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Absurd, Theatre of the

Absurd, Theatre of the, dramatic works
of certain European and American drama-
tists of the 1950s and early’ 60s who a-
greed with the Existeltialist philosopher
Albert Camus’s assessment, in his essay
“The Myth of Sisyphus” (1942), that
the human situation is essentially absurd,
devoid of purpose. The term is also loose-

ly applied to those dramatists and the pro- -

duction of those works. Though no formal
Absurdist movement existed as such,
dramatists as diverse as Samuel Beckett,
Eugene Ionesco, Jean Genet, Arthur Ad-
amov, Harold Pinter, and a few others
shared a pessimistic vision of humanity
struggling vainly to find a purpose and to
control its fate. Humankind in this view is
left feeling hopeless, bewildered, and
anxious.

The ideas that inform the ‘plays also
dictate their structure. Absurdist play-
wrights, therefore, did away with most of
the logical structures of traditional theatre.
There is little dramatic action as conven-
tionally understood; however frantically
the charactérs perform, their busyness
serves to underscore the fact that nothing
happens to change their existence. In
Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1953), plot
is eliminated, and a timeless, circular
quality emerges as two lost creatures, u-
sually played ds tramps, spend their days
waiting—but without any certainty of
whom they are waiting for or of whether
he, or it, will ever come. Language in an

Absurdist play is often dislocated, full of
cliches, puns, repetitions, and non se-
quiturs. The characters in Ionesco’s The
Bald Soprano(1950) sit and talk, repeat-
ing the obvious until it sounds like non-
sense, thus revealing the inadequacies of
verbal communication. The ridiculous,
purposeless behaviour and talk give the
plays a sometimes dazzling comic sur-
face, but there is an underlying serious
message of metaphysical distress. This re-
flects the influence of comic tradition
drawn from such sources as commedia
dell’arte, vaudeville, and music hall com-
bined with such theatre arts as mime and
acrobatics. At the same time, the impact
of ideas as expressed by the Surrealist,
Existentialist, and Expressionist schools
and the writings of Franz Kafka is evi-
dent. )
Originally shocking in its flouting of
theatrical convéhtion while popular for its
apt expression of the preoccupations of the
mid-20th century, the Theatre of the Ab-
surd declined somewhat by the mid-
1960s; some of its innovations had been
absorbed into the mainstream of theatre
even while serving to inspire further ex-
periments. Some of the chief authors of
the Absurd have sought new directions in
their art, while others continue to work in

the same vein.

Absurd, Theatre of the FEiZEiRXE
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Aestheticism, movement in Europe in the
late 19th century that centred on the doc-
trine that art exists for the sake of its
beauty alone.

The movement began in reaction to
prevailing utilitarian social philosophies
and to what was perceived as the ugliness
and philistinism of the industrial age. Its
philosophical foundations were laid in the
18th century by Immanuel Kant, who
postulated the autonomy of aesthetic
standards from morality, utility, or pleas-
ure. This idea was amplified by J. W.
von Goethe, J. L. Tieck, and others in
Germany and by Samuel Taylor Coleridge
and Thomas Carlyle in England. The
movement was popularized in France by
Madame de Staél, Théophile Gautier, and
the philosopher Victor Cousin, who
coined the phrase l’art pour 'art ( “art for



allegory

art’s sake” ) in 1818.

In England, the artists of the Pre-Ra-
phaelite Brotherhood, from 1848, had
sown the seeds of Aestheticism, and the
work of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edward
Burne-Jones, and Algernon Charles Swin-
burne exemplified it in expressing a yearn-
ing for ideal beauty through conscious me-
dievalism. The attitudes of the movement
were also represented in the writings of
Oscar Wilde and Walter Pater and the il-
lustrations of Aubrey Beardsley in the pe-
riodical The Yellow Book. The painter
McNeill Whistler
movement’s ideal of the cultivation of re-
fined sensibility to perhaps its highest
point.

Contemporary critics of Aestheticism
included William Morris and John Ruskin
and, in Russia, Leo Tolstoy, who ques-
tioned the value of art divorced from mo-
rality. Yet the movement focused atten-

James raised the

tion on the formal aesthetics of art and
contributed to the art criticism of Roger
Fry and Bemard Berenson. It was unparo-
chial in its affinities with the French Sym-
bolist movement, fostered the Arts and
Crafts Movement, and sponsored Art
Nouveau, with its decisive impact on

20th-century art.

