueville observed in 
his Democracy in America. Tocqueville marveled at America’s intense 
religiosity, provincial decentralization, and laser-like focus of small 
townships as they managed affairs and organized committees. He was 
impressed by America’s get-up-and-go entrepreneurial spirit and the 
admirable citizenry participating in every crevice of American 
government. Tocqueville particularly noticed this participatory 
democracy in New England, where the New Englander is attracted to 
his township “because  

he sees the township as a free, strong, corporation of which he is part 
and which is worth the trouble of trying to direct.” The township “is 
shaped to form the nucleus of strong attachments, and there is 
meanwhile no rival center close by to attract the hot hearts of ambitious 
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men.”542 But Tocqueville also recognized, likewise Wilder, the stifling 
conformity and uniformity, xenophobia and repressive majority in 
American collectivism that suffocated anything out of the ordinary. For 
all its lip-service to “rugged individualism,” there is in America a 
magnetic force tenaciously beholding to convention and herd mentality, 
with any breakthrough in Our Town requiring herculean effort. Wilder 
is adamant when he says it is not “a speculation about the condition of 
life after death.” Rather, “it is an attempt to find a value above all price 
for the smallest events in our daily life,” where “Each individual’s 
assertion to an absolute reality can only be inner, very inner.”543 The 
bare stage he demands (much like Pirandello and Lorca) is meant to 
strip away theatrical artifice, and for all his heightened theatricality 
(actors talking directly to the audience) his theatre is an attempt to get 
into the mind of the characters and ferret out their desires and fears. 
The characters’ lives intertwine, love and romance pass by, until we are 
met in the third act of Our Town with the specter of death; only then 
can the chains of conformity be broken: “The dead do not turn their 
heads or their eyes to right or left, but they sit in a quiet without 
stiffness. When they speak their tone is matter- of-fact, without 
sentimentality and, above all, without lugubriousness” (87).  

Grover’s Corner is moving steadily albeit trepidatiously into the 
modern age. The characters have moved about in the first two acts 
partly oblivious to the passage of time, and partly swept up by it. Either 
way, they have failed to live their lives fully. At the graveyard the 
Stage Manager informs us that “an awful lot of sorrow has been quieted 
down up here” (89) – the distinct idiom of quaint Americanisms 
located in the phrase “down up” exemplifies localized vernacular found 
here and in Pirandello’s Italian and Lorca’s Spanish, too. Emily comes 
to the graveyard with, as Wilder says, “mounting urgency.” She tries to 
reach out to her parents, who cannot hear her: “Oh, Mama, just look at 
me one minute as though you really saw me. Mama, fourteen years 
have gone by. I’m dead. [...] Mama, just for a moment we’re happy” 
(109).  

These fleeting moments of happiness are an oasis in a play replete with 
cleaning, cooking, knitting, packing, mowing the lawn, delivering 
papers and milk, passing out school paper assignments, singing choral 
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songs – events attentive to every detail, yet avoiding the most important 
detail of all: human bonding. There is little ambiguity in Wilder’s 
work; the avoidances, deflected moments of connections and missed 
opportunities are located squarely in view. The Skin of Our Teeth, a 
cartoonish epic that deconstructs a family’s history from their 
perspective in New Jersey and a wide-angle portrait of the world as it 
rumbled into the post-World War II era of materialism, also comes to a 
melodramatic ending in the third act, where the father and son have 
their dénouement.  

The haltingness and repeating of scenes in The Skin of Our Teeth 
suggests the theatre itself, where the director stops and starts until 
satisfied. But the haltingness comes to a dead stop in Act Three, when 
Antrobus and his recalcitrant son Henry clash in what will become a 
classic father-son conflict in American drama. Here the dialogue has 
virtually no interruptions, ellipses, or unfinished sentences. The clash 
between father and son is classic Freudian psychology, where 
identification with the father arises as the son’s Oedipal complex, Freud 
reminds us, “takes on a hostile coloring and becomes identical with the 
wish to replace his father in regard to his mother.”544 When Henry says, 
“I’m not going to be a part of any peacetime of yours. I’m going a long 
way from here and make my own world that’s fit for a man to live in. 
Where a man can be free, and have a chance, and do what he wants to 
do in his own way” (235), we are in the unequivocal world of Clifford 
Odets and even more Eugene O’Neill and Arthur Miller’s father-son 
relationships. Antrobus marks a clarity and transparency when he ends 
the play with, “We’ve come a long ways. We’ve learned. We’re 
learning. And the steps of our journey are marked for us here” (245). 
Wilder, in much the same way as Clifford Odets, has opened a 
passageway to a conception of modern drama in which the classical 
conflicts of the family will find their strongest voices in American 
drama to come.  

Part V Avant Garde  

The flâneur plays the role of scout in the marketplace Masterpieces are 
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good for the past: they are not good for us.  

In a deleted passage from Franz Kafka’s The Trial – an author who has, 
more than any other, come to symbolize the wrenching sense of 
alienation experienced by encroaching modernization – there is a 
revealing description of awakening:  

As someone said to me – I can’t remember who it was – it is really remarkable 
that when you wake up in the morning you nearly always find everything in 
exactly the same place as the evening before. For when asleep and dreaming you 
are, apparently at least, in an essentially different state from that of wakefulness, 
and therefore, as that man truly said, it requires enormous presence of mind or 
rather quickness of wit, when opening your eyes to seize hold as it were of 
everything in the room at exactly the same place where you had let it go on the 
previous evening. That was why, he said, the moment of waking up was the 
riskiest moment of the day. Once over without deflecting you from your orbit, you 
could take heart of grace for the rest of the day.547  

The conundrum of the modern era can be found right here, in the 
narrator’s absolute befuddlement. The lines drawn capture the 
antinomy not only between awake and asleep, but also between what 
sociologist Max Weber calls the belief in “legitimacy” that occurs with 
routine and order, and dreams that, as both Freud and Jung suggested, 
promote uncertainty, destabilization, and archetypes.548 Dreams 
epitomized for many modern avant-garde artists the  
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– Walter Benjamin545 – Antonin Artaud546  

antithesis of the technological world’s reassuring values. As Benjamin 
noted in the quote above, the modern individual drifts to and from 
illusions and reality, strolling along the marketplace of ideas and 
perceptions, and acting as a “scout” between the borders of dreams and 
fantasies on the one side, and materialism and science on the other. The 
hegemony of bourgeois culture, with its idealization of norms and 
values, was challenged by the modernist avant garde as hardly more 
than jejune perceptions. Civilization, capitalism especially, depends 
upon the balance between commodity and the illusion that “things” 
bring spiritual and emotional fulfillment. For the avant garde, such 
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emphasis not only distorted art, commercializing it to the point of 
eviscerating its impact, it distorted its own purpose and function.  

From approximately 1890 and through the 1930s, the term “avant 
garde” was indelibly associated with rejection of bourgeois morality 
and a self-conscious exploration of new dramatic forms. It surfaces 
with the utopian socialists of the nineteenth century, whose main 
notion, writes Paul Ricoeur, “is the idea of humanity as a formative 
ideal.”549 Its twentieth-century iteration, while still political, was also 
interested in aesthetics, creating new forms of expression. The 
Aristotelian model could no longer contain the ideas expressed in 
modernism; since the content had changed, the form had to as well. But 
how this change would manifest became a subject of debate. Ultimately 
the historical avant garde, Günter Berghaus contends, “was never a 
homogeneous phenomenon, but encompassed a wide range of artists 
who were opposed to the aesthetic and social conventions of their day.” 
No matter how they differed, “the ‘cutting- edge’ of Modernism 
produced genuinely novel and original works of art.”550  

Two overarching strands of the modernist avant garde are a radical 
anti- establishment modernism, which inspired a fringe but meaningful 
excitement amongst artists, and an irrational modernism, which 
surfaced in some cases as a reactionary movement. The former was tied 
to the revolutionary advances of non-linear form (Cubism and 
dissonant music, for instance); the latter fostered a growing 
destabilization and a rejection of scientific rationalism. Both were 
deeply ambivalent about art’s affirmative powers, emphasizing instead 
art’s ability to tell the truth about society’s shortcomings. Following the 
trajectory of the avant garde this section will illustrate the intent of 
several dramatists whose claims to épiter le bourgeoisie remain 
unassailable and whose influence retains their vivacity. For the 
playwrights examined here, sex, robots, farce, and satire were tools in 
the hands of skilled members of the bohemian under-world. Drama for 
them was a means to an end and not an end in itself; their avant-
gardism mixed with their politics, and their satire of the bourgeoisie 
was unrelenting.  
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Chapter 14 Eros and Thanatos  

Friedrich Wilhelm (Frank) Wedekind (1864–1918) and Arthur 
Schnitzler (1862–1931) were radical German and Austrian playwrights 
who shared a dis- tain for bourgeois morality, especially its pretense, 
puffery, and hypocrisy. Both met stubborn resistance to their work 
through censorship and in Wedekind’s case experienced incarceration 
for lèse-majesté. For the Jewish-born Schnitzler in particular, the 
virulent rise of Viennese anti-Semitism during the 1890s was an 
ominous sign of things to come. The breakdown of rational discourse in 
Austria and Germany was fertile ground for a young Viennese artist, 
Adolph Hitler, to develop his social theories. It was in this climate of 
reactionary modernism, rigid Victorian mores, and radical art 
movements that Wedekind and Schnitzler penned their dramas.  

Schnitzler, laryngologist, son of a doctor, and highly educated, was 
influenced by Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams, and had a cordial 
though often strained relationship with the Viennese psychiatrist. Like 
Freud, Schnitzler was affected by the excitement and fears of the times, 
reflected in the disorientation of stable values and inspired by new 
modes of artistic expression. There was, among artists, a search for a 
new language to express the volatile era. Viennese modernism was 
especially vibrant: not only Freud’s discovery of the sexual 
subconscious lurking beneath every motive, but also Otto Wagner and 
Adolf Loos’s romantically playful architecture, Arnold Schoenberg’s 
stimulating anti- waltz, atonal music, and Gustav Klimt’s erotic women 
surrounded by Byzantium mosaic patterns added to the colorful era. 
The bold (indeed over-the-top) stylizations and hothouse eroticism 
would play an important part in Schnitzler’s and Wedekind’s works. 
Schnitzler’s most popular play, Reigen (translated as either Hands 
Around, Round Dance or from Max Ophüls’s 1950 film version, La 
Ronde), chronicles Viennese decadence during the fin de siècle. The 
play  
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was completed in 1897, privately printed in 1900, re-printed in Wiener 
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Verlag in 1903, and first performed in 1920. During the course of its 
history scandal- ridden productions were often closed by anti-Semitic 
attacks (in Vienna, hecklers disrupted performances with stink bombs). 
The play comprises ten scenes, each a two-character sexual assignation, 
with the couples making a complete circle: scene one contains the 
Prostitute and scene ten does as well, creating a pattern of dalliance that 
was highly original for its time. It exposed the disingenuous morality in 
virtually every scene, as characters deceive, feign moral superiority, 
and profess unequivocal love, only to do the same in the next scene of 
extramarital sexual intercourse. Implied, though never stated, is the 
underlying transmission of venereal infection. As a doctor Schnitzler 
was well aware of the rising epidemic of sexually transmitted diseases, 
and also observed the overt and covert ways it was shunned from 
public discourse. The sexual mating game can be perceived as a 
medieval dance of death, where the repeated ritualistic wooing, co-
mingling, and departure make sexuality, as Gail Finney’s anti-Freudian 
analysis claims, “the great leveler.”551  

Not only is the play sexually explicit, with blackout sections 
intermittent within the scenes (except for the last) to connote 
intercourse, the dialogue references sexual behavior as well. Enriched 
by comic timing and psychological wit, J. M. Q. Davies calls the play a 
“sexual daisy-chain or chain-gang through a wide range of society,”552 

with Schnitzler providing class distinctions in the dialogue and 
behavior amidst the sexual peccadilloes. No part of Viennese society 
goes un-lampooned and no character is above reproach. Each is lured 
into their infidelities by their carnality, and each moves to the next 
partner with blithe disregard for any emotional attachments or 
potentially fatal consequences. The characters may extol the virtues of 
love, but their romantic overtures are shallow and transparent. 
According to W. E. Yates, “we see enacted a stripping- away of the 
veneer of conventional respectability, a graphic illustration of the 
discrepancy between social convention and the reality of psychological 
motivation,” with the sordid and comic enactments “symptomatic of 
the general disintegration of values typical of all the period: the 
emotional emptiness of his figures as they search vainly for 
companionship is part of the precarious isolation of the individual 
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which is characteristic of a whole generation.”553 Upper class masters, 
counts, and their wives are ridiculed, but Schnitzler also brings into 
focus the pretenses of a Poet and an Actress, each seeking sexual 
exploitation for professional advancement.  

Like Schnitzler, Wedekind was the son of a doctor in an established 
middle-class society, who also defied middle-class expectations. His 
Frühlings Erwachen (Spring Awakening, 1891) deals with sexual 
promiscuity among three youths: Melchior, Moritz, and Wendla. 
Because of censorship, Spring Awakening took over a decade to 
premiere in 1906, at which point the director Max Reinhardt’s 
production caused riotous opprobrium. Sexuality blossoms  

for each young character, only to have it repressed and punished by 
their elders. A group of provincial-teenage German students first 
discover their sexuality, but through a series of mishaps Wendla dies 
during an abortion, Moritz com- mits suicide after failing his exams, 
and though Melchior survives, he suffers grief and shame. Wedekind 
illustrates the rising temperature of sexual desires right from the start, 
with Wendla questioning in scene one why her mother dresses her in 
heavy clothes during summer. The next follows with this exchange 
between Melchior and Moritz about masturbation:  

MORITZ: Have you already felt it? MELCHIOR: What?�MORITZ: How you said. MELCHIOR: 
The masculine itch? MORITZ: Hn-hm.  

