




En Garde! The Theatrical 
Avant-Garde in Historical, 
Intellectual, and Cultural Context 

Bert Cardullo 

The plays, biocritical prefaces, and historical documents presented her~, 
tbgether with theoretical manifestos and bibliographies, are designed to 
provide a history of genuinely avant-garde drama, as isolated from twentieth
century developments in conventional veristic forms. The materials assem
bled in Theater of the Avant-Garde, 1890-1950 are thus meantto contribute 
to a revisionist history of modern drama, for many still persist in viewing 
modern drama as moving from the realistic (yet formally neoclassical) plays 
of Ibsen and the naturalistic plays of Strindberg to the socially, politically, 
and psychologically oriented "problem plays" of the twentieth century, 
even if occasionally influenced by "techniques" from aberrant avant-garde 

movements . 
.. Take, for example, Tennessee Williams' misguided homage to the as

sorted unconventional techniques of Expressionism in his "Production 
Notes" to the otherwise romantically realistic Glass Menagerie (1944). Or 
consider the frequently misunderstood and overborrowed "alienation effect" 
ofBertolt Brecht (really a defamiliarizing or distancing device, which is not 
the same as an exclusively anti-illusionistic one). Brecht is excluded from 
Theater of the Avant-Garde not only because his dramatic work is already 
widely available in English translation but also because he was primarily a 
social realist whose real objection to the theater of Realism and Naturalism 
was its psychologization of human character, not its rendering of surface 
reality. Indeed, Brecht wrote his two greatest Schaustiicke, The Life of Gali
leo (1939) and Mother Courage and Her Children (1941), in an effort to 
bridge, not to widen, the gap between the often numbing prosaism of the 
modern social-problem play and the sometimes indulgent ethereality of 
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avant-garde drama. Using Expressionistic techniques this politically revolu
tionary playwright created, one could say, an anti-Expressionistic drama that 
evolved into mock-epic theater or faux-historical chronicle-with the cool 
detached style, direct presentation of character, and episodic plotting tha~ 
we have also come to recognize in related forms of narrative cinema. 

It is time, and in fact late, to bring genuine dramatic Expressionism, and 
the major innovative tradition of twentieth-century theater to which it be
longs, into central focus. The problem in doing so has been that the plays 
and documents of the tradition are hard to find. The writings of some of its 
major figures are scattered in out-of-print translations or have not been 
translated at all, and no comprehensive collection in English-or any other 
language, for that matter-gives adequate recognition to the place as well as 
importance of the avant-garde in the development of a distinctive, freestand
ing theatrical sensibility and vocabulary. This anthology illuminates not 
just a single national tradition or movement (as do Michael Benedikt and 

George Wellwarth's fine anthologies of French, German, and Spanish avant
garde plays or Walter Sokel's important collection of Expressionist drama), 
nor even one style or posture (such as "Absurd" or "Protest") that cuts across 
national boundaries, but instead the astonishing variety and daring of the 
writers in all Western countries and theatrical movements who since before 
the turn of the twentieth century have wrenched dramatic art out of ev~ry 
one of its habits, including the most fundamental of them. Represented in 
Theater of the Avant-Garde are particular movements, such as French and 
Russian Symbolism, Italian Futurism, German Expressionism, and Dada
Surrealism, seminal figures like Alfred Jarry, August Strindberg, and Antonio 
Artaud, and Gesamtkilnstler like Wassily Kandinsky. 

In bringing together the works of such disparate yet fundamentally simi
lar pioneers, we go beyond a purely historical accounting for this new drama 
to suggest intellectual and aesthetic contexts for theater and drama even 
broader than those which have already been proposed by critics and histo
rians as an explanation for the avant-garde revolution. What becomes appar
ent when these writers are assembled within a single volume is that the new 
movements were fed by the other arts as much as they were provoked by 
conventional drama itself. Poets, painters, filmmakers, musical composers, 
circus performers, architects, choreographers, photographers, cartoonists, 
sculptors-any but professional or commercial dramatists-were the models 
and sources for the radical shift in the aesthetics of theater and drama. 

To speak only of the movies, their presence was continually felt through
out the vigorous theatrical experimentation of the 1920s. On the one hand, 

the theater was seeking a new area of activity that the cinema-potentially 
the most literally representational or documentally "real" of the arts-could 
not usurp; on the other hand, the theater frequently tried to explore ways of 
imitating and incorporating the fantastic or visionary capability of film form. 
Throughout Europe, the dramatic avant-garde repeatedly expressed admira
tion for the dreamlike fluidity of film, its power to convey interior states of 
mind, and its possibilities as a truly proletarian and antibourgeois art. Par
ticularly in France, the Surrealist theatrical experiments of such writers as 
Andre Breton, Guillaume Apollinaire, Louis Aragon, and Antonio Artaud 
were perhaps better suited to the screen than to the stage, assaulting as they 
did the theater's traditional objectivity or exteriority and its bondage to con
tinuous time and space. And a number of Surrealists did indeed move from 
the theater to the cinema, most notably Jean Cocteau. 

In Germany, film was one element among many of the influences that 
led to the development of dramatic Expressionism, with German cinema 
and theater freely borrowing from each other during the twenties. The debt 
to the stage of such pictures as The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920) has often 
been noted, and, to cite only one example, the characteristic roving spotlight 
of the Expressionist stage was an obvious attempt to control audience atten
tion in the manner of a movie director. The attempts of the Bauhaus group 
to create a nonrepresentational, manifestly manufactured "total theater" in 
fact involved the incorporation of film into the ultimate theatrical experi
ence, as did the production experiments of Marinetti's "Futurist Variety 
Theater" in Italy. 

The shift of drama to so simultaneously mechanical, democratic, and 
subjective a model as the cinema is intimately connected, of course, with the 
concepts of modernity and modernism. "Modernity" refers to the network 
of large-scale social, economic, technological, and philosophical changes 
wrought by the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution. "Modernism" 
is usually used to denote that period of dramatic innovation in all the arts, 
from around the end of the nineteenth century (beginning with Symbolism 
and Aestheticism but going as far back as the Romantic movement) up to 
World War II and its immediate aftermath (associated with Absurdism), 
when the sense of a fundamental break with inherited modes of representa
tion and expression became acute. Modernism relies on a distinctive kind of 
imagination, one whose general frame of reference resides only within itself. 
The modernist mind believes that we create the world in the act of perceiv
ing it. Such a view is basically anti-intellectual, celebrating passion and will 
over deliberate and systematic morality. 
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Most important, modernism implies historical discontinuity, social dis
ruption, moral chaos, and a sense of fragmentation and alienation, of loss 
and despair-hence, of retreat within one's inner being or private conscious
ness. This movement rejects not only history, however, but also the society 
of whose fabrication history is a record; modernism repudiates traditional 
values and assumptions, then, in addition to dismissing the rhetoric by 
which they were once communicated; and in the process it elevates the 
individual over the group, human beings' interior life over their communal 
existence. In many respects a reaction against Realism and Naturalism and 
the scientific postulates on which they rest, modernism has been marked by 
persistent, multidimensional experiments in subject matter, form, and lan

guage. These literary excursions revel in a dense, often free-form actuality as 
opposed to a practical, regimented one, and they have been conducted by 
poets and novelists as vital yet diverse as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Wallace 
Stevens, Stephane Mallarme, Arthur Rimbaud, Virginia Woolf, William 
Faulkner, W. B. Yeats, W. H. Auden, James Joyce, Marcel Proust, Rainer 
Maria Rilke, and Thomas Mann . 

Modernist or avant-garde, as opposed to modern, drama is similarly asso
ciated, above all, with a pervasive, formal self-consciousness and inventive
ness. The avant-garde thus becomes that element in the exercise of the 
imagination that we call art which finds itself unwilling (unable, really) to 
reiterate or refine what has already been created. Many would identify in the 
avant-garde not merely a tendency to retreat from the maddening disorder of 

the world for the purpose of creating, through art, an alternative, visionary, 
eternal order but also a tendency to absorb the world's chaos into the work of 
art itself. (The first tendency holds true for most writers of modernist fiction 

and verse, as it does for the Symbolist Yeats. Among avant-garde playwrights, 
however, most belong either in the second category -like Pirandello, the 
Humorist of the Grotesque-or in both categories simultaneously, like Jarry, 
the Pataphysician.) 

It is possible, additionally, to identify in the avant-garde a thematic preoc
cupation with the modern city and its technologies-and concomitantly 
with the exhilaration of speed, energy, and rapid development, typical of the 
Italian Futurists-as well as with the urban potential for physical, social, and 
emotional dislocation. Renata Poggioli has described this avant-garde as a 
culture of negation (1968, 107 -8), and indeed its commitmentto ceaseless, 
radical critique-not only of the (bourgeois) art that went before it but 
also, in many instances, of the sociopolitical institutions and instruments of 
industrial-technological practice or power-may be seen as a prime instance 
of the modernist emphasis on the creation of the new. 

In a rhetorical gesture utterly typical of the avant-garde, however, the 
Surrealist poet and playwright Robert Desnos lambasted the very notion of 
he "avant-garde," associated as it was for him with the Impressionists and the 
~estheticism ofCocteau. The dynamic of"negation," then, is not restricted 
to a criticism of mass culture by everything outside it but operates within the 
field of avant-garde artistic practice as well. Nothing is more characteristic of 
the avant-garde than disputes within its ranks about which subgroup is most 
deserving of the epithet. On the surface, the avant-garde as a whole may 
seem united in terms of what it is against: accepted social institutions and 
established artistic conventions, or the tastes and values of the "general 
public" as that represents the existing order. Yet any positive program ten~s 
to be claimed as exclusive property by isolated and even mutually antagoms
tic groupings. So modernist art appears fragmented and sectarian, defined as 
much by manifestos as by creative work and representing the amorphous 
complexity of postindustrial society in a multiplicity of dynamic but unstable 
movements focused on philosophical abstractions. Hence the use of"-isms" 
to describe them: Symbolism, Futurism, Expressionism, Dadaism, Surreal

ism, and the like. 
All these modernist "-isms" nevertheless react against the same common 

enemy: the modern drama of Realism and Naturalism-that is, the social
problem play as fathered by Ibsen (if it was not pioneered earlier by Friedrich 
Hebbel). Such realistic and naturalistic drama was based on the conven
tional, long-lived triad of psychology (or motivation), causality (or connec
tion), and morality (or providential design), but these problem plays ban
ished theology as well as autocracy from their paradigm of human action, in 
this way deepening the dramatic role played by psychology, sociology, and 
linearity or linkage. That is, 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 indi
vidual and society, in the form of society's drive to marginalize all those it 
cannot or will not homogenize. Thus the fundamental subject of almost all 
serious plays of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries-in other words, of 
almost all of modern as well as modernist drama-becomes the attempt to 
resurrect fundamental ethical or philosophical certainties without resurrect
ing the fundamental spiritual certainty of a judgmental God or the funda
mental political certainty of a mindful monarch. 