Aestheticism MEEFWIEF) 19 4
JEHATERRIN MR INE S, AN Z AR RN
KB ZEMEE. XTBERHNT KXt
LI ThFFE SR TAVEHY;

HHEBMTRIERIMIT AR HEEX
HE AR RS 18 S EERY.
FHEE KA SRR AR A BT TR
FRAET IR, TR R 3
E# S. T f/REAR T. RRRERT
E—WRo FEEE,HHBREANT. XF
BB ER V. EFERTXMER.
PEiR7E 1818 QI T “AHZEARME
R XAEE . ERIEE, FARETIRE
ZRFATM 1848 FETFIAR T THER E
MEFFo D. G FEH B HE-TEHT
A. C.HRABMIERBEE IR
HEORIERR T TEEZNAE,
Mk E LHIREERIE. O. F/RMEM W.
FIEIELLR A. HL/RZFINLE B
AT HMERE B EE. BRI
M. Bl X — B SR R R R
HREE L REIRE R, MEEESR

EENRZANERE., XMEahkEdk
T R. 388000 B. IS ABRABI Z AN
iFo MEEE NEBFSHEERIEE LiEs)
KA, (BT TZEAREs), HEBE
ot 20 AR ZARBSEERI N, BFT
AR,

allegory, a work of written, oral, or ar-
tistic expression that uses symbolic fic-
tional figures and actions to convey truths
or generalizations about human conduct or
experience.

Like metaphor, an allegory expresses
spiritual, psychological, or abstract intel-
lectual concepts in terms of material and
In the 13th-century
French didactic poem Roman de la Rose,

. 3.

concrete objects.



allegory

for example, most of the details of the
garden have a fixed connotation in terms
of courtly love; but what may seem the
mechanical contrivance of the extended
metaphor is redeemed by its imaginative
rendering.

In allegorical fictions—especially Eu-
ropean medieval morality plays—many of
the characters are personifications. Per-
sonification is allegorical insofar as it en-
dows a thing or abstraction with human at-
tributes; but it differs from allegory in
that the identity of the thing personified is
always clearly proclaimed, be it Good
Deeds, Gluttony, or Riches.

Allegory both conceals and reveals.
Wtlien an author ventures into political al-
legory, he may protect himself by the ele-
ment of disguise and, at the same time,
make satirical revelations through the im-
plied comparison. Thus, in the prologue
of the 14th-century English poem Piers
Plowman, the author, using the story of
the mice who were afraid to bell the cat,
states his views on the House of
Commons’ unsuccessful attempt to curb
John of Gaunt’s depredations. In Absalom
and Achitophel (1681), John Dryden re-
veals, under scriptural disguise, the char-
acters of politicians involved in an attempt
to alter the succession to the English
throne.

Several of these methods are com-
bined by George Orwell in Animal Farm
(1945), which, under the guise of a fa-

- 4-

ble about domestic animals who take over
a farm from their human oppressor, ex-
presses the author’s disillusionment with
the outcome of the Bolshevik Revolution
and shows how one tyrannical system of
government in Russia was merely replaced
by another. Perhaps the most original use
of allegory in the 20th century is to be
found in the works of Franz Kafka, whose
enigmatic fantasies about the predicament
of the individual in an incomprehensible
environment are not susceptible of any

single or precise interpretation.
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antinovel, also called NOUVEAU ROMAN
(French: “new novel” ), avant-garde no-
vel of the mid-20th century marking a rad-
ical departure from the conventions of the
traditional novel. Starting from the prem-
ise that everything in the novel had been




apprenticeship novel

done—that whole societies had been por-
trayed in panorama and individual psy-
chologies probed minutely—the antinovel-
ists sought new avenues of fictional explo-
ration. In their efforts to overcome literary
habits and to challenge the expectations of
their readers, they deliberately frustrated
conventional literary expectations, avoi-
ding any expression of the author’s per-
sonality, preferences, or values. They re-
jected the traditional elements of charac-
ter, entertainment, dramatic progress,
and dialogue that reveal character or fur-
ther plot.

The term antinovel was first used by
Jean-Paul Sartre in an introduction to
*Nathalie Sarraute’s Portrait d'un inconnu
(1948; Portrait of a Man Unknown,
1958). It is usually associated with the
French nouveau roman of the 1950s and
’60s, but works of other writers, such as
the German novelist Uwe Johnson’s Mut-
massungen tiber Jakob (1959 ; Speculations
About Jacob, 1963), also reveal vaguely

identified characters, casual arrangement

of events, and uncertainty of meaning.
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apprenticeship novel, biographical novel
that concentrates on an individual’s youth
and his social and moral initiation into a-
dulthood. The class derives from Goethe’s
Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (1795-96;
Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship ). It be-
came a traditional novel form in German
literature, where it is called Bildungsro-
man ( “novel of educational formation” ).
An English example is Dickens’ David
Copperfield (1850). In the 20th century
Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel
(1929) is an American example.
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