MELCHIOR: Andhow! �MORITZ: Metoo. �MELCHIOR: I’ve been able to for a long time. It’s 
almost a year now. MORITZ: It’s like being struck by lightning.554  

Homosexuality, sadomasochism, and rape are also part of the play, 
subjects that now seem passé but at the time were provocative. Without 
guidance, the adolescents learn sex gropingly, innocently, and 
violently, as in this uncomfortable scene between Melchior and 
Wendla:  

WENDLA: Don’t kiss me, Melchior! Don’t kiss me! �MELCHIOR: Your heart – listen to 
it beating – �WENDLA: You love each other – when you kiss – No, no! �MELCHIOR: O, 
believe me, there’s no such thing as love! It’s all self, all ego.  

I don’t love you anymore than you love me. WENDLA: Don’t! Don’t, Melchior!  
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MELCHIOR: Wendla! �WENDLA: O, Melchior. Don’t, don’t (40).  

For Wedekind, sexual freedom is a kind of utopia, a liberation of the 
body from middle-class restrictions. His view on this altered, however. 
According to Walter Sokel, Wedekind demonstrates his conviction in 
Spring Awakening that “life could be good if restrictions on eros were 
removed,” an opinion he later revised, as he shows in the next plays 
“the conviction that tragedy resides in unappeasable and cruel nature of 
Eros itself, which blots out all hope for a harmonious existence.”555 This 
is certainly true in his Lulu Plays, but Wedekind retains a cynicism 
even in Spring Awakening. As demonstrated in Melchior’s rape of 
Wendla quoted above, the children have learned cruelty from their 
parents and teachers right from the start. For instance, the school’s 
Headmaster  

Sunstroke’s lecture to the faculty (Wedekind’s nomenclature 
“Sunstroke” is meant to be satiric) represents hypocrisy made 
ludicrous, as Sunstroke prose- lytizes against the “epidemic of 
suicides” (51) in his school while demanding that the other teachers 
suffer with the windows closed amidst the stifling heat.  

The caricatures of the faculty are starkly juxtaposed against the three- 
dimensionality of the young. Though Wedekind sympathizes with the 
young, he does not absolve them of wrongdoing. The play is meant to 
indict sexual hypocrisy of the elders, while the flowering of adolescent 
sexuality comes with anguish. Moritz, for instance, is a kind of sexual 
androgyny, both a passive observer of sexuality and a brutalizing 
aggressor. He wants women to submit to his demands, yet punishes 
himself out of shame and guilt, a grim combination of masculine 
sadism and feminine masochism.556 Wedekind also loosened his ties to 
realism with comedic satire in the spirit of Alfred Jarry’s King Ubu, as 
well as investing in the bizarre and macabre. This can be observed at 
the end of the play, marked by the appearance in the graveyard of the 
suicidal Moritz entering “with his head under his arm” (76) as well as 
the Masked Man (played originally by Wedekind himself) as the moral 
voice; Wedekind was seeking to denude the play of any romantic 
ending. The characters enter a “world of hurt,” with maturity bringing 
only more disappointment. Yet the play, despite its grim conclusion, is 
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also meant to be comedic; eros is rendered absurd, a force of nature that 
can neither be controlled emotionally nor suppressed socially. 
Throughout the play Wedekind amplifies his irreverence for school, 
society, and the popular “boulevard” realistic dramas pervasive in 
Europe. Peter Skrine observes that in the context of his other work, 
Spring Awakening is “the ‘adolescent’ prelude to a lifelong exploration 
and dramatization of the forces and impulses which shape the lives of 
human beings and dictate their interactions and relations with each 
other.”557  

Wedekind’s epic drama, held together under the rubric The Lulu Plays, 
consists of Earth Spirit (Erdgeist, 1895, a title derived from Goethe’s 
Faust) and Pandora’s Box (Die Büchse der Pandora, 1902).558 

Wedekind had hoped to create a play stretching over several evenings, 
what he called his “gigantic tragedy,” but the nature of the play’s 
sexual provocation and its unwieldy length forced him to condense the 
two plays into one. The Lulu Plays underwent several incarnations. 
Nevertheless, the underlying theme remained: the epic rise and fall of 
the central character Lulu from poverty, to pseudo- respectable wife of 
a doctor, to a prostitute in a London garret. A surfeit of male 
testosterone in the play illustrates the exploitation of Lulu, as each male 
character turns her into personal fantasies. Lulu, born a street urchin 
with little known past (her suitors call her Nellie, Eva, Mignon, as well 
as Lulu, testifying to her Protean appearance), lives unencumbered by 
bourgeois morality. Her trans- ient upbringing grants her a certain 
freedom which the other characters lack, and this sexual liberation 
entices. Her transcendence of social constrictions makes  

her a “free spirit,” moving from one affair to another without guilt or 
moral conflicts. This freedom makes her not only desirable, but also 
evokes a desire to tame and corral her. At the opening she has been 
taken from the streets by Dr. Schön. He has deemed her his mistress, 
but not his wife; a wife, for him, must be reserved for superior 
upbringing. Lulu instead marries Dr. Goll (or is forced to by Schön), a 
wealthy and impotent physician. Goll commissions Schwarz, the artist, 
to paint a portrait of Lulu. Under Goll’s thumb, Schwarz’s art is 
suffocated, dictated by the art patron Goll’s demands.  
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The opening of Earth Spirit presents Schwarz as marketing his artistic 
abilities and the final scene of Pandora’s Box shows Lulu selling her 
sexuality. This bookending, writes Peter Jelavich, is a cycle that 
“begins with commer- cialization of art and ends with the 
commercialization of sex; the denigration of the spirit and the body 
through the market becomes the overarching theme.” In between, 
Jelavich adds, Wedekind shows “the inability of art to be subjectively 
expressive in any non-distorting fashion.”559 The play also expresses the 
inability of art controlled by men, and particularly men in commerce, to 
define and portray a woman. They may reflect the outer shell, but never 
comprehend her inner experience. Notwithstanding Goethe’s Gretchen 
in Faust, Lulu is one of the most controversial and fascinating female 
figures in German drama prior to Brecht, having been described as a 
woman who spins a web of death, a primi- tive force of nature, and 
Wedekind’s primordial-mythic creation inscrutable to those who lust 
after her. Specifically, Lulu is, in the words of Sol Gittleman, 
“Wedekind’s single most imposing symbol of his fight against 
civilization,” representing “someone totally alien to everyday world of 
reality.”560 In Earth Spirit a strongman carries her onstage to declare:  

She was created for every abuse, �To allure and to poison and seduce, �To murder 
without leaving any trace. �Sweet creature, now keep in your proper place, Not 
foolish not affected nor eccentric, �Even when you fail to please the critic.561  

Present throughout the play is an artist’s portrait of Lulu, a sustaining 
symbol of what she was before her downfall. Lulu’s objectification by 
men is made evident by their worship of her. As each male calls her by 
a diminutive and condescending “pet” name, she becomes actress and 
mistress, passed from one hand to another, providing titillation for the 
doctor, muse for the painter, or victim for Jack the Ripper. Lulu is 
fetishized, commodified, and made available as an objectified being for 
the delectation of men. But who is Lulu? Without a core identity, she is 
a sieve, penumbra, enigma, and repository for commodifi- cation. This 
ambiguity is made evident from the start, as the painter Schwarz  

says at the opening, “I’ve never painted anyone whose facial expression 
changed more often – I was hardly able to fix a single feature” (13). 
She acts out and performs fantasies for the men, but she herself is 
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denied self-definition. When Schwarz tries to pin her down forcefully, 
even violently, her circumlocution eludes fixity.  

SCHWARZ: (Sitting down on the ottoman again). Can you speak the truth? LULU: I 
don’t know. �SCHWARZ: Do you believe in the creator?�LULU: I don’t know.  

SCHWARZ: Is there anything you can swear by?�LULU: I don’t know. Leave me alone. 
You’re mad. SCHWARZ: What do you believe in, then?�LULU: I don’t know. �SCHWARZ: 
Have you no soul, then?�LULU: I don’t know. �SCHWARZ: Have you ever been in 
love?�LULU: I don’t know ... (35–6)  

Lulu embodies disjointed dreams, audacities, unsystematic responses, 
and all manner of evasiveness. Her toxicity infects the men around her: 
in Earth Spirit, her first husband has a stroke; the second cuts his 
throat; and the third she kills after he finds her flirting with his son. She 
reappears in Pandora’s Box after escaping prison, but her power is 
declining. She murders a blackmailer, escapes to London, becomes 
destitute, and is finally slashed by her client, Jack the Ripper. Despite 
her centrality, she is present and absent, made whole and identifiable by 
what she enacts but lacks self-assertion. In Earth Spirit she says, “I 
don’t care in the least what people think of me. I don’t want to be better 
than I am. It suits me” (78). She defends herself to Schön, admonishing 
his timidity and snobbery:  

If you only knew how happy your anger makes me! How proud I am that you will 
do anything to humiliate me! You degrade me as deep as a man can degrade a 
woman, in the hope that then you’ll find it easier to ignore me. But you hurt 
yourself unspeakably by what you just said to me, I can see it in your face. You’re 
almost at the end of your self-control. Go! For your sweet innocent fiancée’s sake, 
leave me alone! In another minute your mood will change and you’ll make another 
scene, one that you won’t find it easy to justify the moment! (80).  

She calls herself “a freak” (91), wields a gun at her suitors, carries on 
affairs just before her marriage, provokes men to suicide, and 
understands herself as an object on the market: “If men have done away 
with themselves for my sake, that doesn’t reduce my value” (101). 
Gerald Izenberg makes the point that “as  

the changing names she is assigned by the men in her life serve to 
show, she is nothing but a screen for their projections.” But as the men 



	 128	

construct and deconstruct her identity made in their imagined sexual 
fantasies, Izenberg contends that Lulu’s “reality is understandably 
kaleidoscopic and contradic- tory,” because of “the psycho-logic of the 
female character produced by the condition in which she is placed.”562 

The condition she is placed in – a male- dominated world – creates 
ineffability. Lulu is manipulative, seductive, deceptive, narcissistic, and 
a calculating femme fatale because her secondary citizenship requires a 
transitory pose if she is to become anything other than a cipher. She 
must “perform” her role as sexual object and try to sustain the attention 
of multiple men as the only means available to her for advancement. 
The portrait of her that travels throughout the play is meant to 
juxtapose the contrasts between the fixity of her identity in the painting 
and the ever-changing nature of her role-playing. Her core features are 
suppressed while her performativity – the mask she dons for men – is 
highlighted. As Judith Butler reminds us, “The normative force of 
performativity – its power to establish what qualifies as ‘being’ – 
works not only through reiteration, but through exclusion as well.” The 
“promise” of Lulu’s identity is nullified, and as a result, “within 
psychoanalytic terms, the impossibility of an identity category to fulfill 
that promise is a consequence of a set of exclusions which found the 
very subjects whose identities such categories are supposed to 
phenomenalize and represent.”563 Any attempt to describe Lulu with 
psychoanalytic tools will fall short because the supposed “core” 
features remain enigmatic out of necessity; she is a complex 
construction of modernist fragments obtained from boulevard farce, 
cabaret, and melodrama – the entities and detritus of male fantasy. Her 
struggle personifies women who, like Hedda Gabler, are made “whole 
and complete” only by male fetish. Lulu is an actress in more than 
profession; her identity is chameleon, talking shape only to satisfy the 
lusts of men, and her only outlet is mystery. Her defiant act is to deny 
certainty, to make herself inscrutable, which, ironically, only adds to 
the men’s need for containment: the more she resists, the tighter the 
noose. Her tragedy is that she cannot win the game she constructs; 
eventually her mystery is only sustainable until exhaustion overtakes 
her. She falls into prostitution as an inevitability and is murdered by the 
ultimate male sadistic abuser, Jack the Ripper.  
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Like the Surrealists, Wedekind not only set out to challenge the 
bourgeois material world, but, in the words of Anna Balakian, the artist 
seeks “to revitalize matter, to resituate the object in relation to 
themselves so that they would no longer be absorbed in their own 
subjectivity.” For surrealists, “instead of abstract- ing the object, 
instead of emptying it of its physical attributes, they decided to add to 
its qualities through the ability to see. A strange identification took 
place between the see-er and the seer.”564 Wedekind, like surrealism, 
adds and simultaneously subtracts to and from Lulu’s identity, 
canceling out each attempt  
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Max Ernst, Approaching Puberty, 1921  

to “know” her by placing her in one alternating situation after another, 
designed to create a cumulative effect. Lulu, in many respects, bears 
the same obje- ctification and mystery associated with Max Ernst’s 
Approaching Puberty (1921).  
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The de-humanization and eroticism examined in Wedekind’s plays and 
the painting by Ernst are explored as metaphors for the coterminous 
relationship between aesthetics and the marketplace. As the youths of 
Spring Awakening are exposed to their sexuality, they are 
simultaneously introduced to brutality as well; and as Lulu’s sexuality 
becomes the source of her demise, the juxtaposition between violence 
and sex is accentuated. Theodor Adorno compares surrealism with 
pornography, where “Breasts that have been cut off, mannequins’ legs 
in silk stockings in the collages – these are the mementos of the objects 
of the partial drives that once aroused the libido.”565 The 
dismemberment, like Lulu’s death at the hands of Jack the Ripper, 
suggests Wedekind’s surrealistic collage – characters ripped from the 
sensational  

journalism of his times are symbolically attached to the depiction of 
Lulu, and likewise in Ernst’s surrealist drawing, the material body is 
torn apart in an eidetic image of pornographic horror and fascination. 
Wedekind experimented with melodrama, epic structuring, and littering 
the end of the play with corpses in the style of a Jacobean grand 
guignol. His adventurism with dramatic form inspired Brecht, who 
would refine epic themes. For Schnitzler and Wedekind, the lure of 
sexuality is inextricably connected with carnality and commodity.  

