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Mort 1"han Child's Pl~ y: Vi(/Or, or /ltt Chlldrtn art In Po~>.·u 

()nlyJ'IOCII)'Isttrtain Welii'COOC3!aci)'SIIIS. 

-RogcrVi11'3C(Vot'IQr)1 

IIIATE J'Rl£0('10USLY Wll.L·BEIIAVEO ClHLORf:N. 

- Amonin Ana,.J (l)irncl(lr'~ NOiet fr. V>eJOr)' 

There ha•-c been ~cry strange opening nig/ILS In Paris theatre$. and one 
of lllcm lOOk place al lhe Comtdlc des Champs·Elystcs on MondJy. 24 
D«cmbcr 1928. VicU>r. or Po.,..tr lo r/1{' Clliltlrrn would be somclhing 

OlllCI' lhan Christmas entertainment: a German critic, Paul ll1ock. 
consltlered Victor to be" ... Ull!stranJ:CStthc~trepcrformancc(hc) was 

philegedloexpcrienccduring{his)eig.htpost-War)·.:arslnl'aris."1 

The script forthcpcrformano:estaJ:L'llona Mollday, when 1110st l'aris 
theatres~dark.was.,.TittcnbyaccrlalnRo~ViuacwlDh:klescaped 

fromarepn.:ssi~eprovinclaiMIIIboof);roi.sfanlilyandh3dsoughtrcfuge 

io l'aris.' Viuac had Hirtf.'!i witll the SUITCaliSI mo~cmcm until he was 

clCI)mmunicaled from lllatcir~lcbccausc: of his inu:resl inlllt.'ltre.' lle 
had allied himself I>Oilh Antonln Maud. the tolorful iconocl:w and 



thoorcticianwllooriginaJcdlhccona:ptof"lhl:aucofcrucity"and 
inlliatt.'l.i a S)Sicmatic anack on bourgeois Institutions and con•"l:nlions. 
Tog~1ht.T with ll.obcn Aeon they h:ld formed the Alfred Jarry "Theaue. 
nanx:daRcrthevisiollllf)'whoscoutr.Jgeous UbuRm hadgivcnParisi3ll 
audlcrw.:~'S a r-eview of "tlx:auc of the absurd" as e:uly as 1896. Ubu. a 
tyrannical and childlike king wliose creator Indulged himself in a 
comprctll!nslvc parody of bourgeois hypocrisy and appct!lcs. was Indeed 
a wonhy ancc.~tor for Victor. 

Anaud and Viuac had ncithl:r a company nor a pcrm~ncnl pcrform­
aocespacc.butthccuriousMdverygooclrcasonstocomc!Othcirfourth 
producliononChrlstmasE•"t.l'reviouslythcytlad[J"odUCedVitrac'sTk 
Myslt'r'il'S of l.o•·~. a dream-like eHJCa1ion of lovers who reveal their 

innermost criminal thoughts. "'hose two pcrfomHtoct:ll on I and 2 January 
1927 had caused much discussion but were a financial disaster;" one 
perfOilllanct:ofParta~d~midlbyl'aulCiaudcl,thcCaUIOllcplaywrighl 

anddiplomat,atCJotprodi.ICl:'dwithoutthcauthor'srx-TmlssloninordcriO 
conicS! the notion of copyright (14 JMuary 1928); and two performances 
of Strlnclx:rg"s Drtwn Plny at which spectators of the surrealiSt 
pcrsua.~ion rl01ed in proiCSI again.>! U>e exploitation of dreanl~ for 
tlnanclal purposes (June 2 and 3, 192ll). It Is little wund<..'r Umt the 

opening of VIctor attracted people like tl>e legendary fllmrnaker Abel 

Gaocc and the novelist Andrc! Gidc "ho almost 1\CVLT wcm to the 

theatre.' 
A glance at the li51 of dmnum.1 pnsmu~-t might Mvc suggested to 

some spectators that this founhprodul1ionwuabcdroom farce like so 
many Olhcrs lhat pla)'td on the gnmds OO.dn·ards of P·.uis at the 

tin>e-realistic playswhichreDOOedlhebourgcols milk'\1 and offered 
complCJoplotsbut facile psychology, andwhlchalsocatcredtopublic 
tasle by ofkrtng comic characte.s w/IOse mlsfOfluncs and lack of"·it 

amuscdthcirvlcwcrs. Vicrorwould notbcsucbaproduction. 
t-'orsomeSpcctatorsthevcryspecifiCtlmeprcscribl.-dforthcdramatk 

actlon-12 September 1909 from 8:00p.m. unlll mldnlgtlt-migtll tuve 
hccn a hint that reallsm wa_~ being parodied.' Otllt:rs might have susp.'Cied 
parody wlJCn they ~ntered the theatre and saw a set conceived In 
outrngt'Ously bJd taste-a bourgcot~ living room containing a huge 
hlrthday cake covering an entire wbtc, with the so-called foortll waD 
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bo:ty,'CCnthcstagearxlthc audicncecomprisedofpleture frames making 
thespcctalO!Sfeellikei'<>Jeurs." 

Vlctorlsthl:sonofPautaOOEntll!el'aumcllcandhclscelebrat.ingltis 
nintllbirt)l(lay.CIIiklrcnrarcly figuredpromlllCillly In Lltctheatre, and 
ncverthlspromincn!ly. l'l'fh~psnochi!dactorswcrcavallablc, but why 
C'hooseoncwhowllllclosetosi,; fet.1taU'/Victor'sfirst Unecontalnsan 
outrageouserrorwh.ichdispelsanyantidpationofnorm:tlily:"lltes.~is 

thefruitofyour .. mmd."10 1llcfirstscencisacataiQi:ueofpn:wocallons, 
as ViCior manipulates ULI. t!IC Maid. HCf frustraLlon gives way quickly 
tOa/lllOyance,then torage.andu!timatclytoviotencey,tJenhcfcbarge 
suggests that she provides SCllual favon for hl:rcmplo)'t'f. A series of 
slaps only elicits more Insults from Victor, who consummates hh dis· 
respcctforh.isbourgoolsmllicubybrcaklnga~\TCSV~. Thlsopcnlng 

JCCJICnoOOubtprovidcdonlyn•omcnlarySurprlseforthosev.hohadso:n 
the AJfredJarrylhcau'C'sprOOuctlonof/Jrtafft Play: atllsoutsetArtaud 
hadcrossedthcslagcdl.:clari~hiscomp~ny'stk!ICfmlnatlonto "vomllon 

!he motherlaod, on all motht'flands, on society" (I*har. "Tones" 767). 
ViciOf'ssoluLlonforthcmatcr!alcrls.ishchasprovokcdlstosuggesl that 
lO.!XXlfrancsbctlcducll'dfromhls inlw.'fii311Ce.lllc unprt'dictahlcchlld 
lllcndismisscsthclncidcnlbyrcsortlngloemcrtainmentllShcimitat~his 

fatllerlmilallngachi!dwhohasrnlstak<'nthe>·aseforahor.il.legg. 
Wltoisthisrnonstrouschiklwholusbolhthcsblureandthelanguagc 

ofanatlult7'Thcnnswcrlssuggcstt'dbythecodofthctirstsccnc.Drivcn 
IOdistractlOO.IheMaldv.anlslolcavcbecause"VIctorhasgoi\Cmad. 
Hc'snotacbildanymorc."Victor'sanswcrlspropltctlc:~orean:no 

morechlldrcn.Therencverwereanychlldrcn"(l,ii, IJ).Notbych:ance 
,.·asUUsimagln:~tychlldbornlnl900.forhclsthcfirs!rcalchlldofthe 

twentieth cenrury: old long before his time. c~tremcly aware, apprchen· 
5i>'Carxlevcnan~lous.thcomniscicntobscrvcrw110livcsinthcshadow 

of"1llcGrcat War." suspcnlied now between it aod lliCGre:r.t Deprcs­
slon."wholsre:r.dyloqucstione\'CryinSiiiiJt.iOn.convcmiOnanddiversion 
ln•·enu:dbyhischildi~parcnls. 