Modernist, or avant-garde, drama, however, took modern drama a step 
further, by demonstrating that a play's movement could be governed by 
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something completely outside the triad that links motive to act, act to logical 
sequence of events, and logical outcome to divine or regal judgment. In 
Maeterlinck's Symbolist play Pelleas and Melisande (1892), for instance, the 
characters are led to the slaughter like sheep, but for reasons that are never 
clear, either to them or to the audience. There is sequence but no causality
that is, one event follows another but is not caused by it. Even an otherwise 
representational work like Chekhov's Ivanov (1887) can intimate the avant
garde by breaking down the connection between the psychology of its cen- _ 
tral character and the causal pattern of his or her drama. There is a causal 
sequence leading to Ivanov's marital infidelity and suicide, but no sustained 
motive on his part-which is to say, one event is caused by another, but 
irrespective of this otherwise intelligent man's clear intent or wish. 

For the avant-garde, beginning in the late nineteenth century with Jarry, 
if not earlier with such German visionaries as Ludwig Tieck, Georg Buch
ner, and Christian Dietrich Grabbe, the nature of reality itself becomes the 
prime subject of plays because of a loss of confidence in the assumed model 
for dramatizing human behavior and thinking about human existence: in 
other words, the representation onstage of the illusion of reality becomes 
the demonstration of the reality of the illusion-making capacity, illusion
projecting essence, or illusion-embracing tendency of the human mind. 
Through the introduction of total subjectivity into drama-that mirror of a 
supposedly external reality-the Symbolists, in particular, imagined a new 
theatrical model, polyphonic in form and i_rreducible to rational analysis or 
univocal interpretation, thereby opening the door for the subsequent avant
garde movements that have dominated the stage in the twentieth century. 

The world, which the realists and (to a lesser extent) the naturalists had 
attempted to know fully and depict accurately, was revealed by the Symbol
ists to be pure illusion-a veil of fleeting appearances behind which were 
hidden deeper truths. It was what lay buried within the psyche and con
cealed behind the mirror that this radical new poetics of drama proposed to 
explore. Problems or issues of perception and epistemology thus subverted 
prior certainties as the arena of artistic representation moved from outside 
the human consciousness to within it. And the drama that emerged from 
such an aesthetic was paradoxically more sacred-or sacrilegious-than sec
ular, thus returning theater to its ritualistic origins. For its themes and tech
niques, Symbolist performance happened to be drawn, as was Nietzsche's 
Birth of Tragedy (1872), to church ritual, pagan rites, folklore, fairy tales, 
popular superstition, and communal practices-in other words, to "primi
tive" times before the advent of Realism. The locus of this visionary art was 

h d-now of daily life (as it was for the realists), not what can be t the ere-an th 
no d · need in our normal waking hours; rather, that locus was e 

en an expene . h" h 
se 1 b d ofhuinan beings to the unknown, to the mystery wit m t em-
eterna on . d I . . t" 

d ·th· the universe as they JOurney towar u bmate extmc Ion. lves an WI m d 
se . · t put onstage what common sense declared to be non ra-In stnvmg o . . . . h 

· d dramatizable the Symbolists liberated playwnting from mec -
matic an un ' . I d 

. · ti"ons of chronological time and Euclidean space; they en arge 
amstic no th · h b"ti 

f fdrama to include worlds and beings other than ose m a I ng the rame o .. 
· th ater-which to more than one of its foremost practitioners the bourgems e ' . . fil ) 

th m Augustin Scribe Emile Augier, and Alexandre Dumas s , (among e ' 
d d to be more than the echo of society's whispers. Moreover, ha no nee . . . 

despite much adverse criticism, the Symbolists held firm m their conceptio~ 
of the acting appropriate to the production of their plays, for _they _felt It 

to divert attention from external realism or representationalism to necessary · A 
the mysterious inner as well as outer forces that. control human desh~Y· .. 

t 1 extension of this interest led the Symbolists to explore the possibili-
na ura . d . "1 "th 
ties of puppet theater, which until then had been associate. pnman y WI 

d Popular entertainment. Gordon Craig's vision of the Ideal actor as an 
cru e, . ' "0 th 
Obermarionette (itself influenced by Heinrich von Kleists e~say . n e 
Marionette Theater" [ 181 0]) was paralleled by Maeterlinck s belief that 