Chapter 15 Robots and 
Automatons  

In 1896 and again in 1903, the industrial scientist Frederick W. Taylor 
presented papers on manufacturing, impacting the way business re-
conceptualized the work place by breaking down the activities into 
divisions of labor. Using mathematics, he developed a scheme in which 
industrial tasks could be logically structured through the formal utility 
of time and motion: each unit of work was a separate component, 
creating the modern notion of mass consumption and playing a role in 
the formation of modern industrialization. His ideas increased 
productivity and concomitantly the amount of time available for 
consumption, eventuating in Henry Ford’s assembly line 
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manufacturing. Ford applied “Taylorism” in the first auto assembly 
plant. While Taylor and Ford shared the theme of mass assembly, there 
were, according to John Allen, two differences: “whereas Taylor sought 
to organize labor around machinery, Ford sought to eliminate labor by 
machinery”; and while both were concerned with the pace of the work, 
for Taylor, work was “set by the workers themselves or the supervisors, 
whereas for Ford it was set by the machinery, the speed of the assembly 
line.”566 Taylor was interested in the workers’ well-being; Ford sought 
the reduction of workers. The human-machine bond was additionally 
illuminated by the end of the First World War, where artists and 
intellectuals had observed the devastating effects of industrial 
efficiency on the battlefield. The unprecedented carnage of World War 
I (ironically to be outdone in World War II) cast a negative light on 
industrialization. What was at first thought to be a boon to humanity 
became a pact with the devil.  

The assembly line and its critics serve as backdrop to two anti-
establishment dramatists, the Czech Karel Cˇ apek (1890–1938) and the 
American Elmer Rice (1892–1967). Cˇapek’s play, R. U. R. (1921), 
which stands for Rossum’s Universal Robots or Reason’s Universal 
Robots, examines the tyranny of the  
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mechanical world. Robots overtake humans because, as the opening 
stage directions note, the general office has plastered signs saying “Buy 
yourself a Robot! Reason’s Robots – The Cheapest Workers 
Around!”567 Humans are inefficient; robots are cheaper and need less 
maintenance. The term “robot,” derived from the Czech term robota, 
meaning “drudgery,” was created by Cˇ apek and his brother Josef 
(they collaborated on several projects) as a metaphor for automation. 
As the robots in the play gain traction, they seek human attributes. 
Reacting to a debate in London (in which Shaw and the playwright G. 
K. Chesterton participated), Cˇapek wrote: “I wanted to write a 
comedy, partly of science, partly of truth. The old inventor, Mr. 
Rossum (whose name means Mr. Intellect or Mr. Brain), is no more or 
less than a typical representative of the scientific materialism of the last 
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century.” Rossum’s intent is “to prove God unnecessary and 
meaningless,” with robots “the road to industrial production.” 
Following the principles of mass production, Cˇ apek says, “We are in 
the grip of industrialism; this terrible machinery must not stop, for if it 
does it would destroy the lives of thousands. It must, on the contrary, 
go on faster and faster, even though in the process it destroys thousands 
and thousands of other lives.”568  

Almost at the same time as Cˇ apek’s play gained popularity, Elmer 
Rice wrote The Adding Machine (1923). The central character is 
“Zero,” who is, according to Deanna Toten Beard, Rice’s “modern 
American Everyman.”569 A “poor working drudge,” writes Julia 
Walker,570 he is a by-product of the efficient machine, a man who 
fulfills his routine of “adding” and a man-machine who channels his 
energy inwardly. Zero is what Oliver Zunz calls the “middle-level 
managerial stratum,” a product of the spread of corporate bureaucrats. 
Though the American model of corporate bureaucracies departed from 
the general European model of governmental stratums (examined by 
Weber), the American “middle-level corporate managers did follow the 
Weberian bureaucratic model in that these men became specialized, 
adhered to formalized work rules, and advanced in a differential 
hierarchy.”571 Unable to express his desire for his co-worker, Daisy, or 
confront his Boss, Zero’s pent-up frustration is unleashed at the 
moment he is fired. The end of Act One culminates in his termination, 
where the Boss says he has “no other alternative – greatly regret – old 
employee – efficiency – economy – business – business – BUSINESS 
–,” at which point Zero and the Boss face each other in silence, the 
Boss gesticulating but soundless.572  

The Adding Machine, Rice said, is “the case history of one of the slave 
souls who are both the raw material and the product of a mechanized 
society.”573 Mr. Zero murders his Boss, is sentenced to execution, enters 
the afterlife, yet finds that even there life is unsatisfying. Though he 
finds Daisy in Elysian Fields, a pseudo-heavenly place, because Daisy 
has committed suicide, Zero is habitually drawn back to his routines – 
operating an adding machine. In the end he is called back to earth by 
Lieutenant Charles, who orders Zero to leave the mythic adding  
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machines he has come to know. Charles condescendingly tells Zero that 
“If there ever was a soul in the world that was labeled slave it’s yours. 
Why, all the bosses and kings that there ever were have left their 
trademark on your backside” (132). Amidst the grim depictions of 
humans crushed by machines, Cˇapek and Rice find dim hope in human 
possibility. The scenes led by a series of sensory impressions occurring 
towards the ends of their plays – images of hands and souls for Cˇ 
apek, and touching, kissing, and dancing by Rice – demonstrate the 
saving grace of human relationships. But for Rice in particular, the 
protago- nist Zero proves to be not merely a victim of the machine age, 
but as Ronald Wainscott contends, “a despicable, racist, pedestrian 
nonentity whose lot would never change, in part because he was 
incapable of or unwilling to change.”574 In the play, machine and 
humanity merge like DNA – fixed, immobile, and subject to movement 
only through the strings of the corporate puppet-master’s 
manipulations.  

Chapter 16 Farce and Parody  

The Polish Stanislaw Ignacy (“Witkacy” – his self-declared moniker) 
Witkiewicz (1885–1939) and the Russian Vladimir Mayakovsky 
(1893–1930) were playwrights, poets, performance artists, theorists, 
caricaturists, lampooners, demagogues, provocateurs, confirmed 
outsiders, and tireless self-promoters. Both were anti-establishment 
figures, precocious as children, and committed suicide in the face of 
Nazi and Soviet oppression. They emerged during a time of heightened 
experimentation in Polish-Russian theatre, expressing enthusiasm for 
theatre’s political radicalism and provocative possibilities. The Russian 
directors Meyerhold and Tariov, among others, produced plays with 
expressionistic staging and circus acrobatics (Meyerhold’s bio-
mechanics and Tariov Cubist stylization, for example), encouraging 
avant-garde dramas. Russian theatre in particular experienced a rush to 
modernization. In set design, constructivism took hold; and 
theoretically, new ideas issued from several venues. One theorist in 
particular, Fyodor Sologub, advocated a new version of modern drama 
in his 1908 essay “The Theatre of a Single Will.” Following Wagner’s 
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idea of “total work of art,” Sologub maintained that “drama is the 
product of a single concept just as the universe is the product of a 
single creative idea.” Since “fate” is manipulated by the author, his or 
her will should be the driving force. “The only thing that has to be 
performed is the eternal mystery,” for the dramatist is in control of the 
time, place, and action of the scene.575  

It would appear evident that even if they had not directly read his essay, 
Sologub’s ideas influenced Witkiewicz and Meyerhold. Their plays 
reflect the spirit of a “single will.” For Witkiewicz in particular, his 
theory of “Pure Form” combined Sologub’s idea of subjectivism with 
an emphasis on dream-states, potpourris of styles, and non-Euclidian 
fantasy. “What the world of objects and  
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representations is to painting,” he wrote in 1921, “so the world of 
emotions is to music, and conceptual meaning is to poetry and the sense 
of action is to theatre.”576 Action for him didn’t imply linearity, but 
rather whirligig motion and disorienting events. Witkiewicz was a 
colleague of the stage director Jacque Copeau, whose dramas evoked 
dreams and fantasies rather than photo-realism, which Copeau 
considered as little more than a sidebar to journalism. Though 
Witkiewicz was not opposed to realism per se – his plays reflect real 
relation- ships, human experiences, and a heavy dollop of eroticism – 
he added farce and parody to the mix. Parody, especially, was 
important to him: he, like Meyerhold, wanted to mock institutions for 
stifling impulses and interfering with his concept of pure forms. 
“Theatre, like poetry, is a composite art,” he contends, “but it is made 
up of even more elements not intrinsic to it.” It is therefore the 
obligation of the playwright “to create a theatrical idiom capable of 
expressing metaphysical feelings within purely formal dimensions.”577 

His ideal theatre challenges the facile melodrama by admitting other 
arts, but also emphasizing theatre containing its own “purity.” 
According to Daniel Gerould, Witkiewicz’s “Pure Form is a radical 
theory of non-realistic drama, according to which the performers and 
their words, gestures, and actions should serve as sounds, colors and 
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shapes in a total composition rather than as a depiction of the outside 
‘real’ world.” Witkiewicz “wished to free drama from conventional 
psychology and storytelling and give it formal possibilities of modern 
art and music.”578  

Witkiewicz’s dramas mix parody and the fabulistic. The frolicsome 
tone and mock-seriousness in The Madman and the Nun (Wariat i 
zakonnica, 1923) plows relentlessly forward into parody, personified 
by its subtitle “There Is Nothing Bad Which Could Not Turn into 
Something Worse” and dedicated “to all the madmen of the world.” 
The mad poet Walpurg, whose name derives from “Walpurgis Night” 
in Goethe’s Faust, is confined to a “cell for raving maniacs in the 
lunatic asylum, At the Sign of the Jugged Hare.”579 Walpurg is 
imprisoned in a madhouse where the “doctors” attempt to “cure” his 
non- conformity, using a Nun as sexual enticement. Walpurg turns the 
tables and seduces the Nun by expressing his passions – “My soul’s fire 
has burned away my earthly shell,” while his problem lies in the fact 
that his “nerves weren’t strong enough to resist that damnable 
something or other which compelled me to write” (16). Walpurg is 
Witkiewicz’s spokesperson and alter ego – Sologub’s “single will” – 
condemning the automation of society. Walpurg feigns suicide, only to 
reappear as a clean shaven hero whisking away the Nun from the 
institutes of corrupt religion and psychiatry.  

The representation of chaotic and contradictory consciousness in 
Witkiewicz’s plays, Christine Kiebuzinska posits, “reflected an attitude 
that addressed issues of relativity, instability, violence, and 
dehumanization in face of both war and revolution.”580 His plays often 
contain eroticism, specifically male heterosexual cravings: in The 
Cuttlefish (1922), for instance, the play begins with a man and  

a statue as lover, only to be challenged by the human lover. His work 
sometimes demonstrates the puerility of an over-testosteroned 
adolescent, a rambunc- tiousness that comes from sex-starved anxiety 
and experimental drug use rather than political or artistic sophistication; 
and his theory of “pure form” occasionally succumbs to grand guignol. 
But there is no mistaking his attack on the status quo. Witkiewicz often 
paraded the streets of Warsaw in a Harlequin costume in an effort to 
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upset the authorities and mock the bourgeoisie, and his belief in his 
self-proclaimed radicalism never waned. According to Jan Kott, 
“Witkiewicz, like Artaud, was convinced that in societies bored by 
automatiza- tion, art in order to shock must be violent.” As a result, his 
characters “torture themselves physically and mental, indulge in 
gigantic orgies, and use terrifying narcotics,” but in every violent 
incident the events “are always ‘theatrical,’” and the “action is 
spectacular ‘make-believe,’ devoid of credibility.”581 This was because 
the theatre for him was a pure form disconnected from “real life.” He 
became more popular after his death, attracting large audiences during 
the 1960s.  

Mayakovsky wrote two plays, The Bedbug (1929) and The Bathhouse 
(1930), that caused considerable political blowback from the Soviet 
authorities. During his early career as a poet and playwright he was the 
model Communist, receiving the full support of the propaganda 
machine for his pro-Soviet writings. By the end of the 1920s his 
opinions turned, as Stalin’s five year plan (beginning in 1928) ushered 
in brutal repression. In The Bedbug, Mayakovsky creates a carnival 
atmosphere of Soviet life, satirizing its every facet. At a wedding 
banquet, for example, a tipsy owner of residential real estate, Oleg 
Bayan (whose name is also that of a Russian bard), holds forth on the 
fiancé Skripkin (real name being Prisypkin), delaying the proceedings 
because he wants to get married in the presence of the secretary of the 
factory committee. The inebriated Bayan satirically extols the virtues of 
Communism:  

I am happy, most happy, at this given interval of time, of the all-out fight that 
Comrade Skripkin has waged along the way. True enough, somewhere along the 
way he lost his Party card. But on the other hand, he did acquire many govern- 
ment lottery tickets. We have succeeded in harmonizing and coordinating the class 
contradictions and other conflicts between bride and groom. And he who is armed 
with the Marxist view cannot fail to see in this fact, as in the drop of water, so to 
speak, the future happiness of mankind – that which the common people call 
socialism.582  

Like Witkiewicz, Mayakovsky turns to farce, making the groom, 
Prisypkin, a participant in a drunken brawl that inadvertently starts a 
fire. All die except Prisypkin, who falls into water and is frozen for 
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fifty years. Revived in the final scenes, he is, like Witkiewicz’s 
Madman, the subject of professors and scientists  

who experiment on him. Mayakovsky parodies the strict adherence of 
Marxist dogma. When unfrozen, Prisypkin is hospitalized, desperate for 
a drink. The Professor tells him that “Society hopes to bring him up to 
the human level,” but Prisypkin retorts: “To hell with society, and to 
hell with you, too! I never asked you to resurrect me. Freeze me back 
where I was!” (185).  