Of all thecon>-cntionscalledintoqucstionbyVIctor'scrcators, oonc 
wcn:subjc:ctcdtogrcatL'fSCrutinythJnthosewhichgovcroodaUend:mcc 
atltl:thc:aln!inanageofhypocrisywhcnpcoplewhohad koownthc 
t.orrorsofthcGreatWarcuminuL'dtodcnythatlliCatrecouldhaveany 
1·ital role to play in SOCiL1y. Anaud and Vitra.:: belle•·ed lhal most 



''" 
spcctaHlrs e~pected theatre to be llllle more than a mlrror. and they hckl 
artistsparllyresponsibh:forthcfactthat "lnEuropcnoonekoowshow 
to scream anymore"(Artaud, '111Catreand its Double" 106. note). 

In 1926 Artaud's first manifesto !UU appeared In the prestigious 
Nou1·tllt R~tut frwlfnist ("Le lb(!~tre Alfred JWTy" 643-44): it pre­
scrlbl:dwtw VlctoJCortl h.ucllllcdaproce$SOf"tk·ldcntHication":" 

Audiences caning to our lbcaue know they are pracnt 111 a rta1 
opcrnuonirwoh·ingtiOioolytbcmindbutalsothevcryxnsoandfla.b. 
l'mmlbcnonlhc:yw,ncototbc~astllcyv.vuldwa•..-coooor 
dcnuu.intbesamt:framcofmind.l:oowin&,of~,th;wlheywilliiOl 

dic,butlhalalllhc~o'lifiCihisisa~~cri<l\l•husincM.ano.lthntlbeywiUnot 

CQIIICOIIluiiSCl.lhco.l .. ,.lllcymuStbelhoroughlyeo~winccdllla.tw.:can 
m;lkelOCmcryout.(ArL1uo.l,ll. 17) 

1llC ooncep1 or lhcalfc as "a real operation" was Inconsistent with 
convcntionalbourgcoiilhcatrc· 

l'lol-< dealing wtl.h money, mroey troubles, social chmbmg, W pangs 
ol"lo•·eurupoil!byllltruism,5exu:tlitysug:u-u>aledw•therotw:ism~ 

~ofmy>tery.are~lhcalreeveniflhcyan:fl$yd>Oiogy.This 

anxiety, dcb.1uc0Cry and lust. bcfCli'C wltich we an: urtly 1\:l:~ing Toms 
gmlifyin~ourin.<tiocl<.tclll.lstngosourandwminHirt:.·oluUon.(An.aOO, 
~TheaueandiuDouhlc"IV,S8) 

Artaud'Spt.T.'lOnal rchcllionrcsultcd lnthcproductionof\'friDI"in 1928; 
it woold also lead, five years lat~T. totheaniculation ora n:volutlon:ary 
acsthctlcoodc 

Artaud's ""Thcalfe and Its Ooubtc" "'"Ollld prescribe an event wllcre 

spectators m longer reactl"d In complicity with their nclghbors; the 

c~pcrlcncc would isotnte them from each other as 11 cliched a pcrsonal, 
but total response. In this new tt~~::atrc the mind t'OUid not rcm:tln in 
neutral, Just as the body could llOI be rela~ed. In a "real operation" the 

mindlscngagedandlhchodycricsoutaslhcsp.:ctator·raticntsoonfrom 
an anguish ..,·hich is both physical and metaphysical: "For ,.·hether "'~ 

like it or not, 1rue poetry is mctaph}":Skal and I miglll say it is its 
mctaphysicalscopc,ltsdegrecornl(_1aphysicalcffoctiwness.whichgivcs 
itltspropcr value"(IV, 3().3 1). Theatre of cruelty !sa surgical proccs.s, 
one wh.lch Is vital, cuts deep and tc~d~ to sclf--disco¥l'f)'. 
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SuchthcatreislloOiabusincssbut"atruc,.mkofmagic."ltsobjcctive 
il not to appeal to the eyc.s but to e~pose "the llcan's most secret 
mo•·cmeots" alld to throw bomhs at "the majority of present-day habits 
of thought" (11. 23-25); ll will be a "uue cullure"lmbi.M.'d ~tt•ith • new 
vitality, one th:lt " •• • acts through power and cxaltatloo. while tile 
Wropcan ideal of an alms to cast us Into a frame of mind distinct from 
the power p-escnt In Its e~altatlon " (IV, 4). In this anti-realiSt theatre 
llalludnatlon will be "the main Uramatic method" (IV, 26-27). The new 
theatre muSt be vlset•ral rather \h:ln simply lntclle~;tual. and it muSt 
questlonallldooloJ:les.Ar1audanc:IV11racdrcamt'dofalcindofthl:atrical 
vlnualreality11 whlchwouldtriumphoverthelincaritywhichch.aracter­
b.es so much of WCSlcrn thouJ:ht-and an. lllis prescription for a 
"vinual"tl~eatrcwaslntend!."<ltobc"arcliCtionaJ:alnstthcatrc" alldwould 

neVI!Tbemlstnkenfurmuslc,mlmeordancing.or"cspcciallylltcraturc" 
bccauscltwouldbean"lntcgral theatrc"(IV.3),oncwhichwouldunlfy 
the actors' sl()lls and require of them an "affl'Ctivc athleticism" (IV. 
l00-106)asthcyengaJ:cdin"gcsturalmctapllysics" (IV,40) . Pcrformance 
would become what Catlt.crine Anliard-Chc\TCJ h.:ls J«enlly callOO "a 
polyphonic construction" invoh-'lnJ: all the arts, skills and t~-chnical aids 
-..·hich the director, ca~t and crew had at t'-!ir disposaL The objccth-e of 
pcrfonnances would be to create a festival atmosp!Ere where the masses 
wouldparticipatelnmeanlngfulrituulsholhlntclloctualnndphyslcalln 
chanctcr, ,.-!lOSe purpos.: was 10 promote nothing shorl of revolution 
(TIIItllrl'tiCIII~ma 10-18). 

Thespcclatorswouldconfront"~lolcnt,physicalimagt$"which~>.uuld 

"pulveri7.C, mcsmcri7.C {tllclr) scnslbili1les" and they would bl"COme 
"cauJ:ht In the drama as ifln a vonc~ of higher forces" (IV. 63). Su.;h 
theatrcwouldk:ssenthestatusofspt't'Ch(IV.54). and of the playwright 
(IV,43).ltwouldbeglntoundotllcerrorofShakcsp;:arc.whom Ar1aud 
llt:ld rcsponsihlc fnr "an Isolationist conc~'pl of theatre" and for the idea 
of an for an's S3kc (IV. 511-59). The new the:ttre would llave a vital 
Impact on spectators: lt would rcvolutionlt.c lllcir thinking, and liS 
physical and aesthetic violct\CC would be "at the serviceofvinknce in 
lllouJ:ht"(IV, 62). Revolution isa\iS<.'('TII] e~pericocc.and Ar1audargued 
llut theatre was "the last GJOUP ntcans we stlll have of affcctlng the 
liWOmy" (IV, 61). Uke the plague. whose effects are profound, pcrva~ive 



andcontaglous.lhcncwlhcatrcwouldhc"an activeculture.akllldof 
second wind growing from within us likeaneworgan" (IV, 2). 