ets would be the most suitable performers for his early plays, and by 
~~~~ien Lugne-Poe's original intention of founding his Theatre de I' Oeuvre 

as a puppet stage. 
Indeed marionette theater presents a natural Symbolist aspect. Because 

marionett:s are abstractions of the human form, individual experience does 
not obtrude on our perception of them, as it inevitably does w~th a hu~an 
performer when the actor's personality comes into. pla:'; and_ then perceptio~ 
or apprehension reaches full expression only subJectively, m the _spectators 
mind, not objectively, on the stage. Symbolist designers took th~Ir own cue 
from the puppet theater, and as a result of their subtly atmospherrc or ~voca
tive efforts theater artists became aware of the illogicality of too much literal
ism in th~ procedure of a medium that is essentially ma~e-belie~e. The 
future, ideal stage of the Symbolists would thus be ~ulbple, flmd, and 
polyvalent: a point of departure for imaginary voyag~s mto uncharted re
gions. For such drama there were no fixed forms, prescnbed rules, or conv~n
tional models to follow. Disdainfully rejecting the theater of commerce With 
all its practicalities, Symbolist poets wrote their plays for no existing audience 
or playhouse, their works sometimes remaining unperfor_med for many ye~rs. 

Nonetheless, Symbolism in the theater-as well as m poetry and pamt-
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ing-was a truly international movement and spread not only throughout 
Europe but also to North and South America and parts of Asia. Only when 
the Theatre de l'Oeuvre closed its doors in 1899 did Symbolism begin to stir 
_in Poland and particularly in Russia, where, in addition to Valery Briusov, 
the movement included Aleksandr Blok, Andrei Bely, and Leonid Andreyev 
among its dramatists. Likewise, in Spain, Portugal, Ireland, Greece, Ro
mania, the Ukraine, Latvia, Lithuania, and India, Symbolist theater enjoyed 
a second life after having been declared dead in Paris. Furthermore, rather 
than deriving from a reactionary, escapist tendency (as has often been de
picted), Symbolist drama in Eastern Europe, Ireland, and India was a pro
gressive or liberating force, awakening a consciousness of national and cul
tural identity, opposing all forms of repression, and protesting against the 
drabness of regimented modern life. 

Symbolism, then, battled against all restrictions and limitations, includ
ing those which isolated theater from the allied arts of painting, poetry, and 
music. Taking its cues from Wagner's Gesamtkunstwerk, on the one hand, 
and Mallarme' s "theater of the mind," on the other, Symbolism aspired to be 
a total spectacle encompassing all of life. From our remove of more than a 
hundred years, that assault on the objectivity of the dramatic form seems an 
essential first step-perhaps none has been as important-in the series of 
modernist (and postmodernist) revolutions that have transformed the art of 
theater from the turn of the twentieth century to the present day. 

Each of the revolutionary movements and coalitions had its distinctive 
character. They were shaped by forces as varied as F. T. Marinetti's artistic 
expansionism, which sought to colonize all modernist manifestations and 
individual creators for the Futurist empire (hardly by accident, Futurism 

labeled war the supreme, health-bestowing activity); the libertarian individ
ualism ofTristan Tzara's Dada; or Andre Breton's zealous defense of Surreal
ist purity. Both within and outside these movements, however, the specific 
genius of individual avant-garde writers and artists flourished, the distinctive 
trace left by such individuals serving to remind us that historical categories 
and groupings are often suspect, reductive, or artificial. As we shall see, 
between Marinetti's machine-age bombastics and Kandinsky's abstract spir
ituality, for example, lies a world of difference. 

Wassily Kandinsky, for his part, attempted to disrupt the concept of tradi
tional theater as a reproductive or representational mechanism by advocat
ing a synthetic, spiritualized art that would redirect people inside themselves 
and reveal the depths and heights of the human soul. Kandinsky believed he 
could synthesize music, dance, poetry, and painting into one monumental, 

self-contained, and self-defined art form, or rather temple of art. Futurist 
synthetic theater, by contrast, rejected such an inward-looking art. For the 
Futurists, literature, painting, sculpture, theater, music, dance, morals, and 
politics should all be inspired by the scientific and technological discoveries 
that had changed the physical environment, and that should correspond
ingly change human perceptions. Human beings should, in fact, become 
like machines, abandoning the weaknesses and sentimentalities of the past. 
Influenced by the superman of Nietzsche and D'Annunzio, the Futurists 
wrote of their own godlike being, who was aggressive, tireless, courageous, 
inhuman, and mechanical. Early heroes, accordingly, were those who had 
direct contact with machines: car drivers, pilots, journalists, telegraph opera
tors, and the like. Later heroes represented a fusion of man and machine, 
assured of immortality because the parts were interchangeable. 

The Futurists' theories centered on the industrial age, with its machines 
and electricity, its urbanization, and the revolution in the means of transport 
and communication. Futurists welcomed the products of industrial society 
with an all-embracing optimism, for they saw them as the means by which 
people would dominate the environment and be able to extend knowledge 
indefinitely. The speed and change of the industrial age were also funda
mental to the Futurists' love of the modern and their rejection of the static, 
lethargic past. The effects of the speed of transport and communication on 
modern sensibility were such that people were now aware not just of their 
immediate surroundings but of the whole world. The limits of time and 
space had been transcended; it was possible to live through events both 
distant and near at hand-in fact, to be everywhere at the same time. Simul
taneita (simultaneity) was the word used by the Futurists to describe these 
extensions of perception. In their works, different times, places, and sounds, 
both real and imagined, are juxtaposed in an attempt to convey this new 
concept to the public. 

The Futurist embrace of simultaneity was accompanied by a desire for 
synthesis. The Futurists held that the speed of modern life called for a 
corresponding speed of communication in contemporary art, which was 
therefore-unlike the conventional theater-to convey the essence of an 
emotion or a situation without resorting to lengthy explanation or descrip
tion. The sintesi teatrali (theatrical syntheses), then, were works of extreme 
brevity and concentration, in which the conventional three-act play was 
replaced by attimi (moments) intended to capture the essence and atmo
sphere of an event or emotion as it happened. Movement, gesture, sound, 
and light became as important as the written word, and in some cases came 
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to replace words altogether. This reduction to what the Futurists regarded as 
the essential part of the action was intended to create an immediate and 
dynamic contact with the public, so that the audience would respond intu

itively to a theater that was now synthetic, hypertechnological, dynamic, 
simultaneous, alogical, discontinuous, autonomous, antiliterary, and unreal. · 

F. T. Marinetti was determined from the outset to bring his movement to 
the attention of the greatest possible number of people. In common with 
many other innovators in the arts of the time, he believed that art and 
literature could have a determining influence on society, and he described 
Futurism as the new formula of artistic action. The artist therefore became 
the leader and promoter of the new ideas, and the forger of links between art 
and action, art and society. The desire for ceaseless activity, the advocacy of 
bravery and heroism, and the insistence on aggression, accordingly, led the 
Futurists to go beyond mere theorizing. They involved themselves in a great 
deal of direct action, including their serate, or evenings, which usually con
sisted of readings from Futurist works ofliterature, and which often ended in 
a brawl. The serate doubtless gave the Futurists some general experience of 
the theater, whose importance for his movement Marinetti recognized, as 
he did that of the spettacolo (performance) in particular. 

Futurist performances became an ideal means of direct communication 
with the public; the expectation was that audience members would react 
directly and physically to what they saw and heard. Deliberate provocation of 
the audience, partly for the sake of being aggressive, partly in order to break 
down the barriers between audience and actors, became one of the impor
tant techniques of the Futurist theater and influenced the staging of its plays. 
The Futurists thus realized the polemical importance of theatrical tech
niques very early on, and in this sense Italian Futurist theater represents 
nothing less than the birth of the twentieth-century avant-garde. In its violent 
rhetoric and actions, in its blatant self-promotion and willful disrespect for 
the sacred cows of the (written) intellectual tradition, as well as in its all
embracing (if prototypically Fascist) ideology, Futurism was the model or 
stereotype for all the "-isms" to come. 

Itself influenced by the Futurist synthetic theater, Dada had been 
found~d in 1916 by a group of expatriate artists in Zurich, but as practi
tioners adopted the banner in Berlin, Cologne, and New York, the move
ment became an international one. The Romanian poet Tristan Tzara, the 
leader of the movement, moved to Paris, the major center for Dada, as it 
would be later for the Surrealism that sprang from Dada's ashes. "Dada" 
itself is a nonsense word, and as such is a clue to the nature of the move-

I 
~ i 

ment, which was anarchic, violently antitraditional, and :ociferously a~ti
bourgeois-at least in its rhetoric. Many of the Dada artists had been m-

l d l·n n'orld War I and the Dada movement has been understood as a VO ye VVI I ' 

reaction of disgust toward a society that could sustain such a barbaric con-
flict. If the war was the end-product of a society supposedly built on the 

principles of rationality espouse~ by Enlightenment ~hil~sophers, then the 
means of protest against this society would have to be mahonal. 

As conscientious objectors in neutral Switzerland (the fount of the move
ment), moreover, Dadaists were expected to desist from overt political pro
test· Switzerland prohibited citizens or visitors from taking a strong vocal 
sta~ce on political occurrences beyond its borders, for fear that the country's 
neutrality might be compromised. The Dadaists' impulses of frustration and 
counteraggression had to manifest themselves in some way, yet if life had so 
little meaning for a world that was organizing and sanctioning its own de
struction, how could art matter? Hence the antisensical anarchy of Dada art, 
whose pacifist authors wanted, not to escape from current events through 
fantasy, but rather to reflect the chaos of their present to make the public cry 
with laughter. Dada, in fact, struck out against all "-isms" -previous artistic 
movements that had, in effect, exhaustively and systematically emphasized 
the timeless and universal aspects of art without ever truly living in their own 

particular moment. 
This is the context in which Marcel Duchamp began to exhibit his 

"ready-mades" -ordinary objects like bicycle wheels and the urinal he 
named "Fountain," signed "R. Mutt," and presented as a sculpture. In doing 
so, Duchamp offended against not only the assumption that art involves 
creative effort but also the assumption that only certain things are appropri
ate subject matter for art, which by definition would not include utterly 
utilitarian objects. Indeed, the Dadaists maintained that the artistic act, 
rather than the product, was first and foremost Dada; the tangible yield 
developing from the imaginative act (the painting, poem, sculpture, or dra
matic text) was merely a by-product of the real art. But best of all for the 
antimaterialist Dada artists, the Dadaist use of language was not easily mer
chandised. In the performance of a poem or a play, the Dadaists kept custody 
of their work, letting only the experience of the language and its effects on 
the listener stand as proof of its existence. Dadaists thereby succeeded not 
only in creating a presence in society for the artist-as-performer (as opposed 
to the actor-as-character) but also in keeping art out of the commodifying 
hands of bourgeois marketeers, principally because the art itself was a matter 
ofheresay to those not fortunate enough to be present for the poetry reading 
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or theatrical event. Dada thus sought to radically short-circuit the means by 
which art objects acquire financial, social, and spiritual value; in this man
ner, the movement fulfilled one definition of the avant-garde, which is an 
attack on the foundations of artistic institutions themselves. 

And attack the avant-garde did, for the term "avant-garde" is, after all, 
military in origin-however synonymous with "esoteric" or "incomprehensi
ble" it may now be-referring to the "advance party" that scouts out the 
terrain up ahead of the principal army. The expression was first used mili
tarily around 1794, to designate the elite shock troups of the French army, 
whose mission was to engage the enemy first in order to prepare the way for 
the main body of soldiers to follow. The expression was first used meta
phorically beginning around 1830, by members of French revolutionary 
political movements who spoke of themselves as being in the "vanguard." 
Used as early as 1825, in fact, by the utopian socialist writer Olinde Rodri
gues and later by Charles Fourier's disciple Gabriel Laverdant, the term 
"avant-garde" was applied to the "men of vision" of the coming society
statesmen, philosophers, scientists, and businessmen-whose actions would 
give direction to the future development of humanity. It was only during the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, however, that the metaphor was trans
ferred wholesale from politics to literary and artistic activities. Mainly at
tached to them ever since, the metaphor has been used to identify successive 
movements of writers and artists who, within the larger cultural framework 
of modernism, generated a vital tradition of formal innovation or experimen
tation and sociopolitical radicalism. 

Mikhail Bakunin, for example, titled the short-lived anarchist journal he 
published in Switzerland in 1878 L'Avant-Garde, and his aim in revolu
tionizing aesthetics was to pave the way for social revolution. More than fifty 
years earlier, however, Claude-Henri de Saint-Simon had proclaimed in 