If Witkiewicz and Mayakovsky use farce to critique the status quo, the 
work of the Swiss playwright Friedrich Dürrenmatt (1921–1990) and 
the Russian- Yiddish author Shloyme Zanvl Rappoport, nom de plume 
S. An-sky (1863– 1920) oscillate from the sublime to the ridiculous. 
Both authors were intellectuals attending to the division between the 
old world and the new, where characters straddle the divide and 
maneuver across its perimeters. An-sky’s most well-known play, The 
Dybbuk (1914), is subtitled “Between Two Worlds” (Der dibek oder 
tsvishn tsvey veltn). Originally written in Russian, translated by the 
author into Yiddish and presented to the Moscow Art Theatre in 1920, 
the play examines the dybbuk phenomenon. The dybbuk, a product of 
Chasidic folklore, is “an agent of dissolution,” confounding “the 
boundaries of the self,” in which, according to Gabriella Safran and 
Stephen Zipperstein, the “living and dead interact in ways 
incomprehensible to modern societies.”583 For An-sky, the play 
concerns the threnody of death and resurrection, religious sanctity and 
blasphemy, and the sacred and the profane. At root is a love story 
between Leah, the daughter of the wealthy Sender, and the 
impoverished Channon. Though they were destined to join in 
matrimony by a pact made by Sender and Channon’s father when they 
were both poor and struggling youths, Sender gained wealth and 
abandoned his promise. When Channon drifts into Sender’s home as a 
visiting Talmudic student, Sender (who does not recognize Channon as 
his friend’s son) ignores his vow and simply dismisses the poor 
Channon as an unacceptable groom. Sender epitomizes the modern 
materialist, using wealth to purchase holiness and heaven. The poor are 
invited to the matrimonial ceremony, only to feast on the crumbs. 
Channon, who dies from a broken heart, returns as a dybbuk invading 
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Leah’s body. No amount of Rabbinical exorcism can extricate his soul 
from her, as Sender’s crimes of inhumanity are, for An-sky, intolerable.  

The play’s setting features Jewish spirituality, especially the Kabala, 
the book of mysticism, which stands as an antithesis to the Talmud, the 
consecrated book of laws. The spiritual sphere in The Dybbuk is 
Chassidism, the Eastern European sect of Jewish spiritualism. The 
origination of Chassidism is bound up with Yiddish culture and 
language; the Diaspora left a people bereft of a homeland, resulting in 
an accentuation of methods and rituals that sought to make Jewish 
culture unique. Kosher versus trayf (non-kosher), Jew versus non-Jew, 
modernism versus spiritualism were some of the factors leading to a 
European Yiddish-keit (“Yiddishness”) as a way of defining Judaism. 
During the middle ages Chassidic Jews experienced two Messianic 
movements that  

held the promise of Zionism. According to An-sky’s friend and 
associate, Chaim Zhitlowsky, both movements “had broken down after 
arousing the most ecstatic hopes in the false Messiah’s pretensions.” As 
a result, the “religious Jew of that period was like a hypochondriac 
living in constant terror lest he forget to take this medicine or that at the 
prescribed moment.”584 Many turned to the Kabala for solace, 
disappointed in Talmudic religious authority. Ultimately the longing 
for direction and re-connection with Judaism drove many towards 
spiritualism.  

The play features the struggle between spirit and law, but it also 
stresses the political. An-sky, a socialist with ties to the Russian 
Revolution, sees the betrayal of Sender as an abandonment of his 
communitarian commitment. In the trial of exorcism, the Rabbis need 
background to purge the dybbuk-demon from Leah’s body. But what 
they find is that Sender violated his commitment. “But you were rich,” 
says Rabbi Samson, “while Nissin’s son [Channon] was poor, and so 
you turned your back on him and went seeking for your daughter a 
bridegroom of high estate and great possessions” (126). Sender broke 
the sacred covenant that binds everyone. For An-sky, Judaism is 
inherently communitarian and socialistic; as Emmanuel Levinas 
contends, and An-sky would likely agree, “Jewish man discovers man 
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before discovering landscapes and towns. He is at home in society 
before being so in a house.” Exiled on earth, Jews find “meaning to the 
earth on the basis of human society.”585 In the play wealth is the manna 
which sets in motion the spiritual world’s rebellion, and nothing can 
restore it until human beings are deemed worthier than prosperity-
seekers and Levinas’s assertions of human relationships are returned.  

“The universe for me is chaos,” wrote Friedrich Dürrenmatt, 
“something monstrous, a riddle of misfortunes which must be accepted 
but before which one must not capitulate.”586 Like An-sky, his play The 
Visit (originally Der Besuch der alten Dame, The Visit of the Elderly 
Lady, 1956) calls into judgment greed and selfishness. A past 
transgression comes back to haunt the prota- gonist and the town. The 
once prosperous but now ramshackled Guellen city (whose name 
means “manure”) awaits the arrival of the millionairess Claire 
Zachanassian. Ill, Claire’s former suitor, is encouraged by the Mayor to 
inform Claire of the town’s demise in the hope that she will donate to 
its coffers. When Claire arrives with her entourage we find her a jig-
saw puzzle of artificial body parts, having endured catastrophes of 
plane wrecks and other mishaps. But what has been most wounded is 
her heart. The town pretentiously pays hom- age to her, without 
remembering that the oil-baroness Claire accumulated her wealth first 
as a prostitute. In order for the town to receive one million pounds, it 
must offer “justice” to Claire, who bore Ill’s illegitimate child. When Ill 
bribed others to claim fatherhood, he stigmatized Claire, who left 
humiliated. Now elderly, she still harbors revenge and will offer to 
donate with this proviso: “A million for Guellen if someone kills 
Alfred Ill.”587 The town and its Mayor  

are appalled, ending Act One with this rebuttal: “Madam Zachanassian: 
You forget, this is Europe. You forget, we are not savages. In the name 
of all citizens of Guellen, I reject your offer; and I reject it in the name 
of humanity. We would rather have poverty than blood on our hands.” 
After huge applause, Clair replies: “I’ll wait” (39).  

The coup de théâtre that ends the act leads inevitably to wavering 
doubt in Act Two. Policeman, Mayor, Priest, and even Ill’s own family 
begin to consider alternative options. In a revealing passage in Act 
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Three, the Schoolmaster confesses the encroaching avarice that has 
overtaken him, symbolizing European attraction to fascism that had 
occurred several decades before: “They will kill you,” the 
Schoolmaster warns Ill. “I’ve known it from the beginning and you’ve 
known it too for a long time, even if no one else in Guellen wants to 
admit it. The temptation is too great and our poverty is too wretched. 
But I know something else. I shall take part in it. I can feel myself 
slowly becoming a murderer. My faith in humanity is powerless to stop 
it. And because I know all this, I have also become a sot” (77).  

The dramatists in this section shed light on modernism’s conformity, its 
baggage of societal cohesion and willingness to capitulate. The 
playwrights demonstrate the level characters will descend in order to 
obtain the goods of the fashionable marketplace. For every façade of 
civilization there lies beneath sycophants, unhesitatingly quick to rush 
in and snare the remains of the spirit – and no playwright understood 
the craven desire for survival at any cost more than the next to be 
examined.  

Part VI Epic Modernism  

Chapter 17 Gaming the System  

He made suggestions/We carried them out. Such an inscription would/ 
Honor us all.  

– Bertolt Brecht588  

In Steven Spielberg’s 1998 film Saving Private Ryan, the protagonist, 
played by the American everyman Tom Hanks, shoulders the burden of 
saving his brother-in-arms, Private Ryan (Matt Damon). We know 
from the beginning that Ryan’s three brothers lost their lives. Hanks, 
having stormed the beachhead at Normandy, is immediately and 
without rest assigned to find Ryan, who has parachuted behind enemy 
lines. Hanks’s goal is to bring him home alive. The War Department is 
reluctant to let Ryan’s mother suffer another loss. Hanks and his unit 
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fill the audience with a sense of hard-won redemption; their assignment 
is harrowing yet noble; and when they finally discover Ryan the effort 
to get there has been costly: lives lost, nerves frayed, Hanks’s authority 
challenged, and the point of the mission itself called into question by 
the beleaguered troops. Why rescue one man at the cost of others 
becomes the moral conundrum. When Hanks and his comrades 
serendipitously run into Ryan, he and his small unit are defending a 
bridge where the Germans plan their counterattack. Informed of his 
brothers’ deaths, Ryan decides to stay with his unit and defend the 
bridge. In typical heroic fashion, he says: “Tell my mother that these 
are my only brothers now. She’ll understand.” Even if Hanks’s unit 
combines with Ryan’s, they are hopelessly outnumbered against a 
massive German counterassault. In the critical scene, Hanks and his 
Sergeant (Tom Sizemore) consider their options: stay or leave. The 
scene is shot in an upward angle, casting Hanks and Sizemore in heroic 
light. When the decision to stay with Ryan leads to their deaths, we 
believe Ryan will live up to Hank’s  
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expectations, demonstrating that their sacrifice was worthwhile. Ryan 
will rise to the occasion and our belief in him is assured because we’d 
rather have this outcome than confront institutions that, in reality, 
disappoint. Heroism takes on mythic and theological implications; it 
removes us from reality and demonstrates the potential for human 
beatification. Hanks is endowed with martyrdom, the quiet and 
unassuming Captain dutifully fulfilling his orders, and creates an 
unequivocal empathy for his mission. As a genre, war stories are 
concerned with the spectaculars of heroic death: dying is narrated as 
either ennobling or a necessary counterweight to the recklessness of 
statesmen who facilitate groundless conflicts. Either way, the emotions 
of war narratives confirm the myth that war brings out the best in us.  

Had Bertolt Brecht written the story, escape would have occurred, 
because for Brecht war brings out the worst in us. War is hardly 
ennobling or moral; it is corrupt and rapacious, triggering selfishness 
and survival. For Brecht war has no “good intentions” because war’s 
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brutality turns everyone into greedy survivors and decidedly un-
empathetic. Comparing Spielberg and Brecht illustrates the 
fundamental meaning of Brecht’s modern drama – how it stands apart 
from conventional narratives and cuts against the grain of assumptions. 
In Brecht’s early works as well as his four major plays – Mother 
Courage and Her Children, The Life of Galileo, The Good Person of 
Szechwan, and The Caucasian Chalk Circle – plots hinge on similar 
life-and-death decisions.589 But with Brecht, entirely different outcomes 
are drawn, depicting cowardice rather than sacrifice, denial rather than 
acceptance, and rejection rather than comradeship. In each case 
Brecht’s protagonists choose to “save their own skin” rather than fall 
on the sword, and the very idea of an alternative “choice” is one of 
Brecht’s significant contributions to modern drama. As Richard Gilman 
contends, “it was Bertolt Brecht’s greatest intellectual achievement, the 
fulfillment of his belief in the dramatist as a species of philosopher, to 
have placed the problem of choice – or rather, the fact that we have 
difficulty being conscious of it – at the center of his late plays.”590 His 
plays investigate choices made by protagonists under capitalism and 
authoritarianism that are anti-romantic and survival-oriented because in 
every case his protagonists “game” the establishment – maneuvering, 
outfoxing, and outwitting a perfidious system that offers no other 
rational alternative.  

The Caucasian Chalk Circle exemplifies this “gaming”: it is based on a 
Chinese fable and turns on the same kind of plot-test that occupies the 
Biblical tale of King Solomon. The Governor’s Wife, an omnivorous, 
nouveau-riche vulgarian, inadvertently leaves her baby boy at the 
moment of civil unrest. The servant Grusha, the central character of the 
play’s first half (the wily survivor Azdak commands the second), takes 
the child and struggles with it across a war-torn terrain. In the end, 
Azdak presides over the trial to determine whether Grusha or the 
Governor’s Wife is the “authentic” mother. Azdak bases his decision 
on a tug-of-war: each is to grab an arm and pull. “I’ll make a test,”  

he says, and orders a chalk circle to be drawn on the floor. He then 
commands the two mothers, Grusha and the Governor’s Wife, to take 
positions on the edges of the circle. “Now each of you take the child by 
a hand. The true mother is she who has the strength to pull the child out 
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of the circle, towards herself.”591 Grusha “denies” motherhood (an act 
that will also reoccur in Mother Courage) because to continue to “pull” 
will rip the child apart. Azdak asks them to pull again, and again 
Grusha lets go: “I’ve brought him up!,” she cries, “Am I to tear him to 
pieces? I can’t do it!” (95). Azdak rewards Grusha the child and a 
parable is learned: justice is served not by predictable blood-ties but by 
counter-intuitive rationale. An anti-heroic choice to abandon the child 
is rewarded on the basis of survival, not sacrifice.  