Anaud kfl. 110 doubt why he UlOught Vie/Or would help him to achieve 
hisrevolution:uyobj.:c!ives.lnabrochurecirculatcdinadvanceofthc 
production he promised a play which wouldhcthcauical: Vitrac"kccps 
thestagebeforehimlnhismind";lconoc!aslic:"TilclllicaloiiCindicates 
abasiclockofrcsptttforestablisht.-'(]values";disconcertingtothccycas 
well as to the mind: "TIIC play c~presses the disintegration of modern 
thought in scathing all(jatthesamelimerigWactio"s";llsurctolcavc 
the spectators in a stateofe~istenlial nausea:", .. here is the problem the 
play corrcspoods 10: Wh~t do we llrlnk with? What's lcfi? 'There arc no 
longer any yardsticlo:;s or scales of value"; and engaging: "All this is 
expressed in a lively, tangible. but not at all plrllosophical way, as 
lhrillingasal10rsc-raccoragarncofchcss ."(11.26-27).lnshon. 
Artaudcxpcctcd"evcrything"frornlllc/Or(lt,l74) 

Acl /. Ju /lie diu/rig room. After the first. ex!X'Sitory scc/IC the 
Paumcllcs. and their friends. Antoioc and TIJ<.'r~se ~bgiiCau and their 
d.luglltCf Estht."f, celebrate Victor's nimh birthday in an atmosphere of 
ncrvoushystcriaandincongrullymurkcdbyrnechanicals~echcs.novcl 

languagcandlongsilcnccs.lllcpucrilityofU~tiKiults,theirrepressed 

violence. the hints of adultery and the im.ungruity of 001.11 form and 
content contribute to the cmcrgerK'I! of a Victor who seems alienated from 
his milieu. An eccentric general who comes to dinner asks Victor 
patronizingly wh<:thcr ·w~'n: still growing in height and wisdom." lbe 
traglcchild's r~ply is prophetic: "Alas, yes, Gen~ral" (1. vili. 29). Tills is 
a world where adults l[Uotc lung passages from !I'M;! Larous.sc Diction:uy, 
speak in churus and c~p~..>ricnce the kind of sudckn mOI.XI swings one 
might expect from small children. lt is not surpri.~ing that the act 
concludcswitharolcrcvcrsal.asYictortnUnsandridoesthe~ncralwho 

hasbccomcahorsc. 
Acr 11. ltr 1/r~ /ivi11g room. Distraught because "everyone has gone 

mad." ~r~ Magneau so:::ks refuge in the arms of Charles l'au rnellc (11. 
I. 39). TI~ey are surprised by ViclOr who delivers a soliloquy which 
expresses his confusion and guilt. "Am I the incurnation of vice and 
remorse'! Ah! If this isthcca.sc,lct mcdieratht.>rthanbcdishooourcd!" 
(ll,iv,44). Yictor'sfmtJ<.:rlamemsthcirincrtiaandstagnation:"Wecan't 
!X>Ssibly spend the entire evening this way" (U, lv, 46). His call for a 
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miracle is ansv.-cn:dby thcarriv:ll ofi~Morteman v.·ho,dcspitean 
infirmity "'tlichcauscshi.Tto brc.lk 10.100 uoconuollably and fr~-qucmly, 
il greeted with delight by Victor. She inspires him to be lyrical. he 
cl!mbsonhcrknecsand§hctdlshimsccrcts"'hichcwnthespcaators 
dooothcar.lltissyrnbolofputrdoctionhasbccndcscribedbyBcttina 
Knapp as "one of the most extraordinary and ingeniously coru;tructcd 
charactcrslnl'reochtheatr~· (56).1nthislady'spn:scnce Victor becomes 
pn:occupictlwith<lcath.Whcnshch.aslcn.e,cryoncisdisoricntco.land 
we seem to be in a world no longer based on reason. whcre human 
lx:havloclsnolongcrprcdielablcandlanguagchasbco;omeinopcrativc 
or delirious. As the act ends Victor's father c:llms his wife by reading 
newspaper extracts aloud: as he n:<Kls from the seri:ll [l(l"ciOncoflLS 
chanctcrscntcrsthcPaumellclh·ingroorn.Su~hunonh.odoxcvcntslna 

realistic setting can C(ln,incc us tlt~t life re:llly Is a dream. 
Act/11. Ill lilt' /Ndroom. ~final oct takes us from dream to 

hallucination. Evcryoncsccmstosuffl:r from insomnia. and the adults 
cxhitm e'en more pcculi:u- beh~,·ior than before. Aflaud's the~tre of 
cruelly t.lkes on a litcr~l meaning as Charles does carpentry in the 
bc<tnom while hls wife tries to sll'i:p. Th<..'I'C arc fre<tucnt visits from 
Vlctnr who surfers extreme stomac:h pains and talk!i of his guilt and 
imminent death. Ch:lrles becomes ddirious, Ut~'l'e ar~ rckrcRCes to lite 
odorofdcath, and ills Victor's mother who declares lllnl ch!ldrcn arc 
"thelncvitablcwllnesscsandbearcrsofrcdcmption" (lll.~ili,80).F.slhcr 

appears. Strange as this int~"ncntion may seem. il is little wo.O:r llul she 
llasRctlhcrinsancfathcr.Shcisso.IOnjolncdbyhi..Tmothcrwhnbears 
IIICXUaon:linary suiclOC ootc from him. lie hus d<.'Cldcd to die as a 
tricolore,lnaredandblueuniformpan!yhiddcnbyav.hitenlghtshirl, 
suspended from the family Ragp<ll~ and acrontp;tnk-d by military lllus.iC 
on the gramophonc. Victor oUciS J piercing .<Jtrid~ and lo~ conscious· 
11CS5. 10.·hcrcupon his mollii..'T OCiivcrs a mock-heroic tlraclc of self· 
co~&:lous grief. When Victorregainscons<.iousnoess hl."rgricfturnsiO 
recrimination. \'iOlcncc and n:mOiliC. Hl·r son pardons her, rcmcmlx.'TS 
f;uoouschild prodigies 10.ho ha1·e gone before hlm. experiences parox­
ysmsofpain,tellsuslteisnowafulltwomctcrshigh.sayshchasfoond 
"thcsecrctoftllCUniqunt" anddies.Ablackcunainfaltsandrisesagain 
torcvcaltwoothcr C'OfTISCS and a smoking rc,·ol\-cr.llte Maid has the 
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lasl 11o'Of"d and il Is suilably ambiguous: "Now isn'llitis a drama!" {Ill , u, 
90) 

Tilcrecan be lillledoublthou those who saw the three pcrfommJCes 
ofVicrcrcxpt:ncncedwhatAnaudandVitrachadcnvisioncd:aisorienla· 
tlon. participation in "allempts at mysticism" {Artaud, ll, 24) and a 
vlsceralc•·em~~o·hicbcxposcdrawncrvesandwouldlca\"Cthcm feeling 
timt they had engaged in revolution. TI-.cpress rcspon.OC'd withexcile· 
mcm: Vicrorwas"anunbcllevableplay,anunbellevablylmpudl.!nt play, 
withunt:>clievablecomlciJctalls"(&rlmtr7iJgeblmr)wb.lch"ciiCOilragcs 
thcdisajlprovalofll-.cl"OOCh·tripaudicnccs" (L'hrmuuigt1mt). lt was "a 
continuation of Ubu Rot~ (L'A•-rmr) and il questioned "the cnllre 
slgnillc~occ of theatre" (Us N01mdltJ litllraireJ).1' llov.-cver this 
cxcitt:mcm does 1101 seem 10 ha\'e been !ih:lrod by the &cncral public 
whidt was proh;d)ly 001 at all ready for Victor. In 1930 Anaud publi$hed 