L'artiste, le savant et l'industriel that "it is we artists who will serve as your 
avant-garde; the power of the arts is indeed the most immediate and the most 
rapid. We have weapons of all kinds .... We address ourselves to the imagina
tion and to the feelings of man; and we must always take the swiftest and the 
most decisive action .... There is no more beautiful destiny for artists than to 
exert a powerful influence on society-this is our true calling-and to thrust 
ourselves into the fray with all our intellectual faculties, at the peak of their 
development!" (210-11, 216; my translation). To Saint-Simon, the avant
garde artist was a soldier-priest in the service of progress, and Saint-Simon's 
multivolume Oeuvres, published between 1868 and 1878, promulgated this 
belief with a vengeance. Hence, toward the end of the nineteenth century, 

certainly, the use of the term "avant-garde" had been extended to encompass 
the idea of social renewal through cultural challenge rather than by means 

of overtly political activity. 
The avant-garde mentality, in its most rabid form, thus belongs to the 

past hundred years or so. But if we look at the matter in the context of French 
literary history, it is possible to suggest that we are not dealing with an 
absolutely new and separate phenomenon; it is, rather, the effect of a long 
and extremely complicated process, which is, of course, the general change
over from the static or cyclical view of human existence to the evolutionary 
view. And evolutionism is, fundamentally, a scientific concept. Therefore, if 
my suggestion is correct, the term "avant-garde" is not simply a military 
metaphor, used first in politics and then transferred to literature and art; it is 
basically connected with science and with what is sometimes called the 
scientific revolution: the replacement of the medieval belief in a finished 
universe by the modern, scientific view of a universe evolving in time. The 
scientific view affected political and social thinking long before it penetrated 
into literature proper and the fine arts, and that is the real reason the meta
phor was political first and literary or artistic afterward. 

In France, the first real signs of the modern evolutionary view occur in 
the seventeenth century, at the time of the Quarrel of the Ancients and 
Moderns. (This quarrel was fought from either an essentially conservative 
position-the championing of the ancient Greeks and Romans, codification 
of aesthetic rules, insistence on decorum and the purity of traditional literary 
genres, subordination of art to moral or social concerns-or a liberal one
the championing of the moderns, pragmatic and flexible treatment of all 
classical precepts, perception of art as an end in itself.) But the beginnings 
of the development can naturally be traced back to the Renaissance-to 
Copernicus, Machiavelli, and Montaigne-and, beyond the Renaissance, to 
ancient Greece, where most ideas existed at least in embryo. 

In seventeenth-century France, the first pale dawn of the scientific view 
seems to have had little or no effect on the aesthetic attitudes of creative 
artists, or at least on attitudes that were part of these artists' conscious make
up. The extraordinary flowering of French neoclassical literature that was 
contemporaneous with the quarrel of the Ancients and Moderns owed al
most nothing to it. Even those famous French thinkers of the earlier part of 
the grand siecle, Descartes and Pascal (like their Italian contemporary Gali
leo ), were not looking toward the future in the modern manner. It is true 
that, as they made their mathematical and scientific discoveries and tried to 
put their conflicting ideas in order, they made explosive statements. But we 
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have no reason to believe that they themselves knew just how radically new 
their thinking was. 

In the eighteenth century, however, a dramatic change took place that 
has often been commented upon. Although scientific evolutionism was not 
yet fully established, the major thinkers of the French Enlightenment fore
saw, or at least sensed, its implications. Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot, and 

Rousseau, all of whom had some knowledge of science, were in a sense 
sociologists, trying to understand human life both as a dynamic process in 
time and as a secular process that cannot be accounted for in religious terms, 
more especially not in the light of Christian revelation. These philosophes 
were thus brought into conflict with orthodox Christian theology, which is 
based on the belief in a static relationship between human beings inside 
time and God outside time. The great controversy between science and 
religion, then-which was not to occur in England until the middle of the 
nineteenth century, with Darwin's formulation of evolutionary theory-had, 
for all ·intents and purposes, run its course in France by the end of the 
eighteenth century. 

This historical situation is the fundamental reason for which the condi
tions favoring the development of the avant-garde mentality were present 
earlier in France than anywhere else. In France, by the end of the eighteenth 
century, the modern evolutionary and secular view of the world had per
vaded the consciousness of at least the intellectual elite. The situation that 
Nietzsche would express so dramatically in the nineteenth century with the 
phrase "God is dead" already existed before 1789. In fact, most of the great 
nineteenth-century themes are already present in the French Enlighten
ment: we can find intimations of Hegel arrd Marx in Montesquieu, Diderot, 
and Rousseau; of Darwin and Freud in Diderot; of Freud and Sacher
Masoch in Rousseau; and of Freud, Sacher-Masoch, and Nietzsche in the 
Marquis de Sade. We might even say that the Marquis de Sade (himself an 
antisentimental, even irrationalist dramatist in such works as Oxtiem, ou Les 
Malheurs du libertinage [ 1791]) was the first great modern figure to go mad 
over the death of God, and that this is why he has been revived with such 
fervor over the past 175 years or so as the darling of successive avant-gardes. 

In other words, the intellectual watershed, as I see it, is the Enlighten
ment. In the two to three centuries since, many sincere, ingenious, and 
elaborate attempts have been made to effect a compromise between the 
modern scientific view of the universe and the old Christian view, and the 
French themselves, from Auguste Comte and Hippolyte Taine to Henri 
Bergson and Simone Weil, have been particularly active in this effort. But it 

seems obvious that no reconciliation has been brought about. The two 
different ways of looking at matters exist side by side, and the extremely 
tangled aesthetic history-not to speak of the social and political history-of 
the last 250 years or so can be seen in terms of the tensions between these 
attitudes and of the growing predominance of the scientific worldview. 

A crucial contribution of the Enlightenment was the concept of history 
as the continuously unfolding tale of human life on earth, seen, of course, 
against the backdrop of a much greater time scale-the evolutionary de
velopment of the universe. This view presents human life as a process in 
time, which we can illuminate to some extent as we look back, or speculate 
about as we look forward, but which bears no definable relation to anything 
that might exist outside time-that is, to eternity or God. This is what is 
meant by "the death of God," and the implication is not only that no per
sonal entity behind the universe provides us with a moral law, but also that 
human life .can be given meaning, if it has any at all, only within the flux of 
history. And, if I may be allowed my largest generalization yet, the increasing 
prevalence of avant-garde attitudes reflects the growing effect of this percep
tion that we live only in time and have to find our values in time. 

Avant-garde artists and thinkers sense the problem of finding values 
within flux, and they are trying-often perhaps neurotically-to adapt to 
what they see as the movement of history by anticipating the crest of the next 
wave (la nouvelle vague); alternately, they may be trying to escape from the 
dilemma of perpetual movement by finding some substitute for eternity
that is, some God-substitute. Quite often they are trying to achieve both ends 
at once, and that is why so many avant-gardes have both a progressive and a 
nonprogressive aspect. Insofar as they are nonprogressive, the expression 
"avant-garde" is a misnomer, because the movement is not forward but to 
the side, or even backward in time to pre-Enlightenment attitudes. It occa
sionally happens, for instance, that an avant-garde artist (like the Expres
sionist Reinhard Sorge or the Symbolist Paul Claude!) is consciously re
converted to or reconfirmed in Christianity, and usually to old-fashioned 
Catholicism, because it offers the best escape from the cycle of change. 

Nonetheless, during the first phase of the Enlightenment (which con
tinued well into the nineteenth century), considerable optimism prevailed 
about the possibility of arriving at the permanent truth concerning human 
nature; it was thought that, in the search, art might be used as an instrument. 
The French philosophes had looked back over history, had seen it as a record 
of success or failure (but mostly failure), and had assumed that over time, 
they and other thinkers would evolve a concept of humankind that would 
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allow them to correct the course of history. If history was such a record of 
crime and injustice, this was because it had not played out in accordance 
with human nature. Once that had been defined as a natural phenomenon 
li.ke other phenomena, without all the mythical accretions of the past, so
Ciety would right itself, and the generations of the future would find them
selves in a social context that would allow the full, harmonious expression of 
their inherent possibilities. 

We now come to what I believe is the crux of the matter: in recent times 
the Enlightenment hope of ameliorating the definition of human nature has 

come to seem more and more illusory, at least to a great many important 
thinkers and artists. When the philosophes assumed that it would be possible 
to define ~uman nature and create the perfect society, they imagined they 
were lookmg toward the future, but in fact they were falling back onto a 
static conception. The accumulation of knowledge has shown not only that 
human beings are part of the evolutionary process but that they are, as the 
only animals with culture, an exceptionally changeable part. It is possible to 
talk about the nature of the noncultural animals, such as the lion or the tiger, 
because that nature has not altered appreciably in the course of recorded 
history. But the more we learn about human beings, the more we realize that 
th~ir so-called nature has included such a bewildering variety of customs, 
attitudes, beliefs, and artistic products that it is impossible for any one person 
to comprehend more than a very small part of the range. Moreover, we are 
more aware than ever before of the complex and mysterious forces at work 
within ourselves, forces that we do not wholly understand and therefore 
cannot wholly control. 

In other words, as some modern thinkers-in particular, French thinkers 
such as Andre Malraux-are fond of putting it, the death of God is now being 
followed by the death ofMan (Temptation, 97). However much some people 
may wish to reject the past, precisely because they find it so difficult to 
contemplate, the knowledge of it weighs on them as an immense repository 
of largely unassimilable data, while the future stretches ahead, a vista of 
endless and ultimately meaningless change. The sheer fact ofliving in time 
thus becomes a form of existential anguish, because history is no more than a 
succession of moments, all in a way equally valid or invalid. Human nature 
having ceased to be a uniJYing concept, henceforth describes only the sue~ 
cession of human manifestations. 

And of course this anguish of living in time is accompanied by the twin 
an~uish of co~tin~ency, the sensation that scientific law holds sway over 
ammate and mammate nature, entirely without intelligible reference to 

human consciousness and emotion. The result is a metaphysical dizziness or 
nihilistic despair over the very concept of human nature, which combines in 
all sorts of complicated ways with both the pastoral myth of original human 
nature and the millennia! myth of ultimate human potential. Let ~e now try 
to indicate some of the consequences of all this for avant-garde art m general 

and avant-garde drama in particular. 
It is because people have been trying, since the Enlightenment, to un

derstand matters rationally and scientifically that they face these dilemmas. 
Hence the widespread, often fascinated, disgust with the idea of science, 
which is taken as a further justification for the flight from reason. Hence also 
the search for methods of producing a sensation of mystic depth-in other 
words, an apparently meaningful, although ultimately incomprehensible, 
relationship with the transcendent-namely, something beyond ordinary or 
everyday existence. If nothing can be given a meaning in the general tran
sitoriness of history, everything can be given a sort of mystic weight through 
existentialist awareness, which may range from hysterical euphoria to re
signed nausea. In its extreme form, this awareness even eliminates the need 
to create a work of art. Anyone can be an artist, simply by picking up a stone 
or a found object, or drawing a line around some fragment of the given world 
and seeing it as an embodiment of mystery. This helps to explain collages, 
cut-outs, and the cult of the object among Surrealists and other avant-garde 

litterateurs. 
Such randomness is also connected with the dream, on the one hand, 

and in its more frantic manifestations, with madness, on the other. Both are 
' 

forms of unreason that have been much cultivated by different avant-gardes. 
It is interesting that while medicine and psychiatry, which are scientific in 
intention, try to interpret dreams and madness in rational terms, some avant
gardes have reverted to the medieval attitude and accept the dream or the 
madman's perception as a truth higher than that perceptible by the sane or 
the waking mind. This inclination is particularly noticeable among the 
Surrealists and their descendants, who have taken Rimbaud's prescription 
about le dereglement de taus lessens (the disordering of all the senses) very 
seriously and who find in Freud's work their justification for an enlightened 

form of irrationalism. 
Moreover, since language is normally the vehicle of articulate meaning, 

it is in connection with language that the problem of meaning versus mean
inglessness occurs most acutely among avant-garde writers. For some, all the 