Bertolt (Eugene Berthold Fredrich) Brecht (1898–1956) was born into 
a middle class family of manufacturers. As with many German authors 
and artists of the first-half-of-the-twentieth-century generation, three 
formative experiences influenced his dramas: World War I (1914–
1918), the Weimar period (1919–1933), and the Nazi reign of terror 
(1933–1945). At the end of World War I Brecht emerged as a medical 
orderly physically unscathed but psychically scarred. The bloodshed 
unleashed during the war exposed him to the folly of Teutonic hype: 
German jingoism contrasted with the desolation in the trenches and the 
obliterating firepower of modern weaponry. After the war he lived 
through the 1920s, a terrifying period in German history. In charge was 
the befuddled Weimar Republic attempting to lead a country reeling 
from the demands of war reparations, rampant inflation, and violent 
political upheaval. Revolutions from the left and right, attempted coups 
and assassi- nations, and street brawls between Communists and 
Fascists, occurred regularly. But the period’s destabilization had the 
advantage of a government too preoccupied to censor the arts or social 
life. As a consequence, from 1918 till Nazi takeover in 1933, Germany 
experienced unprecedented social and artistic freedom, making Berlin, 
along with New York, Paris, and Shanghai, the most culturally 
advanced and exciting city in the world. It was the epicenter of 
modernism, where art, film, theatre, literature, fashion, design, 
architecture, and the visual arts not only thrived but broke new ground. 
The art scene in Berlin merged with underground cabarets, salons, and 
nightclubs; Expressionism flourished; adventurous filmmakers created 
innovative breakthroughs; American jazz and classical music could be 
heard on the same streets; and Weimar’s porous strata of demimonde 
and intelligentsia rubbed elbows. It was a brief but thrilling period 
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where restrictions on homosexuality were virtually nil, women made 
strides, and modernist ideas such as Bauhaus architecture, New 
Objectivity, and Dadaism arose.  

All this came to an abrupt halt with Nazism. Brecht, from that point on, 
was an outcast on the run. For the Nazis this Marxist playwright and 
radical anti- war activist was their public enemy number one. In every 
play from 1933  

onward some aspect of authoritarianism is challenged. Empathy for 
National Socialism became Brecht’s foremost target. Amidst this 
backdrop is probably the single most important modern dramatist; I say 
“probably,” because Brecht was also suspect. He wrote dozens of plays, 
musicals, poems, and theoretical treatises – not all of them original. 
Some of his works are open to allegations of plagiarism.592 His plays are 
dynamic and gripping satires of war and totalitarianism; he symbolized 
a powerfully defiant iconoclasm in the face of Nazi brutality; and he 
was a stalwart opponent of authoritarianism. But he was also 
duplicitous in his individual dealings and an opportunist, and many of 
his characters exhibit the same traits. He exploited his wives and lovers 
– Ruth Berlau, Margarete Steffin, Elisabeth Hauptmann, and Helene 
Weigel – using them as translators, adaptors of plays, and personal 
advocates. Even amongst fellow Marxists he was deemed arrogant and 
disdainful; Eric Bentley wrote that many “leading critics and academics 
of East Germany” had “no trouble at all explaining What is Wrong 
With Brecht from ‘the Marxist viewpoint.’ ‘For one thing,’ said one of 
them, a rival Communist playwright, ‘he thinks no one but him 
understands Marx.’”593 Still, he is situated historically at the midpoint of 
modern drama, and his enormous influence is unassailable.  

Early Work  

Brecht’s early plays and poems were concerned with an existential-
nihilistic view of the world. He was influenced by Rimbaud’s poetry 
and his characters are infused with criminals and bohemians, 
expressing sensuality, bisexuality, nature, and art. Expressionism was 
in vogue, and its influence on Brecht, though peripherally, can be 
observed in his plays’ free-wheeling style. All of Brecht’s plays before 
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his first commercial success, The Threepenny Opera in 1929, 
investigate morbid decay in human relations and an iconoclast’s 
mistrust for authority. His first play, Baal (1919), is an episodic journey 
of a disreputable but charismatic bohemian who has sexual intercourse 
with women of various economic stations, murders his male lover in a 
jealous fit, and is known to write poetry. Written as a semi-roman a 
clef, it documents Brecht’s early life as a renegade street-singer in the 
style of Frank Wedekind (whom Brecht knew and admired). But 
Brecht, at an early age, shifts into what Hanns Otto Münsterer calls an 
“unadulterated enthusiasm towards a growing awareness of the pain 
and suffering involved in war, and thence to a criticism and even 
outright condemnation of the conflict.”594 Drums in the Night and Man 
is Man are fierce anti-war plays, and In the Jungle of the Cities is anti-
authoritarian. By the end of the 1920s, under the tutelage of Karl 
Korsch, Brecht began to take up Marxism. According to John Willett, it 
was the Wall Street collapse unleashing economic chaos that marked 
the “pivotal point for Brecht, and with  

it he became not just a political writer but a deviser of new forms of 
committed art and an exceptionally consistent believer in the primacy 
of politics.”595 But even in his early works we can observe his nascent 
political themes.  

Brecht rejected characters as victims and was strongly antithetical to 
the idea that society must accept as unchangeable poverty and social 
injustice. He opposed plays that envisioned a way out of poverty for 
certain lucky individuals if only the right heroic person steps forward, 
and recoiled against those that said little or nothing about how the 
conditions of poverty first materialize. He saw too many plays that 
shared the common ground of optimism yet were devoid of the roots of 
injustice. Rather, he wanted drama to cast a critical view on society. He 
opposed, more than anything else, sentimentality; a happy ending 
sugarcoated by gallant virtue. Overcoming adversity by dint of 
charitable virtuosity and individual bravery was for Brecht a canard. 
For him, dramas of heroism share a blind spot: individuals cannot 
affect the fate of the world.  

Brecht and Theory  
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Though his theories were yet to take formal shape, Brecht’s early 
writings reveal his inclination toward the political. His second play, 
Drums in the Night, is the story of a soldier returning home from World 
War I, having spent time in a prison camp. His arrival home at first 
instigates radicals towards revolu- tionary activity; they are inspired by 
his plight and by his story of having lost the woman of his dreams. Yet 
at the moment the radicals are ready to fight, the hero decides against 
joining them. Brecht wrote the following in his diary: “the play’s 
strong, healthy, un-tragic ending, which it had from the outset and for 
the sake of which it was written, is the only possible ending; anything 
else is too easy a way out, a feeble concoction, a concession to 
Romanticism. Here is a man apparently at an emotional climax, making 
a complete volte-face; he tosses all passion aside, tells his followers and 
admirers to stuff it, then goes home to the woman for whose sake he 
created the whole moral fuss. Bed as final curtain. To hell with ideas, to 
hell with duty!”596 This choice, based on counter- intuitiveness and 
upending conventional expectations, would later be known as Brecht’s 
Verfremdungseffekt – “estrangement effect” or “making strange.”  

Verfremdungseffekt derives in part from the Russian “Formalist” 
device, introduced in 1917 by the literary critic Victor Shklovsky, 
known as ostranenie – variously translated as “defamiliarization,” 
“alienation effect,” or “estrange- ment” – which spawned a modern 
literary movement. Literary forms eventually ossify into clichés; it was 
the task of ostranenie to expose the forms as calcified relics of the past 
by showing readers and audiences how habitual they have become and 
how routinely we accept them as “fact.” The “war brings out the best in 
us,” for instance, is stylistically accepted as a way of thinking – and for 
Brecht this  

received wisdom needed a metaphysical facelift; instead of men and 
women preparing to die for a cause that is just or otherwise, he gives us 
human frailty and survival instinct. People in Brecht’s plays do not 
chose the predictable, but rather do the opposite; in order to understand 
this, it is necessary for the play- wright and the production to create a 
contradictory way of looking at things. “To alienate an event or a 
character,” he says, is simply to take what “is obvi- ous, known, 
evident and produce surprise and curiosity out of it.” The results of this 
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process, he claims, achieves “the fact that the spectator need no longer 
see the human beings presented on the stage as being unchangeable, 
unadapt- able, and handed over helplessly to fate. What he sees is that 
this human being is thus and so because conditions are thus and so. 
And conditions are thus and so because human beings are thus and 
so.”597 Theatre must instigate change by showing us “context” – the 
multiple situations and circumstances that inform actions. His shift in 
emphasis is from the psychological to the sociological; it is 
Stanislavsky’s theatre but from social, not personal, motivation. 
According to Stephen Eric Bronner, Brecht “detested irrationalism, 
prided himself on his ‘realism,’ conceived of his work as part of the 
attempt to transform the existing order, and was always concerned with 
keeping close ties to the Communist Party.”598 Brecht doesn’t abandon 
traditional methods of realistic presentation (as many scholars would 
have it); his plays still tell a gripping story in linear, traditional fashion. 
But while he uses the theatre of illusion, he demands what Werner 
Hecht calls “a greater intellectual concern, a message with multiple 
meanings, and a greater use of mime and gesture.”599 He wants a 
modern thea- tre in line with modern complexity.  

First and foremost, writes Martin Esslin, Brecht “was a rebel. The 
Brechtian theatre can be understood only in the light of what he 
rebelled against: the theatre as he found it in Germany around 1920 and 
as it still remains in many parts of the world to this day – a theatre in 
which bombastic productions of the classics alternate with empty 
photographic replicas of everyday life, whether in melodrama or 
drawing room comedy; a theatre that oscillates between emotional 
uplift and after-dinner entertainment.”600 Rather than the histrionics 
associated with expressionism, or the photo reproduction of hyper-
naturalism, Brecht culled out a style he called “epic theatre.” Epic 
theatre is a conglomeration of several sources: German agitprop 
theatre, the music hall-cabarets of Frank Wedekind and Karl Valentin; 
the staging by the German director Piscator; Asian theatre techniques 
(especially the actor Mei Lin-fang); silent film (the Russian director 
Sergei Eisenstein and the American Charlie Chaplin, in particular); 
Marxist dialectics; and Elizabethan dramaturgical structure (episodic 
rather than continuity). Epic theatre makes use of the narrator as a 
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function to explicate the story’s proceedings, and breaks up the plot’s 
stream- of-consciousness flow. For Brecht, episodes are joined together 
so that a break in the action is evident; dissonant music is particularly 
important, inserted  

throughout his plays as a means of cooling down heated emotions 
arising from previous scenes. He opposed Wagner’s “total work of art” 
(one guiding hand engineering emotions) and the imposition of a 
leitmotif in the music to underscore a theme. Instead, music should 
work against the grain, exposing the manipulative-forward tug of the 
action. He says: “As we cannot invite the audience to fling itself into 
the story as if it were a river and let itself be carried vaguely hither and 
thither, the individual episodes have to be knotted together in such a 
way that the knots are easily noticed. The episodes must not succeed 
one another indistinguishably but must give us a chance to interpose 
our judgment.”601 Brecht didn’t want audiences to “gape” mindlessly or 
go into a trance in seeing events onstage; they should be appalled, 
moved to active engagement rather than passive acceptance. He wanted 
audiences to look at events with a critical eye, not in order to empathize 
with the protagonist (which he felt subdues active engagement), but to 
observe the actions and consider their motives and ramifications. 
Frederic Ewen explains that “Brecht viewed the theatre as an entity, not 
the least important element of which was constituted by the audience. 
He believed it necessary to develop the art of the spectator, no less than 
that of the writer or actor. He regarded the audience as a ‘producer,’ 
and its share in the theatre as of great importance.”602  

While a great deal of his theories of drama and theatricality have been 
either rejected as unusable or are now taken for granted in mainstream 
practice, his key ideas inform his plays. The objective of any play 
should be to transform society and to subject ideology and authority to 
careful scrutiny. Epic theatre, Brecht says, “must report,”603 by which he 
means theatre must demonstrate the contradictions occurring in the 
world, the various sides to each argument, so that audiences can discern 
what decision best leads to justice, progress, and equality. In his 
debates with other aesthetic thinkers, he articulates this “reportage” 
idea when describing “realism.” Realistic theatre, he says, “means 
discovering the causal complexes of society/unmasking the prevailing 
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view of things as the view of those in power/writing from the 
standpoint of the class which offers the broadest solutions for the 
pressing difficulties in which human society is caught up/emphasizing 
the element of development/making possible the concrete, and making 
possible abstractions from it.”604 Realism for Brecht was not something 
static but malleable, subject to changing circumstances and reflective of 
a constantly evolving reality. Brecht wanted to see what was 
underneath events, what made them the way they are, and how they can 
be adjusted. Oppressive regimes do not oppress in the same way every 
time; the point of playwriting was rewriting – exposing new methods of 
subjugation as they surface. Realistic theatre, he maintained, should 
reveal the fundamental trends and necessary connections which are 
often deeply hidden beneath deceptive appearances, but which are 
vitally important for a real comprehension of human motivations and 
actions in various historical circumstances.  

Brecht was dissatisfied with naturalism and the avant garde. Naturalism 
merely reproduces facsimiles of reality and takes for granted human 
actions; it fails to uncover the contradictions underneath events. The 
avant garde undermines social change by dehumanizing people into 
abstract forms. The avant garde defeats itself by accepting the false 
alternative of abstraction as the only possible expression. Brecht agreed 
for the most part with the avant garde’s efforts to break the hold of 
conventionalized, nineteenth-century modes of perception; he likewise 
wanted to shake audiences out of their stupor in order to make them 
conscious of an increasingly complex world. He challenges audiences 
to rethink their perceptions and disturb their complacency by 
demonstrating that reality is not reality as perceived and structured by 
bourgeois consciousness; underneath lies a realm of dynamic 
interrelations and patterns alien to liberal bourgeois humanism or the 
classical concept of order. But rather than make the events mysterious 
and opaque as the avant-gardists would have it, Brecht wanted greater 
transparency. According to Nicholas Abercrombie, Scott Lash, and 
Brian Longhurst, Brecht’s goal “is to make the nature of the world 
clear, to reach a deeper truth and ‘expose’ reality,” but not by 
presenting “a view of everyday life or a world that is plausible in 
everyday terms.” Rather, “the author’s hand and the production process 
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are revealed, encouraging speculation on the construction of the 
drama.”605 Brecht often chose historical situations and used the events 
as a way to organize the material compellingly. Historical insights for 
Brecht, writes Astrid Oesmann, “depends on what Brecht calls 
zusammenfassen (to gather together; to summarize), the recognition 
that coherent narratives can only be created when imposed upon a 
chaos of historical reality.” What Brecht was after, Oesmann says, “is a 
reorganization of the production and perception of history, and he seeks 
to replace the traditional narratives of character and events with a 
theatrical presentation that focuses on inconsistencies and 
contradictions.”606  

For Brecht, theatre is the locale for pleasure and didacticism, 
entertainment and discovery; learning for Brecht is not antithetical to 
enjoyment. Too often his plays are presented as sterile, bloodless 
lessons; this was never his intent. He wanted very much to entertain, 
amuse, and create vivid theatrical productions. Brecht opposed 
empathy, creating a situation where the audience identifies with the 
protagonist; but this did not mean he opposed any connection to 
individuals. He took aim at empathy because he felt empathy was ill-
equipped to foster social and political insights. We ought to keep in 
mind that empathy was a key tool used by Hitler and, in large measure, 
developed along the lines of Richard Wagner’s “total work of art” 
(Gesamstkunstwerk). Hitler used emotional connections as a way of 
intoning a bond with his audiences; he was the consummate rabble-
rouser, depicting himself as the victim of oppression when in fact it 
was the other way around. This is Brecht’s Platonic point: we are 
deceived by empathy and emotionalism because, in the hands of a 
charismatic speaker, it can veil the truth and disguise intentions.  