~Alfred Jurry Tl"m" f!l!d Public Ho.wlrl)", a brochure which did not 
hidt: llis disappointn-.cm at his f:J.ilun:. to stage more than three perform· 
aoccs of Vicror, a play "aimctl at the middle-dass family unit" and which 
"fcalUred adullc.-y.lnccst $C:IIology. anger, surrealist (XIelry. pauiotism. 
madncs.s.shamcanddcath"(ll ,34).1llscomprehcnslvcllstofdifficullies 
cnooumcred by !he Alfred Jany Thcalre reminds Wl UW a good play can 
beabox-officefailure:· ... raisinJ:capltnl.chooslngther!J;tulocation. 
difliculticso•-er acompany, cen.sonhip.lhcpolkt:,organl7..cds.abotage, 
compo:tition. audieoc-cs and critics" (11. JS). Evt-r lhc ~lsloll.ll)'. Anaud 
also btncntcd in lelll'fS to his friend V!tr~c. following the failure of 
Vie/or, !he absence of "theatre for an a~:c of trauma~ and their Inability 
to""recondlelhcatrewhh the new n:alilles" (/an. l9JO).u 

1\."'"hapsthcmostjudiciouscommcnt n:J:ardilljllhefailureofYicwr 
wasm!IClc bytllercputablccriticJcan Pr~vostwho rcmindcdreadcnof 

Lll Nmwt'llt' Rt'rM frMfaiSt thal. "All the evil remarl>s wttich have be.cn 

said.andcanbesaid.aboutlhcplaymustbcv.-elghcdaJ:alnstitSquaHtles 
andpromisc~ (l6.184[1929]:280). Promislngas Vicsormayhavebccn. 

thcFren.chculturalcs!ablishmcntwaitcrlfort~~o-odccadesbeforcrcpa)'lng 

Its debito ll.ogcrVitrac. 
Tile dc:bt was repaid in th·e lnstalmcnts;16 ( I) In 1946 Vicror was 

scagcd a second lime, at 11-.c Agncs Capr! Till!atrc by Ml~t:>cl U.: lU" who 
~hose the script because it v.·as, in his words. "rc\'Qlutlonary 111 time 
wt:>cnrcvoiii!IOn.:lf)'lhcalrelsncithL-rwrincn notproduced"(Comb<ll9 
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Nov. 1946). ('This was four years l:don: Eug~nc loncsco emcrcd the 
lhc:aue $CCnC with The Bald SoprllliO. lhcn acclaimed as the first comedy 
or lhc absurd.) In the Slime year the scrip! was published by Gall!manl. 
lhl:mostrcputablecllitoroflilcrature. (2)111C bri!li:un )'O..mgdirector 
Rogcrl'1anchonchosc \licwrforthe 1955 seasonofhisl'M,uedela 
Conl&ticin L.yons.{3)1n 1%2theplaywasdirec!cdbyJc.lliAOOullh, 
rcoogniled by !hen as a major twcntlclh-ccntury pla~wrighl, In the 
lbtStredei'Amblgu whichoontalncd900scats. The production ran for 
•filii scasonanll.in lheoplnionofGill~-s Sanlllcr. "rcp.airedtht: Injustice 
of 1928 and vindicated Antonin Anaud." 11 AJIOtJilh declared his emhus\­
asmforlhcscriptinUFigaroWrlmu·r:"\licrarisoncofthrccorfour 
pbysl v."OUid exchange for llalf of wh:n I h~vc wrincn m~sel f. . it 
5hould h.ave been~ turning point. 1\:oplc dill not listen. so w"C waited 
lhlny years for loncsco.• He also stated that Vitrac "probably in•·cntcd 
the new comedy" (6 Ott. 1962). The production was •cry successful: it 
wasalsotilmcdfortclcvisionandbro:idcastonralllo.AilOllilh'sinitiativc 
abo kd 10 publication of the script In the popular L'Awmi-Schte 1/JIIIlrr 
(15 Nov. 1962). (4) The play was produccll. quite n[liii"Opriatcly. in \968. 
tht)"Carof"lheScconllFrench Revolution."Guy l..autjn'sproductionat 
lhi:Coml!dledcBourgcswascallcd"llreplayaboutlhce\'CillSofMay• 
(Copfcmu.n): "the best dramatic commentary" on the students' and 
-..ukers'protcsts thatparalyzcllFraoccanllthrc3tcncdtobringdownthc 
govcrnmcnt. a play whose significance people v.crcjust beGinning 10 
undcrstand(l.emarchand):aodapb~wltichdcniOnstr:dl'dhowlhcyoung 

h3d moved from "the anle-chambcr" to "the living room" of society 
(Rabinc). (5) in 19113 \lictor cntcrcll tht: rl-pcrtOire of the ComMie 
Frant;alsc anll Vitrac·s cltild became pan of the literary hc.'ritagc. the 
ilt1Wfromwhichhchadbccn cxci!Kied foco,·crh.tlfaccntury." 

Vitracwas not thefif!il young•·isloiLll"ytobemisuodcrsloodlnh.is 
tin-.:.Whatisuniqucislhcrcmarkab\cextcntto•"'tlchheantlclpatcdthc 
literary concerns and llnunatic forms of wrlil'fS In subsequent generations. 

Vtelor Is more than a child's play. The chaructcr whom J~cqliCS 

U:m:uclmnllrecognizc."din 1962as"thepertectsatiricalhcro"»isoneof 
tbose~tcraryaodllranu.ticcreationswhichcaplurctheanguishof.lll age 
andlDSflircotheranlstswhoarcstruggllngtot:lvecxprcsslontoour vcry 
humanity. Viclor llas tx:en t'Qillparcd more th~nooce to Hamlct:1t like 
Sllakespearc's Jraglc hero ~nd the visiting actors. ViC!or questions anll 



"" 
!hen repudiates the amorality of his elders. In fad Vi~tor's "samcs" 
suggcstthedramaticsofactorswhomirmr.wilhintc!liJ:COCC,im:l.gination. 
Cllt."rgyandunprcdiCiubility.lhe•••orldinwhkhthcytindthcmsclvcs. llc 
Is nc•·ertlid1cticbut anowshiliSjlCCI~torstorcachthelrownrooclusions; 
hcdoesnotmakcvaluejudgmcnts.buthisvcrypresencellluminatcsthc 
moral vacuum which ls lohabitcd by his p;ucms. He is an &CIOI" for the 
modem age, a matginall~cd sl.ranga- for whom life is "absurd": a 
forcnmncr ofCamus's "0\ltsldcr," he finds hhnsclfln a world Wlll."fe he 
does not belong. His uJlUcrst;m(Jing of lhe absurdity of Ills condition 
allows him to he creative In the manner definc:d by D. W. WiRRicott; he 

formulatespcrsonalaRitudei"11JchwillallowhimLOoonfrontatJoslllc 
wotld(6S-8S). 