ordinary uses of language are too comprehensible, so these avant-garde 
writers adopt various methods designed to break through language to a 
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mystery that is supposed to lie beyond it; or, in the interests of escaping from 
mutability, they adopt imaginative ways of putting words together, yet, un
like classical authors, avant-gardists ignore the purportedly changeless aspect 
of human nature in their writing. 

At one end of the scale are dramatists as different as Antonin Artaud and 
Gertrude Stein, who dispense with their existing languages almost altogether 
and replace them with collocations of more or less onomatopoeic sounds. 
(In rejecting cogency of plot and idea in favor of the sensuality or pure form 
of gesture and space as well as language, Stein was probably the first thor
oughgoing American avant-garde dramatist.) These sounds could be in
tended as a return to the voice of our original pastoral or primitive nature, 
like the barking of dogs or the mooing of cows, or perhaps they are supposed 
to make us feel that all language is futile, since no language provides the key 
to the meaning of the evolving universe. Then come those playwrights, like 
the Dadaist Tzara, who treat words as objects, like the objects of the avant
garde painter or sculptor, and try to dissociate them from the articulate 
meanings they might have in a sentence. 

As a performance phenomenon and as dramatic art, Dada disposed of or
ganic contexts by removing from language its readily recognizable character 
of communication. The Dadaist poet hacked up words and rearranged their 
syllables, exalting the outcome as new language whose meaning camped 
sometimes in inflection, sometimes in the resemblance to other, fixed words. 
Indeed, Dada poetry actively inconvenienced-or indeed eradicated-im
mediate comprehension by aggrandizing language into art and then depriv
ing that art of a clear and consistent aesthetic. Like Dada poetry, the Dada 
stage was an experiment in language, meddling with the word in order to 
reduce viewers' comprehension of theme, setting, and metaphoric meaning. 
For the Dadaists believed that language, like other representational art forms, 
required revivification if it was to escape from lifeless intellectualism. Lan
guage, for them, had lost its artistic probity: as a tool, it was used to sustain 
ideological power structures, in the form not only of overt political propa
ganda but also of truistic everyday speech. When Tzara demanded a poetry 
intentionally divorced from standard syntax and punctuation, he was not 
only exercising anarchism against the tyranny of Realism and Naturalism in 
the arts; he was, in addition, rebelling against both communication and the 
possibility of communicating Dada creativity (as well as desperation) to the 
rest of the world. 

Of course, writers have always been aware of words as objects with a 
shape, a rhythm, and a feel in the mouth, but traditional artists combined 

this sense of words as tangible entities with the elaboration of more or less 
coherent statements. Coherence had become such a despised characteristic 
by the early twentieth century, however, that many dramatists tried to elimi
nate it, just as the so-called literary or narrative element had been removed 
from much painting and sculpture. The play was meant to be sheerly a 
juxtaposition of words that did not allow the mind to pass through it in the 
usual way and so slip back into the cycle of time. The normal comprehen
sion of any sentence is necessarily an act in time, so that if you could halt 
comprehension, the words would become or might appear to become ulti
mate fragments of the universe, thereby producing a semblance of eternity. 

Andre Breton took a militant stand against all procedures that tended to 
destroy just such an approximation of eternity-and with it the enigma of 
existence-by submitting the unknown aspects of human words and actions 
to rational analysis. Breton's First Surrealist Manifesto (1924) therefore at
tacked the psychological novel directly and, by implication, similar ap
proaches to the drama. But Breton conceded that dialogue as verbal com
munication was the most suitable channel for what he called automatic 
writing. "It is to the dialogue that the forms of Surrealist language are best 
adapted" (34), he declared. And in an effort "to restore dialogue to its abso
lute truth" (35), Breton rejected the use of dialogue for polite or superficial 
conversation. Rather, it was to be a confrontation of two streams of spoken 
thought, neither particularly relevant to the other or having any inherent 
sequential order, but each provoking a spontaneous response from its op
posite number. As a psychic release in which the speakers dispensed with 
decorum, Breton considered, such dialogue, when written down, was "auto
matic" in the sense that it was as free as possible from the mental mechanism 
of criticism or self-censorship on the part of the author(s). One of the first 
pieces of writing acknowledged as "Surrealist," the play The Magnetic Fields 
( 1919), on which Andre Breton and Philippe Soupault collaborated, was just 
such a form of dialogue: a juxtaposition of two soliloquies verbally bouncing 
off each other. 

Finally, language might be used to create a puzzle, a conundrum, or a 
game, as Jarry did in Caesar-Antichrist (1895). This is not quite the same 
thing as a sheer object, for it allows a kind of circular movement of com
prehension within the terms of reference of the game itself. Here the writer 
produces a construct according to his own arbitrary rules, or to rules founded 
on the unexplained vagaries of his particular temperament, and we are 
intended to enjoy it as a sort of metaphysical trompe-l'oeil. The game pre
sents the appearance of meaning, for the language of which it is composed 
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conveys sense up to a point, but it is really a self-sufficient linguistic labyrinth 
from which the mind is not intended to escape. Such a work offers no exit to 
any reality other than its own and hence can be seen as a kind of antirealistic, 
quasi-Absurdist statement unto itself. Its overdeliberate arrangement is, 
in the last resort, equivalent to the randomness of some other avant-garde 
works. 

A common denominator among most avant-garde movements, in par
ticular those which sprang up between 1910 and 1930, was skepticism about 
earlier modes of perception-skepticism, that is, about the possibility of 
articulating meaning through the logic oflanguage or the language oflogic. 
Realism, together with its more complex descendant, Naturalism, had been 
based on the assumption that material or positivistic reality can be dis
covered and articulated through the systematic application of the scientific 
method to objective or observable phenomena. The resultant tendency to 
ignore subjective elements and the inner life led, in the view of avant-garde 
artists, to an oversimplified view of the world. By contrast, as we have seen, 
the Symbolists, Aesthetes, and neo-Romantics had sought truth in such 
abstractions as mystery, destiny, beauty, and the ideal, which is to say that 
they placed ultimate reality outside our human ken. The dramatic move
ments to come were as deeply concerned with truth and reality as their 
predecessors had been but, finding the old definitions and formulations in
adequate, they sought new ones. In this pursuit they were not antiscientific; 
rather, they attempted to incorporate scientific discoveries into a more com
prehensive vision of the world. And that revised vision was prompted as 
much by World War I, as I have already suggested, as by anything else. 

The assassination of the Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sara
jevo on June 28, 1914, started a four-year period of slaughter and mutila
tion. Among the victims was the well-made realistic play. Although the 
nineteenth-century theater was not killed outright in the first of the great 
world wars, it did receive a series of blows from which it would never fully 
recover. The stable world of the prewar era, reflected in a theater that had 
catered to a bourgeois audience and had held the mirror up to their lives, 
manners, and morals, began to disintegrate. With a million killed at Verdun 
and another million during the Russian offensive of 1916, with countries 
appearing, disappearing, and reappearing on the map of Europe, what did it 
matter whether Mme Duclos committed adultery with her husband's best 
friend, or whether M. Dupont succeeded in marrying off his daughters? 
After the horrors of mechanized war, the theatrical depiction of the material 
and financial problems of the bourgeoisie seemed irrelevant, even obscene. 

The realistic tradition and the well-made play were of course only maimed 
and shell-shocked; they continue to drag out a senile existence in the rest 
homes of our commercial theater. 

The Surrealist writer and painter Andre Masson described the artistic 
revolt of the twenties as having its origin in disgust with "the colossal slaugh
ter" of World War I, with the "obscene 'brainwashing' that had been in
flicted on civilians," with the "militant stupidity" and "sick society of the 
years 'between the wars"' (81, 96, and passim; my translation). Angrily re
jecting the past, avant-garde dramatists also rejected traditional ways of re
garding and portraying reality; or they lost confidence, to repeat the phrase 
used earlier, in the customary model for dramatizing human behavior and 
thinking about human existence-the representational one. These play
wrights created daringly experimental drama that reflected their new ways of 
seeing people and the world. And if the Great War exploded old conventions 
and preconceptions for these artists, then the Russian Revolution of 1917 
(preceded by the dress rehearsal of 190 5) showed them that the most sacred 
structures were subject to violent change . 

Indeed, the October Revolution and World War I go hand in hand, for 
the former appeared to rescue the universal values of the French Revolution 
of 1789 from the European ashes of Verdun in 1916. October 1917 restored 
faith in the power of human agency (a power that would not be without its 
significance in the theater) at a moment when the carnage on the Western 
front seemed to prove that human· beings were the helpless playthings of 
historical forces. For the entire European Left, the Russian Revolution sym
bolized the resumption of history's forward march-and so it was seen, 
through thick and mostly thin, by many if not all leftists, until the counter
revolution of 1989. Certainly neither international communism (with its 
rhetoric of the enemy class) nor nationalist fascism (with its rhetoric of the 
enemy race) would ever have become ruling creeds in the twentieth century 
had bourgeois society not thrown itself into the abyss of 1914. It was World 
War I that transformed both political "-isms" into agendas that spoke to 
the resentment, exhaustion, and horror of the men who returned from the 
trenches. 

Communism's own accomplishment, and the source of its appeal, was to 
formalize the terms of the bourgeoisie's guilty conscience, its remorse at its 
failure to practice what it preached: the idea of universality or action in the 
public interest, as well as the equality of all citizens, ideals the bourgeoisie 
claimed as its primary innovation and the foundation of democracy, but 
each of which it constantly negated through the unequal distribution of 
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property and wealth perpetuated by the competition of its members. And 
communism gave expression also to the aesthetic self-loathing of the bour
geois, their secret belief that money twisted the soul and that they knew the 
price of everything, yet the value of nothing. In this sense, the rise of commu
nism was inseparable from the rise of Romanticism, the artistic rejection of 
all that was narrow, miserly, and vulgar about bourgeois capitalism. 

In Russia, such rejection, and the revolution that went with it, became 
the starting point for the new, theatrically and cinematically as well as polit
ically and economically, and it made the Soviet stage pre-eminent for 
experimentation during the dozen years after Lenin's arrival at the Finland 
Station. Pilgrimages to Moscow to see the productions of Evgeny Vakhtan
gov, Aleksandr Tairov, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Nikolai Akimov, and Schlomo 
Mikhoels, and Sergei Eisenstein became mandatory for anyone interested in 
the future of the theater, or in the work of a Russian Futurist dramatist such 
as Vladimir Mayakovsky. As the pro-Marxist, pro-Soviet, yet artistically inno
vative Mayakovsky-whose Mystery-Bouffe ( 1918) enjoys the odd reputation 
of being both the greatest Bolshevik and the greatest Futurist drama-once 
wrote, the violence of World War I made a Futurist of everyone. As a result of 
the war, all stability, and all expectation of what is normal or can be taken for 
granted, were destroyed. 

The Russians Daniil Kharms and Aleksandr Vvedensky belonged to the 
Oberiuty, the last wave of postrevolutionary modernist writers able to express 
the new sense of uncertainty and repudiation as well as eagerness for novelty 
before being suffocated (like Mayakovsky before them) by Stalinist socialist 
realism-which would permit no confusion or commingling of revolution
ary politics with revolutionary artistic methods. While stressing their rejec
tion of representationalism, the Oberiuty also wanted it understood that, 
unlike some of the earlier twentieth-century avant-garde groups, such as the 
more extreme Futurists and the Dada-Surrealists, their goal was not to di
vorce art from life but only to reflect the illogicality, fragmentation, and 
chaos of the life around them in a different, nonrepresentational way: by 
jarring the perceptions with unexpected, disjointed configurations of reality 
mixed with unreality; then by exploiting what such a collision of elements 
could yield in the way of shock, upset, and humor. 

If Westerners were unaware of the Russian Oberiuty at least until the 
early 1970s, they were equally unaware during the twenties and thirties of a 
lonely and misunderstood figure, the Polish painter-playwright-novelist
philosopher Stanislaw Ignacy Witkiewicz. "Witkacy," who had recently re
turned from the tsarist army and direct observation of the Revolution, was 

creating in the third decade of the twentieth century a proto-Absurdist the
ater and a theory of abstract drama based on an analogy with modern paint
. g In this theater, meaning would be defined solely through internal scenic lll· 
construction, the only logic would be that of pure form, and the only psy-
chology would be that of bizarre fantasy. In the West, German Expressionists 
such as Ernst Toller and Georg Kaiser were themselves radically transform
ing dramatic structure and staging, but, unlike Witkiewicz, Kharms, and 