The whole spirit of emotionalism in art and theatre was a particularly 
German preoccupation; the Strum und Drang (Storm and Stress) period 
of the late eighteenth century, the early-nineteenth-century Romantic 
emphasis on instinct, Wagner’s stirring leitmotifs of musical 
undercurrents, and the Expressionist shrill and histrionic demands for 
the Shrei (cry), are some of the major manifestations of emotionalism 
in German art. German aesthetics oscillate from pro to anti-
emotionalism, and Brecht was part of this theoretical debate. For 
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Brecht, fascism and emotionalism are intimately bound: the vivid mass 
assemblies of the Nazis and the Führerkult – the unequivocal following 
of the “leader” – was, for Brecht, a “grotesque emphasis on the 
emotional” and “the deterioration of Marxist teachings” that prompted 
him to stress “more forceful emphasis on the rational.”607 Brecht 
satirizes Hitler in his play The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, where the 
protagonist rises to power through his ability to cull out empathy 
amongst the masses (a particularly insightful scene is where Ui takes 
acting lessons and learns how to use body language to evoke empathy). 
Brecht was skeptical of empathy in general; he viewed the Wagnerian 
opera as an intoxicating narcotic, leaving audiences in a catatonic state 
of inertia. Brecht’s friend Walter Benjamin posited that “Brecht’s 
drama eliminated the Aristotelian catharsis, the purging of the emotions 
through empathy with the stirring fate of the hero,”608 because for 
Brecht empathy was the one emotion that kept audiences from 
deciphering how events and situations came to be. In empathetic 
theatre, he says, “The spectator was no longer in any way allowed to 
submit to an experience uncritically (and without practical 
consequences) by means of simple empathy with the characters in a 
play.” Empathy leads us to believe that human suffering is natural; he 
wanted audiences to see suffering as startlingly unnatural and thus 
unacceptable. Using Aristotle as a sounding board to reflect his 
theories, Brecht compared dramatic and epic theatre. In the dramatic 
theatre, the spectator says, “Yes, I have felt this way too – Just like me 
– It’s only natural – It’ll never change – The sufferings of this man 
appall me, because they are inescapable.” In epic theatre, the spectator 
says, “I’d never have thought it – That’s not the way – That’s 
extraordinary, hardly believable – It’s got to stop – The sufferings of 
this man appall me, because they are unnecessary.”609 In his study of 
Brecht’s theories, John White raises the critical point that the difference 
between dramatic and epic theatre is “not absolute antithesis but merely 
shifts in emphasis.”610 Too often the differences are accentuated, 
missing the point of Brecht’s desire to use the precepts of Aristotle but 
bringing them in line with the modern age.  

Brecht is realistic, but not in the way Shaw and Ibsen were. He wanted 
audiences to be alert, not passive, seeing everything and aware of all 
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the contradictions invested in the theatrical experience. “It is also a 
reality that you are sitting in a theatre,” he says, “and not with your 
eyes glued to a keyhole. How can it be realistic to try and gloss this 
over?”611 Changing the concept of  

realism from a nineteenth-century mode of depicting objective 
conditions actually keeps the “real” at bay. As a Marxist, he was 
concerned with the “means of production” – how the play is delivered 
is as important as what it says. For Brecht, naturalism’s omniscience 
was just as suspect as expressionism’s histrionics. Seeking greater 
authenticity, Brecht writes from a position of undefended intimacy with 
his subject, excruciatingly responsive to the complexities of what they 
encounter, as if every spasmodic rhythm of war or violence creates the 
choppy surfaces of his dramatic (epic) structure. His plays are counter-
intuitive, designed to forestall melodramatic emotionalism and block 
sentimentality. Two ideas stimulated his imagination: montage, which 
he borrowed from film, and contradictions, which he drew from 
Marxist dialectics. Both would, he felt, inspire relevant change.  

Montage – the use of juxtaposing images simultaneously – can 
adequately reflect a world overtaken by fragmentation and rupture. The 
give-and-take of history, theology, economy, and epistemology 
produces a consistently shifting foundation; theatre should reflect this 
accurately by juxtaposing different images and emotions one-against-
the-other. Brecht in some ways was like Strindberg, believing that we 
lack a coherent identity; we are the product of economic or theological 
pressures. According to T. W. H. Metscher, “What Brecht was mainly 
concerned with were individual historical situations and the behavior of 
particular characters in these situations.”612 The point of theatre is to 
evoke change, and the only way he believed change can occur is if we 
can analyze all the points of view presented before us in historical 
context. “We need a type of theatre,” Brecht insists, “which not only 
releases feelings, insights, and impulses possible within the particular 
historical field of human relations in which the action takes place, but 
employs and encourages those thoughts and feelings which help 
transform the field itself.”613 In order to transform, contradictions must 
be visible. The bourgeois theatre, Brecht adds, “always aims at 
smoothing over contradictions, at creating false harmony, at 
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idealization. Conditions are reported as if they could not be otherwise; 
characters as individuals, incapable by definition of being divided, cast 
in one block.” If there is development, “it is always steady, never by 
jerks, the developments always take place within a definite framework 
which cannot be broken through.”614 The way to “break through” this 
rigid perception was by attending to the contradictions inherent in the 
social context of a scene, finding the right social gesture (what he 
called “gestus”) that captures societal relationships, and highlighting 
economic and political backdrops that inform action and behavior. The 
term “gestus” first appears in his essay “On Gestic Music” in 1932, and 
reappears repeatedly in Brecht’s articles. It defines attitudes of 
characters towards each other and events, but, as Patrice Pavis 
observes, it “has nothing to do with pantomime” and is devoid of 
“conventional gestures” or “expressive and aesthetic gestures (dance).” 
Rather, the actor controls the gestures “in order to indicate the 
character’s social attitudes and way of behaving.”615 Gestus is meant  

to partake in Brecht’s Marxism, his way of highlighting class 
consciousness and social hierarchy. The Marxist dialectic, what Brecht 
called the “Great Method” (Grosse Methode), is, according to Fredric 
Jameson, “defined and constituted by the search for and discovery of 
contradictions,” which yield “juxtapositions, dissonances, Trennungen 
[separations], distances of all kinds, in terms of contradiction as 
such.”616 Demonstrating contradictions was put to use as a way of 
substantiating Brecht’s Marxism. Capitalism, for Brecht, was an 
irrational and brutal system because it substituted market caprice for 
the fulfillment of human needs. Though shunning party membership 
(Brecht was hardly a “joiner”), he was a dedicated Marxist, and it was 
the goal of his theatre to underscore the brutality of the capitalist 
system.  

Brecht saw the theatre as a forum of social interaction. Communal 
living – the root and branch of Marxism – can be examined onstage. 
Theatre for him was a place to teach, not preach; to inculcate ideas, not 
hector. By observing (really seeing, not gaping) how people interact, 
and how this interaction might lead to a better world, audiences can 
learn how to live better. Like Shaw, Brecht wanted the theatre to 
entertain and instruct. However (though he admired Shaw), Brecht did 
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not share Shaw’s ultimate optimism; his vision of evil (he saw Nazism 
up close) left too deep an impression. He wanted us to see how there is 
a better alternative than the one we tend to embrace. Hence the title of 
his essay, “Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for Instruction” – we must 
have pleasure in the theatre (he hated boredom as much as the next 
person) and we must learn, too. Before we can change, we have to learn 
what to change into. But he also knew the lure of authoritarianism, 
greed, and selfishness is never far from our appetites. Change for the 
sake of change had no appeal to him; he felt that many of the other 
“isms” of his time were mere puerile temper tantrums leading to a 
political cul-de-sac. Mother Courage doesn’t have to change – we have 
to change, and most importantly, change our way of thinking. In this 
sense Brecht’s theatre is a combination of theatricality and 
intellectualism. Theatre should be a place where the interaction of 
people can be observed like a laboratory. Change will not emerge from 
martyrdom; the only thing martyrdom can lead to is misappropriated 
energy. Brecht wanted us to think, to reason, to ask, “why is the world 
this way and not that way?”  

During the 1930s Brecht experimented with several forms. Fear and 
Misery of the Third Reich is Brecht in an unusually realistic style, 
presenting a cluster of interrelated short scenes examining the ways in 
which oppressive politics affected families, workers, and homelife 
during the early years of Nazi Germany. His Teaching Plays 
(Lehrstücke) consist of Marxist parables meant for workers’ collectives. 
One particular play, The Measures Taken, concerns a group of Chinese 
revolutionaries who must decide to murder one of their comrades, not 
because he has betrayed them, but because he is clumsy, goes out on 
his own without following party orders, asserts his individuality, and 
disrupts  

revolutionary activity. It is, in my view, an odious play, justifying 
murder as a “decision” on behalf of the whole, and far removed from 
his more sophisticated works. Lionel Abel asserts that The Measures 
Taken “may even be described as an experiment in submitting to 
implacable values” and the “one play of his, too, which comes close to 
tragedy.” It falls short of the tragic, he says, owing to the idea that “the 
victim in the play, destroyed because he is an individual, is only that 
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abstractly, by definition. We never feel his individuality, and the recital 
of his death is not moving.”617 I find the death “moving” in ways Brecht 
did not intend: fascistic and inexcusable. Nor is his musical, The 
Threepenny Opera (1929), entirely successful. There is stunning music 
written by Kurt Weill, and some of the story elements are engaging. 
But, as Raymond Williams observes, “The displacement of feelings 
about modern capitalism on to a group of pseudo-eighteenth century 
thieves and whores is no more than an escape clause. The real 
detachment, the real distancing, required a new principle and a new 
start.”618 For this he had to move into another phase of playwriting.  

Mother Courage and Her Children  

Written in Sweden on the eve of the Second World War, Mother 
Courage and Her Children (1939) was meant as a warning to anyone 
conspiring with the Nazis that a pact with the devil carries a hefty price. 
The earthy, hard-scrabble, and garrulous Anna Fierling, a.k.a. Mother 
Courage, leads her entourage of three children – Swiss Cheese, her 
eldest, Eilif, and mute daughter, Kattrin – as well as a smitten Chaplin, 
a bemused Cook, and a wily camp-follower prostitute Yvette, across 
the battle fields of Europe’s Thirty Years War (1818–1848), where 
Catholics and Protestants slaughtered each other in the name of land 
and religion. The carnage provided a gateway to a flourishing trade in 
stolen goods, and the larger towns and villages served as markets for 
the loot. Prior to the Thirty Years War, conflicts tended to be seasonal, 
conducted in friendly climates and nearby river basins or food-
producing territories. But the ambitious Renaissance aristocracy, 
combined with the swelling of their armies, created unwieldy havoc 
and harrowing supply problems. The big field armies of the Thirty 
Years War contained tens of thousands of men as well as camp 
followers – wives, children, servants, concubines, and other hangers-
on, who had to be clothed and fed, too. Amidst battle weary soldiers 
needing food, clothes, ammunition, fresh horses, and other items 
immediately, savvy marketers like Mother Courage sold their goods to 
these voracious consumers. The breakdown in organizational control, 
appalling supply lines, virulent diseases, chronic desertion, and the fact 
that many princes lacked the financial resources to carry on such large 
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scale undertakings, led to a mass underground marketplace – a thriving, 
free-market capitalism unsullied by government regulations. Municipal 
decrees might ban or restrict occasional  

trafficking, but it was impossible to keep pace with entrepreneurs 
hawking their bargains or advantageous pickings to a battered civilian 
and military population. Johann Grimmelshausen’s novel of the period, 
Simplicius Simplicissmus, supplied Brecht with much of his 
information and described pawnbrokers swarming around soldiers, 
many of whom were gamblers needing cash for their dice games and 
other hedonistic activities. Moneylenders and prostitutes moved in 
trains of camp followers, capitalizing on the unbridled laissez-faire 
environment. Though the war was the result of religious clashes 
between Protestants and Catholics, the horrors stemmed less from 
religious zealotry than from lack of money and credit. No European 
state could afford a sustained war without bringing massive suffering to 
the civilian populations through taxation and pillaging. Soldiers often 
went unpaid for months, colossal blunders occurred in troop and supply 
movements, and chronic shortages of food, weapons, and horses 
created frustrated conscripts eager to buy goods from peddlers like 
Mother Courage. Marauding bands of conscripts terrorized the 
countryside. The images of chaos and violence in Brueghel’s painting 
Dulle Griet reflect the war’s inchoate carnage. This is why this war in 
particular was so appealing to Brecht: it was overwhelmingly the 
business of mercenaries. He wrote:  

The Thirty Years War is one of the first gigantic wars waged by capitalism in 
Europe. But under and within capitalism it is extremely difficult for the individual 
to see that war is not necessary; for it is necessary within capitalism, namely for 
capitalism. The economic system is based upon a war of all against all, the great 
ones against the great ones, the little ones against the little ones. One would 
already have to recognize that capitalism itself is a misfortune, in order to 
recognize that war and the misfortunes it brings are bad – that is, unnecessary.619  

Mother Courage obtains her name “Courage” because she charged 
through the battle lines selling fresh bread to both sides. “They call me 
Mother Courage,” she says, “’cause I was afraid I’d be ruined, so I 
drove through the bombardment of Riga like a madwoman, with fifty 
loaves of bread in my cart. They were going moldy, what else could I 
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do?”620 The term “courage” typifies Brecht’s de-familiarizing ideas: 
Mother Courage is not “brave” in the conventional sense, but needs to 
sell the bread as freshly as possible. Fresh bread garners a better price 
than stale loaves; her “courage” is merely a marketing strategy, a 
capitalist motivation built up by war’s profiteering. Hungry soldiers 
longing for fresh bread will pay the higher price; with death looming 
around every bullet and cannon, why should soldiers “save” money or 
barter with Mother Courage? Her best “market strategy” is to get the 
fresh bread to exhausted soldiers; bullets had to be dodged across battle 
fields – hence she is “courageous.” But now the term “courage” has a 
contradictory meaning: it is “estranged” from our common vernacular 
of “sacrificial heroism” and can be analyzed with greater discernment.  