ViciOr'saltituOcsarccxtn::mc.forthecuremustbccqualtothcillncss 
cxpo.:rlcrll:ed by aclllld who5c eldcls di~play puerility, stagnation and an 
absence of moral values. His final drumalic gesture Is to succumb to an 
intcnsep:Unv.·hlchsecmstohavelx:enlnduccdbyhisparcnts. In the 
1946prOOUctlonVlctorwasasi!cntobserv~-rvlsiblcb<:hindadoorcluring 

the cntlrt: third act and his tTies and moans intensified as hls parents' 
arguments dcscl.:ndcd Into balluclnatocy entropy (Heed, U Coco dt IJmin 
76-77). Whcnhcdicsheembroc.:slhcullimuteabsurdityoflife,whlch 
Is dcaUI. Victor's deuli~ precedes by more th~n a decade Camus's absurd 
Callguia whotll.:romcsatcachcra!ldkillshlssubjcctsino<tlcrthatlt'ocy 
mightLcarnthat"peopLedieand:treunhaJl(ly." AmomcntbeforeVlctor's 
OCathhlsconfust'dandlneffc~:tuatfuthcraskstiiCdoctortonplainthe 

reason for thls untimely e,·ent; Victor Interrupts the specialist: "I am 
d)·lng of Death. lt Is thc last secret of the Uniquat" (Ill, u, 89). The 
childwhoembraccsdcathhasaprccociousundcrstandingofllfc. llc can 
also b<: vieWL>dU IIIC absurdcharactcrparo:cellt'"ct: hctlid not choose 
CharlcsundEmlllePauniCllctobchlsparcnts.justashedidnotchoose 

to live in their rotting and hostile world. His ac<:eptancc of death Is a 
recognition that in a world bcrcfl of moral values life is ultimately 
absurd; it Is also his ultimate ancmpt to frustr~te hi~ parents ar.c:l to 
rcpudiatethcirllfcstylc. 

Dy his own admission VIctor Is "k'ITihly intelligent" (l.li. 15) and l.hl5 
point has been madcoftcnbyhistC:k:hcrsandp;trcms(l. vll.25). 1!is 
motht:raccuscsht:rhushand,duringor.eofthcir many domestic scenes. 
ofbcingjealousoftht:irson'shabitofwinnlngcvcryprizcatschooi(IL 
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lv,45).0ncrnlghts~ythatVictorpos~SC5 " atcrriblclntclligcnce"for 

he undcrsWlds the f:Uiurc: or tlis parents and the h}·pocrisy of Ills age. His 
systematlcrcpullia!lonofhlscldo:rs'llfcstyleallowshimwcdcbratchis 
alien:ation. 10 embrace the absurd and to ~icwlife as a game. In other 
wordstw:lsanctcrnalchil(lwhos.;:playingspacclsthatofan.whichlics 
outsidetheoonfinesofholhgoo(landevil. ll isinsolcrubcllavlorafllld­
palcs the views of Johann lluizin~:a. who argues that play is not 

cxlfancous to culture.. In his view play is culture and "only becomes 
pos$iblc, Utinkablc and undcrSiandJblc when an lnflu~ of mlfl/J breaks 
dow·n the ab5olute lietcrmination of the cosmos" (Hulz.inga 3). Vk1or 
teacbesusthatplaylsrootedinlntclllgcnct:,anassum!l(lonwltkhwould 
eo.'ellluallymot.lvatcthethcaueofthcabsurd. 

Vlctorlsamodcl player, a "tcrriblylntclllscm"obscrvcrofourworld 
whodiscnga~:esusfromour.sf!nes'·;a;;cs.ourmoralilyandourldoolog.i­

cal mo1s. Uc celebrates Artaud's view of the actor ns an "afR'\:tivc 
athlete," apo.:rsonwhoisbothintclligcnt allllnahcand .. ·houscssLrong 
lhm:ulc lmagcsandou!lagcous gestures to shake us free of our rituals 
andourrcason. Jcan AJl(IUIJhuplaill~ thathcchoseloha,·cVIciOrplay 

foraudlcocesln 1962becausc:!ltistcmarkablcchildshuwcdsp..>ctators 
thX realism had become inoperalive and that lhey needed a new pl~ying 
~}'le which could cvutc "the sinister and grotesque ~:amct; llilllli</,./ts 
rraJ/y pll1y."" Unlike C:Uigula "'hO was in posscMlon of the s~mc secrets 
as VICtor. lhis uaglc llcro whom Anouilh ~onsldcrs "a giant in shon 
~rts" is a victim ro1her than an excculiOII(.'f_ Anouilh's 1962 pruVolfll 
locludcdiiU!cswhlchthcau\hnrhatlprovloedfmthcfir>trcvivalin 
1946: "WholsVlctor'!A myth.lllcmylhufthcprccociouschild. 
V.'ltcn.such a ctlilddit:s prcrna\urcly we say 'You sec. he just couldn't 
Uve. he wa.~ 100 intclllgcm·• (Viuac. "Par Vitr~c "). Ills extreme alicnalion 
li confumcd by the doctor in anclldancc who has an inuncdhtc expl~na­
uon for his tlcalh: "'That's whal happens 10 stubborn chii<.Jrcn" (Ill, u, 
89).lllelnscnsilivityofothcrsonlyscrvcsl0oonfcruponhim!ltest3tUS 
ofhcro.afl/Jwc~mlob.:wiUtessinganat1ofchild53Ciificebyadults 

•-hoeJCpresstheir frustratlun ~11/JilostHity In a world whcrc!ltcrc arc no 
longcranytranso::ndo.:nl Hlu~>s. herocsorldcntiliilbleeocmics 

Tht.'re is a t)-piCal role TC\'~'fsalwhcn VIctor, "hose deadly Slomach 
p;ainslla•-.:bcsun.oomcslobcghisfalho.'fiOmakclcssnoise.lllelatter 
JustUcnabrcakfromhisiiOClurnaloonstrucliontopruvokehiswifelntu 



hysJCria,flrslbyrafllingaboulhisinsomniaandthenbylclllnghcrlhnt 
theirfricnd~ishlsmlstress.VictorcannolcaJmhlsfatherand 

c~claims as he: leaves: "Childhood is always guilty in this age. Holy 
Childhood!" His enraged father declares Immediately that Lhls statement 
is"punish::ableby murder" {lll.lv,69).11ebcginstora•·ellll'Oherently 
whilebrandisll!ngarevolvcrandlcavesoodoublthatVictorlsthesolc 
objcctofhlsparltiOidrage: lnthcvcryshoocnsuing,!K:I:ne he articulates 
\4 times the name of the mollSier child .,..ho is \he cause of all their 
problems (Ill. v,70-71). 'The father expresses no emotion during \he 
OC~th scene and responds to Victor's final wOfds In this way: "I never 
understoodathingabouttll:itchlkl"(lll,u,89).0nccouldarguc:lh3t 
the child who comp:tres hlmsctf with llerculcs. l'a.scal. Mo1.m. 010pln 
andJesus{lll,xvJU,86)docsnotrcallydle:hcleavcsaworldwht.>rehe 
ncvcrbclongedandhisdo.'athisthcmostnaturalofevclllS.theculmlm· 
tlunofrevollandanactofsacriflce.ltlsalsuam•sel!"q"rstiQIIOfthc 
vcryorlglnsofWesternthcatrewhlchisrootodinthefeastsofl)ionyS05 
whc:nitwastheoldwhowcresacrlficedlnfavoroftheyoung.Vitrac 
CI\Luurngcsustoadmilt!wtwelivclnaworldwhlchklllsltsyoungas 
ltchilllCSthemandVictorlheprodlgysuffl'I'Sfromaformofprogcrla, 
orprematureoldage.'Thcplay,withltsconfusionofstyles.discontinoous 
dlaloguc,lllL'Ohercntcharactl,.SandoutragcousirnaJ:CS,wasoffcredtothc 
publicbyVitracasthcbcsc ... ·ayoftcllinglheii\Ith::aboutsoddy,aOO 
abwtwhntitdocstoitschildren. 

Victor's death Is both a sal,.ltlcc and a victory. 1t consummates his 
rcfus.al to accept Lhccullural,soclal and linguistic rituals Imposed upon 
hlrnby Ills parents and ancestors. Hisspir!tofallncgatlon nllowshlmiO 
accept with serenity the ultimate sacrifice about which, despite tile 
!;Cftarnsofp:.inwhicharcheard<llringlhcfinalscenes,hedoesnol 
complain. ms lucidity confers upon him an understanding of hi! 