Vvedensky, with an impact that was soon felt across the Atlantic in the 
United States. As a result-and partly on account of the United States' 
increasing "globalization" after its successful participation in World War!
American theater joined the international mainstream of experimentation 
for the first time, as it produced the avant-garde drama of the early Eugene 
O'Neill, E. E. Cummings, and Gertrude Stein. 

After World War I, France, which had enjoyed commercial rather than 
artistic leadership in the field of drama as the nineteenth century marched in 
lockstep from Pixerecourt and Scribe to Sardou and Labiche, immediately 
regained its traditional importance in the avant-garde, and not only through 
the theatrical innovations of Jacques Copeau and his students (Louis Jouvet, 
Charles Dullin, Gaston Baty, and Georges Pitoeff). The French also reas
serted their prominence in drama through the avant-garde experiments of 
such Surrealists as Philippe Soupault, Benjamin Peret, Louis Aragon, and 
Roger Vitrac, who-in the wake of a world war both imperialist and mecha
nized-portrayed the ambiguity and irrationality of existence with incon
gruous juxtapositions, with nonsense and non sequitur, and with humor and 
irony. (Guillaume Apollinaire was the first to use the term "Surrealism," in 
the preface to his play The Breasts ofTiresias [ 1917]: "When man wanted to 
imitate walking he created the wheel, which does not resemble a leg-and in 
the same way he has created Surrealism unconsciously" [56].) 

Artaud, whose radical insights bore fruit a generation later, himself be
gan his work as playwright, actor, director, theorist-and prophet-during 
this renaissance in the French theater. And though in Italy Pirandello had 
shattered the traditional conceptions of representational theatrical illusion 
and unified dramatic character, it was the French productions by Dullin and 
Pitoeff that brought the Sicilian's dramatic vision to the rest of Europe and 
America-so much so in our own country that Six Characters in Search of an 
Author ( 1921) has surely become the most frequently anthologized, and 
deservedly the most influential, of avant-garde plays. (For this reason, we felt 
no need to anthologize it yet again here.) 

Whether it was French or Italian, German or Russian, the theatrical 
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av~n~-garde of the post-World War I era was not revolutionary only in an 
artistic sense, however; as I have noted, it was also revolutionary in a socio
political sense, which was itself complemented by a psychological revo
lutionism. The patron saints of the theatrical revolutionists of this period 
happened to be an unlikely pair, Sigmund Freud and V.I. Lenin. (Coinci
dentally, in the year before the Russian Revolution, Lenin lived directly 
across the street from the Cabaret Voltaire, the famous Zurich cafe that was 
the birthplace of Dada.) Implosions and explosions, dreams and revolutions, 
the conquest of the irrational and the triumph of the proletariat-these 
psychological and sociopolitical extremes lent form and substance to the 
avant-garde theater of the teens and twenties. 

Expressionism and Surrealism, the two major movements in painting 
and drama of the period, unite the subjective and the societal, dream and 
revolution, with the aim of transcending and transforming reality by releas
ing the subconscious and leveling all social barriers. In their rejection of the 
old society, the Surrealist heirs of Dada looked eastward, toward Moscow, for 
fraternity as well as inspiration and maintained a prolonged, if stormy and 
vacillating, attachment to the French Communist Party and the Third 

International-an attachment that thus privileged social or political revolu
tion over the spiritual revolt of Artaud's theater of cruelty. Unlike the war
mongering Italian Futurists, the German Expressionists, almost to a man, 
we~e pacifists. Social change, for them, grows out of the dream of spiritual 
reb~rth, and the grimly realistic therefore moves with shocking rapidity in 
then work toward the fantastic and the visionary. 

T~e extremism and distortion of Expressionist drama derive precisely 
from Its closeness to the dream. Indeed, in its crude aspects, Expressionism is 
nothing more than dramatized daydream or fantasy. In its subtler and more 
interesting examples, however, Expressionism approaches the concealing 
symbolism and subliminal suggestiveness of night dreams, if not nightmares. 
Innovatively, Strindberg called the experimental plays he wrote when he 
passed beyond Naturalism dream plays: namely, To Damascus ( 1888-1904 ), 
A Dream Play (1902), and The Ghost Sonata (1907). In them the projection 
and embodiment of psychic forces take the place of the replication of exter
nal fact; and the association of ideas supplants the construction of plot based 
on the logical connection of cause and effect. The old structural principle of 
causal interrelations linking character, incident, and action thus gives way to 

a new structural pattern, closer to music than to drama-the presentation of 
a theme and variations. 

Instead of being mimetic, the acting in Strindberg's dream plays, like that 

in German Expressionist drama, would be "musical" as well. Rather than 
seek to reproduce everyday behavior on the stage, the expressionistic actor, 
according to Paul Kornfeld (in an epilogue appended to his play The Seduc
tion [1913]), should combine passionate rhetoric with trancelike ecstasy, 
and "not be ashamed of the fact that he is acting .... The melody of a great 
gesture says more than the highest consummation of what is called natural
ness. Let him think of the opera, in which the dying singer still gives forth a 
high C and with the sweetness of his melody tells more about death than if 

he were to crawl and writhe" (7-8). 
Strindberg's dream plays in turn became the inspiration for German 

Expressionists such as Georg Kaiser, Ernst Toller, Reinhard Sorge, and Wal
ter Hasenclever. Unlike the French Surrealists of the twenties and thirties, 
though, the Expressionists rarely reproduced actual dreams, with their shift
ing planes of reality and gross distortion of the "laws" of time, space, and 
causality. Instead, the structure of many of their plays resembled the formal 
pattern or movement of the human mind in dream and reverie. Not by 
accident, the influence of Strindberg coincided with that of psychoanalysis 
(Freud's Interpretation of Dreams having appeared two years before A Dream 
Play), and, in its Freudian form (as well as later in its Jungian one), psycho
analysis had decisive significance for Expressionism. But even before Freud, 
German philosophy from Schelling to Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, to
gether with the intellectual atmosphere in Germany in the wake of Roman
ticism, had offered intimations of the subconscious. Even those Expression
ists who were not conversant with the actual works of Freud, then, were 
undoubtedly familiar with the climate of thought that had given rise to 

psychoanalysis in the first place. 
In adopting an episodic dream structure, the German Expressionists not 

only rejected the tradition of the well-made play and openly defied the ideal 
of an objective recording of everyday life, on which "realistic" theater had 
been based. In league, paradoxically, with the realists and naturalists, they 
also turned against the disdainful aloofness from contemporary urban reality 
that characterized those writers who sought to revive the Romanticism or 
even the Neoclassicism of the past. Along with the dominant art of bourgeois 
society, the Expressionists rejected, unmasked, and caricatured the mores, 
precepts, and institutions that denatured its urban reality, whose prevail
ing authoritarian temper-whether in Wilhelmine Germany or Hapsburg 
Austria-they opposed. Thus, like the other avant-gardes of its time, Expres
sionism constituted not merely an aesthetic revolt but also an ethical and 
sometimes even a political one, closely allied with humanitarian principles 
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and socialist reform. However, since this revolt was in many cases neither 
specific nor rational, but instead vague and emotional, the otherwise pacifis
tic movement numbered among its members some who were afterward, in 
an apparent about-face, to contribute their support to militant communism. 

The Bolshevik Revolution and Freudian psychoanalysis, then, tore down 
both the external conventions of society and the internal walls of the self. 
No wonder the walls and conventions of the realistic theater were also 
demolished-walls between stage and auditorium, actor and audience, au
thor and play, together with the conventions of illusion, character, and plot. 
It had been demonstrated that reality, the basis for "realism," was neither 
objective nor unchanging, neither absolute nor unified, but instead relative 
and fragmented. And with the loss of belief in objective, immutable truth 
understandably came the eclipse of illusionistic, representational playwrit
ing and staging. The human psyche, psychoanalysts showed, was a heap of 
fragments, not an integrated whole; an entire society, the Bolsheviks proved, 
could be blown up, and with it every value that it had cherished, every belief 
that it had promulgated. 

The avant-garde writers of the twenties and beyond investigated dramatic 
form precisely for the purpose of expressing this shattered reality; instead of 
holding a mirror up to nature, creating an illusion of reality, or reflecting the 
surface of the world, they smashed that mirror, imagined illusions within 
illusions, and generated apocalyptic visions. It was in order to depict human 
society and human nature in constant, often violent, upheaval and disin
tegration, to uncover subterranean faultlines in politics as well as people, 
that the new playwrights adopted the fluidity of dreams and the chaos of 
revolutions as dramatic devices. Avant-garde drama between the world wars 
thus reflects not the private domestic life of that period, but rather its gross 
communal instability: its shifting planes of reality, changing perspectives 
on society, drastic transpositions of time and space, and manifold takes on 
personality. 

Many of the new movements placed considerable emphasis on multiple 
images of personality, for example, through their exploration of the sub
conscious-probably because Freud's theories provided a semiscientific ex
planation for forces that the Symbolists had relegated to the realm of fate, 
mysticism, or the supernatural. Through the subconscious, the subjective 
and the objective worlds could be brought into logical relation onstage that 
synthesized the views of both the realist-naturalists and the Symbolists. And 
through the psychological probing of the Surrealists, the vast realms of the 
mind offered material for new explorations in performance, apart from any 

concern for objective representation. Freud's theories were given new di
mensions, moreover, by the work of Carl Jung. Beginning with Psychology of 
the Unconscious (1912), he argued that Freud's description of the structure 
of the mind is incomplete; to its three divisions of id, ego, and superego 
should be added a fourth, the "collective unconscious" -a division beyond 
the reach of psychoanalysis, for "by no analytical technique can it be brought 
to conscious recollection, being neither repressed nor forgotten" (319). 

The collective unconscious, according to Jung, is "nothing more than a 
potentiality ... which from primordial times has been handed down to us in 
the specific form of mnemonic images, or expressed in anatomical forma
tions in the very structure of the brain" (319), incorporating "the psychic 
residua of innumerable experiences of the same type" (320). In this manner, 
Jung pushed the concept of the unconscious one step further and suggested 
an explanation for psychological responses not accounted for by Freud. He 
went on to declare that there are essentially two kinds of art: the kind based 
on the personal unconscious and that based on the collective unconscious. 
The first is limited by the author's personal vision, but the second is more 
significant because it captures (through archetype, myth, and symbol) expe
riences embedded in the collective unconscious, which are the ones best 
suited to compensate for what is missing from our lives in the present. From 
the point of view of avant-garde dramatists, Jung, in so extending Freud's 
conception of the unconscious, was implicitly arguing for a reality that is far 
more complex than surface appearance would suggest. 

New developments in physics were to prove as far-reaching as those in 
psychology. Beginning in 1905, Albert Einstein began formulating his the
ory of relativity, which constitutes the most revolutionary, precise statement 
of perceptions of time and space that have greatly influenced not only 
twentieth-century science but art and literature as well. The theory is revolu
tionary precisely because, in formulating it, Einstein sought to incorporate 
both spatial and temporal dimensions. Newtonian physics had depicted 
space as static and absolute by treating both time and point of view as fixed; 
starting with Einstein, space came to be seen by contrast as relative to a 
moving point of reference. To the three spatial dimensions, he added the 
fourth dimension of time, in the form of movement; and the faster the 
movement, the greater are the changes in the perceived dimensions of both 
time and space. 

Even though Einstein saw mass, length, time, and simultaneity as rela
tive, he never doubted the orderliness of the universe, and he sought to 
harmonize the variables through mathematical formulas. Less scientifically 
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oriented minds, however, were more attracted to the idea of relativity itself 
and elevated it as a principle by which they could not only question the 
linear progression of time or the related principle of inexorable, determinis
tic causality but also postulate the purely subjective nature of human percep
tion. For many the possibility of firm or absolute truth had vanished forever 
in the same way that it had disappeared around a century before for th: 
German Romantics in consequence of Kant's notion that "pure reason" 
cannot penetrate the essence of things, that the intellect cannot determine 
what is truth and what merely appears to be truth, that all perception is 
finally subjective. (This idea was expressed in his Critique of Pure Reason 
[ 1781] but later qualified-like Einstein's theory of relativity-and recon
ciled with a belief in God's moral law in both his Critique of Practical Reason 
[1788] and his Critique ofludgment [1790].) 

Kant's notion-which for Kleist shattered his Enlightenment belief in 
the power of reason to comprehend the universe and to perfect life on 
earth-lay at the heart of German Romanticism. Henceforth, the outer
world was abandoned in favor of the inner, reality was created by the imagi