250 A History of Modern Drama  

Brecht explains Courage’s cavalier attitude towards her imprimatur as 
part of everyday business: “Business deals are accepted with the same 
boredom as descriptions of landscape in novels. The ‘business 
atmosphere’ is simply the air we breathe and pay no special attention 
to.”621 But for Brecht theatre helps us to pay special attention to it. 
Courage’s “bravery” is now thrown into relief; we are not witnessing 
altruism and nobility, but rather profiteering and business savvy. 
Bravery is “made strange” – Courage doesn’t brag about her exploits 
but shrugs them off as merely part of everyday business. The audience 
is expected not to follow the line of heroic development but to discern a 
pattern, pursue a more complex sense of reality, and achieve coherence 
about our world in a subtler manner.  

Courage is one of the most complicated studies of contradiction in 
modern drama. She is brave, but cowardly; caring for her children, but 
up to a point; and she tergiversates allegiances from Catholic to 
Protestant and back again according to whichever side is hungry 
enough to purchase her species (food, clothes, and other sundry matters 
related to war). She claims her only goal is the safekeeping of her 
children, but her wagon of merchandise often takes precedence over 
anything else – her wagon, in fact, becomes an extension of her 
identity, her “profession” pursued with capitalistic vigor. Like the pimp 
Mackey in Three penny Opera, Mother Courage is an unabashed and 
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unequivocal capitalist, invested in the ups and downs of consumer 
relationships. A combination of earth mother and war profiteer, she 
exploits when she can, and – like all capitalists who succumb to market 
fluctuation – often gets tripped up by her own machinations. “War is 
good business,” she says repeatedly, but she occasionally stumbles in 
her lust for profit. She is a hustler, a hawker of her wares. She lacks the 
killer instinct of Brecht’s Mack the Knife; she hasn’t the intellect of 
Galileo, though she shares with him a vulnerability to authoritarian 
forces; and she cannot make the quick changes of personality needed to 
survive in the same manner as Shen-Teh in The Good Person of 
Szechwan. She rises and falls through the ebb and flow of market 
fluctuations. Yet she survives despite greater obstacles than any other 
Brecht character (and other characters in modern drama) because she 
games the system. She is inarticulate of her situation, but not of her 
actions; she understands the wheels of capitalism’s buy-and-sell 
momentum. Roland Barthes notes that “Mother Courage is not 
equipped with what certain logicians have called meta-language, the 
language in which one speaks of a thing. Mother Courage talks in an 
objective language, her gestures are actions, uniquely destined to 
transform a situation, not to comment about it, to sing about it, or to 
justify it.”622 Desperate, cynical, clever, fearful, conniving, and thrust 
into circumstances beyond her control, Courage twists and turns, 
steering through the bottle-neck of war at every tight corner. Every 
gesture or action could mean success or death; gain or loss; boom or 
bust; and she traverses the stage like a giant maternal insect, a queen-
bee leading her swarm and aware at every moment of death’s 
suddenness through war’s arbitrariness.  

At a political level, Brecht’s play makes an impassioned case for the 
rewriting of history from the perspective of the defeated – the victims 
and not the victors of history. Although the backdrop of the Thirty 
Years War and rise of fascism inform the play, Brecht is presenting the 
need for a new conception of history – from the bottom up. When the 
placards inform the audience of General Tilly’s particular victory in a 
certain battle, we are also informed that Mother Courage has also lost 
twelve shirts – shirts that could have been sold for profit. Victory is 
therefore not a continuous progression and the belief in the inevitability 
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of progress. Walter Benjamin wrote that “All rulers are the heirs of 
those who conquered before them. Hence, empathy with the victor 
invariably benefits the rulers.” The rulers carry their victories as 
“spoils,” and victory is part of this; therefore “There is no document of 
civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.”623 

Brecht fragments the structure of this play, moving from place to place, 
attempting to create a narrative in which understanding comes from 
sections rather than a totalizing and finished form. We are meant to 
grasp contradictory events, emotions, and relationships, undermining 
accepted ways of understanding, and making and remaking our 
identification with the story a la montage in order to see the underlying 
contradictions of history. The interrupted structure of the play – with 
placards, music, and other disruptive elements – instigates a 
discontinuous process; we are meant to see how history is produced, 
how we come to frame it in its rough-hewed and interrupting ebb and 
flow, rather than absorb it as an immovable given or stream of 
consciousness. Astradur Eysteinsson posits that for Brecht, in order to 
get closer to real conditions, “the world as we see it must not simply be 
reproduced in another holistic mold. Rather, it has to be estranged, our 
imaginary relationship with it has to be interrupted.”624  

George Steiner wrote that the play is “an allegory of pure waste,” 
because Mother Courage “refuses to grasp the plain truth that those 
who live by selling the sword shall perish by the sword.” She is a 
“foolish creature” who “thinks she is advancing” but is “treading a mill 
of ruin.”625 I think this is mistaken: Courage does grasp the truth that 
living by selling the sword (or anything else not nailed down) is the 
only way to live in a capitalistic society. True her children die, but they 
die as a result of their resisting this truth, by joining armies or making 
heroic sacrifices, exemplified by Courage’s daughter banging the drum 
on the roof to warn the other side. Her son Swiss Cheese is a victim of 
his “honesty”: entrusted as paymaster for the Protestant army, when 
captured by the Catholics he refuses to give the cash box away. His 
“courage” parallels Tom Hanks in Saving Private Ryan and is dubious 
for Brecht. Kattrin’s drumming at the end of the play also bears little 
difference to Hanks’s actions; both make the “ultimate” sacrifice, both 
follow the traditional narrative of heroism in war, and both perish for it. 
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Significantly, Mother Courage does not perish, and had her children 
listened to her, stood closely by her and remained silent, they, too,  

might have surged onward. Courage drags her wares from battle to 
battle, because that is where the market resides; she knows that when 
soldiers are wounded and dying they will call for brandy to ease the 
pain, and she will be there to sell it to them for maximum profit; and 
when they need clean underwear because amidst combat-evoking fear 
they “pissed their pants,” she will be there to sell that, too. Her children 
have been devoured by the war, but this is not her fault; they have 
fallen for the “false consciousness” that Marx warned against – the 
false belief that heroism is truth, altruism is godly, and in a religious 
society the good are rewarded in heaven. For Brecht, martyrdom is 
foolish; it doesn’t change anything or set in motion a just society. It is, 
for him, nothing more than another death, another wasted life. The 
waste in the play is not Courage’s fault, either; she is no more capable 
of changing capitalism than any other fictional character. We must 
change conditions, not characters in a play. Steiner’s point that “a time 
shall come when nations lay down their arms by still waters” but 
“Courage keeps that time from coming nearer” places too much 
responsibility on fiction. For Brecht, modern drama does not solve our 
problems, but rather enables us to see them clearly. “Brecht would have 
us revile the old harpy for her stupid greed” misses the essential 
contradiction of the play.626 The tragedy in the play, if there is any, is 
not Courage’s but capitalism’s brutality. As Jan Needle and Peter 
Thompson conclude, “this is not a play about an individual but about 
society,” and for Brecht, society is at fault, not the individual; the 
individual merely survives – games the system – under less-than-
favorable conditions.627 His indictment of capitalism in his plays of the 
1930s onward is rooted in his Marxism, but more importantly in his 
skepticism of authority more generally. Everyone in this play, to a 
person, is the product of the same toxic society. Courage is simply 
making the best of a bad situation; she is a businesswoman in a world 
that encourages business. Courage, in Richard Gilman’s words, “is 
exemplary not in being a survivor but in being one at a terrible cost; her 
virtues thus function dramatically not as attributes to be admired but as 
annihilated possibilities to be mourned.”628 Her children would have 



	 162	

survived, too, if they had only followed her; and survival is all that can 
be accomplished in capitalism. “Life is not determined by 
consciousness, but consciousness by life,” Marx says, and Mother 
Courage has absorbed this axiom.629 She lives in conditions that offer no 
other alternative but to sell, trade, and barter – even if bartering costs 
her the lives of her children. Brecht would not have us “revile the old 
harpy for her stupid greed,” but instead we should be appalled that a 
woman with no other opportunity – no other choice to succeed but 
through business – must endure this ruthless system. Mother Courage, 
Robert Brustein remarks, has dragged her wagon “over half of Europe, 
learning nothing.”630 I think otherwise: she has learned that the only 
thing left for the clever poor under capitalism is survival. “Get through 
the day” is all that matters. Like a gambler, she places bets on the  

odds; the point is to come away with winnings at the end of the day. 
She may lose a few, but the scheme is to game the system even when 
the system tries to beat her down. It is not that Courage “learns 
nothing,” but rather she comprehends all too well her circumstances 
which have led to the choices she makes, and it is time that we, the 
audience, catch up to her. Despite occasional miscalculations (like all 
gamblers she is subject to losses and surprises), she strategizes when to 
move to the next battle ground, and when to stay put; when to sell 
shirts, or to sell brandy; and when to speak, and when not to speak.  

This last element, when to speak and when not, is crucial to the play’s 
most gut-wrenching moment. Because of Courage’s haggling and 
delay, she failed to save her son’s life. Two soldiers and a Sergeant 
arrive at her camp dragging the body of her son, Swiss Cheese. They 
drop the stretcher with the body before her. The Sergeant says:  

Here’s a man we can’t identify. But he has to be registered to keep the records 
straight. He bought a meal from you. Look at him, see if you know him. (He pulls 
back the sheet.) Do you know him? (Mother Courage shakes her head.) What? 
You never saw him before he took that meal? (Mother Courage shakes her head.) 
Lift him up. Throw him in the carrion pit. He has no one that knows him (64).  

According to Steiner, the performance of Helene Weigel in this scene 
left a deep and lasting impression. “As the body of her son was laid 
before her, she merely shook her head in mute denial. The soldiers 
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compelled her to look again. Again she gave no sign of recognition, 
only a dead stare.” When the body was dragged away, Weigel “tore her 
mouth wide open,” the shape of which “was that of the screaming horse 
in Picasso’s Guernica.”631 Here I agree with Steiner, and I would add 
Edvard Munch’s Silent Scream (1893), of which August Strindberg 
wrote: “A scream of fear just as nature, turning red from wrath, 
prepares to speak before the storm and thunder, to the bewildered little 
creatures who, without resembling them in the least, imagine 
themselves to be gods.”632 Courage’s silent scream is the result of 
Brecht’s awareness of the modern world. Words are useless against a 
capitalist system’s relentless glut- tony, feeding on death and the need 
to replace bullets and bodies with more bullets and bodies. Brecht 
shows how a single psyche can embrace many con- tradictory thoughts, 
and how naturally an extreme intelligence and street savvy can coexist 
with obtuseness and denial. To say that Mother Courage is blind to the 
grinding maw of capitalism is to acknowledge only a fraction of her 
range. Walter Kaufmann remarks that the play rises “to a pitch of 
pathos rarely equaled in the theatre in our century.”633 The play 
demonstrates how human beings, amidst the crucible of war, 
protectively shield themselves from the most fright- ening truths of the 
historical moment. Courage’s silence does not mean she is unaware, 
but rather to speak up, get angry, or inveigh against the system is futile  

 (something Beckett will express in the coming years). Brecht makes 
this clear in the very next scene in which Mother Courage and a Young 
Soldier await their pay outside an officer’s tent. The Young Soldier is 
livid; he saved the Colonel’s horse and wants his reward. He has served 
the army faithfully, went out of his way to help, and is now enraged by 
injustice; the Colonel has spent the intended reward money for the 
Young Soldier on brandy and whores for himself. Even with the 
possibility of being locked up in the stocks for his visible outrage, he 
cries, “I won’t stand for injustice,” to which Courage replies: “You’re 
quite right. But how long? How long won’t you stand for injustice? 
One hour? Or two? You haven’t asked yourself that, have you? And yet 
it’s the main thing. It’s pure misery to sit in the stocks. Especially if 
you leave it till then to decide you do stand for injustice” (66). 
Kneejerk reactions to injustice are futile temper-tantrums that lead to a 
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cul-de-sac. Only a total change in the system can bring justice.  