Ctu-istlike role: the ever-mocking prodigy cmpluys the languaJ:C of1 
logician .,.·hen. close to death. he p;:udons his disconsolate mother. "Come. 
eomc.mygoodmothcr.l'rimo.lamgoing,todic.sccondo. lhavctodlc, 
and k."ftlo. I must consequently pardon )'OU. You lift pardoned. {1/t 
b/tlstS htr. Emi/~ ,W/U tllld blltllii$/uurd COII\'11/Sil't/)')" {Ill; S6). 

'The modern-dayChrlst·figurcar.dscnpcJ:Oat was also a reminder of 
thelcgiollSofyoungpeoplc"'hoh:ldbecn»eriticedintheOrcacW•. 
andthean1l·mitlt;u1sticloneofthcplaysurprlseda0crm:mcritic""OO 
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~w the 1927 proWctlon.ulltcrc Is no tloubt th:lt Vitrac had mnckcry of 
the military In mind when he created the f~tuous and obSCSSI..'d old 

General Lonstgur who aucmpts through word. song and dance to relive 
thcfn.oco-PrusslanWarof 1870.Somcofthel946p..-rformancesw-ere 
lntarupu:d by spcct.ators who vlew\'d the roru-military coru;ervatiSm of the 
ldultcharaclersasacritlqueofthe"Wotk.t':unily,Motherland"motto 
of Lhc Vichy regime (Heed 164, note 109). A world at war has declared 
waronitschlldrcn;inthc 1968prodoctlon, abuseofct~ldrcn bytheoldi.T 
&enen.tion wasdramalizt.'dln a controversial manncrwhcnareadingof 
the dying chlld"s rectal temperature by the family ooetor became an act 

of sodomy (Ill. xix. 87).:o This is a lo\dCSS and lea!k.'rlcss world wllere 
lhcadultscannotbctrustcdandwillcvcnl,'OSOfarastos.aLrifiL"Cachild 
In O!dcr to appease a llllTTitiCSS god who, among the andent Jews. might 
ha'-.: borne the n:une of Molocll. 

MartinS DL-rgmann argucsth~t Lhccndofchilds:u.:Tif•cccolncldcd 
wllh theemcrgcnccofttlccooccpt of a lovingJ::od.llcexpl:tlns furth<.T 
lllal,!heculiofMaryTIOlwithmnding.thiscmcrgcncchasbecncompro­
miled by the Oedipus complex: ". . the sacrifice of children was a 
ro11ective\Jaumawith"hichWestemrcligionsan:stl!lstruggllng"and 
bolhJudaismandChristlanityarcslngularlych:uaclcril~"<lby"themajor 

effort that they makctoreprcssthc Oedipus complex andsobstltutc for 
Halovingre\atlonshipbetwecnfathcrand.son."lthasbecndemonstflltcd 
thatsucharelatlonshipbctw-ccnViCiorandhisfathcrsecmstobeentlrely 
l~~:klng. Wh:Ji Is even more interesting Is the ext.::ntto which Viaor 
UtlsficsBcr~:mann's dcflnltlonofthc "ocdlpJl ~ictor": • ... a male child 

"hosuccccdslnob4ainlngallofhismothcr"s\o--candinabolliihlng,in 
factorf:mt:LSy.thesexo:tl rclationshlpbct""CCn his parents" (Dergmann 
1-13) 

Victor's blessing of Ills muthcr cstnhlishcs wh~t sc.::ms almost 10 be a 

ll)~cal bond between tw:r andller son. During thedea!hsccnc their 
rdationshiplslllrownimordicfbytheabscroccof:myexpressionoflo\·e 
between the child ~ictirn Dnd his falhcr, and by a stOJggLc wltlc\1 would 
sun:ly stimulate the imnglnallons of FTI:udian critics: Emilie "'TI:SU<.-s 
1-..·ay from her husband a rcvol~CJ which Victor mistakes fur a pipe and 

'll1lictt will allow her 10 ](il\ both herhusb;J.nd :mdhcrsclfirnmcdialcly 
aftcrtltcirson"sdeath.'ThcdcmiscofthePauUJCilc'sonlysonuconsum­

!11ales his un.inn with Ills mothcr. pn.-clpita!cs the lancr's 5Clzure or 



authority,10 negatesanyfurthcrprocrcationandternlinatesinamctaphori­
caJ sense the rotting clvlll~atlon of whkh the parents wen: custodians. 
lbe murder-suicide Is one of those lugical dr:rntatlc events whkh cause 
slloekwithoutsurprisc.Em\Ue'smurdcrofttcrhusbantlcanbevlewedas 
an act ofrc"cnge andcomrllion on behalf of her son who had bocn 

abusl.'dbyaphallOC'I'lltlcsoclety. Hcrliulcideisalsological.lnthcscnse 
that her ~ais011 d'il~.lhatofmochcr.oolongerexistS.. 

JustasthccultofthcVirginMaryis.inlhc:..-lcwofller&Jilllnn,thc 
closcstWestt'fnci"ili7.atlontuscomcto realizinglhcconccptofaloving 
god, so Victor's relationship with his mrnhcr in the tinal scene is the 

closest he comes to bdng loved ltls possible that Enlllle Ius some 
urKk.'I"Standingofhcrson"sdcstlny,forsheasklihlmtop;lfdonheronhls 
dcalhbl.'dalk,-"thiscurscdnlght.ancntirclifc"(lll.xvill.85).andltis 
lm~rcstlng to note th:u a tclcvis.!d v~nion of the play broadcast in \970 
finished with an image of the Holy !'amity (lleed 157). Ho"'"C\"CI". any 
allusion tu the 1\olyFanlilycanonlybcaparody. forEmilie"splea for 
pardon comes aflt'f an Incident where she has slapped her :ailing son. in 

fao..1. Vhrac"sscript prescribe$ 18 iocilkmsofsla]'lping.agcsturc"''hich 
dlrnlnlsho..'SU~<: l'aumellcsund thclrfricndsandlcavcs oodoubtofthe 
lnicnscfrustrationandr~prcss..'dvloknccwhlchcharactcrlzcstheirfamily 

rclatlon>hlps. 

If Victor is in,·cstcd with power. as the play's title suggests. it is 
bc\:auscheh.lshoirnablctopn:clpitatcthcdcstruclionofaninstitution 
which. In the view of Vltr:toe and m;my or his oootCffiJIOrMics. had 

su"·i\·W in n:tme only. 11 When H:uuld Clumtan. the Amcrkan director 
and critic, saw !he 1962produclionhcwasstruckby"thehoniblcaplllCSS 
ofthcdorncsticscencs." p:lrllcularly those of Act Ill where the parents 
rctirctottlcirhcdronmforthcnlghl. 

ani&htin whirhthcirin>OOnnia,;;cnsenfguil~ viokutr«riminations. 
mi,.,r'.d>lcaurmp~S:u:unaLOryrc<.:OOCilialion,llllll~>Cif-~hyxiahng•UIOOl 

muum to a IOffi'nl !ha. rould ~ bound 10 crirrlc-<vat lf it did 1101 
ltll-thcdlild"'toCS.SupOn"hom itpours.Jha,l:r.wdysccnan>·lbio& 
mm:dlradfulor .II!OrtlJUCinany!Uii>licplay.(QI<l. in !Iced 121) 

Artaud would ba,·e bocn d.::lightW tn hear ofClurman"s visceral and tout 
rcsponsctoVItroc'sspcctoclcofbourgooisrot,a bedroom f:ucewhicll 
turncdlntoa"tx:droomtragWy." 