nation, higher consciousness was gained through the unconscious, and the 
generally valid was reached by way of the most individual. But whereas 
Romantics like Tieck and Grabbe escaped from objective reality into a 
world of fairy-tale fantasy, literary satire, or nationalistic folklore, Kleist in
corporated the obduracy of that reality into such dramas as Penthesilea 
(1808) and Prince Friedrich of Homburg (1811) and in this sense showed 
some affinity for the classicism of Goethe and Schiller (themselves erstwhile 
Stiirmer-und-Driinger), which had attempted to reconcile spirit and matter 
by harmonizing the inner and outer worlds. 

As a result of Einstein's work, however, the changed conceptions of time 
and space were soon evident on the surface of artistic forms (in addition to 
being manifest at their spiritual core)-particularly in their organizational 
patterns. Space in painting, for example, had since the Renaissance been 
conceived as fixed, and objects had been shown from a single point of view at 
a specific instant in time. In fact, the entire logic of perspective painting was 
based on this convention, which was grounded in Newtonian physics. The 
first major break with tradition came in the late nineteenth century when 
Paul Cezanne began to include in one painting objects that could be seen 
only from different "eye-points." But it was Cubism (usually said to have 
begun in 1907 and to have reached its height just before World War I) that 
first systematically introduced into a single painting several points of view, 
no one of which had more authority than the others. The Cubist paint-

ers, among whom Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque were the leading fig
ures, sought not only to break down objects semigeometrically, into cubes, 
spheres, cylinders, and cones, but also to provide several views of the same 
object simultaneously. Cubism thus represented an attempt to deal analyt
ically with space and to incorporate the dimension of time into painting. 

Similar attempts were made in drama, where time has traditionally been 
treated as linear (and events occur in proper succession from beginning to 
middle to end) rather than as simultaneous or relative. Just as fixed space had 
governed most painting, the orderly or sequential passing of time had gov
erned drama, with most plays being unified through a cause-and-effect ar
rangement of incidents that mimicked Newton's own theory of causality 
(according to which every thing or occurrence in the universe has its cause 
or origin). Less often, an overriding thought, theme, or thesis had been used 
to unify otherwise seemingly random, disjointed incidents (as in Aristopha
nes' comedies and the medieval mystery plays). Nearly all nonrealistic dra
matists have adopted some variation on this method, for most have orga
nized their works around some central idea or motif, although the specific 
form of organization-musical, say, as in the case of Strindberg's Ghost 
Sonata, mentioned earlier, Mayakovsky's "bouffe" (comic opera) of a mys
tery play, or, even later, Sam Shepard's Suicide in B-Flat (1976)-depends in 
large part on the assumptions the playwright has made about reality. 

Before the modern period most dramatists had assumed, of course, that 
ours is a logical universe presided over by a just God; behind any apparent 
chaos, therefore, lay ultimate harmony and justice. But as I have tried to 
make clear, avant-garde drama was directly affected by the new god of 
science-by new scientific discoveries and the advanced technologies of the 
machine age, in their constructive as well as destructive capacities. For this 
reason, the plays of the Expressionists, Futurists, and Surrealists have an 
essentially new tempo or rhythm that mirrors the fast pace of industrial life, 
the thrilling speed of the airplane, the automobile, and the motorcycle, and 
the quick cuts of edited film. Such drama overwhelms the spectator with its 
abrupt images and movement more in keeping with the sports arena and the 
movie screen than with the predictable pace of bourgeois, boulevard, or 
Broadway theater or even the Symbolist temple of art (where earthly dis
continuity, illogicality, and obscurity could still be absorbed, reconciled, 
or overruled in a transcendent, ideal realm). Furthermore, avant-garde 
drama playfully calls attention to itself as drama, to its own artifice and 
spectacle (as realist or naturalist plays never would), and exuberantly com
bines esoteric art with popular culture-with the circus, the cabaret, even 
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the jazz of the twentieth century-in a way not seen since the two apogees of 
Western theater: those of ancient Greece and Elizabethan England. 

All the playfulness and exuberance ended, however, with the rise of 
fascism and the arrival of World War II, as an entire generation of artists was 
geographically displaced, politically silenced, morally co-opted, or simply 
executed (the fate of the sometime Surrealist Federico Garcfa Lorca). State 
repression of the avant-garde was most conspicuous, of course, under the 
totalitarian regimes of the Soviet Union and Germany, in which, respec
tively, avant-garde practice was denigrated as "formalist" and "degenerate." 
In both cases, avant-gardism was stamped out because it conflicted with, or · • 
merely failed to serve, official government policy. The dramatic decline of 
the European avant-garde in the 1930s is thus connected with a paradoxical 
feature of the avant-garde ethos: avant-garde artistic practice can flourish 
only under liberal political regimes, which are willing to tolerate vigorous 
expressions of dissent against the state and society. In this respect the avant
garde bites the hand that feeds it, or conversely, in Poggioli's words, it pays 
"involuntary homage" to the bourgeois liberal democracies it attacks (106) . 

World War II was thus a turning point not only in the individual lives of a 
great many artists and intellectuals but also in the history of the avant-garde 
as a whole. Avant-garde drama written after World War II, like the drama 
produced between the two world wars, was to be affected by new scientific 
discoveries and the advanced technologies of the machine age, but in this 
case those which made possible the splitting of the atom and the demented, 
conveyor-belt efficiency of gas chambers-which is to say, technologies 
whose immediate effect was overwhelmingly negative-indeed, incompre
hensibly catastrophic. The horrors of World War II, especially the systematic 
displacement and extermination of vast numbers of people, created a crisis of 
conscience among many of the world's artists and intellectuals. Traditional 
values and morals seemed incapable of coping with such dilemmas as the 
American dropping of two atomic bombs on Japan, or the Holocaust perpe
trated by the Nazis against European Jewry (not to speak of the Soviet 
GULAG stretching from the Urals to the Pacific). Conventional values and 
morals, as a result, no longer seemed to rest on any solid foundation. 

As the full implications of a godless universe at last became evident, the 
search for absolute values or essential truths gave way to fundamental ques
tions about human beings' existence and place in the universe. As Martin 
Esslin put it, "The decline of religious faith was masked until the end of the 
Second World War by the substitute religions of faith in progress, national
ism, and various totalitarian fallacies. All this was shattered by the war. By 

1942, Albert Camus was calmly putting the question why, since life had lost 
all meaning, man should not seek escape in suicide" (5). Camus, of course, 
was a leading exponent of existentialism, perhaps the most compelling force 
in postwar thought. (Although it can be traced as far back as the ancient 
Greeks, existentialism remained a relatively minor strain in philosophy until 
the mid-nineteenth century, where we find it beginning with Kierkegaard.) 

Whereas an essentialist philosopher might inquire into what it means to 
be human-what the essential human traits are-the existentialist begins by 
asking, "What does it mean 'to be' or 'to exist'?" Existentialists like Albert 
Camus argued that human beings are, individually, responsible for making 
themselves what they are, and that without making a free and conscious 
choice before taking action, one cannot truly be said "to exist" as a human 
being. This philosophical movement thus sought to free the individual from 
external authority as well as from the authority or weight of the past and to 
force him or her to discover within the self the grounds for choosing and 
doing. (Hence the difference between traditional, expository characters who 
are victims of the past, and unconventional, existentialist characters who live 
in-and act out of-the eternal present.) Understandably, existentialism 
struck a responsive chord during and after World War II, for the world had 
seemingly gone mad, as personal choice was abdicated in favor of blind 
adherence to national leaders and policies, even when such obedience en
tailed condoning almost unbelievable cruelties or crimes against humanity. 

Existentialism also str\lck a responsive chord in the theater. Albert Camus 
and Jean-Paul Sartre wrote such plays as Caligula (1945) and The Flies 
( 194 3) to dramatize the tenets of their philosophy. These plays, along with 
those by Giraudoux, Anouilh, and Salacrou, create what could be called a 
form of aesthetic dissonance, however, for they posit, in Esslin's words, the ul
timate "senselessness oflife [and] the inevitable devaluation of ideals, purity, 
and purpose" ( 6). Yet the plays themselves are logical constructs that depend 
for their effect on ratiocinative devices, discursive thought, and consistent or 
coherent character. In this sense, existentialist playwrights have something in 
common with dramatists that went before them-Goethe, Schiller, and 
especially Kleist, a harbinger of the avant-garde. These Germans had at
tempted to harmonize Romanticism-and its focus on the turbulent, inter
nal life-with Neoclassicism, which emphasized the controlled, external 
world. Camus, Sartre, and company tried to express irrational content -that 
is, the theme of the irrationality of the human condition-in rational form. 
(Sartre and Camus were to be followed, in the late 1990s, by Tom Stoppard 
and Michael Frayn, whose Arcadia and Copenhagen, paradoxically, explore 
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m conventional dramatic form, respectively, the way in which Werner 
Heisenberg's uncertainty principle exploded the traditional concept of cau
sality, thus opening the door to "chaos theory.") 

The dramatists of the Theater of the Absurd, by contrast, strive to express 
their sense of metaphysical anguish at the senselessness of the human condi
tion in a form which mirrors that meaninglessness or ultimate lack of pur
pose. Therefore, Absurdists like Samuel Beckett, Eugene Ionesco, Jean 
Genet, and Arthur Adamov abandon the cause-and-effect relationship that 
traditionally governs the incidents in a play-the progression of exposition, 
complication, turriing point, climax, and denouement-or reduce reliance 
on that pattern to an absolute minimum. Rather than chronicling the con
nective quality of events in a linear narrative, the action in plays like Waiting 
for Godot (1952), The Bald Soprano (1950), The Maids (1947), and The 
Invasion (1949) tends to be circular or ritualistic, as it concentrates on ex
ploring the texture of a static situation or condition. In such drama, prob
lems or dilemmas are seldom resolved, and characters tend toward the typi
cal or archetypal rather than the specific or the individual. Often they even 
exchange roles or metamorphose into other characters, and some are given 
only generic or numerical designations. 

Moreover, time for these characters is flexible, as it is in dreams, just as 
place is generalized: the dramatis personae of Absurdist plays most often find 
themselves in a symbolic location, or in a void cut off from the concrete 
world as we (think we) know it. And in this dramatic limbo, language itself is 
downgraded. Although the characters frequently talk as volubly as do the 
figures of conventional theater, they usually recognize that they are indulg
ing in a word-game that ridicules the very use of language by distorting it or 
making it as mechanical as possible. To compensate for this downgrading of 
language as a means of communication, Absurdist plays emphasize the met
aphorical aspect through their scenery. Their poetry tends to emerge, ac
cording to Esslin, "from the concrete and objectified images of the stage 
itself. ... What happens on the stage transcends, and often. contradicts, the 
words spoken by the characters" (7). 

What happens, moreover, never takes place in the context of traditional 
dramatic genres: instead, the somber often becomes the grotesque (as in the 
precursory esperpentos ofRam6n Marfa del Valle-lnclan from the twenties), 
and the comic frequently takes on tragic overtones (as in the anarchic farces 
of Joe Orton). The world is "neutralized," even turned on its head, by these 
writers' deriding of everything that in the past was taken seriously, or by their 
transforming of what most people have considered to be ludicrous into 
something ominous, powerful, and affecting. Despite such rejection of for-

mal purity, structural logic, integrated character, and linguistic cohesive
ness, Absurdist drama is ultimately conceptual, for in the end it too seeks to 
project an intellectualized perception-however oblique or abstruse-about 
the human condition. 

The difference between such drama and earlier nonrealistic plays, from 
Symbolism onward, is precisely that perception or vision, rather than its 
techniques. Although the Absurdists were especially attuned to as well as 
inclined to imitate the work of Jarry, Artaud, Pirandello, the Futurists, the 
Dadaists, and perhaps above all the Surrealists, their subject becomes peo
ple's entrapment in an irrational and hostile or impersonal and indifferent 
universe, an existence in which the search for truth is an exercise in futility. 
(This attitude, incidentally, does not seep into American drama, with Jack 
Gelber's The Connection [1959] and Edward Albee's The American Dream 
[1961], until postwar euphoria wears off, the Korean War erupts in the midst 
of the Cold War, and the Vietnam debacle looms on the horizon. The 
American avant-garde, however, is rooted more in performance than in text, 
in a radical performative technique that dismantles and then either discards 
or refashions the overwhelmingly "well-made" drama of the American stage, 
as the work of the Wooster Group, the Living Theater, the Open Theatre, 
the Bread and Puppet Theatre, Mabou Mines, and Ping Chong will attest.) 

The Theater of the Absurd, that is, gives up the search for a dramatic 
model through which to discover fundamental ethical or philosophical cer