Courage is well aware of brutal authoritarianism – how it strips people 
of their spirit, rendering them toothless and impotent. The Young 
Soldier could choose martyrdom, make his case against the officers and 
seek retribution. But, as Brecht’s Courage makes clear, such heroic-
romantic choices are ineffectual. As Robert Leach puts it, “we should 
not imagine that Brecht is saying ‘Don’t bother to complain, don’t rock 
the boat.’ What he is saying is, ‘Be aware of what complaining 
involves’ and ‘How can complaining change things?’ He is interested 
in directing our attention towards the ways of complaining which will 
be effective.”634 Courage knows that in an entrenched, corrupt society, 
flight and capitulation are the only viable options. Survival and 
cowardice are the modern response to social conditions; like Andy 
Kragler in Brecht’s early play Drums in the Night, Courage prefers to 
eat and sleep rather than fight the capitalist system. In Brecht’s Life of 
Galileo, we will again see a protagonist choosing to capitulate in order 
to live.  

Life of Galileo  

Galileo was a philosopher, astronomer, and mathematician – and 
history’s archetype of the intellectual who opposed tradition and 
authority. In 1633, the Holy Office of the Catholic Church found him 
suspect of heresy because he believed the Sun, not the Earth, to be the 
center of the universe, and made his opinions known. The thought of 
death at the stake made him reverse his opinion. His desire to live 
rather than die a martyr played right into the hands of Brecht. The 
legend of Galileo muttering “eppur si muove” (“yet it [Earth] still 
moves”), meaning that Galileo still defied the Church, is more 
apocrypha than fact. But Brecht uses the trial as a theatrical device for 
the portrayal of human bravery (or lack of) and scientific veracity. 
Brecht’s Life of Galileo, like  

Gaming the System 255  

Brecht himself, placed reliance on empirical observation as 
indispensible to social progress. But Brecht also knew that observation 



	 165	

was limited unless the principles of inquiry were grounded in reason – 
unless we “see” beneath the surface we will never understand.  

Brecht wrote three versions of the play: the first, written in a hasty 
three weeks, in 1938; the second during his time in the United States, 
where he befriended the actor Charles Laughton and produced the 
English-language version in collaboration with him in 1947; and finally 
the East Berlin version in 1953 (premiering in 1955 in West Germany). 
In the first version, Galileo is a crafty old man who exaggerates his 
diminished sight in order to continue with his research; in the second 
version, he is driven by science to a greater degree; in the final version, 
the influence of the atomic bomb weighs on the play. The atomic bomb 
compelled Brecht to consider a world now engaged in the threat of 
nuclear annihilation. In each version Galileo stands, as we in the 
audience do, outside the play proper, observing it with a skeptical if 
sympathetic eye; we observe the play as he would – he is our proxy, 
voicing the kinds of thoughts that flicker through our minds. The play 
traces the path of his scientific discovery, finds that discovery 
challenged by authority, and the pressure to recant forces Galileo to 
retract his initial statements. Other than his assistant Andrea, his 
daughter Virginia, his friends the Little Monk and Sagredo, the 
characters are generally caricatures. The monks, priests, cardinals, and 
Pope are channeling agents serving as authoritarian obstacles to 
Galileo’s science.  

But Galileo, like Mother Courage, is one of Brecht’s most complex and 
challenging roles. He is a glutton, corporeal and prone to overeating; he 
is a sensualist and hedonist (though Brecht resisted the perception of 
Galileo as Falstaff, there remain similarities); and he embarks on 
scientific inquiry that, for Brecht, revolutionizes the world, yet his 
curmudgeonly behavior prevents his daughter from marrying. The 
play’s fundamental conflict, science versus religion, plays out in 
several scenes gathered around Galileo’s research. The contrast 
between seeing and gawping or gaping (Glotzen) is made evident in the 
play’s opening scene. Throughout the play the ocular fields of 
perception are played out repeatedly, suggesting a metaphor for the 
way an audience sees plays in general. For instance, in the opening the 
housekeeper’s young son, Andrea, takes a curious interest in Galileo’s 



	 166	

work, saying, “I can see with my own eyes that the sun goes down in a 
different place from where it rises. So how can it stay still?” To which 
Galileo sarcastically replies, “What do you see? Nothing at all. You just 
gawp. Gawping [Glotzen] isn’t seeing.”635 The allegory of seeing 
reflects Einstein’s concept of relativity – who’s doing the seeing and 
from what perspective is the seeing being done. Galileo sits the young 
Andrea down in a chair and then moves the chair around an object, 
demonstrating that while the object appears to move (like the Sun), it is 
really the chair (hence, the Earth) that is moving. This tension between 
seeing and perceiving – trusting  

the eye and seeing beneath the surface – is followed through in the play 
as a conflict between mathematical regularities in optics and telescopes 
(objectivity) and God’s will (faith). When Galileo’s theories of the 
Earth revolving around the Sun are exposed, Galileo’s friend Sagredo 
enjoins Galileo to be cautious, saying, “What kind of person is said to 
go into things with his eyes open? One who is going to his doom” (33). 
In contrast to Galileo, the Mathematician defends Aristotle, saying, “I 
trust the evidence of my eyes,” to which Galileo retorts, “I offer my 
telescope so they can see for themselves, and everyone quotes 
Aristotle” (41). No one in the play will look at Galileo’s science, 
trusting only what has been written in historical stone.  

For Brecht, Galileo learns early on in the play what Martin Jay calls 
“scopic regimes,” the hegemonic and totalitarian perceptions of the 
world that dictate what we should see rather than what is there. Jay 
describes the first breakthrough as “Cartesian perspectivalism,” a way 
of scientifically perceiving the world “that no longer read the world as 
a divine text, but rather saw it as situated in a mathematically regular 
spatio-temporal order filled with natural objects that could only be 
observed from without by the dispassionate eye of the neutral 
researcher.” But even Cartesian perspective was dethroned by a 
“madness of vision,” a palimpsest that echoes Brecht’s notion that there 
lie events beneath events. As Jay notes, and Brecht would likely 
concur, “Glancing is not somehow innately superior to gazing; vision 
hostage to desire is not necessarily always better than casting a cold 
eye; a sight from the situated context of a body in the world may not 
always see things that are visible to a ‘high-altitude’ or ‘God’s eye’ 
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view.”636 We can no more make a fetish of the material world, for the 
world’s motion – its temporality – makes the material unreliable. 
Rather than erect another hierarchy of science, it would be more useful 
to acknowledge a plurality of the visible. The changing nature of the 
atomic bomb forced Brecht to draw alternative conclusions to the play 
and to his world view. Any utopianism for Brecht remains out of the 
question, for the world’s instability re-arranges our vision and redefines 
our understanding.  

Frederic Ewen writes that “For sheer brilliance there are few scenes in 
Brecht to match that in which Cardinal Barberini, now Pope, is being 
attired.”637 As the relentless Inquisitor insists that Galileo be forced to 
deny his findings, the Pope yields to the argument as each garment of 
Papacy is worn. One of the most stirring scenes in the play is between 
Galileo and the Little Monk. The Little Monk, an avid supporter of 
Galileo’s work, is nonetheless disturbed by his findings. The fact that 
the Earth is not the center of the universe calls God into question. The 
Monk recalls his parents and sister, who have devoted their 
impoverished lives to faith; that somehow an afterlife will reward them. 
The dim hope of redemption and recognition for a life well lived is now 
challenged by Brecht via Galileo. The power of this speech says much 
about Brecht the playwright: he willingly sets aside his polemics in 
order to present  

a compelling case for religious beliefs. For the Little Monk, believers’ 
lives have significance because they and their kind are part of a 
glorious religious unfolding. Their faith is suffused with expectation 
and hope; if they were to learn that their existence was simply a dead 
end, they would feel forsaken, that life was without meaning and 
purpose. What will happen to the peace of mind of the Monk’s toiling 
parents if they are informed that everything they have put faith in is 
now in error? This is a remarkable speech because Brecht is giving full 
breath to the counter-argument against secular Marxism. The ending is 
unsatisfactory – Galileo throws a bundle of research papers on the floor 
for the Monk to grovel at, and the Monk’s previous argument is 
apparently forgotten – because Brecht has painted himself into a corner, 
but what a marvelous corner to occupy. Galileo has no correct answer: 
he cannot dismiss the argument, nor shrug it off cavalierly. The Monk’s 
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case is solid.  

Galileo survives because he knows how to game the system. Like 
Mother Courage, he lives on despite close calls and near-death 
experiences because he understands the system and maneuvers it the 
best way he can. He is not always successful; his journey through the 
labyrinth of power-relations has its ups and downs; like Courage, there 
are slips and near-misses (in games there are wins and losses), but in 
the end he walks away whole and alive. Galileo, like Courage, might 
not have the clever attitude of Azdak, but because of this Courage and 
Galileo are Brecht’s finest and most complex characters (within 
Brecht’s finest plays). They are like Brecht himself: contradictory 
individuals who survive despite hostile conditions. Galileo and 
Courage steep themselves in devices and tricks; lie, cheat, and betray; 
and in this way they expose the lies we live within every day. Brecht 
wanted to break the illusions of theatre not merely as a theatrical trick 
but as a means of showing audiences their own self-deception, to take 
spectators out of their hedonistic and culinary stupor and plunge them 
into reality, warts and all. Walter Sokel maintains that through his 
conversion to Marxism, “which overcame Brecht’s nihilistic and quasi-
existentialistic pessimism of his youth with the revolutionary optimism 
of a new world picture, lies the basis of his development of a 
consequential emphasis on dialectics and contradictoriness 
(Widersprüchlichkeit).”638  

Seeking the unpredictable in contradictoriness is, for Brecht, the only 
means of survival. In capitalism one has to live by wits, cunning, and 
deceit, making do with what one can sell, barter, and exchange. There 
is no utopia, no “benevolent nature of humanity” that can overcome 
systematized oppression; nor is there an “inherent evil” in human 
nature in order to account for morally condemned deeds. Such 
transcendentalism was for Brecht an avoidance of reality and the only 
way to avoid such thinking was to take human beings, without 
prejudicial assumptions, as material beings unsullied by various 
systematic or theological philosophies. This way Brecht eschews the 
notion of “original sin” or Freudian psychological motivation and puts 
the conditions and actions squarely in the  
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material and historical situations that envelop and instigate motives. 
People are to be depicted in terms of needs and power relationships and 
these motives are subject to change and development. Consequently, 
there can be nothing fixed about people, only what Roland Barthes 
calls the “plasticity of history,”639 what necessarily follows from 
determination as a being with needs and desires (food, desire, survival, 
etc.). Freedom can only be formulated in these contexts; there can be 
no metaphysical plane. Liberation cannot take refuge in mysticism or in 
the altruistic and lachrymose “goodness of mankind” that permeates 
films like Saving Private Ryan. When the focus turns to a “higher 
calling of sacrifice” the story’s message is cloaked in treacle theology – 
Christian martyrdom – that eviscerates materiality. That’s why Brecht 
put so much emphasis on eating, gluttony, and physical consumption – 
in order to bring us back again and again to the material body which is 
the characteristic of a human being. Brecht follows Marx’s lead when 
Marx said: “Man is directly a natural being,” who is “endowed with 
natural powers and facilities, which exist in him as tendencies and 
abilities, as drives”; as well as “a natural, embodied, sentient, objective 
being he is a suffering, conditioned and limited being, like animals and 
plants. The objects of his drives exist outside himself as objects 
independent of him, yet they are objects of his needs, essential objects 
which are indispensible to the exercise and confirmation of his 
faculties.” Hunger, for instance, “is a natural need; it requires therefore 
a nature outside itself, an object outside itself, in order to be satisfied 
and stilled.”640  

Brecht’s plays demonstrate the brute force of confrontation and the 
capacity for human cruelty. Eric Bentley observed that the “Brechtian 
world revolves about an axis which has sadism and masochism as its 
north and south poles (Bentley’s emphasis).” In his plays, Bentley 
says, “Brecht saw the humanness in human nature swamped out by 
inhumanity, by the cruelty of what he first thought of as the universe 
and later as capitalist society. The standard ending of Brecht plays is 
the total victory of cruelty.” For all the analysis of his plays lacking 
emotion, what ought to be said is Brecht’s “lack of pleasant emotions.” 
Being tortured, Bentley concedes, “is a violent emotional experience, 
and Brecht’s characters, from the earliest plays on, live (it is his own 
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metaphor, taken from Rimbaud) in an inferno.”641 Unless the inferno 
(i.e. capitalism) is disabled, dismantled, or dissolved, Brecht and his 
characters will “game” the blaze in such a way as to get by un-singed, 
or at least only burned slightly.  

Conclusion  

In The Subject of Modernity, Anthony Cascardi writes that “modernity 
is built around a series of deeply contradictory aims.” We “accept the 
principles of science as reflecting the indisputable truths of reason,” yet 
“disputes about value and desires cannot be resolved according to the 
standards of rational truth.”922 Modern dramatists created a boundary 
between ratiocination and emotion, logic and desire, where characters 
are incased in a vast no-man’s-land between failed aspirations and 
risible hopes. Milan Kundera remarked that “between the act and 
himself, a chasm opens. Man hopes to reveal his own image through 
his act, but that image bears no resemblance to him.” The dilemma 
begs the modernist question: “What possibilities remain for man in a 
world where the external determinants have become so overpowering 
that the internal impulses no longer carry weight?”923 Modern dramatists 
come to a similar conclusion: there is nothing but ourselves and others 
adrift, comically and pathetically, amidst uncertainty. Still modern 
dramatists held to the goal of demonstrating truth, however distorted or 
opaque, and that this “truth” is a struggle worth undertaking.  

	
	
	
	
	
	