\tic/Or ls pl:rllaps the first and only bedroom cragcdy, a form whlcll 
was mon::than s.implec~·idcnceofVllrac'sdcs.lrctoconfusehlsl1itics. 
l1wasaforcrunncrnfthe"mt'lnpllyslcalfarce"ln~cmcdagcntt:ltionlater 

by Eu~ loncsoo as a mirror of our human condition at a time when. 
aftt'l' anolhcr world war. ~only honest way to prcsem humllllily was in 
aspiritofdcrlslon.11 

ltcanbcarguedtltatthcchlld'srcpu<lialionofthcfamllywasanact 
of revenge which was long o~crduc. Rlcllanl N. Coe, an ardent 
.sp;~kcspt.'I'.SOn for the margln.ilizcdchild,c~plalns Utatoor long tradition 
of rationalism tlashelpcd ln"dcvaluatinglhecxpcrlcnccofchi!dllood" 
llldUtatthinkensuchasLockcandROU$SC3uarllucdthcchild'sneedfor 
sensual comae! with the world (Coe 11. lli). VIctor's series ofpro'IOCa­
tlons in lhc dining room (Act I) arc an aucmpt at engagement, to 

tslablish physical and emotional contact with his mlllcu.lnthclll·ing 
room (Act 11) the rnaq:inaliJ.cd children obscn·e their milieu from which 
lo~·c.curiosity and fcarofd<!ath llavcbccnquaranlin<:d.ln Act Ill. In the 
beaoom. Victorrc-cnactsthecin:umstarw,:esth:lt(rllducedhlsangulshin 
!ho.l pr~x:cding acts. Rc-\:n:K;tmcnt by the child of abandonment by the 
older ll'f'ICT3tlon is a "play-structure" whlch, In the view ofFri.'IJd, Is 
knownas"tragcdy" (Coc24:\).Titetra&t'dyofVictorunfoldsdurlnga 
~e;thcpassa&efromlnnocero::ctocxpcricncettappcnsinUtemklslof 

lhcmcan!nglessritualsofanunromprdtCndingw"Orkl. 
V"JCtorsecmstocxpcrlcncelovcfora m.omcmjustbcforehisd<!atll 

when he pardons Ills mother. Othl'I'Wisc he Is aloroe. He Is alienated from 
his father. has comcmp4 for tile laucr·~ mistress, and 1~'1riflcs tlte Maid. 
llcdismisscshlsfricndEsthr.,.fromlhcouL'il.'lbo.-x:ausc.unlllehim.shc 
~a child. In Other words stce Is not unique but Is ~uscc~llllc to the 
processofsoclalization:"Ustcn.F..sthcr,don'toonccrnyounclfwlthmc. 
Leave m.e alone. Look. aftl.'r )'our dolls. Lick your cats, love yoor 
nelghbourasyoursclfandbcadocllcchlldas)1JUW.alttobccumcagood 
1r1lfc and mother" (1. Hi. 16). Victor 's advice to Bther is infornk."d by 
pa:oclooswisdom.bylhcl\'.alizatlonthatchildn'ndieatthatpointw·hcn 
tllcy discover the truth about the world they h:l1c !nho .. -ritcd from their 
pan:nu .. ltcanbcar&ucdthatthctruthisbrou&httoVIctorbylda 
M011cman.theonlyothcrwoman he encounters. 

1bemystt'1lousvlsltorwhosccu1Stosuffl'1fromtcrm!nal flatulence 
Clll1ConSlagelnthel962productionaccom[Xlnil'dbylhcfirs1l'ightnotes 



of St'i:thovcn's Hflh Symphony pl~)·~a on a tuba (III..'C(l 119). A110ullll 
Included the following documcml5 wiUl the program for Lhls p"Oduction: 
a photograph of the famous "I'Nom:mc." the g:LSCOUs vinuo~ who had 
auraC1cdweallhyand50phistlcacedpcopletohls"~:onc.:crts"atthecurnof 

(hc(.:Cntury;l'al~llcrofrefus.al fromAlcxandral'cckcr.anaspiringyoung 
acuc:ss who had tlrxlincd lllc role in 1928 for fear that le would compro­
mise her Cllrccr; and Anaud's Le11tr 10 ld11 Mortmum whose ap(lCllrarn:e 
ls "thchighlightofthcplay."Wllenhcdcsl;ribc$thlsintrigulngdura.ctcr 
Art.audrcmlnds usofDaudclalrc who saw bochsplccn and ideal In the 
p...'OplcofParis,or of Pascal whoLclls us wcarebul af!ll..'d floating on 
Lhe waLcrandaddsth:LI we an:nc\'Cnhclc:ssalhlnklng recd. ForArtaud 
shcrt-prcscnl5~Herllunany01hcrcharacter" .. thc(lccpetcmal 
antithesisbclw-centhcbondagcorourcondltionalldourph)'Sicalfacultics 
alldourcapacityaspureinccllel:landpurcmlnd."Shcis"Utehcartof 
magic .. lnthcmldscofhumanc.k."ay"(ll.63) 

Ilia Mort~man Is w-talthy and beautiful (1. v. 50) )"Cl !ihc is a victim 
of her bodily funcclons."' TI'Iis character fulfils Anaud's desire for 

outrageous symbols of our humanity which woold h.:l•·c a ~IKCral lmpat1 
onthciraU(lic!ICl!.ShcalsofulfllsViclor'snccdforacmljidwue;althouJ:tl 
she has ~01 F..slhcr screaming inLo the garden she h:L'i a mcsmerizin& 
effocl on Vlccor who cells tx:r: "You have fallen imo our midsl like 1 
jcwcllncon~rcury."'The prt'COCiouschildisscnsitivetohcrbcauty.ha" 
stalus and hcr.111guish. and he evokes chcsc atuibutcs in whac could be 
either a child's game or an lrocamatlon: "Vom: p:ikur. wire peinc. VOI 
pcrlcs,vospaupihcs.vo:splcun;.vCMreprivilegc"(l.v,Sl).Acritlcmighl 

add polyval~"a w the liS!. for lda Moneman is .1 remarkably appropriate 
andimcrestingcb.aracler.forscvcralrcasom:onaliLcrllllcvcllhlsJX.non 
whose nan1e suggests "<k:ath" (mortt' ) :tnd "disgusL" (marrt' ) c:m repre. 
.senLsociL1y,c\'cnhighsociety.inasLateofpucrcf:w;:Lion:lnan::alistlc 
.sense she Is, loll~ wortls of Vltrx himself. "A modcrn-Siyle sphinx.. the 
lmagcofaworldviewOOfromLbcfirst alrplancs,thrcatencd byanarcby, 
marked by (adultery). with the disturbing memory (of war). . A 

slinkingandre\'CngcfulworldthathasllOL)'ctacccprcdil5dcf~"("l'• 

Yitrac"): she is the reprcscmalion of our humanity which appealed 10 

Analld: and she is an c:sscmial dramatic protagoniSI w·ho shares •••itb 
Victor the most horrible truth of all. a do:vasLaling revelation which Is 



MORE TIIAN CIIILD"S I'LA Y 

communlcatcdtohlm.lntrueclassicallratlillon.atlllevcrymltkllcofthe 
pia~. 