tainties about life and the world-something even the Surrealists attempted 
in their probing of the unconscious. To paraphrase Malraux, if the mission of 
the nineteenth century was to get rid of the gods, the mission of the twentieth 
century was to replace them with something-until we get to the Absurdists, 
who replace "something" with nothing or nothingness. The only certainty 
about human reality, in Ionesco's words, is that, "devoid of purpose ... cut 
off from his religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all 
his actions become senseless, absurd, useless" (quoted in Esslin, 5). And this 
"certainty," as I have already indicated, is reflected in the viciously cyclical 
nature of Absurdist dramatic form. 

Theater of the Avant-Garde does not go beyond 1950 and the inception of 
the Absurd, but not because avant-garde drama has ceased to be written. One 
need only witness from the 1970s, for example, the Austrian Peter Handke's 
Ride Across Lake Constance ( 1971), which demolishes even the remnants of 
mimesis through a relentless scrutiny of the semiotics oflanguage and expe
rience that allows for no progression of events, no resolution, no character
ization, and hence no correspondence between behavior and language; the 
Frenchman Michel Vinaver's Overboard (1973), whose many discontinuous 
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and seemingly unrelated scenes ultimately suggest that everything from the 
corporate world to the world of myth interconnects; the American Robert 
Wilson's three-hour speechless epic Deafman Glance ( 1971 ), which created 
a combination Theater of Silence-and-Images not unlike that of silent experi
mental film; and the work of another American, Charles Ludlam, whose sav
agely nihilistic Ridiculous Theater parodied familiar genres and the absurdi
ties oflife as well as art, in plays like Bluebeard (1970) and Camille (1971). 
What has happened, however, is that since the late 1960s or so, we have 
entered the era of postmodernism (a term first used in architecture), during 
which two developments occurred to stop the "advance" of the avant-garde. 

The first was the embrace by postmodern dramatists of a stylistic plural
ism, an eclectic and often self-reflexive mixing of different styles from dif
ferent time periods. Under modernism, the argument goes, a variety of styles 
had flourished, but within any one (such as Expressionism or Surrealism) 
the artist sought unity by adhering consistently to the set of conventions 
associated with that mode. The problem with this definition of modernism, 
at least as it is extended to the history of drama, is that the mixing of radically 
different styles-and the playwrights' propensity to call attention to the pro
cess of artistic creation-was already evident in the work of avant-gardists 
from the 1920s, not to mention earlier, in the experimental plays of Strind
berg. A more sophisticated version of the postmodern argument claims that 
it is not the mere presence of eclecticism and self-referentiality that distin
guishes postmodernism, but rather their different cultural positioning and 
use within a postmodern context. Within an avant-garde ethos the self
conscious mixing of styles constituted a typical attempt to occupy the posi
tion of "most advanced and subversive trend," whereas self-reflexive plural
ism in postmodern culture marks an exhaustion of the subversive energies 
and ambitions once associated with the avant-garde. 

Over the past century, artists, chastened by what they saw happening 
in the world, have ceased believing in the efficacy of revolutionary art to 
change the world; yet they still mouth slogans about transforming the order 
of society and go through the motions of producing art designed to do just 
that. The ideologies and techniques of earlier avant-gardes are still conve
niently lying around, ready to be picked through and recycled, though the 
heirs no longer see themselves as belonging to a single movement at all. (The 
quintessential example, in form as well as content, of the resulting drama is 
Tony Kushner's Angels in America: Millennium Approaches [ 1992].) 

What had begun before World War I, then, as a burgeoning involvement 
by artists in the future of their societies-if only as outcasts who believed (like 

Artaud) that some day they would be regarded as prophets-had subsided by 
the decade of the 1970s into an acknowledgment that progressive artistic pro
grams would never be adopted and experienced by the vast majority of any 
country's citizens. To paraphrase Fredric Jameson, all that is left is to imitate 
dead styles, to speak through the masks and with the voices of the styles in the 
imaginary museum of the past. Or, as Ihab Hassan has put it, only indeter
minacies-"discontinuity, heterodoxy, pluralism, randomness, perversion"
and deformations-" disintegration, deconstruction, displacement, disconti
nuity, disjunction, decomposition, demystification, delegitimization" -can 
be identified as central to postmodernism (269). 

The avant-garde remains with us today as a sanctioned aesthetic predilec
tion. Struggling within the confines of a self-reflexive formal orientation and 
against an ill-defined social context of liberal and diffuse pluralism, that 
avant-garde bears curious witness to an ambiguous state of mind. It attempts 
to display a creative and critical vitality yet raises only minimal expectations. 
It countenances an active and often aggressive assertion of individual will yet 
betrays an uneasy acquiescence and resignation. Its most significant efforts 
do continue to involve the self-conscious exploration of the nature, limits, 
and possibilities of drama and theater (the most naturally reflexive of art 
forms) in contemporary society; but the vision of the future-of the avant
garde's future as well as that of society and culture in general-provided by 
such work is tentative and unclear, as if the avant-garde could not move 
beyond doubt and distrust toward an inspired vision. 

Reworking the military metaphor underpinning the notion of avant
gardism, one could argue that we have entered a period in which the culture 
of negation has been replaced by a demilitarized zone, flanked by avant
garde ghosts on the one side and a changing mass culture on the other. The 
once subversive styles of the avant-garde have been assimilated by mass 
culture, that is, so that the gap between nominally avant-garde products and 
popular, mass-cultural ones, such as Julie Taymor's Lion King on Broadway 
or television's MTV and "The Larry Sanders Show," is greatly reduced. If the 
historical avant-garde once consisted of wave after wave of antibourgeois, 
mostly left-leaning, angry yet visionary artists pouring onto a hostile shore (a 
beachhead, to continue the military metaphor), then each successive wave 
has been soaked up by the society it apparently hated and opposed-has 
been co-opted and made fashionable, turned into a style in competition with 

other styles, by the once and future enemy (the official culture's dogmathi
cally imposed system of values and beliefs). 

The avant-garde, as a result, can today do little more than impotently 
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express disenchantment with its own ideals, while popular culture is en
chanted to assume the once radical posture of inventiveness, daring, and 
"difference." Indeed, in what could be the ultimate indignity, the very phrase 
"avant-garde" has itself become a marketing device, and now even the name 
of a new line of deodorant in Great Britain. Moreover, the objects of the 
avant-garde have become useful investment commodities for the "Establish
ment," in the form of paintings, sculptures, and even theatrical posters that 
adorn the walls of major corporations-purportedly in the name of culture, 
education, and refinement. 

The second development to stop the "advance" of the avant-garde was, 
and remains, the deification of postmodern performance, through the merg
ing of author and director into a single "superstar" like Peter Brook or Jerzy 
Grotowski, Andrei Serban or Peter Sellars, Tadeusz Kantor or Robert Le
page, as well as through the breaking down of boundaries between dramatic 
forms and performance styles, between styles and periods, and between the 
arts themselves. Again, however, we see the presence particularly of the latter 
breakdown within modernism: in the synesthesia of the Symbolists, for in

stance, or in the writing of plays by artists from different media or accord
ing to the dictates of a different artistic medium. (Among these works can 
be counted Henri Rousseau's Visit to the Paris Exposition of 1889 [1889], 
Arnold Schonberg's Lucky Hand [1913], Jean Cocteau's Parade [1917], 
Guillaume Apollinaire's Color of Time [ 1918], Ernst Barlach's Poor Cousin 
[1919], Oskar Schlemmer's Figural Cabinet I and II [1922-23], and Pablo 
Picasso's Desire Caught by the Tail [ 1941].) When we see something like this 
breakdown after World War II, in the "happenings" of the painter Allan 
Kaprow from the late fifties (the original "performance art," in the sense that 
visual art was "performed" by objectified human bodies), we also begin to 
see the cultivation of performance as art unto itself, apart from or superior to 
any a priori text. 

First, attempts were made by artists other than Kaprow to move drama 
outside the confines of traditional, or text-based, theaters and into more 
accessible, less formal surroundings. Second, emphasis was shifted, in the 
"happenings," from passive observation to active participation-from the ar
tistic product to the viewing process. Each spectator, in becoming the partial 
creator of a piece, derived any meaning that might be desired from the 
experience, thus downplaying the artist's intention or even existence. (So 
much for the work of such postmodern authors as Caryl Churchill and 
Heiner Muller.) Third, simultaneity and multiple focus tended to replace 
the orderly sequence of conventionally, or even unconventionally, scripted 

drama; no pretense was maintained that everyone at such a multimedia 
event could see and hear the same things at the same time or in the same 
order. Many of these ideas were carried over into "environmental theater," a 
term popularized by Richard Schechner for something in between happen

ings and traditional productions. 
In this kind of theater, among other things, all production elements 

speak their own language rather than being mere supports for words, and a 
text need be neither the starting point nor the goal of a production-indeed, 
a text is not even necessary, and therefore there may be none. In other words, 
fidelity to the text, that sacred tenet which had so long governed perfor
mance, has become irrelevant: postmodernism, both as critical inquiry and 
as theater, continues to challenge whether any text is authoritative, whether 
a dramatic text can be anything more than a performance script-whether, 
in fact, the play exists at all before it is staged. In Blooded Thought, Herbert 
Blau concedes that "so far as performance goes, the Text remains our best 
evidence after the fact, like the quartos and folios of the Elizabethan stage." 
But what, he asks, is "the nature of the Text before the fact?" The answer, he 
suggests, is that "the idea of performance has become the mediating, often 
subversive third term in the on-again off-again marriage of drama and the
ater" (37). And performance groups such as Mabou Mines and Grand 
Union, for their part, have become concerned less with what they are say
ing-with content-than with form and formal experiment: with the means 
of communicating, the places where theatrical events take place, the persons 
employed as performers, and the relationship of performers, and perfor

mance, to the audience. 
Enter "performance art" of the kind so loosely defined in this country 

that all the following qualify as, or have called themselves, "performance 
artists": Madonna, Karen Finley, Anna Deavere Smith, Amy Taubin, Eric 
Bogosian, Ann Magnuson, Martha Clarke, Stuart Sherman, Chris Burden, 
Linda Montano, Laurie Anderson, Jack Smith, Holly Hughes, Vito Acconci, 
Winston Tong, Meredith Monk, Spalding Gray, Rachel Rosenthal, Tim 
Miller, John Fleck, John Leguizamo, John Kelly, Joan Jonas, Gilbert and 
George, Deborah Hay, Bill Irwin, Bob Berky, David Shiner, the Kipper Kids, 
Michael Moschen, Avner ("the Eccentric") Eisenberg, and the Flying Ka
ramazov Brothers. Anything can be called "art," in other words, as long as it 
is consecrated by performance-preferably of the narcissistic self. 

Yet even "performance art," especially in its original incarnation as Ka
prow's "happening,'' harks back to ideas first introduced by the Futurists, 
Dadaists, and Surrealists. Impatient with established art forms, they turned 
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first to the permissive, open-ended, hard-to-define medium of performance, 
with its endless variables and unabashed borrowings from literature, poetry, 
music, dance, drama, architecture, cinema, sculpture, and painting. Alfred 
Jarry's investiture of a new personality, or performative self, for himself; 
Oskar Kokoschka's manufacture of and formal marriage to a life-sized doll; 
the proto-Expressionist Frank Wedekind's enthusiastic participation in cir
cus life, together with his practice of nudism, eurythmics, "free love," even 
onstage masturbation and urination; the Bateau-Lavoir's celebrated banquet 
in honor of le douanier Rousseau; the Dadaists' first program, which ended 
in riot at the Cabaret Voltaire in February 1916; Eisenstein's production of 
Sergei Tretyakov's Gas Masks (1923-24) in the Moscow Gas Factory-all 
these by turns playful and impassioned, casual and programmed, serious and 
childlike events could be called, by today's definition, "performance art." 

But avant-gardists tellingly termed them fumisteries (figuratively, practi
cal jokes or mystifications), and the aesthetic motif that they embodied 
fumisme. Which is to say that these events were simultaneously the smoke
screens and cannon shots through which the avant-garde initiated its frontal 
assault on the art of previous centuries. Fumisteries were never intended to 
be, as "performance art" is, the thing in itself. They were the products of 
artists who, when their creative rhythms were most accelerated, when their 
most pugnacious breakthroughs in aesthetic method and concept were oc
curring, equated their roles as much with those of the carnival barker, circus 
clown, music-hall magician, or religious charlatan as with those of the sage 
and prophet. To put it another way, they had some perspective on what they 
were doing, or enough self-doubt not to take themselves too seriously, which 
is one of the reasons we can take them so seriously today. In word as well as 
deed, avant-gardists embodied the relativity, subjectivism, or tumult of their 
age-not the fragmentation, flattening, and solipsism of the one to follow. 
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