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Play, along with Epic Theatre and The Theaire of the Absurd. Also, he tries
to elucidate each type of play with examples, Undoubtedly, these divisions
are helpful by giving theatre lovers some guidelines as how to understand
and appreciate certain plays. However, we must realize that some plays
defy categorization, because they do not exactly fit into any certain
category, or may actually be a combination of many types of plays. For
instance, O’ Neill’'s The Emperor Jones is considered as a good example of
“Expressionism” here, but it can also be thought of as a play of
“Psychological naturalism”, This is shown especially, when Emperor
Jones, in reality, goes forward into the forest, at the same time he goes
backward into Black American history with his memories regressing form

his prison days to 1850s, at the time of the auction of black slaves.

Plays grouped under “The Theatre of the Absurd” seem absurd
indeed. Those are relatively plotless (nothing consequential seems to
happen on stage), and they often present obviously impossible situations
with unreal characters. However, the plays are quite serious, and even
include some satirical humor. The basic themes often deal with human
loneliness, inability fo communicate, dehumanization and impotence of
individuals in our society, or the meaninglessness of life, These themes are
portrayed in order to make us more aware of our ambiguity in this world,

and perhaps understanding is the first step towards improvement.

In the Section I1 “Commentaries on the Modern Playwrights” (S 08k
BIVEZRR), Professor Ku has chosen to analyze the keystone plays of five
masters of Western drama (ONeill, Maeterlinck, Pirandello, Strindberg,
and Chekhov), and two renowned Chinese playwrights (35 2% BiRE). In
the final part of this section, Professor Ku has made some interesting

observations regarding a few very special dramatic characters. Among
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them, is Hickey, in O’Neill’s “The Iceman Cometh”, who Professor Ku
characterized as “a man with the character of God” (##1{% A). Another
group of characters are discussed by Professor Ku are the cats personified
as people in T. §. Eliot’s musical Cats. Coincidentally, these the two plays
mentioned are the two most impressive plays I had the opportunity to see
in New York in the 1980s.

“The Iceman Cometh” can be viewed as an expression of
existentialism, in which the literary philosophic cult of mihilism and
pessimism, popularized in France after WWII, hold that each man exists as
an individual in a purposeless universe. However, if one wants to be saved,
he must oppose his hostile environment through the exercise of his will.
Here “The Iceman Cometh™ is analogous to, “Jesus cometh™ , because the
salesman, Hickey, comes to Harry Hope’s saloon only to startle Harry
Hepe’s regular drinking clientele out of their torpor, and into the bright
glare of the world outside. However, with no determined will, the regulars
in time to revert back to their habitual drinking lifestyle. O°Neill always
writes his characters with “Compassionate Understanding” meaning that

God cannot save those who do not help themselves.

“Cats” is a Broadway musical, composed by the famous Andrew
Lloyd Webber, and directed by Trevor Nunn. In fact, the wording of all the
songs in the whole performance is verbatim from T. S, Eliot’s poetry
collection “Possum”. Eliot really personified those cats. During the
performance that I attended, when the song “Memory” was sung by a cat
prostitute, prostrating in prayer, the audience was in tears before bursting

forth with applause.

Section Il “Commentary on Modern Performance” (¥R {UEk S H
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i) is divided into three parts. In the first part Professor Ku describes the
different styles of the modern performances. His analysis of Bertolt Brecht
and his epic theatre is the single longest paper of all three sections; second

in length is his commentary about Eugene O’Neill’s works in Section I1.

Brecht is a revolutionary playwright both in theme and in technique.
Out of the three devices employed by Brecht i.e. historification, epic, and
alienation, and the so called “histoification™ is most interesting, because
Brecht actually uses historical material drawn from other times and places.
By putting similar events of the past on stage and by distancing the
audience from immediate problems, Bretch enables the audience to see the
parallels in history. In addition, he alludes to what actions should have been
taken in the past, and what actions can be taken in the present to correct

social and political problems.

In the last part of Section ILI, Professor Ku provides a brief account of
the history of modern Chinese theater, from beginning in 1906 (Ching
Dynasty) to the present day performances in Taiwan. This clear general
view is significant, because from a Chinese perspective, to understand

Chinese culture is necessary and imperative.

In this whole collection, Professor Ku’s commentaries and discussion
have revealed not only his intellectual sensibilities, but also his extensive
reading and thorough knowledge in the theatre field. The panoramic view
of the West and East is invaluable, especially to theater lovers, who only
concentrate their efforts on either the dramas or performances of the West
or East. An interested party may consult the information in this collection

to gain the necessary knowledge of Eastern or Western Theater,
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4% : Professor Nathan Ku:

A Drama Scholar and My Good Friend «----+e--v
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