Vlc10rspc00stimcalonewilhlhlsstr2Jlgcsurrogalemolhefandshares 
qulctronfodenceswilhher.scatcdonherknec.wllilelhehystericaladults 
lookforEslherwhohasncdlntolhegardcn. Theirscenetogethcr(ll.vi. 
~2-55) Is comple~ and is marked by a varlCiy of forms of communica­
tion: four periods of silence. non-vcrb~l bcl\avlor whlcl\ verges on 
erollclsm ("Siltnu.-Vicror kisse~ l lt! r st>"ua/ ri=s on rl~tt neck. 
sloll'/)'."), .locular exchanges and bolll sccrcl and spoken contldci\Ce$. 
Vlclorsho"osthalhchasnoscnseofl.lmc("Nothing~o\"CS I'mnotmore 

lhanahundrodycarsold");,hcscru;eshlsvulncrabilitytodcalh.a 
fundamcntaltraitofhumanlty;andheconfcssesllisdistressrcg:u-dingthc 
one thing he h:ts ncwr learned ("I know everything but that"): the 
"terribly Intelligent" cl\lld J~ terribly l~;omant in one sense: tie dairns to 
beln\ovebul tledoesnot knowhowtomakelove,and"would llOlllkc 
to dle without knowln~;." Victor's ~oblcm is bolh an expression of 
~-pubcsccntanxk1yandanafftrmationofllisvcryhum.mlty. 

In an exchange which a postlllOdcrnlst v."OIIld enjoy.lda Moncmart 
.,~dS(»'tr 111~ cilild 1111d sp~nts ro ilimfor(t long ti= lit a low vf.liu. • 
An~ ~ucmpllhat the audlcrn."l:! might make to hear 1\1..--r secrets I~ frumatcd 
b~ hysterical discusSion In the glll"dcn v.l\1..-rc Esther has been found. 
bloodicdandslobbcrintConfrontalionwiththcimpo!i!iibililyOflo\'Cis 
luelf made impossible by the ambient noise of life. The chiLd and the 
ronfidant linked In a brief erotic relationship arc both ~ivilcged 

obscn"Ct"Softheirabsurdwor!d.WhJttheyactuallysaytoeachothcris 
ofnolmportnoccforthcylll"eliokedbyacommonundcrstandlnilwllich 
Is more profound-and more realistic-because it will ncvcr be artku­
t.ed. VIctor ma~ lovcthesulphuroous beauty who whlsp!.TJ in his car 
bulltisincon:clvablethathe~ldmakeklvetoher.Hissphlnx-likc 

rottfidllnl~ rcek5 of dcalh but the ctramatlc context §llggcsts trult she 
reveals to him the secret of life as illS U\·cdbythePaumelle family in 
Parlsln 192&-lovclsimpossiblc. 

lllsinlcrcstingtonotcthat Victorlsalsosomcthin~;ofasphlnx:as 
thcsccncend.shelsonccaga.inavcryordin:uychi!dandaslo:.satlnal 
f1vor: "I would like you to f:ut for me.~ His unprcdictahility and 

mercurial nalurehn-ebccncom-eyedbylhosewhoplayedlhcCh:lr.lCicr. 
and contributed 10 hlslmpat'tll!ld success. Claudc Rich. who played 
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Victor in 1962. channOO and 0\\."N.hclmcd critks and Inspired reaction~ 
of a subjL'Clivc n:uun.: wl11<;h would h:ivc plc:~S~.'<l Vilr.IC and Artaud In 
1928: "Cruel. lender. c~nlcal, slupcf~ingl~ a~lutc, he giH':S Victor a 
mys1crious dimension. a kind of revengeful vuln•:rahllll~. a disturbing 
llbt'11y of ~pirit which <Idles all ancmpls at Interpretation. One t1ocs noc 
koow whal is up or wh~t Is about to burst out" (Mllfcabru. A•·(IJlt·sc~n~. 
Thldtrt216: 29); "Ahlruofasmile,hiseycsrctrc:uing,hcappcarsl"itsl 
asthcC)"nlCai)"OUncspy.pro:paringCQldlyltismonstrousllicks;tllen,lll$ 
smile dis~:ars !Ucadity and the actor lets us ik.'C a new Victor, tender, 
bmcr. sarcastic. vulnerable, always unpredktablc" (Carat. "Brecht et 
Vitr~~~;" 69); Victor I~ " ... at the same lime a hateful Juju and a Hamlet. 
lie lsemharrassing.d1~1Urblng and alsostlned by his own anguish althc 
rcall7.ationofhlslntclllgcncc."PhilippeCievenot.whoplayedtherolcin 
1968.1mpr"'-'>scdonccritlcbccauselleCQmbired"O~fordiandi51ioction" 

wrththc"poc-tiC\"lllgari1yoffalseangclsofinnoccncc.··theoonfldence 
ofthcwealllly" wlth"thcdlscomfortoftheyoungl:td"'·ithlousledh.llr" 
(Ct'f'fcrman)_ll 

Victorch.:mnsthcsp;..'(.1ar(lr.confnundslhccrllicand.likeolhel" 
cxttptionatdramatlccharocll•u.h.lsocquir;..'tltlleauronomywhichallows 
him to cxen puw~T and JH)'SICry over us all. lt h uf parlicular intcrC!it thal 
lnthisinslaoccitisachlldwholsanagentofrcvulullonandofthc"rcal 
t>pcration" en•·isagcd by Artaud, for children h.lO rarel~ appeared on lhe 
-"aieasccntral dramallccharactt!TS bcforcthccreallonofVietor. This 
uniqueness prompted thcdrrcctorofthe 1962 production 10 say tlulllt 
""liS "gi\-cn 10 Vilrac" (Anouilh. "Chcr VitDC"). ltobo..-rt AhiradlC!(] 
confc:sscs th.:lt when he saw the play in 1962 "laughter froze in (his) 
throat"ashcwalchcdVictnrdisco,·er "lhekprosyoflanguage.stupidily. 
ugliness. hypocTisy and the failure of love." This S(li.-'Ctator also SL-cms 
fa.r,cinatcdbytllecharoclerofVictorahovccwr)'lhlngelscandsccmsto 
rccognlzcth:tt Vktor"spltl)'ha.sbccnmethcplay, "agamcofdeSiruction 
from which no value emerges lnlact"("Unjcuncautcur" 376--79). 

l'~'fhaps no theory can he applied wilh gre~H:r succeill 10 this unique 
ch:ll"lll.1er th:tn Carl lung's notion of the in,incibility of the c:hild 
arthctypewOOref\ectsbothourcarlicstpn:--oonS<..iOuscltildOOodandour 
lntlcipationofpo.st--oonKiOUslifeafterdeath:"ll-.c'child"isalltlutl$ 
abandoned and exposed ard a11he same time divinely powerful; the 
insignificant, duhlou.~ beginning and the triulllpll:ll end" (Jung and 
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Kerl!nyi 98). We remember the ~hlld-gi.llll In the s:Ulor s ... ll for hls 
IU'angclycxistcntlallstsclf-awarcncs5.Hcaddn:sse5thcM:Ud;"lmust tcll 
you loday. Scptcmlxr 12. on the h.::ISI ofS:Unt-LCoiiiX,Ihal lwillnol 
wall one more year to become a m:m ... -hlch means nothing. and lh:u I 
am simply dctcnnlncd to be something" {1. i!, ll). As sure as c:dstcoce 
pre<:edt:s essence he will be sometili11g rather lh:m sorMmte, a ~ictor 

r:ll.hcr th:m Vi~toT. 1 mct:tphof for the person we once were bcfore-..-e 
acqulredanidcntitylndbecamcrallonal,d•"ili7.cdandlnadequ:atcaduliS. 
lie ha~ also prepared the way for a legion of ~hlldrcn and childlike 
characters who will oppear in the Freoch tlteatrc in tlte twcntlctlt 
ccntury,llchltdrcn who hold out thcpromiscofthc p.--rccptlvc. truthful, 
vital and revulutlonary charactL,. we each might someday become 
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